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lack Africans in Renaissance Europe

in early modern thinking, 2 desire for order and for a clear relationship
betswween the human ‘inner’ character and ‘outer’ appearance was a typical
feature. An emerging national English culture was envisioned as a system
of orderly hierarchical relationships, where every thing and person had its
proper, divinely ordained place. The principle of natural order also entailed
the assumption that inner human characteristics were mirrored on the outside,
and what was seen on the surface of the body was a reflection both of the
inner being and of its cultural niche. Qutward appearance could never be
wholly separated from the soul and human nature, although some significant
exceptions to this rule were also recognised.

{ndividual bodies characterised by black skin were interpreted through
this schema. It is hardly an exaggeration to say that in the English Renais-
sance black skin was equated with ugliness, or, rather, with deformity. African
appearance, both skin colour and the facial features seen as specific to people
of African origin, were used to oppose stereotypical images of beauty and
ugliness. ‘Fair’ meant both beautiful and light-skinned. ‘Foul” was of course
the opposite of ‘fair’, but it was also associated with the opposite of ‘blond-
ness, as dark or black. As Kim Hall has noted, ‘black’ was often not so much
the opposite of ‘white’ as of ‘beautiful’ ot ‘fair' 3 This of course entails seeing
‘white as beautiful’ and its necessary opposite ‘black as deformed’ or ugly. Itis
a peculiarity of the English language that the same word was used for beauty
and blondness — in many other European languages these two are much more
clearly differentiated.

{1 a mid-sixteenth-century conduct book, for example, it is asserted that a
silent and chaste woman was always fair, even if she looked like an m%womwms.a
A century later, in 1653, Thomas Hall could sentence vain women who con-
stanily combed and curled their hair or wore wigs to a suitable punishment:
they should be burned for their sins and forced to scorch their skin in the sun
until they acquired the ‘hue of the Black-moores’.” The punishment for sin
was to be burnt in hell-fire; the African sun could be imagined as its earthly
equivalent. The whiteness and ‘naturall fairenesse of mans skinne’ could also
e found in Africa — but not on men; it was epitomised in ivory, as Robert
Guinsh mentioned in his description of elephants.®

Whiteness, then, represented the “origin’; blackness meant variation and
deviation. White Englishmen believed that they quite literally carried the

s Hall, Things of Darkness, p. 9.

¢ Thomas Becon, The Tewel @:&J\lwb:;o:. 1553), sig. Iy-17v.

? “Thomas Hall, The Loahsumnesse of Long Haire {London, 1653}, p. 123
¢ (ainsh in Hakleyt, Pricipal Navigations {1589), p. 94
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image of God in their bodies and faces, whereas black Africans, whose bodies
lacked the clear, pure, white, physical reflection of the divine presence, were
seen in terms of sin and alienation from God. In English texts, it is taken for
granted that all people wanted to be white. Black skin was a mark of a curse,
an affliction, a weakness and a stain.”

To understand the Renaissance idea of beauty, two elements are essential:
the premise that bodily attractiveness consists in the harmonious proportions
of all body parts and features; and the Petrarchist conventions of seeing,
enumerating and describing those body parts as linked together by a sweeping
gaze that travels over the (female) body. Pure and shining whiteness was the
ptimary quality in the woman deemed fair by the Petrarchist gaze; but if the
very canvas where beauty was to be discerned was too dark, the light and
harmony of beauty could not be reached.”™ Such foulness was not, however,
merely a question of aesthetic judgement. In a late sixteenth-century book
discussing human intelligence, a rationale is presented based on Aristotelian
and Galenic conceptions of geography and medicine, again linking the inner
with the outer: people of extremely hot and dry complexions were foul and
deformed. Africans living under the scorching sun could serve as convenient
examples, and vice versa — the bodies of beautiful people were neither too
hot nor too black.”

The idea that beauty is constructed by harmony was especially important
when looking at the face: ideally, all the facial features needed to be in perfect
balance in terms of their shape and size. The vision of foulness embodied by
African appearance, on the other hand, included the stereotypes of thick lips,
flat nose and black curly hair. All of these were considered foul not only in
themselves, but also in combination; in fact they further highlighted the in any
case unquestioned ugliness of black Africans? In poetry, where Petrarchan

9 See for example Joseph Hall, Salomons Ditine Asts (London, 1609), pp. 4-5; William Baldwin, The
Canticles or Balades of Solomon (London, 1598), sig. Ajv—A4; Antonio Brucioli, 4 Commeniary upon
the Canticle of Canticles {London, 1623), sig. B3~B4; Henry Ainsworth, Solomens Song of Sengs
(London, 1623}, sig. C1v.

For the Petrarchist gaze on beauty, see Nancy Vickers, ‘Diana described: scattered women and

scattered thyme’, Critical Inquiry, 8 {1981), pp. 265-79; se¢ also Linda Woodbridge, ‘Black and

white and red all over: the sonnet mistress among the Ndembu', Renaissance Quarterly, 4012

(1987), pp- 247-97-

Juan de Dios Huarte, The Examination of Mens Wits (London, 1594), p. 281,

' Duarte Lopez, A Report of the Kingdome of Congo (London, 1597), pp. 71-86; Samuel Purchas,
Purchas bés Pilgrimage (London, 1614}, pp. 649, 688-9: John Bulwer, Anshrapomeamorphosis
{London, 1650}, pp. 81~91. In the English translation of Lopez there are various woodcuts
representing black Africans, but in these images it is difficult to discern any relation to how
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Black Africans in Renaissance Europe

of blackness. Black Africans were warned not to believe themselves white
merely because they had white teeth.! Thus for white English people black
skin generated a whole range of negative cualities and suspicious attitudes.

Black skin looked exotic and erotic, and it produced mixed pleasures of the
senses, where delight combined with horror and desire with distaste. One of
the prominent associations, frequently made in connection with black skin
and black Africans more generally, was immoderate sexuality and bodiliness.
[ et us now look at how sexuality was skin deep. The trope of unruly African
sexuality already appears in the 1555 translation of Johannes Boemus, The Fardle
of Facions, but the link to skin was not yet clearly spelled out. Later, in John
Pory’s translation of Leo Africanus’ A Geagraphical Historie of Africa, published
in 1660, Africans were described as more pronie to sexual transgressions and
excesses than any other ‘nation’ in the world.*® English writers adopted this
idea without questioning it, albeit somewhat slowly. However, even in earlier
comments where the connection between black skin and sexuality is weaker,
references to African, or black, sexuality often derive directly from judgements
and perceptions of skin colour, particularly in the case of women.

For English men and women, looking at or imaging black African men,
the connection between sexuality and skin was more obscure. Men’s sexuality,
of course, was generally contextualised not so much on the basis of their
appearance as on their physical prowess, so the surface of the body acquired a
different emphasis. This does not mean that male black skin was free of sexual
loading ~ the English sources being examined here reflect male attitudes
much more than they do female, and we have very little access to English
women's constructions of sexuality in general, let alone the sexuality of black
Africans.

It is not difficult to find examples of black women ~ and their black skin -
portrayed as predominantly sexual. T will start from a later example, Richard
Brome’s mid-seventeenth-century play The English Moor, or The Mock Marriage,
and ther hope to show that to some extent his interpretations can be read
backwards into the sixtcenth century. When the protagonist of Brome's play

roe Pettie, A Peite Pallace, of Pettie His Pleasure (London, 1578), p. 66; Dent, Plaine Mans
Path-way, p 44

“ johannes Boemus, The dle of Facions (London, 1555), sig. E8, Fi, F6, F8v; Leo Africanus,
A Geographical Historse of Africa (London, 1600/ 1969). pp. 37-8, 284-5. On similar ideas in

miedieval European culture, see Thomas Hahn, "The difference the Middle Ages makes: color
and race before the modern world', The Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies, 3121 (2001),
pp- 235,

Conceptualising black skin in Renaissance England

paints his white wife's face black, she is automatically interpreted as someone
offering sexual favours. Her husband’s lustful friends start groping her in
corners and cracking jokes about her barbary buttocks.” Black skin denoted
both access and enticement. In the early seventeenth century, when court
performers were fascinated with portraying black characters, the ‘curtizan-
like’ apparel and shocking lechery of court ladies appearing in Ben Jonson’s
Masque of Beauty prompted Dudley Carleton to cry out in moral outrage.”*
Here, too, appearing in a black mask was enough to call forth the sexual
connotations of African women. William Dunbar proceeded directly from
describing his black woman's outward appearance to her sexual availability:
the thick-lipped lady, shining like a barrel of tar in her sumptuous clothes,
incited a lusty knight to fight mightily on the battlefield and then end up
in her passionate embraces. This love, presented in an overtly physical way,
satisfied the knight so deeply that he longed for no other comfort.”

Sometimes black skin was imagined as a mask or a veil that hid an orig-
inal white person, as in John Weever's erotic epigram ‘In Byrrham'.** Black
skin could be compared to paint, and painting a face could be described as
‘murdering beauty’? Although early modern Englishmen understood black
skin as a real feature, it was conceptualised as a corrupted version of the orig-
inal skin God intended man to have and which they themselves sported on
their bodies. Thus black skin had meaning only in connection with white skin,
and white skin, on the other hand, retained its beauty by being compared to
dark and black.

Although painted and blackened skin on the stage is not the same thing
as real African skin, and satiric poetry cannot be read as direct evidence of
everyday behaviour, the attitudes reflected in these examples reveal how close
the connection was between perceiving black skin and experiencing sexual
desire. In Brome's scene, the men groping the blackened woman are portrayed
as believing her to be African, not just painted as such. Their fictitious reactions
are not so distant from Carleton’s outrage, and Dunbar’s desire (although
cloaked in layers of courtly Petrarchism, playful distaste and mocking praise)
is still intimately connected to and indeed born out of her appearance. They

i

Richard Brome, The English Moor, or The Mock-Marriage (London, 1659), pp. Ho~1.

For Carleton’s comments see Jones, Otbello’s Cowntrymen, p. 33; Hall, Things of Darkness, p. 1303
Mary Floyd-Wilson, "Temperature, temperance, and racial difference in Ben Jonson’s The Masque
af Blackness', English Literury Renaissance, 28:2 (1998}, p. 165.

9 Dunbat, Poems, pp. 667,

4 Tohn Weever, Epigrammes in the Oldest Cut and Newest Fashion (London, 159971911}, p. 56.

5 Brome, The English Moor, p. 37.
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Black Africans in Renaissance Europe

through the experience of inferiority it is supposed to produce, to a cultural
judgement that makes black Africans incapable of adjusting to white society.

One might want to see here a white recognition of the impossibility of the
cultural niche apportioned to black Africans, but rarely is there any hint of
compassion in scenes of black Africans rising above their status: the God-given
social hierarchies of English society did not allow for black self-assertiveness
or unruliness. The white writers and audiences of these plays clearly could not
consider the possibility that a black character might seriously see himself as
equal with his white surroundings.®? Divine order dictated that black Africans
could only be in power, legitimately, among their own marginal societies, in
Africa.

After all this, it is perhaps somewhat surprising thatin non-fictional sources,
marriages between Africans and Europeans were not unheard-of, nor even
particularly awe-inspiring, The travel writer George Best, although not famous
for friendly attitudes towards black Africans, mentions a marriage between an
Ethiopian ‘blacke as a cole’ living in London and an English white woman, and
focuses not on the marriage itself but on the question of why their child had
black skin.® Anthony Copley, on the other hand, published in his jest book
an anecdote that played upon the idea of black subjectivity: a blackamoor
king was disappointed in his courting of a French white lady when the fady
caid that she could not love a deformed face such as his. The king concluded
that the woman was at fault: her base mind was such a dirty and deformed
mirror that his beauty could not be portrayed in it Examples like these are
not, however, very typical.

As the protagonist ifl one of the best-known Renaissance plays, Shake-
speare’s Othello, is 2 noble and valorous Moorish knight who has succeeded in
securing the love of a beautiful white lady and acquiring a powetful position
in the European social system, it could be argued that marriages between
Africans and Europeans on stage are 1 good starting point for examining more
positive attitudes towards black Africans. Othello’s white wife Desdemona

>
o Heywood's play The Luir Mad of the West, Bess Bridges, the
from the path of virtue, meets the Moorish king

Best in Hakluye, Pri avinations {1599-1G00), UL, pp. 512 There are, of course,
¥ 596 5

d o
of the lily-white tady allow

kiss is shown on the stage. The sexual antics of the corrupt Mooy, and the
terself 10 be seduced, cause the white male viewers
momerts of horror, but in the end Bess is saved by a decent marriage. See Jean E. Howard, ‘An
Enplish luss amid the Moors', in Margo Hendricks and Patricia Parkes, eds,, Women, ‘Race’, and

L pp. 11617,

s pthony Copley, Wits, Fitg and Fancies {London, 1614}, p. 13,

appears as a ‘prize’ for his ‘mental whiteness’, his understanding of the codes
of white male honour. But Othello’s rashness, irrationality, gullibility, jealousy
and violence can hardly be taken as evidence of nobleness of character —
although this blunt formulation moves out of the early modern mindset into a
modern, gendered framework.3® Even if these characteristics are not v&wm::&
as being caused by his dark skin, they certainly combine in a typical inner
conflict of imagined black success stories. In cases fike this, we should think
in terms of a juxtaposition: black skin against white soul. Othello is black but
noble, just as the bride of the Song of Songs is black but beautiful. Black skin by
no means excluded other characteristics and qualities; instead, playing with
contraries, opposites and paradoxes was the early modern way of discussing
dichotomies. Black skin could not be changed into white, and it could not be
overlooked; it was not something that could be set aside as having no partic-
ular meaning, Othello’s good characteristics were surprising and noteworthy
exactly because he was black; his blackness set them in high relief. The colour
of his skin, then, is actually very meaningful, and not just a coincidence. His
‘white’ nobility does not show through his black skin, but against it.

1€ black Africans were usually judged on the basis of their physical attributes
alone, it is no surprise that English writers describe them as violent as well.
Descriptions of Africa construct the trope of violence by presenting black
Africans as a band of robbers or warriors, courageous barbarians. Cannibalism
and other terrifying practices are commonly mentioned. The frightening ‘look’
of Africans was an important part of creating this image: the warlike ‘tribe’
of Giachas or Agagi, for example, was always described in terms of their
‘dreadful and devilish’ sight, deformed facial features and glowing white
eyes, contrasting with the extreme blackness of their skin.?

The idea of unreasonable violence was also associated with Africans living
in England or Europe. A very good example of this is a ballad called ‘A
Lamentable Ballad of the Tragical End of a Gallant Lord and Virtuous Lady’,
where the black African servant of a noble white family is driven to violence by
his master’s unjust treatment. He imprisons the whole family except the master,
tortures all of them, rapes the lady, then kills the children and their mother
in a locked tower of their moated castle, in full sight of all the townspeople.
The nobleman dies of horror upon seeing this, and finally the black servant

¥ For Othello’s character linking with Renaissance popufar conceptions of people of colour, and
these conceptions forming the basic vocabulary of coloniatist discourses, see Ania Loomba,
Cender, Race, Renaissance Drama (Dethi, 1989), pp. 49-52.

# Leo Aficanus, A Geographical Historie, p. 31; Bulwer, Ambropometamorphosts, p. 70.
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Black Africans in Renaissance Europe

in the English context, three main theories were discussed, and all were found
wanting.

The climatic theory supposed that the sun parched the skin of those living in
the far south black, but since the skin colour of Europeans living in Africa did
not darken in the same way, and Africans living in Europe did not gradually
acquire a beautiful white skin, and, furthermore, since Africans were of many
shades, this theory was found seriously lacking. It is, however, an interesting
interpretation, because it does not assume skin colour to be an absolute.
Rather, it sees colour as a continuum, a series of differences.*® 1f we think of
Renaissance beauty theories, we can actually find a somewhat similar attitude:
the blacker the skin, the uglier the person. Neither blackness nor ugliness is
absolute, however; instead, there is 2 continuum of different variations from
the norm of whiteness. And, curiously enough, for people of a certain hue,
those of the same colour were said to seem the most attractive 4 Even if these
reflections sound more like astonishment and mockery than acknowledging
and respecting ethnic difference, they still reveal beauty or ugliness of skin
colour as more multifaceted than usual. In fact, climatic theory can be seen
as logically leading to a questioning of the simple interplay of skin colour,
morals and human value prevalent at the time.

The gaping holes in the climatic theoty invited attempts to explain black
skin though heredity. George Best wondered why the child of a mixed marriage
was black, even when the family lived in England. Could there bea hereditary
ceason for black skin? Discussions of generation were very different before
the age of genes, and the most important element in these early discussions

B

Mary Floyd-Wilson contends that the somewhat marginal geographical status of England and,
in terms of climatic theory, the extreme {even unhealthy) whiteness of its inhabitants compelled
English writers 1o challenge the theory and prefer the binary opposition of white and black. See
Floyd-Wilson, ‘Temperature, temperance, and racial difference’, pp. 185-6. Lynda Boose, also
discussing the geographical isolation of England, interestingly notes that of all ‘European’
countries, England was ‘the most unf niliar with Africans’ because of its marginal location on

the world map: Boose, *“The getting of 4 lawful race”, p. 36. As a Finnish/Nordic historian,

1 of course well placed to point out the ethnocentricity of Boose's critical perspective, 100:

» during the Renaissance. Europe did not end at the south coast of the Baltic Sea, and
i thon was alway

of Beautie and All Humane Affections {London, 1606), p. 26. Other carly
also pointed out that ugliness of black skin was relative and culturally variable:
ample, could esteem darker hues — and

did not mind short people. See for cxample Juan Luis Vives, The Pussions uf the Soul
{Lewiston, NY and Lampeter, 16 o), p. 113; Anthony Gibson, A Womans YWoorth (London, 1599},

fol. §7-57v; Thomas Browne, Psendodexia Epidemica (London, 1646), pp. 332-3 Thomas Halin

sources as well, see Hahn, ‘The difference the Middle Ages

makes’, pp. 18-19.

CONCEPTUALSHIY, UIAUR SDAL 1L avvnsstas s oo

was the role of the mother and her imagination. If during the moment of
conception she happened to be thinking of or seeing something potent or
distressing, this could have repercussions for the unborn child. Pregnancy
was a time fraught with dangers of this kind. Black women, naturally, were
thinking of their black tusbands — hence their black children. But even white
women married to white men could thus conceive black children, if they
fixed their imagination on a vision of a black man at the wrong moment. In
this way, black skin could be thought of as a ‘mutation’, appearing at some
point during human history through mere error and the activity of a woman's
imagination.**

Another theory debated during the Renaissance revolved around the curse
of Ham, son of Noah, but this theory too was recognised as problematic,
because of the many discrepancies and conflicts in the story.® Still, George
Best, for example, while explaining the curse, called blackness ‘a spectacle of
disobedience’, an indelible visual stain of sin, meant to be seen by all.# No
matter how emphatically the curse of Ham was denied, it was still repeated
all through the seventeenth century, and whether people believed in the curse
or not, the association of blackness with lechery, lust and disobedience stuck.
Since the early modern mind was always collecting knowledge by combining
it, we can see how the popular image of the black African was formed by
piling one association of sin on top of another, resulting in a ‘bricolage’ of
devilish and sinful images. But that is all it was: an amalgam of suspicions and
assumptions, not a proper theory — or so early modern natural philosophers
thought.

Allin all, we could say Renaissance England lacked a theory to explain black
skin and, consequently, the cultural niche appropriate for black Africans. This
was considered a serious problem, and while various writers called for more

4% Thomas Lupton, A4 Thousand Notable Things (London, 1579}, pp- 15673 Purchas, Pilgrimage,
p. 655; Browne, Pseudodoxia Epidemica, pp. 327-8; Bulwer, Anthropomeramorphosts, p. 253; see also
Chaplin, Subject Maner, pp. 138—41. In a literary form this motif is presented in the Ethiopian
romance of Heliodorus and its latet versions, see Heliodorus, An Athiopian Histore {London,
1569), fol. 52v—53; William Lisle, The Faire Ethiopian {London, 1631), p. 182.

' The problems of the curse of Ham have been multiplied by Benjamin Braude’s revealing article

4

on how the geographical notions familiar to us as Noachic theory are fragmentary and
inconsistent, and often anachrogistically put wogether. In the Renaissance, there was no clear
idea of the global continental division so familiar to us, and the division of lands between
Moal's sons was itself a much debated and incoherent fantasy. What we have here is indeed ‘a
process of unnatural selection’, as Braude describes it! Benjamin Braude, “The sons of Noah and
the construction of ethnic and geographical identities in the medieval and early modern
periods’, The William and Mary Quarterly, 5.4:1 (1997) 193-42.

% Rest in Hakluyt, Principal Navigations (1599—1600), 111, p. 52.
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Black Afficans in Renaissance Europe

this partly explains the tenacity of the fictions of race: cultural categories are
100 devious and multifaceted for us even o grasp in everyday life, let alone
simply to do away with. This is one of my main points. But while we can
see that doing away with the concept of race does not necessarily allow us
more freedom if we continue @ be burdened with its intellectual content,
considering Renaissance beliefs also shows us that race is a cultural, historical
concept, born out of the needs of a specific period in time to define the ‘other’
that needed containing. It is not a universal, and its scientific value is easily
questioned, if the meanings attached to it could be explained at an earlier
time through other cultural categories. However tenacious, it is still simply a
ficrion.

s RS ARG
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