
 

 

 

 

 

 

Race and Ethnicity hub: 

The Moors, Black Presence in the United Kingdom Before and After the Tudor Period 

 

CAROL BROWN-LEONARDI:  

 

Hello, I'm Dr. Carol Brown-Leonardi, I'm a social anthropologist, and I work in the Faculty of Arts and 

Social Sciences, FASS, as associate lecturer and honorary researcher at the Open University. And I'd like 

to welcome you to my presentation, which is going to be about the Moors, Black presence in the United 

Kingdom before and during the Tudor period.  

 

So I'll make a start then. So the Moors are Northern Africans and they have had-- they have extensive 

knowledge of ancient Egypt and Nubia, which was fostered from constant cultural exchanges between 

the Africans of the North West and North Africa. And they introduced science, literature, and other forms 

of knowledge to Europe that lifted it out of the Dark Ages when they conquered the Iberian Peninsula in 

AD 711.  

 

The Iberian Peninsula, then known as Al-Andalus territories, thrived as a centre of arts and culture. It was 

esteemed for its scientific advancements and economic prosperity. The Moors existed and ruled in 

Europe for over 700 years, and resided in the royal houses of Europe where they collaborated on many 

levels with each other, which included marriage.  

 

There is very little discussion about the presence of Black people in Scotland, England, Ireland, and 

Wales before 1500. And this presentation aims to gain some insights on some Black individuals that lived 

and visited England or the United Kingdom before this period.  

 

I thought we would think about the story of Europa. So the story of Europa is at the heart of European 

identity and culture. Europa, the young maiden, was the object of affection of the Olympian god, Zeus, 

who was enamoured by her beauty. He devised a plan which involved metamorphosing himself into a 

beautiful bull.  

 

The young maiden gathering flowers is impressed by the bull's handsome flank and gentle nature. She 

caresses the bull and gets on his back. Zeus takes the opportunity to abduct her and swim to the island of 

Crete, where he impregnates her. Thus, she becomes pregnant and gives birth to three children, one of 

which is the King of Crete, Minos.  

 



This Greek myth has survived the narrative to inspire writers, artists, historians, and politicians, over the 

centuries. In fact, modern day Europe has used this myth of Europa to symbolise the transformation of 

Europe into the European Union, which involves economic and cultural unification of the member states. 

Statues of this Venetian maiden can be seen riding a bull outside European state buildings, and her 

image is the artwork on the Euro introduced in 2002. In fact, the myth Europa has grown as a vehicle of 

inspiration for a nation of people.  

 

According to Wellingfields 2001, the Greeks divided the world into three major units, Europe, Asia, and 

Northern Africa. Taking a linguistic approach, some scholars believe Europe's name to be descriptive in 

origin in the roots of ancient Greek language. The first part, "eur", equalling wide, and the second part, 

"ops," which equals face or eye. When you put these two things together, it translates as "wide gazing".  

So if we think of a Semitic-- if we take a Semitic step to kind of look at this further, it is possible to see that 

the Greek language family is related to the Afro-Asiatic Semitic language group. The graph shows us the 

strand from the West Semitic branch, which makes sense, as Testen 2020 points out, that ancient 

Phoenician traders settled in Cartage, Africa, and used the Phoenician language as a language of 

commerce.  

 

The Phoenician language is an ancient and now extinct Canaanite language. However, the Phoenician 

alphabet remains and has survived as it spread through Greece, and is used in the modern day European 

alphabet, which we recognise today.  

 

Lucius Septimus Severus was the Roman emperor in Britain from the year 193 to 211 AD. He was a 

North African descent from Liberia, and from a prominent family that already had an established Roman 

military background. His intention for Britain was to conquer the whole island and subordinate it to Roman 

rule.  

 

His campaign involved rebuilding forts along Hadrian's Wall and using it as a base to conquer the North of 

England, which we now recognise as Scotland. But Caledonian tribes had a different way to fight battles 

by participating in partisan tactics against the Romans, which led to heavy losses on the Roman side.  

By 210 AD, he had achieved peace and good relations with the Northern tribes. And this was followed by 

the building of the Roman Fort in Carpow on Troy for future campaigns. To celebrate his victory, he gave 

himself and his sons the title of Britannicas. And of course, we know that his sons were also emperors 

who ruled England or the UK. It is thought that either he or his son was the architect of creating Britain's 

two provinces that we now recognise as the North-South divide, as in Northern England and the South of 

England.  

 

Queen Philippa of Hainualt, wife of King Henry III, is one of England's beloved medieval Queens. She 

married as a teenager in exchange for military aid in the form of ships and soldiers following a coup led by 

Queen Isabella of France from her estranged husband Edward II. Isabella promised to marry her son, 

Edward III, to Philippa of Hainualt, who was the eldest unmarried daughter of William, Count of Hainualt, 

which we know is modern Belgium.  

 



Philippa arrived in England on Christmas day 1327, several days after Edward II's funeral. She became 

queen of England at the tender age of 12 years old. And together, Philippa and Edward formed one of the 

great royal marriages of the Middle Ages.  

 

In the few years of her marriage-- and that's the first few years of her marriage-- Queen Isabella refused 

to give any power to Edward and Philippa, as she had formed an alliance with her lover, Roger Mortimer, 

Earl of March. So Philippa was neither crowned as she had no land and she was granted no income until 

1330.  

 

However, despite all the difficulties and this difficult start, Philippa gave birth to Edward of Woodstock, 

later known as the Black Prince because of his dark complexion. So on June 30th, Edward III overthrows 

his mother and forces her to enjoy a long and pampered retirement until her death in 1358. And of 

course, he executes Roger Mortimer.  

 

So in the later 1330s, Philippa of Hainualt becomes known as a discreet queen who regularly intercedes 

to her husband on behalf of others. She opened parliament in the absence of a king, and helps to 

negotiate beneficial marriages for her children, which also benefit foreign policy.  

Philippa was called to the side of her husband on dealing with the claim to the French crown in 1337. And 

this is important as it has an impact on the French-British alliance which we still experience today, there's 

still some friction. And that had an impact on the Hundred Years War that was to follow in the era of the 

crusades.  

 

So we all know, we're all familiar with the legend of King Arthur's sword in the stone. And the story tells 

the tale of the young boy being validated as the true King of England because he's able to pull the sword 

out of the stone, unlike the stronger and older men that experienced many failed attempts. According to 

historians, King Arthur defended Britain against the Saxons in the late fifth and early sixth century.  

The legend of King Arthur and his Knights at the roundtable was written in detail by the Anglo-Norman 

cleric Geoffrey of Monmouth between the year 1100 and 1154. This literature captured the interest and 

imagination of Europe, which led to a series of poems and works written by the French writer Chretien de 

Troyes between the year 1155 and 1185.  

 

The Crusades was a series of religious wars initiated and supported by the medieval Latin church from 

1096 to 1453. The most familiar crusade campaign is the war over the Holy Land in the period between 

1095 and 1291, which successfully recovered Jerusalem and the surrounding area from Islamic rule. In 

her article, not all knights at the roundtable were white.  

 

Eveleth 2014, discusses how knights of colour had been excluded from more recent productions of King 

Arthur's tales. In the tale of King Arthur, there is the story of the 14-year-old Dutch knight Morien, who is 

one of six knights of colour that occupy a seat at King Arthur's Round Table. His story is the beginning-- 

his story begins with his quest to find his father who deserted him and his mother when he was two years 

old.  

 



And during his search, he forms a relationship with Sir Lancelot, with whom he has many adventures. 

And the story is completed with him finding his father and regaining his inheritance as ruler in his land. 

The tale captures the essence of the Crusades in the camaraderie and friendship between Morien and Sir 

Lancelot, which gives some insight into the human relationships that existed in that era.  

Uncovering the African presence in medieval Europe, presents Simmons' 2017 critique of the British BBC 

drama documentary of the Northern conquest of England, 1066, A Year to Conquer England.  

The reason for his critique was that the series featured Robert De Beaumont as one of William the 

Conqueror's aides, who was played by the Black actor Jotham Annan. This raised questions on whether 

sub-Saharan African people were present in medieval England.  

 

Robert De Clari was a French Knight who was part of the Fourth Crusade. In his account of the 

Crusades, Conquest of Constantinople, written around 1216, he offers a narrative of the presence of 

Africans in medieval Europe. In Robert's account in the year 1203, the crusaders on the fourth crusades 

were in Constantinople, played a part in a major imperial power struggle. While they were in the city, they 

witnessed an unnamed Nubian king.  

 

As Robert described, and while the barons were there in the palace, a king came there whose skin was 

all black, and he had a cross in the middle of his forehead that had been made with a hot iron. This king 

was living in a very rich abbey in a city, in which the former emperor Alexios had commanded that he 

should be lodged and of which he was to be lord and owner as long as he wanted to stay.  

 

Robert's description of the king having a branded cross on his forehead would have been true for a 

Nubian at that time. A practice that is still occasionally continued today amongst some communities. 

Some historical accounts tend to overlook that Black African Christian kingdoms thrived in North East 

Africa during the medieval-- sorry, Middle Ages. Some of these were the kingdom of Nubia.  

Furthermore, from 1993 to 2006, Professor Susan Black and her team discovered a skeleton during a 

series of archaeological digs carried out in the cemetery of the Greyfriars monastery in Ipswich, Suffolk. In 

the BBC programme History Cold Case Team, 2010, it illustrates the African presence in medieval Britain 

through forensic investigation.  

 

Nine skeletons from Sub-Saharan Africa origin were found at the grave site. It is believed that these 

Africans may have been involved in the crusades war. This African crusader is known as the Ipswich 

Man. From around 1225 to 1285, it is believed that he was brought back by returning crusaders around 

1270.  

 

Medieval society focused on religion and the religious doctrine, and did not actually focus on race. It did 

not use race as a form of inequality between human beings. And in his book Black and British Olusoga, 

2021, gives insight into some of the medieval perspectives on blackness and whiteness.  

To call someone Black in Shakespeare's England was to insult them, not by linkage with race, but 

because the colour itself was pregnant with negative symbolism. Whiteness, by contrast, was a marker of 

purity, virginity, and divinity. The concept was loaded with meaning in the years that, what I could now tell 



you, the mixed race, virgin queen, Elizabeth I was when she was whitening her skin with lead-based 

makeup.  

 

In the book, Black Tudors, Kaufmann describes Jacques Francis as the Salvage Diver, who was the first 

Black man to testify and have his words respected in the English court. However, I was astounded by the 

introduction of the art of swimming and diving that was brought to England during this period from Africa.  

She describes, "Jacques plunged into the sea and the cold engulfed him. It was so different to the warm 

waters where he'd learned to swim and dive as a child. He took a series of deep breaths, allowing his 

lungs to inflate with air and take precious oxygen into his blood, and dive beneath the waves. Hundreds of 

onlookers, including King Henry himself, had watched helpless as the ship went down.  

 

The Mary Rose, that's what they called her. And now that splendid ship lay lifeless before him in the 

water. Her studded sides with guns of iron and bronze. That was why he was here. Jacques and the other 

divers in his team was brought to this cold island to perform a miracle for the King."  

 

On a personal note, I was quite astounded because I always believed that my bones were too heavy and 

I was really someone that was to be on land. So it was a very big surprise for me to learn this. It's not 

until, again, I read from this book that it was not until 18-- sorry, 1587. I'm sure you can hear my 

excitement by this. So 1587, when Everard Digby publishes A Treatise on the Art of Swimming, where he 

emphasises the necessary strokes that help you to stay in the water.  

 

In that time, many people drowned swimming in the pond dubbed "The perilous pond north of Bunhill 

Fields in London". African free divers were admired and prized across Europe. And I feel that, on this 

positive note, I would like to thank you for attending. And I left a lovely picture of a knight here, who is 

Alessandro de Medici. And I'd like to thank you for listening to me today. Thank you.  


