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Prof. Dr. D.G.. Williams ““‘Shakespeare and North Africa”
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‘ Prof. Dr. W.W. Cleland “An Experiment in Village Reconstruction
in Egypt”
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Once more he blames his eyes for their false vision,

O me, what eyes hath Love put in my head, ,

Which have ne correspondence with true sight.,. (Sonnet 148)
He begins to wonder whether the opinion of everyone around him is
right after all and whether he is wrong in loving a woman of such
unconventional colour.

If that be fair on which my false eyes dote,

What means the world to say it is not so. (Sonnet 148)
Sonnet 152, the last in the sequence written to the dark woman, ends
with these bitter words :-

For I have sworn thee fair; more perjured I,

To swear against the truth so foul a lie.

So fairness and foulness are once more presented in ambivalent
opposition. Shakespeare has revealed to us the source of this telling
contrast of fair and foul, a contrast which he was to remove from the
personal experience of love to make one of the basic thought patterns of
his writing, nowhere, of course, more impressively than in Mecbeth.

There may not be sufficient grounds for relating Shakespeare’s
experience with the dark woman of the Sonnets to his continned interest
in North Africans and their skin colour, though the “dun breasts” and
“black wires” of Sonnet 130 are significant pointers. Certainly the hitter
disillusionment with which that love ended did nothing to impair Sha-
kespeare’s sympathy with tawny-skinned characters. From the very
beginning to the very end of his eareer, the interest and the sympathy
are there, Shakespeare is unique in English literature in the number of
love affairs and marriages between Norith Afrieans and Europeans which
he puts into his plays.

Gwyn Williams

Note : The Shakespeare Head Press edition of the Works of William
Shakespeare, 1934, has been used for quotation in this paper,
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the finest study we have of passionate womanhood.

So the peak has been reached in Shakespeare’s interest in North
Africans and in the eolour of their skin in two great tragedies dealing
with North African manhood and womanhood in their finest, most
characteristic moods. Shakespeare is nearing the end of his career, but
there is yet one more marriage between a North African and a fair
Buropean girl to eome. The action of The Tempest hegins with the
wreck of the ship which earries the King of Naples and his eourtiers
back from Tunis, where they have been celebrating the wedding of the
King’s daughter, Claribel, to the King of Tunis. Once more there are
some who disapprove of this kind of match, and Sebastian bluntly blames
the King for the disaster which has befallen them.

Sir, you may thank yourself for this great loss,

That would not kless our Europe with your daughter,

But rather lose her to an African...(I11 122-4)

But apart from the distance which separates Tunis and Naples, the King
has until now seen nothing wrong in the marriage, and Gonzalo, as
though defending the marriage by referring to a similar love story asso-
ciated with Tunis, harks back to the famous affair of Aeneas and Dido,
Q‘ueell Of Cartl‘lage.

So freguent have the siens heen of Shakespeare’s interest in tawny
skin, and =o consistently have they recurred, that we may reasonably
look for similar signs in his non-dramatic peems, particularly in the
Sonnets,the dates of which are unknown but which must have been
written over a number of years, during which he was writing for the
theatre, There is much reference in the Sonnets to the black beauty of
a woman, who is usually contrasted with Shakespeare’s fair male friend,
her foulness, in more than one sense, opposing his fairness. Once more
the warning must be made that her “blackness” may be no more than a
tawniness, accompanied by black eyes and hair.

The Sonnets, too, show Shakespeare’s detestation of cosmetics. We
remember Hamlet's contemptuous remark to Ophelia, “God has given
you one face, and you make yourselves another.” (III i 145-6)' In the
Sonnets it is the fair friend who requires no painting, and painting is
here used metaphoricelly for flattery.

I never saw you did painting need,

f. T hawve shown elzewher: how the mevetricious nature of the cosmetic art provides
one of the central and most significant images in Hamlet. Modern Language Review,
April 1950, pp.216-8.

N e

And therefore to your fair no painting set. (Sonnet 83)
Shakespeare speaks of “false painting” (Sonnet 67) and calls artificial
aids to heauty the “hastard signs of fair” (Sonnet 68). Again using it as
a metaphor for flattery, he says,

And their gross painting might be better used

Where checks need blood. .. (Sonnet 82)

It is later in the generally accepted numbering of the Sonnets that
references to blackness or tawniness appear, for even as late as Sennet
115 it ig time, not the sun, which tans sacred beauty. The change comes
in Sonnet 127, the first written to the dark woman, whoever she may
have been,

In the old age black was not counted fair,

Or if it were, it bore not beauty’s name;

But now is black beauty’s successive heir...
In Sonnet 130 there is a realistic astonishment in the way Shakespeare
speaks of the woman with whom he is in love.

If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun;

If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head.

She is certainly no fair-skinned, pink and white beauty, for he goes on
to say,

I have seen roses damaskt, red and white,

But no such roses see 1 in her cheeks,
In the next sonnet, no. 131, he tells her,

Thy black is fairest in my judgment’s place.
And Sonnet 132 ends thus,

Then will I swear Beaunty herself is black,

And all they foul that thy complexion lack.
But a terrible disillusionment follows a betrayal, the nature of which
is not difficult to imagine from what the Sonnets tell us. Shakespeare
regrets the lack of judgment which has led him

To put fair truth upon so foul a face. (Sonnet 137)
He makes the situation as clear as is possible in Sonnet 144, which
begins,

Two loves 1 have of comfort and despair. ..
In his eyes she has now become “a woman colour’d ill” and he speaks
of her “foul pride”. In Sonnet 147 he is “past cure” and “frantic-mad”.

My thoughts and my discourse ag madmen’s are,

At random from the truth vainly exprest;

For T have sworn thee fair, and thought thee bright,

Who art as black as hell, as dark as night.

— 13 —
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Would ever have, t’incur a general mock,

Run from her guardage to the sooty bosom

Of such a thing as thou......(I ii 71-6)

But Othello’s account of his wooing convinces everyone that he used
no African witcheraft, and the Duke’s comment is :-

I think this tale would win my daughter too. (I iii 171)

But when Iago manages to sow the dreadful seeds of suspicion in Othello’s
mind that Desdemona is unfaithful to him, Othello is ready to put the
blame on his colour, his lack of courtly graces and his age, but first of all
his colour.

Happly, for I am black,

And have not those soft parts of conversation

That chamberers have; or, for T am declined

Into the vale of years...(IIT iii 263-6)
The tragedy moves to its terrible conclusion, Tago’s intrigue succeeds,
Othello kills Desdemona and then learns the truth. lago goes to his
punishment with the bitter stoicism of Aaron the Moor, but Othello,
before killing himself, weeps unaccustomed tears and pathetically asso-
ciates his folly and his loss onee more with difference in colour, for he
asks Lodovico, in his report on the affair, to speak of him as he is,

of one whose hand,

Like the base Indian, threw a pearl away

Richer than all wribe...(V ii 347-9)
The final comment on the Moor is that of Cassio :-

For he was great of heart, (V ii 362)

So we have seen greatness of heart, passionate love leading 1o
murderous jealousy, associated with a North African, a Moor, and we
can now see what might perhaps have happened if the Prince of Morocco
had picked the right casket, These are the elements which Shakespeare
was 10 use again very soon in another Medilerranean and North African
tragedy, and if Othello was dark, a black Moor, Cleopatra, for Shake-
speare, was a white Moor, a tawny. The Ptolemies, of course, were
Greeks, but Shakespeare shows no interest in or even awareness of this
fact. For him Cleopatra was a North African queen, passionate, tawny,
a gipsy. Ordinary men cannot understand Antony’s love for her any
more than they could Desdemona’s love of Othello. The very first words
of the play make that clear and indicate what kind of Cleopatra we are to
expect, certainly not the “whitely wanton” who too often appears on
the modern stage.

Nay, but this dotage of our general’s

O’erflows the measure : those his goodly eyes,

e - 10 =

That o’er the files and musters of the war

Have glow’d like plated Mars, now bend, now turn

The office and devotion of their view

Upon a tawny front: his captain’s heart

Which in the scuffles of great fights hath burst

The buckles on hig breast, reneges all temper,

And is become the bellows and the fan

To cool a gipsy’s lust.

Yet this is the love which Shakespeare, in Antony and Cleopatra, glorifies
with seme of his finest peetry.

When Antony is away and Cleopatra thinks he does not love her
any more, she is ready, as Qthello had been, to put the hlame on her
colour and her age. (She could never accuse herself of lack of the courtly
arts.) She wonders whether he will :-

......think on me,

That am with Phoebus’ amorous pinches black

And wrinkled deep in time? (I v 31-3)

If for the Prinee of Moroeco the sun was a neighbour and a cousin, for
Cleopatra it is a lover, and her swarthy colour is the result of the
bruises left by its playful and loving pinches. “With Phoebus’ amorous
pinches black” is the feminine counterpart of “The shadow’d livery of the
burnisht sun”, the associations of physical love replacing those of war.
But even though in her momentary self-despising mood Cleopatra calls
herself black, we must think of her as tawny, of the colour of old
hruises, black in the broad Elizabethan sense.

Enobarbus tells us that he once saw Cleopatra “hop forty paces
through the publie street” (II ii 237). Gypsies were known to the Fli.
zabethans as dancers in the public streets and in a Journal written in
1605, not long before Shakespeare wrote Antony and Cleopatra, the
Earl of Nottingham speaks of “Gypsies...men and women, dauncing and
tumbling much after the Morisco fashion” (O.E.D. morisco). Morisco
daneing, morris dancing, Moroceo, gypsy, Egyptian, the associations are
all implied in Enobarbus’ account. Nor ean Shakespeare handle this
subject without recourse to the old fair-foul oppesition and its ambi-
guities. This is what gives point to Anthony’s bilter ery :-

This foul Egyptian hath betrayed me. (1V xii 10)

In his anger it seems to him that she has behaved “like a right gipsy”,
but all is well between them when, a little later, he dies in her arms.
If Othello was for Shakespeare the type of North African man, then Cleo-
patra was North African woman, and Shakespeare’s Cleopatra is perhaps
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dark-skinned boy, not African this time but Indian,who must have fi-
gured prominently in the train of Titania, the Fairy Queen, though since
he is given no words to speak, he does not appear in the list of characters,
This boy is the cause of the quarrel hetween Titania and Oberon, which
results in all the amusing and dangerous confusions of the plot, and
Titania talks about him and his Indian mother with much warmth and
poetry.

The fairy land buys not the child of me.

His mother was a vot’ress of my order:

And, in the spiced Indian air, by night,

Full often hath she gossipt by my side;

And sat with me on Neptune’s yellow sands,

Marking th’embarked traders on the flood;

When we have laught to see the sails conceive

And grow big-bellied with the wanton wind:

Which she, with pretty and with swimming gait

Following, her womb then rich with my young squire,

Would imitate, and sail upon the land,

To feich me trifles and return again

As from a voyage, rich with merchandise.

But she, being mortal, of that boy did die;

And for her sake do I rear up her hoy;

And for her sake I will not part with him. (II i 123-138)

Yet another case, therefore, of reluctance 1o give up a dark-skinned

child, and evidence of Shakespeare’s continuing and sympathetic interest
in dark skin colour.

The first really likeable North African in Shakespeare’s work is the
Prince of Moroeco in The Merchant of Venice. A stage direction in the
First Quarto refers to him as a Tawny Moor and when a flourish of cor-
nets has announced him into Portia’s presence his first act of courtship
is a poetic and dignified defence of his colour,

Mislike me not for my complexion,

The shadow’d livery of the burnisht sun,

To whom I am a neighbour and near bred.

Bring me the fairest creature northward born,

Where Phoebus’ fire scarce thaws the icicles,

And let us make incision for your love

To prove whose blood is reddest, his or mine.

I tell thee, lady, this espect of mine

Hath fear’d the valiant: by my love, I swear

The best-regarded virgins of our clime

Hath loved it too: I would not change this hue,

Except to steal your thoughts, my gentle queen. (II11-12)
He is servant and neighbour and cousin to the sun, is proud of his asso-
ciation with it and despises those whose skin and blood is not warmed by
it. Portia is impressed and quietly tells him that by her father’s will
she is prevented from making her own choice of a husband. Were this
not so, she says :-

Yourself, renowned prinee, then stood as fair

As any comer I have lookt on yet

For my affection,
Shakespeare rarely misses an opportunity of playing upon the meanings
of the word fair and its implied antithesis, and Marocen is surely pleased
that Portia should make him the compliment of this word,

When it comes to the choice of caskets we are not suprised to find
this neighbour of the sun veering towards the sunny metal, gold. His
defence of his choice is noble and worthy of Portia, but he chooses the
the wrong casket, takes his luck like a gentleman and departs with a heavy
heart. ifer gentle comment is, “A gentle riddance,” Of course, she is not
sorry, for now the chances are that her hushand will be a man of her
own colour, and Bassanio is already in her mind. So, before leaving the
stage, she remarks :-

Let all of his complexion choose me so.

It his noticeable, however, that her next suitor, the white Prince of
Aragon, is dismissed with much more contempt when he in turm has
failed.

Thus hath the candle singed the moth.

O these deliberate fools! (1T viii 79-80)

So we come to the central study, for which the others were sket-
ches.Othello, a tragedy with a North African. for the first time, as hero,
a study in Mediterranean psychology, in the contrast between Machia-
vellian coldness and hot blood, in passion and quickness to jealousy.
One remembers what the Prince of Moroeco said about his own hot
bloed. Tt is clear that Othello is very dark, not just tawny in our present
day sense of the word. Roderigo calls him “thick lips” and Iago refers
to him as “an old black ram” . Brabantio, Desdemona’s father, ealls him
a “foul thief” (note the opposition to fair) and asks :-

Whether a maid so tender, fair, and happy,

So opposite to marriage that she shunn’d

The wealthy curled darlings of our nation,
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Aaron scornfully replies
Why, there’s the privilege your beauty bears
Fie, treacherous hue, that will betray with blushing
The close enacis and counsels of the heart!
Here’s a young lad framed of another leer :
Look, how the black slave smiles upon the father,
As who should say, “0ld lad, I am thine own”,

Aaron kills the Nurse to gnarantee her silence and conceives the
plan of substituting the fair, new-born child of Muliteus, a Moor married
to a European woman, as the Emperor’s heir, whilst he secretly brings
up his own dark child. As he carries off his little son, he says :

Come on, you thick-lipt slave, I'll bear you hence;

For it is you that puts us to our shifis :

I'll make you feed on berries and on roots,

And feed on curds and whey, and suck the goat,

And cabin in a cave; and bring you up

To be a warrior and command a camp. (IV i 175-180

Thinking forward into Shakespeare’s later work, it is difficult not to see
here a sketch of the infancy of Othello.

The erying of the child betrays Aaron as he coneeals it in a ruined
buiiding and tries to still it. “Peace, tawny slave.” Is he here attempting
to lighten the darkness of his offspring, or is this another case of the
loose equivalence of black and tawny? Aaron is brought before the
triumphing Lucius and manages to save his son’s life, partly by confess-
ing his own misdeeds. A Goth, listening to the recital, exelaims,

What, canst thou say all this and never blush? (V i 121)
And Aaron goes, proud and unrepentant, to a terrible death.

In Love’s Labour’s Lost, an early comedy, Shakespeare returns to
the commendation of dark skin and to the fact that it does not require
artificial colouring. There seems to be no dramatic necessity for this,
since Rosaline, the girl in question, is not a negress, nor even a black
or a white Moor. Berowne commends a letter “to her white hand” and,
in his disgust at having fallen in love, he describes her as :-

A whitely wanton with a velvet brow,
With two pitch-balls stuck in her face for eyes. (III i 193-4)

The word pitch sticks in his mind and a little later we overhear him com-
plaining again about being in love. “I am toiling in a piteh, pitch that

=

defiles : defile! a foul word.” (IV iii 2-3) The King makes matters worse
by comparing Rosaline to another black substance -

By heaven, thy love is black as ebony.
Berowne now jumps to the defence of her colour and the argument
appears to pass beyond hair colour to the whole complexion.
Is ebony like her? O wood divine!
A wife of such wood were felicity.
O who can give an oath? where is a hook?
That I may swear beauty doth beauty lack,
If that she learn not of her eye to look :
No face is fair that is not full so black. (IV iii 244-250)!
The King replies with a set of traditional mediaeval associations.
O paradox! Black is the badge of hell,
The hue of dungeons and the stole of night.
Berowne counters with an attack on the whole of the fashion for fairness
in woman, a fashion sealed in Shakespeare’s day by an unmarried, fair.
haired, fair-skinned queen.

0.if in black my lady’s brows be deckt,
It mourns that painting and usurping hair
Should ravish doters with a false espect ;
And therefore is she born to make black fair,
Her favour turns the fashion of the days,
For native blood is counted painting now ;
And therefore red, that would avoid dispraise,
Paints itself black, to imitate her brow.
A chorus of mockery from the king and his courtiers greets this pro-
nouncement,
Dumaine : To look like her are chimney-sweepers black.
Longaville : And since her time are colliers counted bright,
King : And Ethiopes of their sweet complexion erack.
Dumaine : Dark needs no candles now, for dark is light,
But far from being beaten, Berowne still has a telling shot in his locker,
the permanence of dark colour in contrast to the ephemeral nature of
the cosmeties applied to fair skin.

Your mistresses dare never come in rain
For fear their colours should be washt away.

In another comedy, 4 Midsummer Night's Dream, there occurs a

I, Cf Weever In Byrrham, quoted by G.B. Harrls on, Shakespeare at work p, 310,



sonne breent, Judic, Urines IT 4 IT b,

Ben Johnson’s friend, William Drummond, refers to the “sun-burnt
nations of the south” (Irene 176) and Middleton in More Dissemblers
Besides Women, 1623 (V ii), says of an ill-favoured woman, “She’s the

gun’s masterpiece for tawniness.”

The adjectives black, swart, swarthy, tawny,and sunburnt could all
therefore be used interchangeably to refer to North African skin colour
at the time when Shakespeare wrote and could all equally well be used
for British skin colour. George Owen, writing of certain swarthy Welsh-
men in 1603, says that from the age of ten to twenty-four they spent their
lives out of doors watching eattle, which gave their skin a North African
darkness. “They seeme more like tawney Moores, then people of this
lande.” (Description of Pembrokeshire V 42.)

People dressed and disguised as Moors often gave colour and con-
trast to courtly entertainments during the second half of the 16th een-
tury. At a court masque in 1559 there were six Moors dressed in black
velvet, at the entertainments given for Queen Elizabeth at Kenilworth
in 1575, which may not inconceivably have been seen by Shakespeare,
there was a blackamoor orchestra, and at Lord Unton’s wedding in 1580
the torch-bearers were five pairs of cupids, naked children, five black
and five white. But it was Shakespeare who first brought North Africans
seriously and sympathetically into English drama, as persons that is, not
as the black devils of medieval religions drama.

We meet Shakespeare’s first North African in Titus Andronicus, one
of his first experiments in tragedy. Aaron the Moor is the follower and
lover of Tamora, Queen of the Goths. (Later, in Othello, Shakespeare
gives us another study in almost absolute evil in the character of Iago,
loosely repeating the Titus Andronicus- Aaron pattern in the Othello-
Iago, but with the skin colour reversed, the Moor now noble and the
Ttalian vicious.) In his first speeches Aaron makes clear to us his pround,
lustful, scheming nature. Nor is his colour left in any doubt. He refers
to his own “fleece of woolly hair”, Bassianus calls him a “swarth Cimme-
rian,” Lavinia talks of Tamora’s “raven-coloured love” (all in II iii
24-84), and when Aaron brings good news, Titus Andronicus exclaims,

Did ever raven sing so like a lark? (III 1 159)
In the tradition of the old religions plays, Aaron’s colour accords with
his character and, in his contempt for the truthfulness of Titus Andro-
nicus, he himself sums the matter up :

e o

Let fools do good and fair men call for grace,
Aaron will have his soul black like his face. (IIT 1 205-6)
Later there is talk of ...
...... a black ill-favourd fly
Like to the empress’ Moor...(III ii 70-71)
and...

That comes in likeness of a coal-black Moor. (III ii 82-3).
There is no doubt, therefore, in our minds that Aaren is a “black”, not
a “white”, Moor,

It is the more surprising, since this is so, that Shakespeare allows
Aaron to defend his colour in such a convincing and admirable way.
When Tamora has a child by Aaron and it turns out to be black, the
Nurse, following the old traditien, calls it a devil, exelaiming,

A joyless, dismal, black and sorrowful issue :

Here is the babe, as loathsome as a toad

Amongst the fairest breeders of our clime :

The empress sends it thee, thy stamp, thy seal,

And bids thee christen it with thy dagger’s point. (IV ii 70-3)

It is at this point that we begin to feel sympathy for the otherwise ire-
pellent Aaron. He eries out, “Is black so bhase a hue?” and we must
admire the pride and spirit with which he prepares to defend his son.

At this point in the play oecur two very interesting ideas connected
with dark skin, first that it is superior to white skin in not betraying the
secrets of the heart with blushes, and second that it requires no artificial
colouring to beautify it, ideas to which Shakespeare was to return in
other works, thus showing that they were of special interest to him. Aaron

turns with anger and contempt on Tamora’s two grown-up white sons,
wha threaten to kill the newborn child.

Ye white-limed walls! ye alehouse painted signs!
Coal-black is better than another hue

In that it scorns to bear another hue;

For all the water in the ocean

Can never turn the swan’s black legs to white,

Although she lave them hourly in the flood. (IV ii 99-104)

And a little later, when Chiron says :
I blush to think upon this ignomy
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wise as white as her husband, though of course very few so-called white
people are really white.

During the 16th century the words black and Moor were so often
used toghether that by 1581 we find them fused into the word black-
amoor, which passes into common use by late Elizabethan writers.
Andrew Boorde, the traveller, in hiz Boke of the Introduction of Know-
ledge, xxxvi 212,1547, reports a man as saying, “I am a blake More
borne in Barbary.” And he explains, “Ther be whyte Mores and black
Moors”, meaning that the skin colour of North Africans varies from fair
to darkl.

Purchas’ Pilgrimage, 1613 (p. 687), distinguishes hetween the inhabi-
tants of the North African or Barbary coast and those of the African
hinterland, in referring to “The Sea coast Moores, called by a general
name Baduini.” This distinction accords with Boorde’s white and black
Moors, but it was rarely observed once the term blackamoor was
indiscriminately used for all the inhabitants of North Africa and the
word black became interchangeable with tawny, swarthy, tanned or
dark-complexioned.

When Gloster in Shakespeare’s Richard I (L. ii. 158) ealls Clifford
black-faced, he does not mean that he is a negro, nor is that the suggestion
in the following dialogue in Two Gentlemen of Verona (V. ii. 8-1?}.
Thurio is a rather silly young Italian gentleman and there is no question
of his not being “white”.

Thurio : What says she to my face?

Proteus : She says it is a fair one.

Thurio : Nay, then, the wanton lies; my face is black.

Proteus : But pearls are fair; and the old saying is,
Black men are pearls in beauteous ladies’ eyes.

In other words, if gentlemen prefer blondes, ladies are apt to prefe_r
dark-skinned and dark-haired men. Then again in Othello (IL i
130-132), the phrase “black and witty” is the used to describe a woman
in contrast to “fair and wise”, black clearly meaning dark-haired or
dark-skinned, though of course this playful exchange between Des:

] ns were specifically included under the term Moor in W. Watreman's Fardle
IFach-:gssr,a 1565 (I, Fv. 48). Y'The reste of the people of Libya westward. .are called
Maures, or Moores,” This work on the peoples of Asia and Africa was a partial
translation of Joannes Boemus' Repertorium Librorum Trium De Omnibus Gentium
Mores, Leges & Ritus, Augsburg, 1520

demona and lago carries undertones of awareness of Othello’s blackness
and of the intermarriage of colour about which the play turns. Shakes-
peare thinks metaphorically of night as a dark-haired woman, so that
we have “black browed night” (MND IIL ii. 387) and “the black brow
of night” (KJ V. vi. 17), but not as a negress. Sonnet XXVIII has “swart-
complexiond night”” and when death is conceived as a dark woman the
image carries passionate overtones.
............... If T must die,
I will encounter darkness as a bride
And hug it in my arms. (M for M III. i. 82-4)

Just as it is clear that from the 17th century on the word black came
gradually to be limited as a colour adjective to its present day meaning,
80 also there are signs in the 16th century that the word swart, which had
previously meant black (ef. German schwarz) was being used in the
looser sense of brown, sunburnt or tawny, interchangeably with black.
In Hylton’s Scala perfeccionis, 1395 (II xii), we already find the word
swart associated with sunburn. “Beholde me not that I am swart for the
sonne hath defaded me'” But in the 1533 edition of this work swart was
replaced by blacke. We have already noted Shakespeare’s “swart-com-
plexiond night”. When Dromio of Syracuse (Com. of Err. IIL ii 100-101)
is asked about the complexion of the kitchen-maid who pursues him, he
answers “Swart, like my shoe.” He means not black, but the colour of
tanned leather, and it is the process of tanning leather with oak chips that
has given us the words tan, tanned and tawny as eolour words for skin. In
1613, William Browne similarly refers to the “swart ploughman™ (Bri-
tannia’s Pastorals I iv). Yet Shakespeare uses swarth, a variant of swart,
to describe the very dark Aaron in Titus Andronicus (II iii 72), “your
swarth Cimmerian”, and the word swarthy for an Ethiop in Two Gentle-

men. of Verona (II vi 26). Ben Johson calls Egypt swarthy in The
Poetaster.

_The association of swarthiness of skin with the burning effect of the
sun'' was a commonplace in the 16th century. The Oxford English Die-
tionary gives the following quotation : ¢, 1530 Men of Ethyoppe, that are

1. Cf. The Prince of Morocco's first words in M of V, IT i 1-2
Mislike me not for my eomplexion,
The shadow'd livery of the burnisht sun.

ii. The Old English blaec or blac was perhaps connected with the old verb blackan -
to burn or scorch, cognate with the Greek phlebo - burn, This is very close to O.H.
bldecan and blae-pale, which has given us bleach. Is this another cause for colour
confusion, and the reason why Hylton, see above, said defaded, not burnt, by the sun?
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SHAKESPEARE'S INTEREST IN SKIN COLOUR

I have attempted elsewhere! to suggest an emotional background
to Shakespere’s interest in dark skin, an experience of love and lust out
of which came the complex antithesis of fair and foul which gave him
one of the central patterns of his thinking and changed the old alliterative
and simple opposition into the telling paradox that fair can be foul and
foul fair. In this paper I intend to analyse in more detail Shakespeare’s
use of adjectives of skin colour, particularly when applied to North Afri-
cans, his animadversions on the use of cosmetic art on white, as opposed
to dark, skins, and the warmth of his reference to sunburnt skin which,
though dramatised and made to fit a character like everything else in
his plays, would appear to reveal a sympathy on the dramatist’s part
with North African skin colour.

Colour adjectives are tricky things to deal with, perhaps because
no two persons see exactly the same colour, perhaps simply because
~ words change their meaning over the centuries, and whereas a change
of direction in the meaning of such words as charity or revolution might
not be perceptible to the ordinary speaker of the language, a change in
such common concepts as whiteness and blackness would puzzle anyone,
so that to find the word black used to deseribe red wine or a pretty
Englishwoman might come as something of a shock. It is important
therefore for us at the start to realise what Shakespeare and his contem-
poraries could mean by the word black, the connotation of which
has become narrowed by today.

‘As early as the 11th century this word was used to describe a person
with dark hair or a dark complexion. Later, it was loosely used for
non-Eurepean races who might be far from black in colour. Thns the
late 14th century poem Sir Ferumbras describes the Saracens as black
(1. 2785). In Pepy’s Diary (30 April 1661) we find the lively author
speaking of a Mr. Hater and his wife and saying, “I found her to be a
very pretty, modest, black woman.” There is no suggestion that the
pretty Mrs, Hater was a negress. She was simply black-haired, but other-

1 Shakespeare and Black Beauty. Personal Lanseape, Poetry London 1945,
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