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The European invention of Christian Nubia (12th-14th cent.) 
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In the Middle Ages, Nubia stretched along the Nile valley from Aswan, in 

the south of Egypt, to the confluence of the White Nile and the Blue Nile in present-

day Sudan (fig. 1). It was divided into three kingdoms, each one occupying a section 

of the Nile valley : Nobadia, from Aswan to the third cataract, Makuria, from there to 

the 5th cataract region, and the most southern of them, Alodia, whose capital, Soba, 

was situated immediately south of Khartoum1. All of them were converted to 

Christianity during the 6th century and remained independent from Muslim rule until 

the 14th century2.  

We totally lack any Nubian narrative about the history of these kingdoms, 

thus most of what we know today about the religious and political history of these 

kingdoms is based on accounts composed by Muslim or eastern Christian writers3. 

However, whereas the latter had been for a long time aware of the existence of 

Christian kingdoms lying south of Egypt, their western counterparts remained 

virtually ignorant of this fact until the late 12th century. This late discovery raises 

several questions. How did the Europeans become acquainted with Nubia and how 

did they react to this discovery ? How did this newly “discovered” land come to be 

integrated into Western Medieval geographical knowledge and imagination ? In the 

restricted scope of this paper, my purpose is only to outline the main steps of this first 

encounter between the Europeans and Nubia as well as its main implications. 

                                                        
1 It’s worth noticing that, by the late 7th century, the two northern kingdoms of Nobadia and 
Makuria merged into one state based in Dongola.   
2 The most recent introduction to the history and archaelogy of Christian Nubia is 
D.A., WELSBY, The medieval kingdoms of Nubia : pagans, Christians and Muslims on the 
Middle Nile, Londres, British Museum Press, 2002. See also G. VANTINI, Il Cristianesimo 
nella Nubia antica, Verone, Museum Combonianum, 1985. 
3 These texts have been collected and translated in English in G. VANTINI, Oriental Sources 
Concerning Nubia, Heidelberg, Varsovie, 1975. 
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I. Nubia as Aethiopia : between classical geography and biblical 

exegesis 

 

Before the late 12th century, and to some extent well after that date, the main 

stock of geographical knowledge about Nubia was twofold. Medieval writers relied 

on the Bible as well as on patristic commentaries and religious literature which 

contain several allusions to the lands situated south of Egypt. But Middle Ages’ 

geographical culture is also based on accounts written by latin classical authors, like 

Pliny the Elder, or late antique compilers such as Solinus, Martianus Capella or 

Isidore of Seville. The land known to us as Nubia was called then Aethiopia. 

However, this name is not devoid of ambiguities.  

Its etymology refers to the greek aithiops, which means literally “burnt face”. 

Although each greek or roman writer seemed to have his own conception of 

Aethiopia, it is possible to distinguish two main distinct meanings in ancient and 

medieval geography. Whereas it is most often used to mean the whole southern part 

of the African continent, Aethiopia, in a more restricted meaning, also refers to a less 

extended area, namely the land situated along the Nile immediately south of Egypt 

and sometimes referred to as Aethiopia sub Aegypto4.  

Among the accounts about Aethiopia coming from the Ancients and preserved 

by medieval scholars, one important name occurs frequently : Meroe, which was the 

name of the capital city of the great kingdom that occupied the Middle Nile valley 

from the 4th century B.C. to the 4th century A.D. The kingdom of Meroe was quite 

famous amongst greco-roman scholars who wrote several accounts about its 

inhabitants and rulers5, some of which found their way into medieval literature.  

Meroe appears also in  a large number of detailed world maps of the Middle 

Ages. One of the main reason for this popularity is most probably the importance of 

this place name as a landmark for ancient and medieval cartographers. Owing to the 

location of the real city of Meroe at the confluence of the Nile and Atbara rivers, 

                                                        
4 For a survey of the different meanings of Aethiopia see F. de MEDEIROS, L'Occident et 
l'Afrique, Paris, Karthala, CRA, Menil Foundation, 1985, p. 23-33. 
5 For an edition with commentaries of the most significant of them see T. EIDE, T. HÄGG, R. 
HOLTON PIERCE, L. TÖRÖK, Fontes Historiae Nubiorum. Vol. II. From the mid 5th to the 
First century BC, Bergen, 1996, passim ; E T. EIDE, T. HÄGG, R. HOLTON PIERCE, L. TÖRÖK, 
Fontes Historiae Nubiorum. Vol. III. From the First to the Sixth Century AD, Bergen, 1998, 
passim.  
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Meroe was usually described by the ancient writers as a vast island6. Following these 

accounts, ancient and medieval mapmakers use to depict Meroe as an island set in the 

midst of the Nile, on its middle or upper course. However, the island of Meroe does 

not always appear clearly as part of Aethiopia in ancient maps and seems more 

closely related to the representation of the Nile course.  

 

Besides the authority of the Ancients, medieval scholars also relied on the 

Holy Scriptures. The name Aethiopia is mentioned on several occasions, especially in 

the greek and latin translations of the Old Testament where this name stands for the 

hebrew “Kush” and thus refers to the Nubian kingdoms of Antiquity7. During the 12th 

and 13th centuries, when the scholastic philosophy and method were flourishing, some 

scholars strive to conciliate the geographical knowledge about Aethiopia available in 

both Scriptures and greco-roman writings. In the 13th century, Roger Bacon, the 

famous Oxford Master, tried in his Opus Maius to clarify the location of Aethiopia 

and Meroe relying on various sources including the Acts of the Apostles, biblical 

commentaries by Saint Jerome as well as quotations from Ptolemy, Pliny and Flavius 

Josephus8. 

As to the religion of the Aethiopians, the accounts of greek and roman writers 

are unequivocal, though quite allusive, for they usually state that the Aethiopians 

worship Amun and other Egyptian gods. Yet one particular story told in the New 

Testament suggests that the Aethiopians were not unaware of Christianism. This 

episode appears in the Acts of the Apostles and relates the baptism of an Aethiopian 

man met by Philip the deacon on the road from Jerusalem to Gaza9. This Aethiopan 

man is described as an eunuch, treasurer of queen Candace. This later name was 

understood by the writer of the Acts as a proper name although it is actually a 

Meroitic title given to the queen-mother whose authority was highly respected in the 

kingdom of Meroe.  

                                                        
6 See for instance Strabon (early 1st cent. A.D.), Pomponius Mela (ca. 40 A.D.) and Pliny (1st 

cent. A.D.). T. EIDE, T. HÄGG, R. HOLTON PIERCE, L. TÖRÖK, Fontes Historiae Nubiorum. 
Vol. III. From the First to the Sixth Century AD, Bergen, 1998, p. 813, 815, 841, 842, 852, 
853.  
7 For a survey of these references see E. ULLENDORF, Ethiopia and the Bible, London,, 
published for the British Academy by the Oxford U.P., 1968, p. 5-9. 
8 ROGER BACON, The Opus Majus of Roger Bacon, 3 vol., BRIDGES, J.H. (éd.), Oxford, 
Williams and Norgate, 1897-1900., vol. 1, p. 313-314. 
9 Acts 8:26-40. 
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This episode is continued in an Apocryphal text in which Matthew the Apostle 

travels to Aethiopia and meets there the Eunuch whom Philip baptized10. When he 

arrives in Aethiopia, the land is under the curse of magicians and evil snakes that 

Matthew succeeds in overcoming. Then, he baptizes the king, Eglippus, and his court. 

Afterwards, Matthew opposed Hirtacus, Eglippus’ successor, who intended to marry 

his niece Epygenia, a consecrated virgin.11. This opposition provokes Hirtacus’ anger 

who sent one of his men to stab Matthew who became thus a martyr of Christ. This 

apocryphal tale was still known in western middle ages and can be found in the very 

popular Golden Legend compiled by James of Voragine in the 13th century12. 

Of course we cannot determine exactly to what extent these stories are 

fictitious, but the obvious lack of evidence of such an early spread of Christianity in 

Nubia and in Ethiopia tend to prove their unreliability13. On the other hand, these 

legends perhaps paved the way in the medieval minds for the idea that Christian Faith 

might have reached some of these Aethiopians.  

 

II.  From Aethiopia to Nubia : the ÒClassicsÓ updated 

 

During the 12th century, while medieval scholars kept using the name 

Aethiopia, the word “Nubia” appears as a new term to name the territories situated 

south of Egypt. It is important to bear in mind that the 12th century is a major turning 

point in medieval geographical knowledge and imagination. During this period, the 

Western Latin world encountered the East, not only through the translations of 

numerous Arabic texts, but also by means of direct contacts in the wake of the first 

Crusade. The geographical horizon of the men of the Middle Ages then expanded14, 

so that it became possible for them to collect in the Middle East pieces of information 

about lands situated beyond. Relying on an increasing number of accounts written by 

                                                        
10 This text is known as The Passion of Matthew and was probably composed during the 4th 

century. P. GEOLTRAIN, J.-D. KAESTLI (eds.), ƒcrits apocryphes chrŽtiens, II, Paris, 
Gallimard, 2005, p. 815-835. 
11 G. VANTINI, Il Cristianesimo nella Nubia antica, Verone, Museum Combonianum, 1985, 
p. 67-69. 
12 JACQUES DE VORAGINE, La lŽgende dorŽe, A. BOUREAU, M. GOULLET (eds.), Paris, 
Gallimard, 2004, p. 774-778. See also page 1388 for an overview of the transmission of this 
episode from the 4th century Apocryph to this compilation.    
13 For a thorough historical analysis of the episode related in the Acts see T. EIDE, T. HÄGG, 
R. HOLTON PIERCE, L. TÖRÖK, Fontes Historiae Nubiorum. Vol. III. From the First to the 
Sixth Century AD, Bergen, 1998, p. 845-850. 
14 J.K., WRIGHT, The geographical lore of the time of the crusades, New York, American 
geographical society, 1925, p. 292-293. 
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travelers or pilgrims, medieval scholars soon became aware that a land known as 

Nubia occupied the Nile Valley south of Egypt and that it was inhabited by 

Christians15.  

One of the first medieval occurrence of this name appears in 1141 in the so-

called “Marseilles Tables” which have been translated from earlier geographical 

tables composed by Arab astronomers and geographers16. A “city of Nubia” (Urbs a 

Nuba) is here merely mentioned along with its longitude and latitude17. In the early 

13th century, even Roger Bacon showed his acquaintance with this new name and 

mentions Nubia among the main regions composing Aethiopia, even though, as we 

have stated, Roger Bacon makes an extensive use of greco-roman authorities18. 

Nevertheless, the sources on which Roger Bacon relies are not clearly acknowledged 

in this particular case. He seems to rely both on quotations from Pliny’s Natural 

History, where it is stated that a people called “Nubaei” occupied the western margins 

of the Meroitic kingdom19, and on a latin translation of the 9th century Persian 

Astronomer al-Farghânî (Afraganus) whose work is also quoted in relation with the 

name “Nubia”20. But, whatever the sources from which he draws, it is worth noticing 

that Roger Bacon never alludes to Nubians’ Christianity. 

Although still vague and sketchy, one of the earliest and most reliable 

reference to Nubia as a Christian Land is to be found in the Chronica Slavorum 

written by Arnold Von Lübeck in the beginning of the 13th century. It relates an 

embassy sent in 1175 by the Duke of Saxony in order to meet the Egyptian Sultan. In 

the Sultan’s gardens, the emissary noticed the presence of numerous parrots which 

were said to come from a land known as « Nubia ». This land, said to be twenty days 

distant from Cairo, is described as populated by Christians and ruled by a king. 

                                                        
15 For a survey of these mentions see G. VANTINI, Il Cristianesimo nella Nubia antica, 
Verone, Museum Combonianum, 1985., p. 232-240 ; A.D. VON DEN BRINCKEN, Die Nationes 
Christianorum Orientalium im VerstŠndnis der lateinischen Historiographie von der Mitte 
des 12. bis in die zweite HŠlfte des 14. Jahrhunderts, Cologne, 1973, p. 243-262.  
16 J.K. WRIGHT, The geographical lore of the time of the crusades, New York, American 
geographical society, 1925, p. 96-97.  
17 Ms BnF Latin, 14704. J.K. WRIGHT, « Notes on the Knowledge of Latitudes and 
Longitudes in the Middle Ages », Isis, 5, 1923, p. 88. The « Toledo Tables » dated of the 
second half of the 12th century also make mention of a « civitas Anuba ». G.J. TOOMER, « A 
survey of the Toledan Tables », Osiris, 15, 1968, p. 135. 
18 ROGER BACON, The Opus Majus of Roger Bacon, 3 vol., BRIDGES, J.H. (éd.), Oxford, 
Williams and Norgate, 1897-1900., vol. 1, p. 318 
19 PLINE L’ANCIEN, Histoire Naturelle, Livre VI, 4e partie. L'Asie africaine sauf l'Egypte, 
Desanges, J. (transl.), Paris, Les Belles Lettres, 2008, p. 15.  
20 ROGER BACON, The Opus Majus of Roger Bacon, 3 vol., BRIDGES, J.H. (éd.), Oxford, 
Williams and Norgate, 1897-1900., vol. 1, p. 313 
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Almost at the same period, Theodoric, a german pilgrim who visited the Holy Land 

between 1169 and 1172, was the first traveller to mention Nubians among the 

Christian « nations » settled in Jerusalem21. Several other testimonies of the same kind 

are available for the period running from the late 12th to the late 14th centuries22. 

Although they are usually no more than mere mentions, they all tend to point out 

Cairo and the Holy Land as the main spots where information about Christian Nubia 

can be gathered.  

Some pieces of knowledge about Nubia may have been translated into maps as 

soon as the first half of the 12th century for Nubia is mentioned in a map, since lost, 

but which has been described with great details by Hugh of Saint Victor in the second 

quarter of the 12th century23. According to this description, this early 12th century map 

still doesn’t contain any allusion to Nubia’s Christian identity. This new piece of 

information appears in two later maps which also remind us many features of the 

earlier map described by Hugh of Saint Victor. The first one was formerly kept in a 

nunnery in Ebsdorf (Germany)24, and the other one is still kept in the Hereford 

cathedral in England25. Both date from the late 13th century or the turn of the 14th 

century26.  

The land of Nubia appears at the southern extremity of the Nile course, in the 

area from where the river springs, close to the ocean which surrounds the whole 

earth27 (fig. 2, 3). This extreme location probably explains why Nubia is depicted in 

the vicinity of monsters such as basiliscs and dragons which are also associated with 

Upper Egypt and Nubia in Hugh’s description. The main innovation of these two 

maps lies in the content of their captions some of which make mention of the 

                                                        
21 About these two early mentions of Nubia see E. CERULLI, Etiopi in Palestina. Storia della 
comunitˆ etiopica di Gerusalemme. Vol. I., Rome, Libreria dello Stato, 1943, p. 27-30.  
22 For an overview of all the texts concerning Nubians’ presence in Jerusalem : 
D. CECCARELLI MOROLLI, « Le fonti occidentali medievali sulla presenza nubiana in 
Gerusalemme », Studia Orientalia Christiana Collectanea, 32, 1999, p. 5-60. See also  E. 
CERULLI, Etiopi in Palestina. Storia della comunitˆ etiopica di Gerusalemme. Vol. I., Rome, 
Libreria dello Stato, 1943., passim.  
23 P. GAUTIER DALCHE, La "descriptio mappe mundi" de Hugues de Saint-Victor, Paris, 
Études augustiniennes, 1988, p. 148. 
24 For an interactive online edition of this map see http://weblab.unilueneburg.de/kulturinform
atik/projekte/ebskart/content/start.html 
25 S.D. WESTREM, The Hereford Map : a transcription and translation of the legends with 
commentary, Turnhout, Brepols, 2001. 
26 P.M. BARBER, « Medieval Maps of the World », HARVEY, P.D.A., The Hereford world 
map. Medieval world maps and their context, The British Library, 2006, p. 23-30. 
27 About Nubia in 13th century maps see B. HIRSCH, Connaissance et figures de l'ƒthiopie 
dans la cartographie occidentale du XIVe si•cle au XVIe si•cle, Paris, PHD Thesis, 
Université Paris I Panthéon-Sorbonne, 1990, p. 12-23. 
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Nubians’ Christianity. In both maps, the Nubians are described as devout Christians 

(christianissimi) although the Ebsdorf’s map, more prolix, also concedes that they 

have the bad habit of going naked28 (as it is illustrated in the map which depicts the 

Nubian gate keepers naked). We cannot determine precisely what kind of material the 

mapmakers had at their disposal concerning Nubia. But the Ebsdorf’s map seems to 

point out the Holy Land as the ultimate source of at least part of these new pieces of 

information since it is written in one of its captions that the Nubians used to pay 

frequent visits to the Holy Sepulchre29. 

 

These maps demonstrate that, at the turn of the 14th century at the latest, the 

genuine Nubian kingdoms have definitely arisen at the extremity of the European 

geographical horizon. But, despite an increasing influx of information about Christian 

Nubia throughout the 13th century, the name Aethiopia does not disappear from 

medieval geographical vocabulary and is still used to mean the Middle and High Nile 

                                                        
28 « Gens hec est semper nuda… ». 
29 « Ierusalem cum multa turma et cum multa pecunia frequenter venit et sepulchrum Domini 
multa pecunia honorat et ditat ». 
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Valley. Another map dated of the second half of the 13th century and known as the 

Psalter Map follows a similar general outline as Hugh’s Mappa mundi as well as 

Hereford and Ebsdorf maps, except that, instead of the name “Nubia”, this one bears 

“Ethiopia”30. It is also worth noticing that even in the chart of Hereford, the 

inhabitants of Nubia are described as “Ethiopes christianissimi31” even though in this 

case the word “Ethiopes” probably refers to its widest meaning of “Black African”.  

 

 

Regarding the toponym of “Meroe”, these 13th century maps follow earlier 

cartographic patterns and keep depicting it as an island which appears more closely 

related to southern Egypt than to Nubia. However, some Middle Ages’ writers seem 

well aware of the genealogical link existing between Meroe and Nubia. The clearest 

example is to be found in a poem, written in old German at the beginning of the 13th 

century, which relates the fanciful pilgrimage to Jerusalem of Ernest, a 10th century 

                                                        
30 P.M. BARBER, « Medieval Maps of the World », HARVEY, P.D.A., The Hereford world 
map. Medieval world maps and their context, The British Library, 2006, p. 15-19. 
31 S.D. WESTREM, The Hereford Map : a transcription and translation of the legends with 
commentary, Turnhout, Brepols, 2001, p. 93. 
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Duke of Bayern. On his way to the Holy Land, Ernest met a ship carrying 

“Moorishes”. When the Duke asked them about their whereabouts, these “Moorishes” 

answered him that they were Christians coming from the land called “Ubia” (for 

Nubia) and that this land was formerly known as Meroe by the Ancients32.  

 

III.  The Nubians : friends or foes ?  

 

As soon as Medieval Europe is informed of the existence of Nubia, a new 

question arises : are the Nubians enemies or potential allies ? Two contradictory 

answers coexist during the Middle Ages. A first tradition, which appears almost 

exclusively in epic literature, conveys the image of the Nubian as a Saracen like any 

other. On the contrary, another tradition, more scattered, promotes the idea of a 

Nubian kingdom enemy of the Muslims and hence disposed to help the Crusaders.  

Nubians often appears, with different spellings, in epic poems known as 

“chansons de geste”33. This literary genre is divided into several cycles which all have 

in common their emphasis on the confrontation between the Christian West and the 

Saracens. The very first mention of Nubia in this tradition appears in the famous 

“Song of Roland”, the archetype of the whole genre, which was put in writing in the 

late 11th century. Nubians are cited among the various “pagan” peoples of which the 

Saracen troops were composed34. The name is spelled here “Nubles” which also 

means in Old French “dark” or “black”. Henceforth, the association of the Nubians 

with blackness becomes a recurrent motif in later works even though the location of 

these Nubians remains generally obscure.  

In this context, Nubia should not be regarded as referring to the genuine 

Nubian kingdoms but rather as a name among others available in the literary 

repertoire of French jongleurs and troubadours. As far as our topic is concerned, what 

we have to point out is that the Nubians, in this literary tradition, are always said to 

belong to the wrong side. So, while aristocratic courts were listening to songs in 

which Nubians were depicted as enemies of Christendom, the medieval academic 

world was gradually becoming aware of the existence of real Christian kingdoms 

                                                        
32 Ernestus seu Carmen de varia Ernesti Bavariae ducis fortuna, auct. Odone, in 
E. MARTENE, U. DURAND,  Thesaurus novus anecdotorum, Paris, 1717, t. III, p. 368.  
33 For an overview of these mentions see A. MOISAN, RŽpertoire des noms propres de 
personnes et de lieux citŽs dans les chansons de geste fran•aises et les Ïuvres Žtrang•res 
dŽrivŽe, 5 vols., Genève, Droz, 1986. s.v. Nubie, Nubia, Nubles, Nubiants, Nubiens, etc.. 
34 l. 3224. See  La chanson de Roland, J. DUFOURNET (éd.), Paris, GF Flammarion, 2004., p. 
312-313.  
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called by the same name. Moreover, by the late 12th century, following the major set-

backs suffered by the Latins in the Holy Land, some Western Christians even started 

to dream that the Nubians would come to help them fighting the Muslims in the 

Middle East. 

Even before the capture of Jerusalem by Saladin in 1187, a certain Richard of 

Poitiers already suggested, in his Chronicle completed in 1172, that the Nubians were 

able to fight the Muslims. After complaining about the disappearance of Christianity 

in North Africa, Richard states that he heard of Christian kings who lived at the 

boundaries of the Muslim world and who persecuted the infidel nations located in 

their vicinity. This story most probably echoes the mythical eastern kingdom of 

Prester John, since the legend was developing at this time. Then, Richard adds that the 

king of “Avesguia” (probably put for habasha i.e. Abyssinia) and the king of the 

Nubians did the same thing as these mysterious eastern kings35.  

Later on, in the first half of the 13th century, this hope took the form of a 

prophecy according to which the Nubians would be involved in the events announcing 

the final defeat of the Muslims and the conquest of Jerusalem by the Christians. 

Oliver of Paderborn, a German scholar who took part in the fifth crusade, reports this 

prophecy in his Historia Damiatina written between 1229 and 1244. The prophecy 

was told in a document which was found in Damietta, in Egypt, after the soldiers of 

the fifth Crusades had captured the city at the end of the year 121936. In this text, 

originally written in Arabic, several events are foreseen, some of which have already 

occurred, like the capture of Damietta, and other are yet to come. Among the latter, it 

is told that a Nubian king will conquer Mecca, and that this king will throw away the 

bones of the false prophet for the Westerners believed that the body of Muhammad 

was kept in this city. The text which Oliver refers to has already been identified : it is 

known as the Prophecy of Hannan, son of Isaac and was most probably composed by 

Nestorian Christians in 1220, in the heat of the moment. Although Oliver explicitly 

states that this prophetic king will be a Nubian, that Ethiopia is meant here cannot be 

                                                        
35 E. CERULLI, Etiopi in Palestina. Storia della comunitˆ etiopica di Gerusalemme. Vol. I., 
Rome, Libreria dello Stato, 1943, p. 38-40. 
36 Most of what follows about this prophecy is taken from the thorough analysis of P. 
PELLIOT, « Mélanges sur l’époque des croisades, », MŽmoires de lÕAcadŽmie des Inscriptions 
et Belles Lettres, Paris, 1951, p. 73-97. See also A.D. VON DEN BRINCKEN, « Islam und 
Oriens Christianus in den Schriften des Kölner Domscholasters Oliver (+ 1227) », 
ZIMMERMANN, A. and CRAEMER-RUEGENBERG, I., Orientalische Kultur und europŠisches 
Mittelalter, Berlin, New York, Walter de Gruyter, 1985, p. 86-102. 
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ruled out, as other evidences tend to suggest37. Unfortunately, since we lack the 

original text, we cannot check the name that was actually used in Arabic.  

These dreams of coalition took a more prosaic form following the second 

council of Lyon in 1274 and the fall of Saint-Jean-d’Acre in 1291. During the 14th 

century, several texts promoting plans for the reconquest of the Holy Land are 

composed and submitted to the ecclesiastical authorities. Some of them put forward 

the idea of an union between Western Christendom and Christian kingdoms located at 

the borders of the Muslim world. Perhaps inspired by the aforementioned prophecy, 

they often point out Nubia and Ethiopia as the best allies against Muslim powers38. 

One of this plan appears at the end of a well-known geographical treatise entitled La 

flor des Estoires de la terre d'Orient. It was completed in 1307 by an Armenian, 

named Hayton, and was dedicated to the Pope Clement the Fifth. In his plan, the 

author states that the conquest of Egypt is the key of victory in the East and urges the 

Pope to send to the Nubian King a message enjoining him to attack Egypt from the 

South39 while the Westerners would strike by the North.  

Another treatise of the same kind is presented to the Pope in 1321 by the 

Venitian Marino Sanudo. Sanudo outlines a similar strategy involving Nubia and 

other countries situated south of Egypt. Interestingly enough, a copy of this work 

given by Sanudo himself to the Pope is richly illustrated and puts the demonstration of 

the Venitian into images. In one of the miniatures we can see the Armenian kingdom 

of Cilicia surrounded by several enemies depicted as animals representing the Muslim 

powers40. According to the explanations given in the text, the leopard stands here for 

the Egyptian Sultan who holds two groups of people tied behind him, one depicted as 

                                                        
37 P. PELLIOT, « Mélanges sur l’époque des croisades, », MŽmoires de lÕAcadŽmie des 
Inscriptions et Belles Lettres, Paris, 1951, p. 84-88.  
38 At least two of these plans contain allusions to this prophecy : the Liber secretorum 
fidelium crucis written by Marino Sanudo in 1309 and the Directorium ad passagium 
faciendum completed in 1332 and usually assigned to Raymond Etienne. MARINO SANUDO, 
Liber secretorum fidelium crucis super Terrae Sanctae recuperatione et conservatione, 
Toronto, University of Torronto Press, 1972, p. 207-208 ; BROCARDO, Directorium ad 
passagium faciendum, C. Kohler (ed.), in Recueil des historiens des Croisades. Documents 
armŽniens, Paris, Imprimerie nationale, t. 2, 1906, p. 388. 
39 PRINCE HAYTON, La flor des estoires de la terre d'Orient, C. Kohler (ed.), in Recueil des 
historiens des Croisades. Documents armŽniens, Paris, Imprimerie nationale, t. 2, 1906, p. 
247.  
40 Bibliotheca Vaticana Ms Latini 2972, fol. 14. J. DEVISSE, LÕimage du Noir dans lÕart 
occidental, II, des Premiers si•cles chrŽtiens aux grandes dŽcouvertes, T. 2, Fribourg 
(Suisse), Office du Livre, 1979, p. 84. 
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white and the other as black, representing the Copts and the Nubians respectively41. 

By this allegory the author and the miniaturist intend to emphasize the domination of 

the Sultan upon Egyptian and Nubian christian communities. In another image, the 

Nubians do not appear anymore as victims but rather as fierce horseback warriors42. 

Sanudo’s main plan of conquest is here vividly depicted showing the Europeans 

attacking Egypt by land and by sea while the Nubians (Christianis nigris de Nubia) 

are striking it by the rear43. 

 

To sum up, the late 12th century has appeared as the starting point in the 

history of the invention of Christian Nubia by the Europeans although, as we have 

stated, the name “Nubia” was not completely unknown before that date. It is also 

clearly established that this discovery is mainly a product of the encounter between 

the West and the East which followed the first Crusades. Such an important discovery 

required therefore the update of traditional knowledge about the land only known 

until then as Aethiopia, even though the “Aethiopia” of the Ancients will haunt 

European geography up to the Renaissance. Albeit still scanty, knowledge about 

Nubia progressed gradually throughout the 13th century so that an increasing number 

of scholars and mapmakers became acquainted with this distant land. As a result, by 

the turn of the 14th century, Nubia has become real enough for being integrated into 

Westerners’ strategies for the take-over of the Middle East.  

 

                                                        
41 MARINO SANUDO, Liber secretorum fidelium crucis super Terrae Sanctae recuperatione et 
conservatione, Toronto, University of Torronto Press, 1972, p. 32. 
42 Bibliotheca Vaticana Ms Latini 2972, fol. 15 v°. J. DEVISSE, LÕimage du Noir dans lÕart 
occidental, II, des Premiers si•cles chrŽtiens aux grandes dŽcouvertes, T. 2, Fribourg 
(Suisse), Office du Livre, 1979, p. 85. 
43 For the text see MARINO SANUDO, Liber secretorum fidelium crucis super Terrae Sanctae 
recuperatione et conservatione, Toronto, University of Torronto Press, 1972, p. 36. 


