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 Let me begin with three signatures that do not belong.  The signature in Figure 1 

comes from the will and testament of a man described in Spanish as ‘Manuel de Elías the 

Greek (de nacion griego)’.  Originally from Aleppo, Manuel had travelled to Andalusia at 

some point, where he started a new life for himself in Cádiz.  At any rate, he had been in 

Spain long enough to marry, have children, and accumulate a sizeable array of possessions.  

In February 1679, presumably during the last days of his life and after so many years spent 

away from home, Manuel still decided to sign his will in the language of his parents.  When 

faced with this document, anyone who reads Arabic might be forgiven for imagining that 

Manuel actually had forgotten how to write his name in Arabic: the ligatures joining the 

Arabic letters seem malformed and, at the very least, he could not remember where to place 

the diacritics.1 

[IMAGE : FIGURE 1] 

 The second signature is that of Athanasius Safar, a bishop from Mardin in today’s 

south-eastern Turkey.  In the 1680s, Athanasius began to cultivate links with the Catholic 

                                                           
* I am grateful to Professor Peter Mandler and the RHS Council for its kind invitation to speak and to the 

members of the Society in attendance for their helpful questions and comments.  I have preserved here the 

original tone of the lecture.  This paper is dedicated to Jack Tannous with whom I spent a happy year discussing 

the issues in this paper, among other things, while on research leave in 2016-2017 as a Visiting Fellow at the 

Institute for Advanced Study at the University of Konstanz.  I am grateful to Professor Rudolf Schlögl, Fred 

Girod, and all the staff and Fellows at the Kulturwissenschaftliches Kolleg for making my stay such a 

stimulating and memorable one.  The paper draws on research conducted for the project Stories of Survival: 

Recovering the Connected Histories of Eastern Christianity in the Early Modern World, which is supported by 

funding from a European Research Council Starting Grant under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research 

and innovation programme (grant agreement no. 638578).   
1 In other words, there are simply too many unnecessary dots in this man’s signature, rendering him as ʿAnd al-

Masīh Ilyāsh instead of ʿAbd al-Masīh Ilyās.  The document is preserved today in the Archivo Histórico 

Provincial de Cádiz among the notarial protocols for Cádiz, PROT, 18 February 1679, t. 1150, fols. 39-42.  

‘Manuel’ must be the name taken by ʿAbd al-Masīh in Spain, and the reference to his being ‘Greek’ almost 

certainly a sign that he was a member of the Arab Orthodox church in his native Aleppo. 
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Church, which culminated in his visiting Rome and then Spain in 1689 where he secured 

permission to travel to the New World to collect alms.  As he and his servant boarded a ship 

bound for Mexico, Athanasius signed a document at the Casa de Contratación, or Board of 

Trade, which is presented here in Figure 2.  What are to make of the pronounced right-to-left 

smudge to the left of his signature?  He may well have started instinctively to sign his name 

in Arabic only to suddenly stop, blot out the signature, and rewrite it again—this time in the 

Latin alphabet as ‘Atanasio Safar, bishop of Mardin’.2 

[IMAGE: FIGURE 2] 

 Perhaps my favourite signature is that in Figure 3 belonging to Ilyās ibn Ḥanna al-

Mawsilī, or Elias of Babylon, a priest from Mosul who travelled across Europe and as far as 

Peru in the late seventeenth century.  Note, here, the fantastic curl in the first letter of ‘Don’, 

a testament to the great concentration with which Elias signed his name in the Latin script.  

And yet, at least in this instance, he seems to have made a crucial miscalculation:  he ran out 

of space at the end of the line.  The reason for this is not surprising:  for a man accustomed to 

signing his name from right to left in Arabic, even the simple act of signing in the Latin script 

risked becoming a moment of cognitive dissonance in the everyday life of an individual in a 

new and foreign society.3   

[IMAGE: FIGURE 3] 

If we are persuaded by what some historians have been telling us for decades about 

the importance of small details, then we might imagine that these signatures offer clues into 

                                                           
2 Documents related to Athanasius Safar and his servant, described here only as Juan José, are in the Archivo 

General de Indias in Seville in Contratación, 5451, no. 37; on his experiences in the New World, see AGI, 

Mexico 312, ‘Memorial sobre Don Athanasio Safar, 1691’.  See, also, Bernard Heyberger, Les chrétiens du 

Proche-Orient au temps de la Réforme catholique (Syrie, Liban, Palestine, XVIIe-XVIIIe siècle) (Rome, 2014), 

217. 
3 This example of Elias’s signature comes from AGI, Contratación, 5440, no. 2, r. 135.  More generally, see 

John-Paul A.  Ghobrial, ‘The Secret Life of Elias of Babylon and the Uses of Global Microhistory’, Past & 

Present 222 (2014), 51-93, especially 92 for another example of his signature. 
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the everyday experience of circulation and mobility in the early modern world.4  Indeed, we 

could develop at least three different interpretations of migration as reflected here in these 

signatures.  There is Manuel de Elías who in the last days of his life was persuaded (by 

nostalgia?) to sign his name in Arabic as ʿAbd al-Masīh Ilyās even though he may have 

forgotten how to do so properly; Athanasius Safar whose hand seemed instinctively to sign in 

Arabic, only for his mind to immediately correct this impulse a moment later; and finally 

Elias of Babylon whose purposeful curls in the first letter of his signature appear contrived, 

perhaps even artificial, on the page.   

Of course, there are countless ways of interpreting these signatures (assuming we 

accept that they can even be interpreted).  I begin in this way, therefore, not out of some 

amateur fascination with graphology or psychoanalysis, but rather because this article is 

about how we make sense of the diverse historical record that survives about Eastern 

Christians and their experiences of life in early modern Europe.  Fortunately, we need not 

rely only on signatures because there exist today a wide variety of sources, documents and 

witnesses to this type of movement by Ottoman Christians.  For when we cast our eyes across 

the horizons of early modern Europe, we find Christian subjects of the sultan lurking in all 

sorts of places: urban centres and port cities, to be sure, but also small towns and villages 

further afield.  Drawing on their unique linguistic skills, some of these individuals created 

new lives for themselves as copyists, translators and librarians, leaving marginalia, colophons 

and autobiographical notes scattered across the manuscripts they encountered.  Still others 

struggled to eke out a living for themselves as itinerant alms-collectors, merchants and 

purveyors of luxuries and marvels.  In a few cases, a considerable amount of evidence can be 

drawn together to tell the story of the life of a single person.  But more often than not, these 

                                                           
4 See, for one example, Carlo Ginzburg, ‘Clues: Roots of an Evidential Paradigm’, in Clues, Myths, and the 

Historical Method (Baltimore, 1990), 96-125; Carlo Ginzburg and Carlo Poni, ‘The Name and the Game: 

Unequal Exchange and the Historiographical Marketplace’ in Edward Muir and Guido Ruggiero, eds., 

Microhistory and the lost peoples of Europe (Baltimore and London, 1991); and most recently, Ginzburg’s 

reflections in Threads and Traces: True False Fictive (Berkeley, 2012). 



4 
 

wayfarers left nothing behind apart from a thin paper trail in the archives of the countries 

through which they walked.  Or even less: in the case of a man from Mount Lebanon who 

travelled through Germany in 1727, all that remains today are a few vague printed news 

reports and some of his personal effects—a pair of slippers and the gown that he left behind 

for the cabinet of curiosities of his host, the Duke of Saxe-Gotha—which can still be visited 

today in the Schlossmuseum of the Friedenstein Castle in Gotha.  

Signatures, scraps of paper, slippers: all like shiny objects to a magpie.  Yet one might 

reasonably wonder whether it is even possible to construct a wider story of early modern 

circulation based on such trinkets?  Perhaps we would feel that we were standing on firmer 

ground if we focused our attention instead on the growing collection of first-hand narratives 

that have become the subject of sustained interest by specialists working in oriental and 

Eastern Christian studies.  Consider, for example, a couplet of poetry that appears in a letter 

written in May 1642 by one Niqūlāwus ibn Butrus, a copyist from Aleppo who was 

persuaded to travel to Europe by Christian Ravius, a German orientalist who had been 

travelling in the Ottoman Empire.  Soon after his arrival in England, Niqūlāwus was 

disappointed by the scheming ways of his new patron.  In a remarkable set of his letters 

recently given new life by Hilary Kilpatrick and Gerald Toomer, this was how Niqūlāwus 

summed up his experiences in a letter to a friend:  

A slave who has left your service kisses the ground [before you], 

 victim now of wrongs which have no like – 

detention, captivity, living under guard are his lot, 

 separation from children and wife, and ceaseless anxiety.5 

 

So much for everyday life in the Republic of Letters.  But if we consider the context of this 

letter, then we must ask ourselves whether in fact first-hand narratives such as these are any 

more useful as sources than the signatures with which I opened this article.  The letter was in 

                                                           
5 Hilary Kilpatrick and Gerald J. Toomer, ‘Niqūlāwus al-Ḥalabī (c.1611-c.1661): a Greek Orthodox Syrian 

copyist and his letters to Pococke and Golius’, Lias: Journal of Early Modern Intellectual Culture and its 

Sources 43.1 (2016), 16. 
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fact written to the Dutch orientalist, Jacob Golius, who Niqūlāwus hoped would be able to 

help him secure a new patron, a new job, a new life.  It comes as no surprise then that the 

strategy adopted in his letter recalls those of others in need, for example letters requesting 

poor relief or petitions submitted to municipal authorities.  We struggle to hear the 

perspectives of dislocated souls, cast adrift in the early modern world, whose voices are 

drowned out by their poignant attempts to endear themselves to their host societies.  Put 

simply, working with the very sources that appear to give us the most direct access to this 

category of migrants can feel something like falling down a rabbit hole.   

In recent years, the movement of people has become a subject of particular interest 

among early modern historians.  In part, this is a reflection of contemporary developments 

and the politics of migration flows today, but it is also the expression of a genuine sense 

among historians that movement really mattered when it comes to making sense of the key 

transformations of the early modern period.  From an ‘alternative history of the Reformation’ 

that focuses on religious exiles to the growing body of work by social and economic 

historians interested in migration, diasporas, and trade networks, movement is on the 

historical agenda today in a real and substantive way.6  Even so, we still have a long way to 

go in terms of developing a critical approach to the study of movement, circulation and 

migration.  One particular issue concerns me here, what we might think of as a problem of 

perspective.  When historians write about migration, what they often seem to be referring to 

is physical movement, that is, the purposeful movement of individuals, families, or entire 

communities from one geographic place to another.  In most cases, this work has focused on 

certain forms of movement that, on the surface at least, appear to be permanent, 

                                                           
6 The examples are many, but see, for example, Nicholas Terpstra, Religious Refugees in the Early Modern 

World: An Alternative History of the Reformation (Cambridge, 2015); Peter Burke, Exiles and Expatriates in the 

History of Knowledge, 1500-2000 (Waltham, MA, 2017); Francesca Trivellato, Leor Halevi, and Catia Antunes, 

eds., Religion and Trade: Cross-Cultural Exchanges in World History, 1000-1900 (Oxford, 2014); and Sanjay 

Subrahmanyam, Three Ways to Be Alien: Travails and Encounters in the Early Modern World (Waltham, MA, 

2011). 
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unidirectional, and intentional.  And yet, migration looks much different in retrospect than it 

probably did to contemporaries.  It is only when studied from afar that the day-to-day 

meandering itinerary of a seasonal worker, for example, appears to adopt for itself the 

trappings of a clear pattern or structure of labour.  As a subject of historical study, therefore, 

movement seems to lose any lingering sense of ambiguity with the passage of time.  When 

placed under the historian’s microscope, a particular pattern of movement automatically 

becomes subject to our own overriding interests in issues of causation, agency, and even 

intentionality.  The risk here is that in making movement a subject of historical analysis in 

this way, we risk viewing the movement of individuals as little more than blips moving 

across a radar screen.  In this context, we may feel more confident than we should about our 

ability to explain movement and its meaning in the lives of the people we study.  Unlike 

anthropologists or sociologists, when we study movement, we are at the mercy of the 

distorting mirror of time.   

One way to address this challenge is to think more about how we incorporate 

contemporary ideas about movement into our own analysis of it.  Individuals did not travel 

across maps, but rather over land, through fields, on rivers, onto ships and off of them, and 

into and out of gates and walls that carried them into diverse towns, cities and societies.  

While doing so, they travelled through different contexts—often straddling multiple contexts 

simultaneously—and these contexts helped them to explain, represent and make sense of 

their movement as much to themselves as to the worlds around them.  For this reason, we 

must explore movement and migration from within and from without.  This article is intended 

as an experiment in how we might study movement in this way with reference to the case of 

Christians under Ottoman rule and their circulation in early modern Europe.  In the case of 

Eastern Christians, therefore, we have to pay as much attention to how they themselves 
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understood their circulation in Europe as to how this experience of migration was imagined 

by the European societies they encountered.   

This article considers two contemporary ideas about movement and how they 

intersected with each other.  On the one hand, there was a European tradition, rooted in the 

anxieties and suspicions of state bureaucrats, doctrinally-obsessed clerics and theologians, 

and officials entrusted with poor relief.  Such people worried unceasingly about Eastern 

Christians in Europe.  The testament to this comes in European sources, archives, and even 

literature, where the stereotype of the wandering Eastern Christian—usually fleeing Muslim 

persecution—had crystallized by this period into a stock character.  ‘Princes of Lebanon’, 

‘knights of Jerusalem’, ‘priests of Babylon’: all language coming straight from the documents 

and witnesses to how Europeans imagined Eastern Christians in their midst.  But alongside 

this, there was a second story of movement that was reflected in Eastern Christian sources.  

Based on private correspondence, first-person narratives, travelogues, and manuscript 

colophons, this tradition offers us a glimpse of how Eastern Christians understood their own 

circulation in the early modern world.   

These two contemporary perspectives about migration intersected with each other: 

they drew from one another, reinforcing and feeding on each other in powerful, mutually 

constitutive ways.  Of course, neither of these perspectives were more ‘true’, ‘genuine’, or 

‘real’, but rather they informed one another in a reciprocal manner with Eastern Christians 

increasingly representing their movement in Europe in ways that satisfied the expectations of 

Europeans.  In as much as we seek to access the experience of Eastern Christians, we can do 

so only by setting our sights squarely on the interaction between these two traditions.  In what 

follows, I will begin by presenting some aspects of European ideas of Eastern Christian 

migration.  Next, I will give a sense of the phenomenon as viewed from within the Eastern 

Christian tradition with a particular focus on the sources I know best in the context of the 



8 
 

Arabic- and Syriac-speaking churches of the Ottoman world.7  In the last section, I will 

briefly explore some aspects of what life was like for Eastern Christians in early modern 

Europe.  These concluding remarks are intended only to signal some avenues for further 

research.  Although I do not have the space here to treat the subject adequately, I do want to 

at least end this article by suggesting some ways in which we might begin to hear the voices 

of these people through the white noise of the historical record.   

 

I 

 

Migration viewed from without 

 

Was there really a ‘phenomenon’ of Eastern Christian circulation to Europe in the 

early modern period—that is, a pattern of migration perceived by contemporaries as 

something more than a mere handful of exceptional cases of individual movement?  To be 

sure, the late nineteenth and early twentieth century witnessed important changes in the 

movement of people from the Middle East to Europe, Asia and the Americas, all of which we 

understand better today thanks to several important works by such scholars as William-

Clarence Smith, Andrew Arsan and Akram Khater. 8    These works have brought to life in 

vivid ways the practices, motivations, and strategies that carried Ottoman Christians and 

Muslims to new lives and careers in places as different from each other as New York, Manila, 

Brazil, and West Africa.  Where an older generation of scholarship saw such migration as a 

reaction to the sectarian tensions of the late Ottoman Empire, these recent approaches have 

                                                           
7 I have adopted the nomenclature of ‘Eastern Christians’ to refer here mainly to the array of Christian 

communities living under Ottoman rule, although these communities lacked a single term to refer to what were, 

it must be said, a set of communities with a complicated relationship to each other.  But for one perspective on 

the use of the term ‘Eastern Christianity’, which I find compelling, see Françoise Micheau, ‘Eastern 

Christianities (Eleventh to the Fourteenth Century): Copts, Melkites, Nestorians and Jacobites’, in Michael 

Angold, ed., The Cambridge History of Eastern Christianity (Cambridge, 2006), 373-403.   
8 See, for example, William Clarence-Smith, ‘Lebanese and other Middle Eastern migrants in the Philippines’, 

in Akira Usuki et al., eds., Population Movement beyond the Middle East: Migration, diaspora, and network 

(Osaka, 2005), 115-143; Andrew Arsan, Interlopers of Empire: The Lebanese Diaspora in Colonial French 

West Africa (London, 2014); and Akram Khater, Inventing Home: Emigration, Gender and the Making of a 

Lebanese Middle Class, 1861-1921 (Berkeley CA, 2001).  These are just a few examples from a rich and 

growing literature. 
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emphasised instead how these migrants were in fact drawn towards new opportunities in the 

worlds around them.  There is even a new journal, Mashriq & Mahjar, dedicated exclusively 

to the study of migration in the Middle East, a testament to the energy and interest of 

modernists working in this field. 

In light of such work, however, we must be careful not to project such migration 

flows uncritically back to the early modern period, a period when both the scale and structure 

of migration was rather different.  Unlike modern historians, early modernists do not have 

anything approaching the requisite sources needed to speak in a meaningful way about the 

actual size of the phenomenon.  Even so, it is useful to at least try to consider just how many 

people we are actually talking about.  To give an idea of the scope of this phenomenon, 

consider one estimate based on some of the finest work on the subject written by Bernard 

Heyberger.  In a detailed study of the Vatican archives, Heyberger identified no fewer than 

178 Eastern Christians in Rome whose presence was noted by the authorities of the 

Propaganda Fide during the period of 1690 to 1779.9  This estimate is especially revealing if 

we consider that it is based only on a single archive, and that it includes only those 

individuals who addressed themselves specifically to Catholic officials in Rome.  A full 

survey would require a more extensive study of other types of evidence, for example 

European correspondence, diplomatic and financial archives, registers of poor relief, and 

even the catalogues and accounts of oriental manuscript libraries in Europe, all of which 

would suggest we could easily build upon Heyberger’s initial research to arrive at a more 

general estimate of numbers of Eastern Christians across Europe.  Be that as it may, there is 

still little to suggest that the movement of Eastern Christians approaches anything like the 

sort of mass migration that scholars have identified for other groups of religious refugees in 

this period.  Even if we were being generous, we might hazard an estimate of, say, only one 

                                                           
9 The estimate is from Bernard Heyberger, ‘Chrétiens orientaux dans l’Europe catholique (XVIIe- XVIIIe 

siècles)’, in Bernard Heyberger and Chantal Verdeil (eds.), Hommes de l’entre-deux: parcours individuels et 

portraits de groupes sur la frontière de la Méditerranée (XVIe- XXe siècle) (Paris, 2009), 63. 
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or two thousand separate individuals that can be identified in specific documents over the 

course of the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries.  For all that a quantitative history of 

circulation promises to offer, the truth is that we simply do not know how many Eastern 

Christians migrated to early modern Europe, at least not yet. 

We must look for other barometers to assess the significance of Eastern Christians, 

and their movements, in the eyes of Europeans.  Law provides one such measure.  Consider, 

for example, the anxieties of Spanish imperial officials who clearly worried that Eastern 

Christians roamed wildly across the early modern world.  This is at least the impression given 

by the Book of the Laws of the Indies, a four-volume codification of Spanish laws related to 

the Indies printed in Madrid in 1681.  Among the regulations laying out everything from the 

proper administration of jails to the bureaucratic permissions required by pearl-divers, we 

find a curious law in book 1, chapter 21, sandwiched between several laws on ‘questores y 

limosnas’, or alms-collectors.  Migration to the New World was strictly regulated by Spanish 

officials, and the Atlantic crossing required an individual to have obtained a special license to 

travel.  Even so, this bureaucratic regime, imposing as it was, could not prevent a trickle of 

people without papers across the Atlantic.  And in the Laws of the Indies, among the 

undesirables who were explicitly not to be permitted to travel to the Americas, special 

mention was made in fact of a specific category of Ottoman subjects, namely ‘Greeks, 

Armenians,’ and, ‘monks of Mount Sinai’.10 

The law had been issued in 1634 by Philip IV, and the logic behind it is interesting.  

As it explained, Christian subjects of the sultan had in the past managed to obtain licenses to 

travel to the New World for the purpose of collecting alms (‘para pedir limosnas en nuestros 

Reynos’), ostensibly for the holy sites in Jerusalem but also for the protection of their 

communities from Muslim persecution in the Ottoman Empire.  And yet, there was concern 

                                                           
10 For the full text of the law, see Recopilación de Leyes de los Reynos de las Indias (Madrid, 1681), book 1, 

chapter 21, law 10. 



11 
 

about the real motivations of these individuals and what the law described as their ‘unruly 

ways (malos modos)’.  Interestingly, there was an additional concern expressed that the 

money collected by such wayfarers might ultimately be confiscated by the Ottoman 

authorities upon their return to the Ottoman Empire.  In other words, alms given by faithful 

Christians could potentially end up in the hands of the Ottoman sultan.  In hopes of putting an 

end to these problems, Philip IV ordered that ‘such licenses are not to be given to Greeks, 

Armenians, or monks of Sinai, of whatever quality they may be, or under any other pretended 

titles’.  To the viceroys of Peru and New Spain, he instructed ‘if any such people are known 

to be present in your domains, they are to be apprehended’ and sent back to Spain.11  

That this was more than imperial paranoia is suggested from the intensity of efforts 

carried out by those entrusted with the task of monitoring the movements of such people in 

everyday life.  In 1694, for example, among the survivors who made it safely to land after a 

shipwreck near Buenos Aires, there was a Greek man who called himself Joseph Georgirenes 

and claimed to be the Archbishop of Samos.  In his company were two priests—one English, 

one Portuguese—two servants from Naples, and two African slaves, both named Francisco.  

This motley crew found themselves at the mercy of local, suspicious bureaucrats, setting off a 

flurry of paperwork between imperial officials anxious to figure out who this man was, how 

he got there, and what was his story.  The result was an inquiry that lasted over a decade and 

involved dozens of interviews with people who had encountered Georgirenes in South 

America.  The case book runs today to some five hundred folios, and the Archbishop of 

Samos would also be tried by the Inquisition.12   

                                                           
11 For a comparison, consider Spanish approaches to gypsies in Richard Pym, The Gypsies of Early Modern 

Spain, 1425-1783 (London, 2007). 
12 See John Penrose Barron, From Samos to Soho: The Unorthodox Life of Joseph Georgirenes, a Greek 

Archbishop (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2017), and my comments in the epilogue ‘The New World (1682-c.1700’ on 

219-223.  I am now preparing a fuller study of Georgirenes’s experiences in the New World.  In the meantime, 

let me express my appreciation here to Professor Caroline Barron for her support for my research into this final 

stage of his adventures. 
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Such anxieties were not only the reflection of bureaucratic concerns within the 

Spanish empire, but rather they were rooted more generally in the religious and confessional 

divides that tore Europe apart in this period.  The Reformation unleashed a renewed interest 

in Eastern Christianity, not least because the practices and beliefs of the Eastern churches 

could prove useful and instrumental in polemics between Protestants and Catholics.13  The 

consequence was that where some officials spurned the wayward circulation of Eastern 

Christians, others were more interested in interrogating them about the practices and beliefs 

of their communities.  This was the case for one itinerant Chaldean priest in Paris in 1673 

who we know only as ‘Hissa’ (ʿĪsa?) who celebrated mass in the chapel of Saint-Germain-en-

Laye.  Afterwards, he gave his hosts a Syriac manuscript of the liturgy, which was 

subsequently translated into French and published as a testament to the conformity of the 

ancient Eastern churches with Roman practices.14  The importance of the confessional 

context here cannot be understated: time and time again, Catholic concerns about the 

movement of Eastern Christians are directly connected to the worry that if left to their own 

devices, they might cross over into Protestant countries and convert.  That this was certainly 

plausible is clear from the handful of cases of Eastern Christians who did exactly this.  

Already in 1643, one Josephus Adjutus, originally from Mosul, had publicly declared his 

renunciation of the Catholic church, which resonated with the occasional presence of Eastern 

clergy in Protestant centres of learning.15  There was also the example of more notable figures 

                                                           
13 See, for example, Heyberger, Les chrétiens du Proche-Orient au temps de la Réforme catholique; Alastair 

Hamilton, ‘Eastern Languages and Western Scholarship’, in Anthony Grafton, ed., Rome Reborn: The Vatican 

Library and Renaissance Culture (Washington and New Haven, 1993), 225-250; and Frédéric Gabriel, ‘Les 

témoins orientaux d’une querelle latine: orthodoxie et professions de foi dans La perpétuité de la foi’, in Marie-

Hélène Blanchet and Fredéric Gabriel, L’union à l’épreuve du formulaire : professions de foi entre églises 

d’Orient et d’Occident (XIIIe—XVIIIe siècle) (Leuven, 2016), 373-389. 
14 La Sainte Messe des caldéens et des maronites du Mont-Liban: mise en françois, suivant le souhait 

de plusieurs personnes pieuses, & par l’ordre expres de la Reyne, lors que sa Majesté voulut bien entendre celle 

que Dom Hissa Prestre Caldéen, celebra en Langue Syriaque, & avec les ceremonies qui sont propres aux 

chrestiens de son pays, dans la chapelle du vieux chasteau de S. Germain en Laye, le vingt-deuxieme iour du 

mois d’avril de l’an 1673 (Paris, 1678). 
15 See Burchard Brentjes, ‘Josephus Adjutus, der Chaldäer zu Wittenberg’, Wissenschaftliche 

Zeitschrift Martin-Luther-Universität Halle-Wittenberg 4 XXVI (1977), 131-138; the essays collected in Peter 
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like Cyril Lukaris, the Patriarch of Constantinople who had flirted with Calvinism in the 

1630s.16 

Looking beyond law and religion, popular literature also offers an indicator of the 

importance of the figure of the Eastern Christian in the European imagination.  News reports 

and travel literature, for example, were full of stories of Eastern Christians who had travelled 

to Europe, often in search of a safe haven far away from their Muslim neighbours in the 

Ottoman Empire.  The Histoire du Prince Junès is typical in this respect.17  It tells the story 

of a Christian notable, the Maronite prince Junès, who had earned the scorn of the local 

Muslim governor.  Hoping for a more peaceful life, his brother, Yusuf, travelled to France 

where, the author claimed, he had secured a patron in none other than Louis XIV himself.  

Such tales circulated across a wide variety of scribal and print media from travel literature to 

missionary correspondence and even in private letters.  They were so effective in constructing 

an ideal type of the Christian vagabond from the East that we even have evidence of a few 

cases where European charlatans impersonated Eastern Christians in an attempt to secure 

posts or collect alms.  In the early twentieth century, some scholars continued to debate 

whether Carolus Dadichi—a man who would occupy several posts including interpreter for 

oriental languages in Britain—was really from Aleppo, as he claimed, or rather if he was a 

fraud from the south of France.18   

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Doll, ed., Anglicanism and Orthodoxy 300 years after the ‘Greek College’ in Oxford (Oxford, 2005); John 

Penrose Barron, From Samos to Soho; John-Paul A. Ghobrial, ‘The Life and Hard Times of Solomon Negri: An 

Arabic Teacher in Early Modern Europe’, in Charles Burnett, Alastair Hamilton, and Jan Loop, eds., The 

Teaching and Learning of Arabic in Early Modern Europe (Leiden, 2017), 90-111.  I am grateful to David 

Taylor for first drawing my attention to Josephus Adjutus’s writings. 
16 See, for example, George A. Chatziantoniou, Protestant Patriarch: The Life of Cyril Lucaris, 1572-1638, 

Patriarch of Constantinople (London, 1961). 
17 The story was published as part of Jean de La Roque, Voyage de Syrie et du Mont-Liban, avec un abregé de 

La vie de monsieur de Chasteuil (par mr Marchety) & l’Histoire du prince Junès, Maronite (Paris, 1722). 
18 Christian Friedrich Seybold, ‘Der gelehrte Syrer Carolus Dadichi, Nachfolger Salomo Negri’s’, Zeitschrift der 

Deutschen Morgenländischen Gesellschaft 64 (1910), 591-601; Wofram Suchier, C.R. Dadichi oder wie sich 

deutsche Orientalisten von einem Schwindler düpieren liessen, ein Kapitel aus der deutschen Gelehrtenrepublik 

der ersten Hälfte des 18. Jahrhunderts (Halle, 1919). For the most recent and productive study of Dadichi, see 

Wolfgang Hage, ‘Carolus Dadichi in Marburg (1718): Bittgesuch eines rum-orthodoxen Studenten im 

Universitäts-Archiv’, Oriens Christianus 95 (2011), 16-28.  
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By a later period, these whispered stories of Ottoman Christians in Europe’s midst 

accumulated one on top of another, crystallising into the stock character of the wandering 

Eastern Christian.  The nineteenth century, for example, witnessed the emergence of a vibrant 

tradition of fictional writing based around such characters.  J. F. Coakley has described how 

from the 1840s, British publishers released a series of novels about Assyrian Christians and 

their adventures in the world.  Likewise, the short stories of the nineteenth-century Peruvian 

novelist Ricardo Palma included the tales of a prince of Lebanon (‘principe di Libano’) who 

lived in Lima in the eighteenth century.  Similarly, in a collection of fantastic tales, the 

fanciful writer Manuel Mujica Lainez described a sorcerer called the ‘Archbishop of Samos’ 

who found himself imprisoned in a jail in seventeenth-century Buenos Aires.  The prisoner 

uses eastern magic to transform himself into an owl that travels great distances to torment the 

servants who have abandoned him to his fate.  Such works presented truth in the guise of 

storytelling.19  

Perhaps the most salient characteristic of this stereotype of the Eastern Christian was 

the idea that he (rarely she) was fleeing persecution and, more often than not, forced 

conversion to Islam.  These claims reflected details that were drawn directly from the very 

letters of recommendations that Eastern Christians brought with them to Europe.  This was 

the case, for example, in 1727 when Solomon Negri, a Damascene in London, died and left 

behind a trunk full of old correspondence.  When his friends sifted through the papers, they 

found certificates and letters of recommendation from the Head of the Franciscans in 

Jerusalem explaining how ‘Solomon Negri in or about the month of April 1688 being under 

fear of being forced to turn Turk and renounce Christianity fled from Damascus and went to 

Rome [and] from thence to France and proceeded to Holland and afterwards to England’.20  

                                                           
19 See, for example, J.F. Coakley, ‘Assyrian Tales in English Fiction, 1849-1967’, Journal of Assyrian 

Academic Studies 23.2 (2009), 18-25; Ricardo Palma, Tradiciones peruanas (Lima, 1883); Manuel Mujica 

Lainez, Misteriosa Buenos Aires (Buenos Aires, 1950). 
20 Ghobrial, ‘The Life and Hard Times of Solomon Negri’, 317. 
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In fact, this story conflicts with another story that Negri had told some friends during his life, 

namely that he had been dispatched to Europe by the Jesuits in Damascus who admired his 

scholarly talents.  Although a great deal of work remains to be done on the subject of 

conversion in the Ottoman world, we have learned enough from Ottoman historians to know 

to be suspicious about such claims that seem a world away from Ottoman realities.  

Nonetheless, the theme of persecution from Muslims found a sympathetic audience among 

Europeans, and for this reason it crops up again and again in the language used to describe 

donations given to Eastern Christians.  In Mexico in 1682, for example, a donation given to 

Elias of Babylon was recorded as being made ‘to relieve the 20,000 Christians living under 

the cruel oppression of the Muslim barbarians’.21   This is perhaps one of the clearest 

examples of how European discourses about Eastern Christian migration had the potential to 

shape the actual practices and strategies used by specific Eastern Christians who presented 

their own life-stories in such a way as to conform with European expectations.  This was a 

sort of wishful thinking on the part of Europeans, which Eastern Christians accommodated 

and used in order to achieve their own goals.   

 

II 

 

Migration viewed from within 

 

What does this sort of circulation look like from within, that is, from the perspective 

of the people who were actually in motion?  Unlike the purposeful migration of the late 

nineteenth century, the movement of Ottoman Christians to Europe did not always involve an 

active decision to leave the Ottoman Empire in search of a particular type of economic 

opportunity.  Instead, movement to Europe in this period unfolded outwards from localised, 

internal practices of circulation within the Ottoman Empire.  Indeed, we should be careful not 

                                                           
21 See the record dated 18 July 1682 in Alberto María Carreño, Efemérides de la Real y Pontificia Universidad 

de México según sus libros de claustros (Mexico City, 1963), vol. I, p. 298. 
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to over exaggerate the importance of Europe as a destination within a much wider landscape 

of sites scattered across the Ottoman world and indeed beyond its frontiers.  That this 

connectedness within Eastern Christianity has been forgotten owes something to the ways in 

which the field of Eastern Christian Studies has developed historically.  Firstly, scholars have 

tended to restrict themselves to local and nationally-oriented studies of particular Eastern 

Christian communities such as the Copts of Egypt, the Maronites of Lebanon, or the 

Chaldeans of Iraq.  Such an approach risks ignoring the interactions that took place between 

specific communities within Eastern Christianity.   Moreover, this approach over-emphasises 

the doctrinal differences that separated particular Eastern Christian churches from each 

other—Christological and theological debates that go back to late antiquity—while ignoring 

the fact that many of these communities shared a common vernacular in the language of 

Arabic (e.g. the Maronites, Melkites, and Arab Orthodox of Lebanon and Syria; the Copts of 

Egypt; and the West and East Syrians of Iraq) and, for some, the historical and liturgical use 

of Syriac (e.g. the Maronites, West Syrians, and East Syrians).22    

Seen in this way, Eastern Christianity looks too much like a world of islands, a 

Christian archipelago isolated in a sea of Islam.  Instead, it is more accurate to imagine a 

Christian population spread across a wide geography but connected linguistically by the use 

of Arabic, Greek, and Syriac and, socially, through intermarriage, the shared use of religious 

spaces, and popular devotional practices, and imaginatively through a set of shared traditions, 

stories, and literatures.  Nor did the boundaries of Eastern Christianity stop at the frontiers of 

the Ottoman Empire.  To take one example, the Church of the East—referred to, incorrectly, 

as the ‘Nestorian’ Church by Europeans in the period—had its origins in the Christian 

                                                           
22 For an ecumenical approach from within the Christian Arabic tradition, see Gérard Troupeau, ‘Le livre de 

l’unanimité de la foi de Ali Ibn Dawud al-Arfadi’, Parole de l’Orient 5.2 (1969), 197-219, which describes a 

work first written in the fourteenth century but copied several times in the seventeenth. 
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community established beyond the boundaries of the Roman Empire in Persia.23  The Church 

had played an important role in the spread of Christianity, having sent its own missionaries to 

Central Asia and China in the seventh century.  Not only was the memory of these missions 

still alive in the seventeenth century, but evidence from sermons reveals that the Church of 

the East might have imagined itself to be in direct competition with the Catholic Church for 

the ‘hearts and minds’ of Indian communities.24  By the eighteenth century, the result would 

be a bold programme of new missions to the East sent out by Patriarchs based in Aleppo and 

Baghdad.  Like Europeans in this period, therefore, some Eastern Christian churches saw the 

world as a theatre for missionary outreach. 

The literary production of Eastern Christianity bears witness to this worldview.  We 

know, for example, that the Christians of Mosul would gather together in the evening to hear 

tales about India from merchants and pilgrims who had travelled there.25  If we look across 

other sources—local chronicles, ecclesiastical histories, even sermons—they all speak to the 

intricate ways in which the experience of Eastern Christianity ‘at home’ was intimately 

bound up with the fortunes and misfortunes of Eastern Christians abroad, and vice versa.  Not 

surprisingly, therefore, the global horizons of Eastern Christianity made for a world in which 

of two priests who left Baghdad together in 1668, one would end up spending a decade in 

Peru trying to ‘convert the barbarians’, as Elias of Babylon had put it, while another, Simon 

of Ada, would spend the last thirty years of his life in Pondicherry.  We only know that the 

                                                           
23 Dietmar W. Winkler and Wilhelm Baum, The Church of the East: A Concise History (London, 2003); 

Sebastian Brock, ‘The “Nestorian” Church: A Lamentable Misnomer’, Bulletin of the John Rylands Library 

78.3 (1996), 23-35. 
24 See, for example, R.Y. Ebied and M.J.L. Young, ‘An Arabic Treatise on the History of the Nestorians’, 

Parole de l’Orient 3.2 (1972), 375-398. More recently, this has been the subject of a considerable and excellent 

series of studies by Professor István Perczel, which promises to transform our understanding of relations 

between the Eastern churches and south India, for example his ‘Some New Documents on the Struggle of the 

Saint Thomas Christians to Maintain the Chaldaean Rite and Jurisdiction’, in Peter Bruns and Heinz Otto Luthe, 

Orientalia Christiana: Festschrift für Hubert Kaufhold zum 70. Geburtstag (Wiesbaden, 2013), 415-436. 
25 Justin Perkins, A Residence of Eight Years in Persia, Among the Nestorian Christians (Andover, 1843), 415-

416. 
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latter existed because his death was reported in Jesuit correspondence in August 1720 after 

the poor man reportedly fell down a flight of stairs and died.26 

In terms of practices of movement and the genres used to document such practices, 

migration to Europe developed outwards from localized forms of internal movement in the 

Ottoman Empire.  Two revealing examples relate to the act of pilgrimage to Jerusalem and 

the act of alms-collecting.  The pilgrimage account represents an important genre for 

documenting movement in the Eastern Christian tradition.  It is striking, therefore, that nearly 

every account of travel to Europe by an Eastern Christian begins with the expression of a 

desire to travel to Jerusalem.  As in the Christian West, the act of pilgrimage to Jerusalem 

was part of a wider landscape of sacred destinations that included local shrines, tombs, and 

holy sites.  A fourteenth-century copy of a guide to pilgrimage included some seventy sites to 

visit in the Holy Land.27  Christians who had travelled there were marked out by the 

appellation maqdīsī, which was used much like the term hajjī for Muslims who had travelled 

to Mecca.  An Ottoman report on tax collected from pilgrims to Jerusalem in 1582 reflects 

the overwhelming presence of Eastern Christians: of some 1,359 pilgrims recorded by the 

authorities, the lion’s share—over 1,000 of them—were Christian subjects of the sultan.28  

Yet as a practice, pilgrimage was not simply a form of internal movement within the Ottoman 

Empire.  Rather, it was necessarily an outward-looking practice, which also gazed outward to 

sites in the Mediterranean world like the tombs of Lazarus, Mary and Martha in Cyprus as 

well as to pilgrimage sites further afield in Europe.  Rome may have been of particular 

importance given its grand churches, descriptions of which feature in several Arabic accounts 

written by Eastern Christians in this period.  But among those communities that professed 

loyalty to Rome, such as the Maronites, pilgrimage also extended to Catholic sites of 

                                                           
26 Édouard René Hambye, ‘Le métropolite chaldéen Simon d’Ada et ses aventures en Inde’, Parole de l’Orient 

6-7 (1975-1976), 493-513.  
27 Gérard Troupeau, ‘Un ancien guide arabe des lieux saints’, Parole de l’Orient 21 (1996), 47-56. 
28 Oded Peri, Christianity under Islam in Jerusalem: The Question of the Holy Sites in Early Ottoman Times 

(Leiden, 2001), 166. 
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devotion and piety such as the Madonna di Montenero in Livorno, described in one account 

written by a Maronite who visited there in 1709.29   

A second, important expression of local practices of movement related to alms-

collecting.  Like the pilgrimage narrative, alms-collecting left behind a particular type of 

source in the form of notebooks and cashbooks carried by alms-collectors.  We know 

something of the way alms-collecting was carried out in this period from a description of the 

practice in Mount Athos written in the 1670s.30  Every year, a handful of monks were chosen 

to raise funds.  They travelled together, normally in groups of two or three, and they were 

dispatched to a particular region where they were expected to work for a period of a few 

years.  They were sent off by their leaders, armed with letters of recommendation, and given 

permission to celebrate mass and hear confessions: any funds collected in this way were to be 

handed back to the institution.  Armed with letters of recommendation, these collectors 

travelled ostensibly to visit members of their own community living abroad but their missions 

quickly expanded to also include a search for European patrons and donors.  In Heyberger’s 

aforementioned study of the Propaganda Fide, alms-collecting was identified as the main 

reason invoked for their presence in Europe by a third of the Eastern Christians under study.  

Be that as it may, we should not assume that alms-collecting was a type of movement that 

invariably led to Europe.  In the same period that alms-collectors like Elias of Babylon set 

their sights on the Catholic world, Macarius ibn al-Zaʿīm, the Orthodox Patriarch of Antioch, 

travelled in 1656—and again, a decade later—to Moscow in hopes of raising funds from the 

                                                           
29 Bernard Heyberger, Jérôme Lentin, Paul Fahmé-Thiéry, eds., D’Alep à Paris: Les pérégrinations d’un jeune 

Syrien au temps de Louis XIV (Paris, 2015), 223. 
30 Joseph Georgirenes, A Description of the Present State of Samos, Nicaria, Patmos, and Mount Athos 

(London,1678), 99-101. 
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Tsar.31  In this way, Eastern Christian movement across the early modern world stretched 

from the Americas in the west to Russia and India in the east.   

By the nineteenth century, it appears that alms-collecting had become 

institutionalised, so to speak, almost as a form of ‘seasonal’ work carried out by particular 

communities of Christians in the Ottoman Empire.  For a later period, Andrew MacDonald 

has described brilliantly the global movement of the so-called ‘thieves of the cross’, a 

network of alms-collectors who all came from the village of Jīlū in today’s south-eastern 

Turkey.32  As MacDonald describes it, the men of Jīlū set out across the world in search of 

alms.  The fact that their movements were reported in detail in local newspapers enabled 

MacDonald to recover a sense of practices that may go back to earlier patterns of alms-

collecting that are less easily identified in early modern sources.  At any rate, scholars in 

several fields have increasingly acknowledged the importance of a thriving, global industry 

of alms-collectors in this period, one in which Eastern Christians appear to be just one of 

several groups operating.33  Historians of migration in the early modern period need to think 

more about the significance of such forms of seasonal, temporary or back-and-forth 

migration, which may in fact represent a more common type of movement in the early 

modern world than we have appreciated.  Not all migrants were exiles.   

Interestingly, when we do have evidence of what we might think of as purposeful 

movement to Europe by Eastern Christians, the Eastern Christian sources tend to tell a rather 

different story from those that crop up in European archives.  I have written elsewhere, for 

example, about how Eastern Christians were lured to Europe by Europeans they encountered 

                                                           
31 On exchanges between the Arab Orthodox and eastern Europe more generally, see Constantin A. Panchenko, 

Arab Orthodox Christians under the Ottomans: 1516-1831, trans. Brittany Pheiffer Noble and Samuel Noble 

(Jordainville, New York, 2016). 
32 Andrew MacDonald, ‘The Thieves of the Cross: Assyrian Charity Collectors and World History, 1860s-

1940s’, Past & Present 229.1 (2015), 161-200. 
33 Compare, for example, to Matthias B. Lehmann, Emissaries from the Holy Land: The Sephardic Diaspora 

and the Practice of Pan-Judaism in the Eighteenth Century (Stanford, 2014). 



21 
 

in the Ottoman Empire.34  Evidence from Arabic sources also suggests that some Eastern 

Christians did seek to escape persecution in the Ottoman Empire, importantly not from 

Muslims but rather from their own Christian brothers and sisters.  Eastern Christian 

communities sometimes experienced divisions when it came, for example, to disagreement 

over the appointment of bishops or the succession of patriarchs.  The possibility of schism 

was reinforced in the seventeenth century by the extension of Catholic missions into the 

Ottoman Empire, which contributed to the development of internal rivalries within Eastern 

Christian communities between pro-Catholic factions and those less persuaded by the 

missionaries in their midst.  These disputes could turn violent, and it was not uncommon for 

one group of Christians to call on the support of a local Ottoman (Muslim) official to help rid 

them of their Christian enemies.  This was the fate of a priest and schoolteacher in Mosul 

named Khiḍr bin Hormizd.  In 1719, the Vatican sent an agent to Mosul in search of Arabic 

and Syriac manuscripts, and Khiḍr hosted and helped the agent obtain manuscripts.  Rumours 

began to circulate about his ‘Catholic’ sympathies, which were of particular concern because 

Khiḍr was also the tutor to the Patriarch’s own nephews.  When news circulated that Khiḍr 

might be elevated to the rank of archbishop, he became the target of violent attacks from lay 

members of his community.  The tension lasted for over a year before Khiḍr finally decided 

to travel to Rome with the help of the Capuchins in Aleppo.  Because the letters of 

recommendation that Khiḍr carried with him have not survived, we cannot know what stories 

Khiḍr carried with him from the Capuchins.  At any rate, his example is a telling reminder of 

how far from reality were European tropes about the Eastern Christian refugee escaping 

Islam in the Ottoman Empire. 

III 

Stories of migration  

                                                           
34 Ghobrial, ‘The Life and Hard Times of Solomon Negri’, 315. 
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What, if anything, therefore can we know about the actual experience of the types of 

people whose signatures opened this article?  I have already suggested that European 

expectations conditioned and shaped the production of Arabic sources in particularly 

significant ways.  In addition, we face a certain asymmetry in the sources in as much the 

general paucity of first-hand narratives by Eastern Christians makes it difficult to say 

anything in a general way about the lives of these individuals.  Even so, we can benefit from 

a handful of sources that were written by Eastern Christians explicitly for an Eastern 

Christian audience.  These include not only first-hand accounts of travel but also journals or 

diaries and a small, but growing collection of private correspondence, which has become the 

focus of recent attention by a community of scholars working today in Arabic and Syriac 

studies.  Drawing on such sources, I want to end this article by attempting to give at least a 

sense of a couple aspects of life for Ottoman Christians in early modern Europe.   

First, there is a distinct sense of simultaneity between East and West that betrays 

something of how these migrants preserved their ties to the worlds they left behind.  Khiḍr of 

Mosul’s journal is a case in point.  On the one hand, we find in it moving lamentations in 

Arabic and Syriac written on the occasion of the death of new friends he had made in Rome, 

mostly Catholic priests.  But at the same time, in one of his entries, we find a testament to the 

emotional ties that kept Khiḍr remembering home, namely a list of every student he had ever 

taught in Mosul and a list of all the books he was forced to leave behind when he fled to 

Rome.35  (This makes for particularly heart-breaking reading for any scholar or teacher 

today.)  In the case of another priest from Mosul named Behnam, who was one of Khiḍr’s 

companions in Rome, parts of his notebook have survived.  In it, Behnam kept a detailed 

record of the names of those individuals whose memory he celebrated at mass each day: 

                                                           
35 The journal is held today in the Mingana Collection at the University of Birmingham, Christian Arabic MS 

72, f. 27a for the books, and ff. 28-29 for the students.   
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many of these names appear to be friends and family from his home in Mosul.36  Wayfarers 

they may have been, but even so they continued to inhabit the worlds they had left behind.   

This simultaneity in their interior lives was reinforced by the connectedness that they 

saw in the world around them.  While historiography too often emphasises the great cultural 

and religious distance between Europe and the Ottoman world, scholars like Jocelyn Dakhlia 

and Wolfgang Kaiser have encouraged us to look for the continuities and practices that linked 

both sides of the Mediterranean.37  A single family might stretch across the Mediterranean 

world, connecting the western and eastern shores of the great sea in personal and intimate 

ways.  Immediately upon his arrival in Marseille, for example, the Maronite Hanna Diyab 

encountered the brother of a merchant whose family he had known well in Aleppo.  Later, he 

learned that that the chief secretary to the Archbishop of Paris was the brother of the Head of 

the Franciscans in Jerusalem, a man that Hanna had seen only a few months before his arrival 

in France.38  In this way, families, commerce, and friendship all underpinned a set of 

connections that made the arrival to Europe less disorienting than might have otherwise been 

the case. 

When we do find feelings of strangeness or foreignness expressed by individuals in 

the sources, it tends to come at moments of acute illness or physical isolation.  The fear of 

travel on the seas, for example, is a recurring theme in these sources.  As Elias of Babylon 

began his journey across the Atlantic to Peru, he wrote that he wished he had someone ‘from 

among his own people’ with him.39  More basic, perhaps, was the daily rhythm of ordinary 

life: eating, washing, and defecation.  Hanna Diyab, for example, tells an amusing yet 

revealing story about an unnerving experience he had in a small inn called ‘Le Petit Paris’ in 

the south of France.  One day, he went to the innkeeper explaining that he needed to relieve 

                                                           
36 Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS Syriaque 279, f. 66. 
37 Jocelyne Dakhlia and Wolfgang Kaiser, Les Musulmans dans l’histoire de l’Europe, 2 vols (Paris, 2011- 

2013). 
38 Heyberger et al., D’Alep à Paris, 283. 
39 Ghobrial, ‘The Secret Life of Elias of Babylon’, 62. 
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himself, to which the innkeeper responded, ‘You can find what you need in your room under 

your bed’.  Returning to his room, Hanna found what he called a ‘large pot’, presumably a 

chamber pot.  Confused, he returned to the innkeeper who instructed him again to return to 

his room.  It took Hanna a few moments before he finally realised what he was being asked to 

do, at which point he quickly left the inn and went out to the fields on the outskirts of town to 

relieve himself.  The next day, he discussed the matter with another man from Aleppo who 

instructed him next time to simply throw the contents of his chamber pot out the window in 

the evenings.  This, it seemed, is what the locals did.40  An anecdote perhaps, but still an 

important reminder that for many migrants the experience of foreignness was not only or 

even primarily expressed in cultural terms but rather it was rooted in the physicality of 

everyday life. 

Amid all of this, there was nonetheless in the Eastern Christian imagination a belief in 

the possibility for resurrection in exile.  We have already seen something of this in the life of 

Manuel de Elías, the Aleppan in Cádiz whose signature opened this article.  In many ways, 

Manuel’s life resonates with one last story told by Hanna Diyab about a close friendship he 

developed with a man called Stephen.  After arriving in Paris—the circumstances of which 

are never mentioned—Stephen lived for some time as a beggar, mainly travelling from one 

saint’s festival to another and collecting alms.  Before long, though, he had collected enough 

money to do what one of his friends (another Eastern Christian?) suggested to him, namely to 

purchase two kettles, a few glasses, and whatever else he needed to make and sell coffee at 

the fairs.  Because of the authenticity of his reputation as a man from the east, Stephen 

quickly established a successful trade for himself with a few coffee shops in Paris.  His 

reputation spread far and wide, and he even managed to set up one of his agents in 

                                                           
40 Heyberger et al., D’Alep à Paris, 241-242. 
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Versailles—or so he claimed.41  It was a tale that told at least of the possibility for 

permanence and the potential for success to be had by newcomers from the Ottoman Empire.  

One must wonder what those listening to Hanna’s story in Aleppo would have imagined 

about the world that beckoned to them from across the Mediterranean. 

 

*** 

Making sense of the movement of Eastern Christians to Europe requires us to start by 

focusing on localised, internal practices of movement that began in the Ottoman Empire.  The 

idea that Christians under Muslim rule longed to migrate to Europe was clearly a powerful 

and compelling idea in the early modern period, but it reveals more about how Europeans 

imagined the Ottoman world than about the reality of everyday life for Ottoman Christians on 

the move.  Amid the cacophony of the sources, the voices of Eastern Christians are 

sometimes the hardest to hear.  In part, this is because we have so little by way of first-hand 

accounts about their experiences but also, as I have tried to suggest, because of the way in 

which European expectations of Eastern Christians had an immensely strong effect on the 

production of sources.  European expectations had the effect of inciting certain types of 

stories from certain types of people.  In this way, the documentary record that speaks to the 

experiences of these migrants is one in which Europeans and Eastern Christians were 

complicit.   

At any rate, the lives of these individuals remind us of the emotional and lived 

experience of migration and mobility in the early modern Mediterranean.  Making sense of 

these lives requires us to hold them in our hand and examine them closely, in multiple 

contexts simultaneously, turning them around and around in our hands like a pair of dice so 

that we can carefully view them from different perspectives.  When we do so, we find that the 

                                                           
41 Heyberger et al., D’Alep à Paris, 340-345. 
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smallest of details—even the signature of a man running out of space—these details really do 

matter.  They help us recover something of the lost worlds through which these people 

travelled, and the dreams, motivations and stories that kept them moving onwards.   

 


