
 

 
 
Until the very end Martin Bernal, Professor of Government emeritus, sparkled with an infectious 
curiosity, exuded an unquenchable hunger for knowledge and ideas, retained a seemingly 
inexhaustible store of knowledge, was possessed of a boyish impishness and a dry sense of 
humor and never lost an irrepressible streak of progressive politics. Most of all he was a 
generous and gentle man and simply plain fun. His death reminds us of the merits of the old 
university – Cornell, Cambridge and others – as the cradle of knowledge and understanding for 
its own sake rather than as a notch on a professional vita. 
 
As a descendant of a distinguished British family of progressive intellectuals, young Martin was 
drawn to Mao and China as the only viable alternative to Stalinist Communism. In 1960 he spent 
a year studying in Beijing that eventually led to a Ph.D. in Chinese studies at Cambridge 
University in 1966 and to his appointment at Cornell as an associate professor in the Government 
Department in 1972, where he taught for almost 30 years before retiring in 2001. 
 
His first book Chinese Socialism to 1907 was published in 1976, the year that both ended 
Maoism in China and put a serious damper on Martin’s scholarly engagement with China. The 
book traces the anarchist roots of Chinese Socialism, imported from Japan and affecting, among 
others, the early Mao. Capitalism in authoritarian China was not a topic that interested or excited 
Martin politically. Contrarian that he was to the bone, the boom in China studies attending the 
rise of China left him cold particularly since it negated many of the ideals that had drawn him to 
the study of China in the first place. 
Martin thus fastened on another contrarian idea he found intriguing, in part, as he observed with 
an impish grin, because it might upset some of the gerontocracy living on the Upper West Side – 
the importance of the Phoenicians for Judaism and Ancient Greece. This was the beginning of 
the central idea that motivated his scholarly work for the next 30 years – that much of the 
supposed superiority of European, and particularly Greek, civilization could be traced to 
exchanges with Africa. When reminded that this would make a terrific article for the New York 
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Review of Books but would require a life-time of work to support, he simply answered, “time will 
tell.” 
 
In an extraordinary corpus of work centering on Black Athena the first volume of a trilogy of 
books, published between 1987 and 2006, Martin freed himself from conventional strictures of 
specialized scholarship to roam all floors of the library. As others acquire pocket change, Martin 
acquired languages -- more than a dozen by his life’s end – gateways to scholarly literatures and 
source material that remained hidden to mere mortals among most of his scholarly friends and 
rivals. His work illustrated that multi- and interdisciplinarity could operate on a grand scale in an 
individual mind, as it no longer has since the 18th century.  He immersed himself in different 
fields of knowledge incorporating anthropology, archeology, astronomy, history, literature, 
mathematics, mythology, numismatics, philosophy and, of course, politics. 
 
As luck would have it, heated debates about multiculturalism in the 1980s and 1990s helped 
propel his scholarship to center stage. In arguing that Greek civilization was greatly shaped by 
Egyptian and Phoenician influences, his book posed a fundamental challenge to all racist 
traditions and colonial empires and was a concerted attack on mainstream Classics and 
Mideastern studies. Martin was a scholar to be sure, but he was not shy and had a very robust 
self- image.  He relished, indeed thrived on public exchanges just as much as in the occasional 
polemic. He was very happy that he and his work were in the middle of the fray. To his 
detractors, wounded by Martin the polemicist, he was the Velinkovsky of the humanities, a 
tendentious ideologue, mistaken in his general thesis, wrong in his specific claims, and a 
charlatan pandering to the cultural and political Left.  The attention Martin’s work attracted, 
especially from his critics, however, suggested that his idea had hit a raw nerve – the 
Eurocentrism of the conventional literati and many established scholarly perspectives. For the 
general reading public on both sides of the Atlantic, the meaning of Ancient Greece had indeed 
been shaped by inaccurate and often racist interpretations dating back to 19th century Germany 
and Europe. Whatever the merits of specific ideas and arguments, Martin’s work reinvigorated 
the study of Classics, especially for many younger scholars, as his work opened up new areas of 
research and re-infused an argumentative vigor into the study of many subjects that increased 
their relevance to a number of different disciplines. 
 
His idea had a global impact, reflected in the fact that his books were translated into nine 
languages and received numerous awards. His intellectual influence was global and local. 
Chinese scholars today build on Martin’s core insight as they seek to articulate an idea that 
blends Chinese distinctiveness with universal traits of modernity. And, fittingly, during a lecture 
he gave later in life in the Auburn prison, an hour from Ithaca, one inmate drew up his chair so 
that he was sitting only a few feet or so from Martin’s desk and exclaimed, “I cannot believe that 
Martin Bernal is here, in this prison, in any prison, talking to us about Black Athena.” 
 
Global and local was also the hallmark of his personal life. While living and teaching in Ithaca, 
Martin retained a strong link with England and his parental home in Cambridge. His many 
children and grandchildren also lived on both sides of the Atlantic. A far- flung family enhanced 
the paramount importance of his wife, Leslie  Miller-Bernal – herself a distinguished academic 
and skillful  administrator – as the undisputed, caring and loving anchor of his life. 
 



 

Martin was not one to be pigeon-holed. Strangely overlooked by his detractors and admirers, he 
was forever insisting that brown was more beautiful than white or black. Cross-fertilization 
rather than purity was the value he celebrated in his scholarship. For Martin, creativity -- both 
social and individual -- resulted from the intermingling of different traditions of knowledge, 
cross-fertilization of distinct ideas, and the fusion of disparate influences. His re- imagination of 
the hybrid cosmopolitanism of the past infused his practice as a scholar.  In a new millennium it 
offers a fertile vision for the next generation of scholars.  We mourn his passing – deeply. 
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