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Introduction

THE PROPHET MUHAMMAD IN
WESTERN DISCOURSE

ON OCTOBER 2, 1808, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and Napo-
leon Bonaparte met in Erfurt. The two men discussed politics and
chatted about literature. When Napoleon learned that Goethe had
translated Voltaire’s play Mahomet, ou le fanatisme into German,
he declared that it was not a good play, that it painted an unworthy
portrait of a world conqueror, a great man who had changed the
course of history.! In this discussion, Napoleon and Goethe talked
about Muhammad, or perhaps better said, about “Mahomet,” the
fictitious scoundrel that Voltaire made into the epitome of fanati-
cism (in order to attack the Catholic Church), the charismatic leader
and military genius who served as a role model for Napoleon; for
Goethe he would become, in subsequent writings, the archetypal
prophet, a figure that allowed him to explore the interstices between
prophet and poet. For these three men, as for many other Europe-
ans, “Mahomet” is not merely a distant historical character, prophet
of a foreign religion, he is a figure whose story and whose living
legacy are a constant source of curiosity, worry, astonishment, and
admiration.

Not all European writers on Muhammad show him the admira-
tion and respect that we find in Bonaparte and Goethe, of course.
Much of what is written about him is hostile. It would have been
easy for me to compile a chronicle of that hostility, a catalog of
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disdain, fear, and insult from the earliest Christian polemical texts
against Islam to the shrill declarations of politicians like Geert
Wilders, parliamentarian of the Partij voor de Vrijheid (Dutch ex-
treme right) who, to discredit Islam, attacks its prophet, whom he
calls a terrorist, a pedophile, and psychopath.2 The 2005 contro-
versy over the cartoons of Muhammad published in the Danish
newspaper Jyllands-Posten illustrate the potentially explosive na-
ture of Western views of the Muslim prophet, as do the killing of
cartoonists of Charlie Hebdo in January 2015. Tinged by the history
of European colonialism and orientalism and by terrorism that
claims Islam as its justification, the controversy has provoked a
flood of polemics and violence.

Muhammad has always been at the center of European discourse
on Islam. For medieval crusade chroniclers, he was either a golden
idol that the “Saracens” adored or a shrewd heresiarch who had
worked false miracles to seduce the Arabs away from Christianity;
both these depictions made him the root of Saracen error and im-
plicitly justified the crusade to wrest the Holy Land from Saracen
control. Such contentious images, forged in the middle ages, proved
tenacious; in slightly modified forms, they provided the dominant
European discourse on the prophet through the seventeenth cen-
tury. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, variants of the
image of Muhammad as an “impostor” have been used to justify
European colonialism in Muslim lands and to encourage the work
of Christian missionaries. This hostility toward Islam and its
prophet is an important part of the story that will be told in these
pages, but it is only a part. Muhammad occupies a crucial and am-
bivalent place in the European imagination; he figures as the em-
bodiment of Islam, alternatively provoking fear, loathing, fascina-
tion, or admiration, but rarely indifference.

Indeed, the figure of Muhammad and the text of the Qur’an
could inspire interest and esteem, particularly from those who criti-
cized the power of the Church in European society or who deviated
from its accepted dogmas. Sixteenth-century Unitarian Miguel Ser-
vet mined the Qur’an for arguments against the doctrine of the Trin-
ity; condemned by the Catholic inquisition, he escaped only to be
burned at the stake in Calvin’s Geneva. In the midst of bloody con-
fessional wars that were tearing Europe apart, some looked to the
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toleration of religious diversity grounded in the Qur’an and prac-
ticed by the Ottomans as a model Europeans should follow. Various
authors of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, in England,
France, and elsewhere, portrayed Muhammad as a reformer who
abolished the privileges of a corrupt and superstitious clergy, showed
tolerance to Jews and Christians, and reestablished the true spirit
of monotheism. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, he is
increasingly portrayed as a “great man,” a sort of Arab national hero,
bringing law, religion, and glory to his people. Many of these authors
are interested less in Islam and its prophet per se than in reading in
Muhammad’s story lessons that they could apply to their own preoc-
cupations and predicaments.

This book is not about Muhammad, prophet of Islam, but about
“Mahomet,” the figure imagined and brought to life by non-Muslim
European authors between the twelfth and twenty-first centuries.
This is why, throughout this book, I distinguish between “Muham-
mad” (which I use both for the historical person and for the figure
portrayed in Muslim traditions) and the various spellings or defor-
mations of his name found in European languages, which I have
reproduced verbatim: Machomet, Mathome, Mafometus, Mouamed,
Mahoma, and above all Mahomet. This book, examines the chang-
ing faces of Mahomet, the many facets of Western perceptions of the
prophet of Islam.

If we are to appreciate the construction of a “European Ma-
homet,” we must have some idea about the archetype, the seventh-
century Arab Muhammad. Here the historian faces the same prob-
lem as with other great religious leaders: it is difficult, often
impossible, to distinguish historical fact from pious legend, biogra-
phy from hagiography. Did the biblical patriarchs even exist? Or are
they merely mythical figures? Historians have expressed doubt
about the existence of Moses, David, and others.? Jesus, like Mu-
hammad, is a historical figure; we know when and where Jesus and
Muhammad lived and what their followers believe about them. The
four gospels provide a narrative of Jesus’s life and death, which (de-
spite some differences) gives a relatively coherent picture of who
Jesus was and what he preached. Yet the Gospels were written be-
tween forty and seventy years after Jesus’s death. They reflect not
only what the authors remember about Jesus but also the social,
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political, and religious upheavals of the young Christian community.
How can the historian use the Gospels to understand Jesus and the
movement he founded? Is it possible to sift through layers of devo-
tion and mythmaking to find a kernel of historical truth? This is
the issue that nineteenth-century European scholars grappled
with in their quest for the historical Jesus.* Their scholarship pro-
voked controversy, of course, among some European Christians. It
is still a problem for historians today seeking to understand Jesus
and the beginnings of Christianity. It is impossible to avoid the
Gospels, for without them we can know virtually nothing about
Jesus. Yet by what criteria can one distinguish historical fact from
pious legend?

The historian seeking to understand Muhammad faces similar
problems; if anything, his or her task is more daunting. As Maxime
Rodinson warned in 1957, “A biography of Mohammed limited only
to absolutely unquestionable facts could amount to no more than a
few dry pages.”® The Gospels provide a narration of Jesus’s life; the
Qur’an offers nothing of the sort for Muhammad. The dating and
composition of the Qur’an have been objects of scholarly debate, but
recent scholarship has more or less confirmed important aspects of
the traditional Muslim version: written copies of various suras
(chapters) of the Qur’an existed during Muhammad’s lifetime.
‘Uthman, the third caliph (644-56), ordered the compilation of
what became the standard, definitive edition of the Muslim holy
text.6 The Qur’anic text was established by about twenty years after
the death of Muhammad, at a time when many of the prophet’s
companions were still alive. While, as we shall see, many non-
Muslim European authors see “Mahomet” as the author of the
Qur’an, for Muslims it is the word of God revealed through Muham-
mad. God speaks in the first person, frequently addressing Muham-
mad as you in the singular and Muhammad’s audience as you in the
plural. As the word of God directed through Muhammad to his Arab
listeners, there is no need for the Qur’an to narrate the life of Mu-
hammad. Muhammad is mentioned by name four times in the
Qur’an, which affirms that he is the “Messenger of God” (rasul
Allah). The Qur’an refers to his preaching in Mecca, the hostility of
many of the Meccan pagans to his teaching, his flight to Medina,
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some of his marriages, and his political and military struggles as
ruler of the Muslim community.

Yet many of the events narrated or alluded to in the Qur’an can
only be understood through the context of later traditions, chiefly
the hadiths, sayings attributed to Muhammad or his followers, thou-
sands of which circulated orally during the first two Islamic centu-
ries. It is in the ninth century, during the Abbasid caliphate, that
Muslim scholars began to seriously study these hadiths, collecting
them and classifying them as sahih (authentic), hasan (good; i.e.,
theologically sound but not necessarily authentic), and da ‘if (weak).
These scholars, such as Muhammad al-Bukhari (810-870) and Mus-
lim ibn al-Hajjaj (817-875), based their judgments notably on the
reliability of the chain of transmission (isnad). In order to be au-
thentic, a hadith must have a clear chain of transmission from Mu-
hammad to one of his companions, to another trustworthy source
and so forth, down to the informant of the compiler; the content of
the hadith, and its compatibility to evolving Muslim doctrine, was
also important in ascertaining its authenticity. Yet the compilers
themselves acknowledged the difficulty of their task, at a distance
of two centuries, to distinguish authentic hadiths among the thou-
sands of spurious ones in circulation. The historian who tries to
avoid or ignore hadiths will have little to go on to construct the bi-
ography of Muhammad and the early community of his followers.
Yet the hadiths as preserved by the compilers of the ninth century
reflect in many cases the consensus of Abbasid Baghdad, a very dif-
ferent place from seventh-century Mecca or Medina.

The other major source on the life of Muhammad, closely related
to the hadiths, is the Sirat Rasal Allah (Life of the Messenger of God),
originally written by Ibn Ishaq (704-768) but preserved only in the
version of Ibn Hisham (d. 833). Here one can read in detail (Ibn
Hisham’s text is over seven hundred pages long in Alfred Guillaume’s
English translation) about Muhammad’s life and career. Ibn Hisham
offers a pious biography containing many elements that explain in
detail, and in chronological order, events only alluded to in the
Qur’an. Other passages contradict the Qur’an; for example, at vari-
ous places in the Qur’an, skeptical Meccan pagans demand that Mu-
hammad produce miracles to prove the truth of his preaching. The
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Qur’an responds, “Is it not enough of a miracle that we sent down
to you this book?” (Q 29:51). Yet during the first two centuries fol-
lowing Muhammad’s death, as Muslims praised their prophet to
often skeptical Christians, Jews, and others, they attributed to him
a series of miracles similar to those attributed to holy men in pre-
Muslim texts. Ibn Hisham relates many of these stories: how angels
cut open the chest of the boy Muhammad and purified his heart;
how at the bidding of skeptical Meccans the prophet split the moon
in two; how he visited heaven and hell in the company of the Arch-
angel Gabriel, and many other miraculous stories. We also find in-
consistencies in the texts relating Muhammad’s last days: his illness,
death, burial, and the succession of Abu Bakr as the first caliph.
There are variant, indeed contradictory, accounts in the traditional
sources, leading to uncertainty even in the basic questions of the
date and place of his death.” Hence for the historian the problem of
discerning the “historical Muhammad,” of searching for kernels of
historical truth in the S7ra and the vast collections of hadiths, is at
least as difficult as the search for the historical Jesus.

These traditional sources nevertheless largely agree on the prin-
cipal events in Muhammad’s life. Born in the Hashimite clan of
Mecca’s ruling Quraysh tribe, Muhammad was an orphan—his fa-
ther died before he was born and his mother when he was a young
boy. He was brought up by his paternal uncle, Aba Talib, and par-
ticipated in his uncle’s business, accompanying his caravans to Syria.
On one of these trips, a Christian hermit, Bahira, recognized the
young Muhammad as a prophet predicted in Christian scripture. At
the age of twenty-five, Muhammad married Khadija, a Meccan
widow for whom he had worked. At the age of about forty, around
610, Muhammad began to retire to the cave of Hira, in the moun-
tains near Mecca, to meditate. It is here that he received the first
revelations of the Qur’an from the Archangel Gabriel, informing
him that God had chosen him as a messenger. He continued to re-
ceive these revelations, which he shared first with Khadija and a
close circle of family and friends, and eventually began to preach
publicly in Mecca.

The essential message of God’s revelation to Muhammad, as pre-
served in the Qur’an, is that God is one, that he is the creator of the
world and of man, and that it is sacrilegious to worship other divini-
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ties beside him or in his place. Muhammad called on his listeners
to acknowledge God’s unity, to reject the cult of idols, and to live
righteously, giving alms to the poor and showing justice and com-
passion. To those who heeded his words, God promised the delights
of heaven; to those who refused to listen, the agonies of hellfire. His
message provoked hostility from Mecca’s religious and social elite,
though Abu Talib protected his nephew. Some of Muhammad’s fol-
lowers took refuge across the Red Sea in the Christian kingdom of
Abyssinia. When both Khadija and Abu Talib died, Muhammad’s
situation became more precarious and he decided to leave Mecca.

It is in 622 that Muhammad made his Aijra (flight or immigra-
tion), a momentous event that marks the year 1 of the Muslim cal-
endar. He went to the town of Yathrib, about 350 kilometers north
of Mecca, which subsequently came to be known as the “City of the
Prophet,” Madinat al-Nabi, or simply Medina. Muhammad had
been in contact with the people of the city, who agreed to make him
their leader. The hijra thus marks a key transformation in Muham-
mad’s life and mission, as he became a charismatic political and
military leader as well as a religious and legal authority. Although
here is not the place to relate the political and military history of the
Medinan community in detail, Muhammad and his associates
fought and defeated pagan rivals in Arabia, Jewish tribes in Medina,
and finally imposed defeat on Mecca’s Quraysh. The Qur’anic suras
from the Medina period allude to many of these struggles; they also
provide legal guidance for the community of believers in Medina on
topics including prayer, purity, marriage, and inheritance.

By about 630, Muhammad was the dominant spiritual, political,
and military force in the Arabian Peninsula. He and his followers
marched on Mecca in 630; the city surrendered without a fight, and
Muhammad and his troops went to the Ka‘ba and destroyed the
idols there, purifying the sanctuary that, according to the Qur’an,
had originally been built by Abraham and his son Ishmael, the old-
est temple to the One God. He returned to Medina, capital of his
expanding empire. He would come back to Mecca in 631 and 632 to
perform the rites of pilgrimage. Muhammad became ill in 632 and
died in Medina in the month of June, his head in the lap of his wife
Aisha. This narrative, based largely on the Sira, has been accepted
by most people, Muslim and non-Muslim, who have tried to sketch
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the prophet’s biography, though it bears repeating that it is difficult
if not impossible to separate historically true elements from later
pious accretions.

What is clear is that during the two centuries following Muham-
mad’s death, Islam emerged as a religion linked to but clearly dis-
tinguished from Judaism and Christianity. Muslim caliphs of the
Umayyad (661-750) and Abbasid (750-1258) dynasties ruled over
an immense empire in which the majority was non-Muslim,
prompting the caliphs and the ulama (religious/intellectual elite)
in their entourage to clearly distinguish Islam both theologically
and juridically. Muhammad’s role was seen as central to this self-
definition: the shahada, or Muslim credo, first attested during the
Umayyad period, affirms “there is no God but God, and Muham-
mad is the prophet of God.” The belief in Muhammad’s stature as
prophet became the essential element that distinguishes Muslims
from non-Muslims.8

Muhammad has always been for Muslims not only a prophet who
announced God’s word but also a role model. Muslim perceptions
of him have varied immensely over time and have led to divergent
portraits: a Sufi might see him as a model mystic; a ruler might see
him as a sacred king; a pious Muslim as a model to follow in every-
thing from how to pray, to how to greet one’s neighbor, to how to
brush one’s teeth. His very name means “the praised one,” and he is
variously “praised as a divinely sent apostle, eschatological messiah,
political revolutionary, statesman and community leader, military
strategist and commander, arbiter of disputes, dispenser of justice,
or quintessential mystic.” The history of these rich diverse Muslim
traditions about Muhammad has been chronicled and analyzed by
a number of scholars, most recently Christiane Gruber.1° For non-
Muslim Europeans and Americans, Muhammad has been the object
of everything from indifference, fear, or hostility to curiosity and
admiration. My goal in this book is to offer an overview of these
“Western” views of Muhammad.

One might fairly ask, in today’s globalized world, what “Western”
means. Too often, “Muslim” and “Western,” or “Muslim” and “Euro-
pean,” are presented as self-evident, mutually exclusive terms. Yet
of course many Europeans are Muslim and have been so ever since
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the forces of Tariq ibn Ziyad crossed the straights of Gibraltar in 711.
Muslims were present in Spain and Sicily for centuries. Beginning
in the fourteenth century, the Ottoman Empire expanded into the
Balkans and central Europe; some of the ex-Ottoman territories in
Europe have significant (in some cases majority) Muslim popula-
tions today: Bosnia, Albania, Kosovo. Perhaps rather than “Western”
I should speak of “non-Muslim European and American percep-
tions of the prophet of Islam.” Moreover, “Islam” and “Muslim” can
be misleading as well, as the terms refer either to a religion or to a
culture and civilization—and often to a confusion of the two. For
this reason, historian Marshall Hodgson coined the term “Islam-
dom” to speak of Islamic civilization, and as a corresponding adjec-
tive used “Islamicate.” Yet his terminology has not spread beyond a
small group of scholars. In a similar vein, Montgomery Watt pre-
ferred to use the term “Eur-America” instead of “West.”!1

The terminology is difficult because these categories are both
overlapping and in constant flux. Common fallacy opposes the cat-
egories of “Europe” and “Islam,” even in scholarly circles. For To-
moko Masuzawa, “the European idea of Islam was curiously mono-
lithic and, for the most part, consistently negative.”'? In fact, as we
will see in this book, European ideas on Islam were anything but
monolithic, and many of them have been quite positive. Until the
nineteenth century, one could distinguish between traditional Mus-
lim discourse about the prophet Muhammad and the writings of
non-Muslim Europeans and Americans (which ranged from pole-
mical to scholarly). Yet in the nineteenth century, many Muslim
colonial subjects of the French and British empires read and reacted
to European scholarship about Islam. Much scholarship about
Islam in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries has been written
by European and American Muslims (some of them immigrants or
descendants of immigrants, others converts to Islam).!3

Nor can we speak of “Christian” perceptions of Islam, for two
reasons. First, European Catholic and Protestant Christianity are
merely two branches of a world religion including Syriac, Coptic,
Greek, Armenian, Ethiopic, and a host of other churches. Many of
these latter, “Eastern,” churches have a rich history of long and close
contact with and knowledge of Islam. The story of their various
perceptions of Islam and its prophet is a fascinating one, but it lies
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outside the ambit of this study (though I will at times refer to the
works of Christians writing in Greek and Arabic, to the extent that
they are influential in Western Europe).1* Second, many of the Eu-
ropeans whose writings we will be looking at did not define them-
selves as Christian, but as Jewish, Deist, or atheist. With these ca-
veats in mind, in the nine chapters that follow, I will attempt to trace
the history of European perceptions of the prophet of Islam.

In chapter one, we will see that some Europeans, from the twelfth
century to the seventeenth and beyond, portray Islam as a cult of
idols and imagine that “Mahomet” is one of their chief gods. A num-
ber of the chroniclers who described the capture of Jerusalem by the
troops of the First Crusade cast their enemies in the familiar and
despised guise of pagan idolaters. The imagined devotions of these
“Saracen” enemies echoed the rites of the pagans of ancient Greece
and Rome, but paradoxically also resembled the cult of Christian
saints. Crusade chroniclers and epic poets like the author of the
Chanson de Roland narrate wars between Christian knights and
Saracen pagans. The victory of righteous Christian crusaders offers
proof of the efficacy of Christ and his saints and of the impotence of
the Saracen idol Mahomet.

Of course those who knew much of anything about Islam knew
that it was monotheistic and that Muhammad was the Saracens’
prophet, not their god. As we will see in chapter two, various medi-
eval authors portray “Mahomet” as a wholly human founder of a
new, deviant version of Christianity, a heresy. Through preaching,
magic tricks, and false miracles, this charlatan hoodwinked the
naive and lustful Arabs into taking him for a prophet and making
him their leader. As the “Saracens” had taken over much of the for-
merly Christian Roman Empire, produced a rich and thriving cul-
ture, and consistently defeated crusader armies, these authors
sought to comfort their readers that Christians were nevertheless
favored by God, and that Mahomet had proffered nothing more
than a crude caricature of true religion, which appealed to the Sara-
cens because it gave them license to indulge in violent conquest and
sexual debauchery.

One would expect a more nuanced approach from Christians in
Spain, where Islam was present from the arrival of the troops of
Tariq ibn Ziyad in 7711 to the expulsion of the Moriscos in the seven-
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teenth century. Indeed, as we will see in chapter three, it was in
thirteenth-century Spain that scholars like Archbishop of Toledo
Rodrigo Jimenez de Rada studied Muslim sources on the life of
Muhammad. Yet they did so largely to bolster their controversial
image of Muhammad as a false prophet and rebel against legitimate
political authority. In the fifteenth century, various Spanish and
other European authors used this image of the prophet to argue for
new crusades against Muslims in Nasrid Granada and the Ottoman
Empire. Following the conquest of Granada in 1492, there was in-
creasing pressure on Muslims to convert to Christianity; forced con-
versions created a large population of Moriscos, nominal Catholics,
many of whom continued to practice Islam in secret or developed
hybrid practices and beliefs. In this context, sixteenth-century
Moriscos forged apocryphal texts that purported to be from the
early Church, and which sought to confer legitimacy on their reli-
gious beliefs and practices.

At the same time, north of the Pyrenees, Europe’s confessional
landscape was undergoing tremendous upheaval, provoked both by
the Protestant Reformation and by the Ottoman conquest of much
of southeastern and central Europe. In order to understand these
changes, various Christian authors tried to define the differences
and similarities between Catholicism, Protestantism, and Islam, as
we will see in chapter four. In order to denigrate Luther or Calvin,
Catholic writers affirmed that they were worse than Mahomet, often
highlighting similarities (iconoclasm, sexual license). Protestant
polemicists responded in kind, asserting that the pope was worse
than Mahomet, that “Mahometanism” and “Papism” were two great
heresies concocted by the devil. In this inter-Christian strife and
anxiety in the face of Ottoman conquests, a number of European
intellectuals took an interest in the Qur’an. In 1543, Theodor Bibli-
ander published the first printed Qur’an, the twelfth-century Latin
translation by Robert of Ketton, accompanied by an anthology of
texts about Islam, including a preface by Martin Luther who ex-
plained that there was no better way to combat the Turk than to
expose the “lies and fables of Machomet.”

The study of the Qur’an was often undertaken in order to com-
bat Islam, yet increasingly Christian writers mined it for arguments
to use against other Christians. For some Protestants, Mahomet’s
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success was made possible by the corruption of Christianity: the cult
of the saints, relics, and the power of the clergy. Unitarians such as
Miguel Servet went further, making Mahomet into a true reformer
who rightfully rejected the absurd doctrine of the Trinity and who
preached the unity of the true God. The prophet of Islam could even
be mobilized for inter-Catholic doctrinal disputes; he is cited as an
authority testifying to the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception,
and as such we find him painted, proudly holding the Qur’an, in
altarpieces in central Europe between the sixteenth and eighteenth
centuries. While most of what is written about the prophet in Eu-
ropean languages continues to be negative, more positive assess-
ments begin to be voiced.

England, too, experienced political and religious turmoil in the
seventeenth century, and the prophet of Islam was drawn into En-
glish debates (as we shall see in chapter five). The first English
translation of the Qur’an was published in 1649, the same year that
saw the beheading of King Charles I and the establishment of the
commonwealth. The preface to this translation relates the life of
Mahomet, making him into a crafty, cynical rebel against legitimate
power and a destroyer of long-established social hierarchies, sug-
gesting a parallel with Oliver Cromwell. Indeed, for royalists Crom-
well was a new Mahomet. While some republicans rejected this
parallel, at least one embraced it enthusiastically: Henry Stubbe,
whose Originall & Progress of Mahometanism (1671) describes the
Muslim prophet as a great reformer who fought the superstition and
illegitimate power of Christian clergy and sought to return to a pure,
unsullied monotheism. Stubbe’s Mahomet is a religious reformer,
beloved and admired ruler, and sage legislator. Stubbe becomes the
first European non-Muslim to present the prophet in such glowing
terms. He is followed by others, in particular English Unitarians
and Deists of the late seventeenth century. Anglican scholars de-
fended their Church from such criticism; Humphrey Prideaux, a
fellow student with Stubbe at Oxford, in 1697 published his The
True Nature of Imposture Fully Display'd in the Life of Mahomet, in
order to show that Mahomet was an impostor and to defend Chris-
tianity. Yet increasingly, anticlerical writers such as Irish Deist John
Toland portrayed Mahomet as a visionary anticlerical religious re-
former, the better to smash the pretensions of the Church of Eng-
land’s priestly aristocracy.
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In eighteenth-century France, Mahomet was similarly instru-
mentalized to attack the prerogatives of the Catholic Church, as we
will see in chapter six. Some painted him as an impostor in order to
associate his imposture or fanaticism with that of Christians, nota-
bly in the Treatise of the Three Impostors (1719) and in Voltaire’s play
Le fanatisme, ou Mahomet le prophéte (1741). Yet others follow the
lead of Stubbe and Toland to make Mahomet into a reformer who
eradicates superstition and combats the power of the clergy. This is
how Henri de Boulainvilliers paints the prophet in his Vie de Ma-
homed (1730), and how George Sale presents him in the “prelimi-
nary discourse” to his English translation of the Qur’an (1734). Vol-
taire, thanks in part to his reading of Sale, depicts Mahomet as a
reformer and great statesman in his Essai sur les meeurs. Indeed, by
the end of the century, writers such as English Whig Edward Gibbon
see him as a “great man,” charismatic leader, and legislator to the
Arab nation.

Napoleon Bonaparte, as we have seen, was an admirer of Mu-
hammad. Indeed, as we will see in chapter seven, for Bonaparte the
prophet was something of a role model: stirring orator, brilliant
general, sage statesman. Nineteenth-century romantics, from
Goethe to Carlyle and Lamartine, place both Muhammad and
Bonaparte in their pantheon of great men who have changed the
course of history. A great man cannot be an impostor, he is neces-
sarily sincere, affirms Carlyle; many other nineteenth-century ro-
mantics would agree. Muhammad’s sincerity and deep spiritual
values are reflected in his humble lifestyle and simple generosity,
which won him the love and admiration of his people. For these
authors, Muhammad believed in the divine origins of his inspira-
tion; Lamartine gives a psychological portrait of a genius and mystic
convinced that his visions come from God. For many of these ro-
mantic authors, Muhammad’s spirituality shines even more when
seen from an increasingly materialistic, skeptical Europe.

Things looked a bit different for nineteenth-century European
Jews, as we shall see in chapter eight. Some of the century’s finest
scholars of the Qur’an and hadiths were German and Hungarian
Jews. Abraham Geiger was one of the leaders of the reform move-
ment that sought to modernize Judaism by simplifying its ritual and
making it more amenable to European society. He was also a scholar
of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Geiger presented Mohammed
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as a brilliant reformer who had learned his monotheism from Tal-
mudic scholars and who subsequently adapted it to his Arab audi-
ence. Geiger’s Mohammed was in essence a Jewish reformer (as was
Jesus): not strictly a Jew, to be sure, but nonetheless a better Jew
than Geiger’s Orthodox Jewish critics. Other Jewish scholars (in
particular, Gustav Weil and Ignac Goldziher) embraced and refined
this image of the Muslim prophet as a model for Jewish reform.

A number of European authors of the twentieth century, in the
context of decolonization and increasing calls for interreligious and
intercultural dialogue, argued that Christians should recognize Mu-
hammad as prophet (as we shall see in the ninth and final chapter).
In the twentieth century, the figure of the prophet is at the heart of
a controversy that animates the Catholic Church concerning the
universality of the Christian message and the attitude to be adopted
toward the adherents of other faiths. If the issues were different
from those of earlier periods, perhaps the essence remains the sal-
vific role of the Christian religion: are only Christians (or only Cath-
olic or Protestants) destined to Paradise, or is it imaginable that
others can be saved? Louis Massignon, professor at the College de
France, was a brilliant Arabist and a devout Catholic. At the same
time, he showed a fascination and respect for Islam, especially its
mystical currents. For Massignon, Muhammad was a genuine
leader, inspired by God, who preached the truth and brought his
people to the worship of one supreme God. But if not a false prophet,
he nevertheless failed to reach the ultimate truth of Christianity.
Subsequently, the Swiss Catholic theologian Hans Kiing has devel-
oped in detail a theological argument for the recognition of the
Prophet Muhammad by the Catholic Church.

Montgomery Watt, scholar of Islam and Anglican priest, was
committed to ecumenical dialogue and struggled to find ways to
eliminate (or at least reduce) doctrinal barriers to that dialogue. For
him (as for Massignon and Kiing), Christian recognition of the pro-
phetic role of Muhammad was crucial. For Massignon and his dis-
ciple Giulio Basetti-Sani, Islam was positive and could lead to salva-
tion, but it was imperfect because it did not recognize Christ as God
and savior; their vision is what Kiing classified as inclusive, “con-
quest by hugging.” Kiing and Watt try to go further, though each
reaches his own limits. Kiing remains grounded in the Catholic
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Church and, though he confers more legitimacy than Massignon on
non-Christian religions, in the end the recognition of Jesus Christ
as God and savior remains the highest truth. Watt seems ready to
go further still, at times imagining that one new world religion will
emerge from a sort of fusion by emulation of the best elements of
current religions, and that Islam has as good a claim, or better, than
Christianity for providing the basis for that new world religion. For
all of these twentieth-century Christian authors, Islam and Muham-
mad offer a positive, creative challenge to Christianity, an opportu-
nity to rethink its claims to universalism and its relations with the
wider world.

The portrayals of the prophet Muhammad that I address in this
book represent only a sampling of the rich and varied portraits that
European authors and artists have sketched of the prophet of Islam.
What should be clear to anyone who reads this book is that Euro-
pean images of Islam and of the prophet Muhammad are anything
but monolithic and are far from being invariably hostile. Yet that is
how they are often perceived. In part this stems from trends over
the last several decades’ scholarship (particularly in English) in
what has come to be called “postcolonial studies,” in the wake of
Edward Said’s Orientalism, published in 1978. Said chronicles the
ideological implications of representations of the Orient in nine-
teenth- and twentieth-century British and French culture. Oriental-
ism as discourse, for Said, is the ideological counterpart to the po-
litical and military realities of British and French Empires in the
Near East: Orientalism provides justification for empire. Said has
had a profound impact on the field, not least because he emphasized
how scholarship is not immune to the political and social pressures
of the surrounding society, and how through deliberate distortion
or unconscious bias scholarship can support or reinforce the colo-
nial project.!®

Said and other more recent scholars in postcolonial studies have
helped us understand how institutions (including those devoted to
teaching and research) can conceive and construct colonialist dis-
courses and how the broader culture (including literature and the
arts) can justify and even celebrate these discourses. Some of the
writings about Islam and Muhammad that we will examine in this
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book indeed correspond to this schema; the supposed foibles of the
prophet are used to explain the weaknesses and shortcomings of
modern Muslims who need the tutelage of the French or the British.
Yet to focus solely on these aspects of European discourse on Islam
is to miss the ambivalence and nuance this book seeks to highlight.
For Humberto Garcia, Said’s schema is based on a “Whig fallacy”
according to which, for example, radical Protestant writers and
Deists of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries are little more
than precursors to the secular reformers of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries.'® As a result, Said and others ignore the reli-
gious nature of much of these authors’ work, or they reduce it to a
kind of code for the political. For these authors, “Orientalism” de-
fined Islam as religious and hence atavistic, enforcing a Western
superiority and justifying Western domination. This makes them
incapable of appreciating the complexity of European responses to
Islam, in particular, for Garcia, what he calls “Islamic Republican-
ism”: using primitive Islam, the community that Muhammad
founded in Medina, as a model for a rightly ordered society and for
proper relations between Church and State. It also makes them
incapable of understanding the frank admiration that many Euro-
pean romantics had for Muslim spirituality and for the prophet
Muhammad.

Restoring the variety, ambivalence, and complexity of European
views of Muhammad and Islam is one of my principal goals in this
book. For over a thousand years, Europeans have been writing,
thinking, talking, and arguing about the prophet of Islam. Much of
what they have to say is negative, but much is ambivalent or praise-
ful. Muhammad is seen as a brilliant general, a sincere reformer, an
inspired mystic, a sage legislator. An apt example of the ambivalence
that many Europeans felt toward the Muslim prophet is seen in a
watercolor by Eugéne Delacroix (fig. 1), a study for a painting in the
library of the Palais Bourbon, the seat of the French National As-
sembly in Paris (though he did not in fact include it in the paintings
that adorn the wall of the library).

Muhammad sits on a step, his elbow propped on the pedestal of a
column, in a position that suggests either sleep or contemplation.
Delacroix has not painted his facial features, so we do not know
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FIGURE 1. Eugéne Delacroix (1798-1863), Etude pour Mahomet et son ange.
Drawing with watercolor, nineteenth century. Paris, Musée du Louvre (RF 10017).
© RMN-Grand Palais (musée du Louvre) / Gérard Blot

whether his eyes are open or closed. Above him, in the upper right
of the image, we see an angel descending toward him as if to make
a revelation. The angel takes the form of a woman, with no wings,
rather than the austere male figure of a winged Gabriel seen in
the Muslim iconographical tradition. Is Muhammad receiving a
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revelation from an angel? Is he waking or dreaming? Is he inspired
or deluded? Delacroix, whose travels in France’s new colonies and
protectorates in North Africa provided the inspiration of many of
his works, presents a romantic, orientalist view of Muhammad in
all its rich ambiguity. Delacroix’s large, energetic brush strokes resist
a tidy composition, a technique that echoes the dynamism with
which Europeans forged images of Muhammad over the centuries.
His subject not only fails to show his face, defying attempts to limit
and define him, he also partakes of an angelic world (or is it a dream
world?) that bursts in from beyond the neat confines of the paper.
An apposite image of the European struggle to comprehend and
appreciate the prophet of Islam.



CHAPTER ONE

Mahomet the Idol

RICHARD JOHNSON’S FAMOUS HISTORIE of the Seaven Cham-
pions of Christendom (1596) was “perhaps the pinnacle of the An-
glophone reimagining of the Romance tradition.” One of its heroes,
athoroughly English Saint George, goes off to Egypt, where he finds
a dragon ready to devour Sabra, daughter of King Ptolomie. He
slays the dragon and is ready to take his prize, Sabra, but “the
Trecherous Almidor the blacke King of Moroco” is in love with her
and tries to kill our champion, first by setting an ambush of a dozen
Egyptian knights (whom George makes short work of), then by try-
ing to poison him during the victory celebrations at Ptolomie’s court
(Sabra foils Almidor’s plan). She later declares her love for the En-
glish knight: “thy body is more precious to myne eyes than King-
domes in my heart.”? In response, George says:

I am a Christian, thou a Pagan: I honour God in heauen, thou earthly
shadowes below: therefore if thou wilt obtaine my loue and liking, thou
must forsake thy Mahomet, and bee christned in our Christian faith.
With al my soule (answered the Egiptian Lady) will I forsake my coun-
try Gods, & for thy loue become a Christian.?

Yet Almidor has overheard their vows; boiling with jealousy, he de-
nounces them to Ptolomie, warning him that his daughter is plan-
ning to “forsake her God and beleeue as the Christians doo, and
likewise shee intendes to flye from her native Countrie.” “Now by my
Mahomet, Apollo and Termagaunt, three Gods we Egiptians com-

monly adore (sayde the King) this damned Christian shal not gaine

[191]
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the conquest of my daughters loue.” Since the rules of hospitality
prevent the king from murdering his guest in Egypt, he has him sent
off to Persia to be killed. George arrives at the Soldan’s court on a
great feast day when the Persians are sacrificing to their gods. Our
George is a good Anglican, so “this vnchristian Procession so mo-
oued the impatience of the English Champion, that he tooke the
ensignes and streamers whereon the Persian Gods were pictured,
and trampled them under hys feete: whereupon the Pagans pres-
ently fled to the Soldan for succor, and shewed him how a straunge
Knight had despised their Mahomet and trampled their banners in
the dust.”* George is taken to the Soldan, who swears “by Mahomet,
Apollo, and Termigaunt” to have him put to death for his blasphe-
mies; he has him thrown to two particularly hungry lions. But when
the first lion charges our Christian knight, he reaches into his throat
and pulls out his heart; he similarly dispatches the second. The sol-
dan has George thrown into prison, where for seven years he feeds
only “upon rats and mice, with other creeping wormes which he
caught in the dungeon.”

George subsequently escapes and goes to Hungary, where he de-
feats his nemesis Almidor and condemns him to death, to be boiled
in a vat of molten lead. Yet, since “mercy harboreth in a Christian
hart,” George offers a pardon to the Moorish king, under certain
conditions:

First that thou wilt forsake theyr false Gods Termagaunt, Mahomet and
Apollo, which be but the vayne imaginations of man, and believe in our
true and euer-living God, vider whose banner we Christians haue taken
in hande this long warre: Secondly thou shalt giue commandment, that
all thy barbarous Nations be christened in the faith of Christ: Thirdly
and lastly, that thy three Kingdomes of Barbary, Moroco & India, sweare
true alleagance to all Christian Kings, and neuer to beare Armes, but in
the true quarrel of Christ and his annoynted nations.®

But Albimor refuses, saying he would die a hundred deaths before
forsaking his gods, and he is tossed in the vat, which provokes much
rejoicing and the massive conversion of the remaining pagans; all
the ceremonious rites of Mahomet were trodden underfoot, the
poet crows.

Johnson has dreamed up what one might call an Anglican cru-
sade. The good Saint George, who abhors images and idols, delights
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in their destruction and in the conversion of the idolaters to the True
Faith. Note the three conditions that George tries to impose on
Almidor: abandonment of false Gods, conversion en masse of all his
subjects, and political subjugation to Christian (presumably Euro-
pean) kings. In 1584, Queen Elizabeth I had granted Sir Walter Ra-
leigh a charter for the colonization of Virginia; in 1600 (four years
after the publication of Johnson’s Seven Champions), Elizabeth
granted a charter to the East India Company. George’s heroics tell
us something about how some Englishmen, at least, fantasized
about these new colonial adventures: one slays heathen champions,
one converts the masses, and (all in a good day’s work) one obtains
immense riches and the love of a beautiful princess.

Gentle reader, you may be surprised to find the author of an
enormously popular sixteenth-century English romance portraying
“Mahomet” as an idol worshipped by the “pagan” masses. Didn’t
Europeans know better? Didn’t they know that Muslims were strict
monotheists who rejected the use of images (much less idols)? In-
deed, many Europeans did know better; as early as the eighth cen-
tury in Constantinople, the ninth century in Spain, and the twelfth
century elsewhere in Europe, Christian writers acknowledged that
the “Saracens” were monotheists, often casting them as adepts of a
deviant, heretical version of Christianity. But at the same time other
authors, writing in Latin, French, and other European languages,
preferred to portray them in the familiar and despised guise of
pagan idolaters. This caricature remains popular into the nine-
teenth century, as the numerous editions of Johnson’s Seven Cham-
pions shows, and is found in popular festivals in the twentieth and
twenty-first centuries. This caricature is all the more puzzling when
we bear in mind that it was often Muslims who accused Christians
of idolatrous belief and practice: worshipping a Trinity that denied
the essential unity of God; venerating a pantheon of saints; genu-
flecting before statues, relics, and painted images. Yet in spite of
this, many Christian Europeans chose to portray Islam as a de-
bauched form of pagan idolatry. Or perhaps rather because of this;
perhaps Christian authors project onto Saracens anxieties about
their own problematic relations with sacred images.

In any case, this caricature of Saracens worshiping a pantheon of
idols, with Mahomet (or Mahon, Mahound, and such) as their chief
god, is vividly expressed in the twelfth century by poets, chroniclers,
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and hagiographers. Even Peter, Abbot of Cluny, who commissioned
the first translation of the Qur’an in the 1140s, hesitated; should the
Saracens be considered “pagans” (ethnici or pagani) or heretics??
From his Christian point of view, how was he to understand Islam?
There was no question, for Peter or other Christian theologians, of
creating a new box, of seeing Islam as a religion apart from these
essential categories. Saracens were not Jews, it seemed, though they
followed some aspects of Jewish law (practicing circumcision and
eschewing pork); they were certainly not proper Christians, as they
rejected essential Church doctrines such as the Trinity and the In-
carnation. Those who knew a little about Islam tended to see it as a
heretical, deviant variation of Christianity, as we will see in chapter
two. But many of those who knew nothing about Islam (and some
who no doubt knew better) preferred to portray it in the colorful
and despicable guise of paganism, making Mahomet the Saracens’
chief god.®

The Formation of the Image of Saracen Idolatry

Writers like Peter of Cluny, in seeking to understand the world
around them, naturally reached for the authoritative books on their
bookshelves: the Bible of course, but also the writings of the fathers
of the early Church. Their exegetical works served as aids to under-
standing scripture; their historical works helped understand God’s
scheme for sacred history; their apologetical and polemical works
helped understand the many ways in which the Devil led men and
women into error and damnation. Hence Latin writers of the Mid-
dle Ages who wished to know who the “Saracens” were turned to
Jerome (347-420), who had indeed written about them.

For Jerome, the “Saracens” are the same as the “Ishmaelites,”
descendants of the biblical Ishmael. Genesis tells how when Sarah
was unable to become pregnant, she told her husband Abraham to
have a child with her Egyptian slave, Hagar, who bore him Ishmael.
Sarah later became pregnant and gave birth to Isaac; she subse-
quently had Abraham expel Hagar and Ishmael from their home.
Several passages in Genesis offer the key, for Jerome, to understand-
ing the descendants of Ishmael. In Genesis 16:11-12, the Angel of
the Lord comes to Hagar in the desert and announces, “Behold,
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thou art with child and shalt bear a son, and shalt call his name
Ishmael; because the Lord hath heard thy affliction. And he will be
a wild man; his hand will be against every man, and every man’s
hand against him; and he shall dwell in the presence of all his breth-
ren.” Jerome, writing a commentary to Genesis at the turn of the
fifth century, explains this prediction thus: “Now it means that his
descendants would dwell in the desert, and refers to the Saracens
who wander with no fixed abode and often invade all the nations
who border on the desert; and they are attacked by all.” These Sara-
cens are desert marauders, enemies of civilization, and their wild-
ness and hostility are permanent hereditary attributes that God as-
signed to Ismael and his descendants.

Moreover, these people, who should properly be called Ishmael-
ites after their common ancestor or Hagarenes after his mother the
slave Hagar, “now call themselves Saracens, falsely usurping the
name of Sarah, thus appearing to be born of a free lady.”1° They are
pagans who worship Venus (goddess of love and morning star). Je-
rome had read about the Saracens in Eusebius of Caesaria’s fourth-
century world chronicle, which he had translated into Latin. It was
Eusebius who first identified the Saracens (Zapaknvoi, a term previ-
ously used by Greek geographers to designate one of the peoples or
tribes of Arabia) with the biblical descendants of Ishmael. In other
works, Jerome describes the devastation wrought by Saracen raiders
on Christian monasteries in the desert. He offers a vivid description
of how one monk, Malchus, was captured by a pack of half-naked
camel-riding Saracens and reduced to slavery, forced to eat the Sara-
cen diet of uncooked meat and camel milk.

Later Christians, schooled in the Latin works of the Church fa-
thers, if and when they wanted to understand who the “Saracens”
were, would naturally reach for Jerome. They would learn that they
are the descendants of Ishmael, “wild men” who ride camels and
who attack and pillage innocent Christians. They fraudulently call
themselves “Saracens,” vainly attempting to claim that they are de-
scended from Abraham’s legitimate wife, Sarah, rather than from
the slave Hagar; this charge is to be repeated by innumerable Euro-
pean authors in the Middle Ages and beyond, though of course no
Arab or Muslim ever called himself a “Saracen” or traced his lineage
to Sarah. And Jerome portrays the Saracens as idolaters devoted to
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Venus. Of course he does not mention Muhammad, since he died
150 years before Muhammad was born. But later Christian writers
follow Jerome’s authoritative texts, and when they hear Muham-
mad’s name often imagine that he must be one of their gods.

Bede (ca. 673-735), monk at the Northumbrian monastery of
Jarrow, had heard of the conquests of the Saracens in North Africa
and Spain. To understand these events, and to comprehend how
they might fit into God’s plan for human history, Bede quite natu-
rally reached for the books in his monastic library, in particular
Genesis and Jerome’s commentary on Genesis. When Bede wrote
his own commentary to Genesis, he recopied, word for word, Je-
rome’s explanation that Ishmael’s offspring are the Saracens “who
are attacked by all.” He then added this to what he found in Jerome:
“But this was long ago. Now, however, [ Ishmael’s] hand is against
all men, and all men’s hands are against him, to such an extent that
the Saracens hold the whole breadth of Africa in their sway, and they
also hold the greatest part of Asia and some part of Europe, hateful
and hostile to all.”'! Bede has brought Jerome up to date, briefly
mentioning the sweeping “Saracen” conquests of the last several
decades. He does not mention the name of Muhammad.

In a Europe continually ravaged by war and invasions, the Sara-
cens were one among a number of non-Christian interlopers. Chris-
tian European writers showed little curiosity about the religion of
these invaders, be they Huns, Saracens, Vikings, or Magyars. They
all seemed to be part of the terrible tribulations through which God
was putting His people; none provoked (it seems) the slightest sug-
gestion that its religious beliefs and practices could be worth inves-
tigating—much less imbued with the slightest legitimacy. At one
point in his commentary on the Acts of the Apostles, Bede repeats
Jerome’s assertion that the Saracens were devotees of Venus.12 But
he shows little interest in their religious beliefs and probably had
never heard the name of Muhammad. Indeed, this seems to be the
case of many Latin authors who wrote about the Saracens, with the
notable exception of those from Spain, who had firsthand knowl-
edge of Islam (as we will see in chapters two and three). When
northern Europeans of the eleventh and twelfth centuries did hear
the name of the Muslim prophet, they often imagined that this “Ma-
homet” must be the Saracens’ god.
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Jesus contra Mahomet: Saracen Idolaters
as the Enemies of the Crusaders

It is in the context of the celebration of the victory of the First Cru-
sade, in which Christian European soldiers captured Jerusalem in
July 1099, that we find a number of authors, writing in both Latin
and French, depicting the idolatry of the “Saracens.” Raoul de Caen,
in the preface to his Gesta Tancredi (written between 1121 and 1131),
which narrates the exploits of crusader champion Tancred de Haute-
ville, says that his subject is “that joyous pilgrimage, that glorious
labor that restored to us our inheritance, that is our mother Jerusa-
lem. That pilgrimage extinguished idolatry and restored the faith.”?
Raoul glorifies (and exaggerates) Tancred’s military achievements
during and after the First Crusade. He describes how, as the Holy
City was captured, Tancred battled like a lion, surpassing the ex-
ploits of Ajax, Hector, and Achilles. He fought his way to the holy of
holies, the Templum Domini, Temple of the Lord: the name given
by crusader chroniclers to the Dome of the Rock. He forced open the
doors, and there found, seated on a high throne “a cast image, made
from silver . . . so heavy that six men with strong arms could barely
liftit. . . . It was an image of Mahummet, entirely covered with gems,
purple cloth and shining with gold.”* The temple of Solomon has
become the center of the cult of Mahummet; Raoul provides a vivid
image of the “blasphemies” that different crusader chroniclers at-
tribute to the Saracens. Tancred, first thinking the statue might be
one of Mars or Apollo, finally realizes that it is Mahummet, whom
he also calls Antichrist. His attributes are those of power and wealth
(crown of gold, gems, royal purple) contrasted to those of Christ
(crown of thorns, cross, nails). These attributes are necessary to dis-
tinguish the (real) devotion shown to statues of Christ from the
(imagined) idolatry of the devotees of Mahummet, suggesting that
the line between devotion and idolatry is thin. The destruction of
this profane image, intruder in the Temple of the Lord, provides a
dramatic, vindictive climax to the First Crusade. Other chroniclers
recount more or less the same story; for Fulcher of Chartres this
idolatrous worship of Mahomet had polluted the temple.'®
Needless to say, crusaders never encountered idols of “Ma-
hummet” in the Dome of the Rock or anywhere else. This fiction,
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repeated by a number of crusade chroniclers, provides a vivid justi-
ficatory image, showing how the crusaders “extinguished idolatry
and restored the faith.” These authors, clerics schooled in Latin, who
had read the descriptions of pagan cults in their school books (often
composed of extracts from Virgil, Ovid, and others) and who had
read of the destruction of these idols by the Apostles and saints of
the early church, naturally enough imagined their adversaries, the
enemies of “God’s army,” in the familiar and despised guise of pagan-
ism. The name of the prophet, deformed in various ways (Mahomet,
Mamet, Mahound . . .) they assumed, must be the name of one of
the gods of the “Saracens.”

The anonymous author of the Chanson dAntioche, a French epic
describing the First Crusade through the conquest of Antioch, pres-
ents the crusade as a sort of vengeance for the crucifixion. The epic
opens with Christ himself, speaking to the good thief crucified at his
side, predicting the eventual arrival of the crusaders: A “new peo-
ple,” he foretells, the Franks, will avenge the crucifixion, liberate the
Holy Land, and extirpate paganism.

“My friend,” said Our Lord, “be assured that a new race will come from
over the sea to avenge the death of their Father. Not a single pagan will
remain between here and the East: The Franks will liberate the whole
land. The soul of every man who is taken and killed on this journey will
receive My salvation.”'6

The paganism of the Saracens is a key element in the theological
justification of the crusade: the pagans killed Jesus, and the crusad-
ers will wreak vengeance on the pagans for the murder of their
“father.”

The Chanson gives a vivid picture of Saracen idolatry, along with
a glowing account of their idols’ destruction, heralding the immi-
nent demise of paganism. The center of the pagan cult, for the
Chanson dAntioche, is Mahomes, an idol held in midair by mag-
nets.'” A defeated Saracen general, Sansadoines, strikes the idol,
knocking it down and breaking it after it has shown itself powerless
to secure victory for its devotees. The pagan enemy himself realizes
the powerlessness of his idols and destroys them with his own hand.
One thirteenth-century manuscript illustrates this scene (fig. 2).
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FIGURE 2. Sansadoines destroys the idol of Mahomet. Chanson d’Antioche, Bibliotheque
Nationale de France, MS Francais 786, f 186v (late thirteenth century). © BNF

Within the very name of Mahomet, in the large initial M, we see,
on the left, the crowned Saracen king and his men in prayer. At the
right we see the object of their prayer, a standing golden idol of a
naked human figure atop a column; behind it stand two men, one
with his arm raised to strike the idol. Curiously, the scene on the left
could be one of Christian worship: the crowned king and his men
look European in features and dress; they kneel and hold their
hands in prayer as do Christians. Hence it is not the form of their
devotion that is foreign or erroneous but the object, as we see clearly
on the right. The nakedness of the idol recalls the statues of classical
Greek and Roman paganism, and perhaps serves also to differenti-
ate the idol from the statues of saints that could occupy the same
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spot in a scene of Christian worship. The artist gives a vivid por-
trayal of Saracen worship to their idol at the dramatic moment in
which Sansadoine’s raised arm is poised topple it. The image has
been damaged: while the Saracen worshippers on the left are still
clearly visible, some of the paint has been scratched off the repre-
sentation of the golden idol. This may well have been deliberate—
one or more readers may have wished to insult and damage this
pagan idol by scratching at its paint.'8

The poet then has Sansadoine predict to the Saracens that they
will be defeated by the Christians who will “smash down the walls
and palisades of Mieque [Mecca]; they will drag Mahomet down
from the pedestal where he resides and seize the two candelabra
that sit there, which they will carry off to their Sepulchre where their
god rose from the dead.”’® At the end of the poem the crusader
Godfrey of Bouillon vows to go to “‘Mahomet’s shrine in Mieque,” to
seize the two candelabra, and to place them in front of the Holy
Sepulchre in Jerusalem.?? The conquest of Mieque, the Saracens’
cultic center, will mark the ultimate defeat of paganism.

The Chanson d’Antioche describes, in vivid detail, an embassy to
Miecque, which is ruled over by three brothers; hymns are sung to
the golden idol Mahomés as the “Apostle Caliph of Bauda” (presum-
ably Baghdad) presides over a grand “parlement.” Mahomés is
brought in on the back of an elephant; a silken canopy protects him
from the sun. He is accompanied by a hundred musicians. The Sara-
cens, through enchantment, have caused a demon, Sathanas, to in-
habit the idol of Mahomés, which now speaks to them. “Christians
who believe in God,” says Sathanas/Mahomés, “misguided race that
they are, have no right to these lands; they have seized them wrong-
fully. Let God keep his Heaven; the earth is in my fiefdom.”?! The
“Califes de Bauda” then announces a “rich pardon that Mahons will
give us” a sort of inversion of the indulgences that Pope Urban II
had granted to the crusaders: the Caliph says that Mahons will allow
every man who fights the Christians to have twenty or thirty wives,
or as many as he wishes. Those who die in battle will take to the
gates of heaven two gold bezants in one hand and a rock in the
other; with the bezants they can buy their way into heaven, or if that
fails, with the rock they can force their way in.22 Again an inversion
or parody, this time of the hope of martyrdom proffered to the
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Christian crusader. The pagan enemy, it seems, is a deformed mirror
image of the righteous crusader, devoted to the Devil rather than
God, granted indulgences by the Caliph of Baghdad/Mecca rather
than the pope, hoping to buy or fight his way into heaven.

The pagan adversaries are themselves made to acknowledge—
both before and after the conflict—the inevitability of their defeat
at the hands of the Christians. Sansadoines, as we saw, predicts that
the Christians will take Mecca. Later in the poem, his fears are
confirmed by a dream, which he narrates to Curbaran (a figure
based on Kurbuqa, the Atabeg of Mosul, who led an army against
the crusaders at Antioch in 1098): he stands before Antioch and
sees, pouring out of the city, “leopards, boars, snakes, bears, and
dragons all about to devour our people.”?3 Solimans, one of Curba-
ran’s men, retorts that Mahons is very powerful and would never
let this happen to his people. Curbaran is warned but heeds not the
warnings and is subsequently routed in battle; he himself, as he
sees his defeat, calls one last time on Mahomet, this time to curse
and threaten him:

Alas, lord Mahmet! I have always loved you and served and honored
you with all my might. If ever I get back to my own land, I shall have
you burned and the ash cast to the winds, or I shall have you trampled
underfoot by horses.2*

Once again, Christian victory over paganism culminates in the
pagan leader’s rejection and destruction (even if, as here, only
threatened) of his idols. In the Conquéte de Jérusalem, a continua-
tion of the Chanson dAntioche, the caliph himself decapitates the
idol Mahon.?? And, as we have seen, some of the Chanson’s readers
continued this work of destruction by scratching away at the painted
images of Mahomet’s idol.

Mahomet the idol provides a tangible and satisfying focus for the
righteous Christian knight, as we have seen in this sampling of
twelfth-century Latin and French texts concerning the First Cru-
sade. Christian victory will result in the idol of Mahomet tumbling
down, whether smashed by the Christian knight (as we see with
Tancred in Raoul de Caen’s twelfth-century chronicle or Saint
George in Richard Johnson’s sixteenth-century romance) or by the
defeated Saracen enemy.
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Mahumet among the Saracen Idols
of the Chanson de Roland

At about the same time as these crusade chroniclers imagined Ma-
homet as the idol of their Saracen enemies, an anonymous French
poet put into writing the Chanson de Roland, the founding text of
what was to become one of the major genres of medieval literature,
the chansons de geste.?® The earliest written text survives in one
manuscript, currently at Oxford, dating from the mid-twelfth cen-
tury, though there is some evidence of oral transmission of the poem
during the second half of the eleventh century. The epic as preserved
in the Oxford manuscript portrays Saracen idolatry in very similar
ways as the Chanson d’Antioche: the “pagans” worship a triad of
idols: Mahumet, Apollin, and Tervagant, a sort of anti-Christian
Trinity. Yet while Antioche was grounded in the recent events in the
Holy Land, Roland situates the dramatic conflict at the edges of
Charlemagne’s empire, in Spain.
In the opening lines, the poet sets the stage:

King Charles, our great Emperor,

Has been in Spain for seven long years.

He has conquered that haughty land right to the sea,

No fortress can resist him.

No wall, no city, remains to be smashed,

Except Saragossa, which is on a mountaintop.

King Marsilie, who does not love God, defends it,

He serves Mahumet and prays to Apollin:

He cannot prevent misfortune from befalling him there. (vv. 1-9)

Charlemagne, with his long flowing beard, at the ripe old age of
two hundred, is at the point of his culminating victory over Saracen
Spain. Only Saragossa remains in the hands of Marsilie, devotee of
“Mahumet” and “Apollin.” Marsilie, afraid of losing his kingdom,
plots with the treacherous Ganelon (Charlemagne’s brother-in-law);
Marsilie offers lavish gifts to Charlemagne: bears, lions, camels,
mules laden with gold. He promises that he will come to the em-
peror’s court at Aix, convert to Christianity, and become Charles’s
vassal. After some debate in the camp of the “Franks,” this offer is
accepted, and the Frankish army abandons the siege and heads
home. Marsilie then leads his troops out to attack the Frankish rear
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guard, which is captained by Charlemagne’s nephew Roland; the
ensuing battle is the heart of the poem. The outnumbered Frankish
knights, led by Roland, fight valiantly, and Roland cuts off Marsilie’s
hand in single combat. Roland finally blows his horn (olifant) to call
back Charlemagne before dying. When Charlemagne and his troops
get to the scene of the battle, they find only the dead bodies of their
comrades. An epic battle ensues between the Franks and the Sara-
cens, whose forces have been augmented by the arrival of fresh
troops led by Baligant, Amiralz of Babylon. Charlemagne and
Baligant face off in single battle; when Baligant injures the emperor
with a mighty blow, the Archangel Gabriel intervenes, because “God
does not wish him to be killed or vanquished” (3609): Charlemagne
splits Baligant’s head with his sword, spilling out his brain. The
pagan army scatters and flees. The Christian warriors take Sara-
gossa, where they smash with hammers the idols they find in the
“sinagoges” and “mahumeries” (3661-65).

The Frankish champions are larger-than-life heroes; the enemy
is portrayed in equal and contrasting color: Baligant is older than
Virgil or Homer (2614-16): “God! What a knight,” the poet ex-
claims, “if only he were Christian!” (3164). He leads an army re-
cruited from the entire non-Christian world, from pagan eastern
Europe to Persia to Africa. His troops include monstrous semihu-
mans: the Micenes have large heads and spines on their back; the
soldiers from Occian have skin as hard as steel armor; those from
Malprose are giants (3214-64). The Saracen army includes such
figures as “Siglorel, the sorcerer who was once in Hell: Jupiter led
him there by sorcery” (1390-92) and Chernuble de Munigre, who
comes from a land inhabited by demons, where the sun never
shines and rain never falls (979-83). When Archbishop Turpin sees
Abisme, “black as pitch,” approach carrying a banner with a dragon
on it, he proclaims: “This Saracen seems quite heretical to me; it
would be much better if T were to kill him” (1484-85). And what
reader or listener would not feel righteous pleasure when Roland
kills Valdebrun, who had once taken Jerusalem through treachery,
sacked Solomon’s temple, and murdered the Patriarch at the bap-
tismal fonts? (1566-68).

The religion of these Saracen enemies, as in the roughly contem-
porary crusade chronicles and epics, is a form of pagan idolatry. The
pagans swear by their gods, in particular Mahumet:
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The Amiralz swears as solemnly as he can
By the power and body of Mahumet (3232-33)

They invoke them in battle:

The Amiralz calls upon Apolin

And Tervagan and Mahumet also:

“My lord gods, I have served you very long,

I shall make all your graven images pure gold.” (3490-93)

While this Saracen idolatry in many ways evokes the pagan past of
Greece and Rome, a much closer and more troubling comparison is
to the Christian cult of saints, whose statues, sometimes arrayed in
gold and gems, grace Christian churches. In the Chanson, the Frank-
ish knights frequently call on the saints: Denis, Mary, Peter, Mi-
chael. Indeed, the Saracen knight Turgis tells Marsilie, “Do not be
dismayed! Mahumet is worth more than Saint Peter of Rome. If you
serve him, we shall be left in possession of the field” (920-22). In
this Saracen world that is the inversion or mirror image of the
Frankish world, the gods seem to play the role of the Christians’
saints, more than the Christian God.

The Saracens also, it seems, have their scriptures, a book of Ma-
hum’s laws:

Marsilies had a book brought forward:
It was the law of Mahum and Tervagan. (610-11)

They worship idols and images of Mahumet. In Saragossa, as the
Saracen troops prepare to go off to battle, the idol of Mahumet is
hoisted onto the highest tower of the ramparts, where the pagans
pray to it and worship it (852-54). When Baligant goes forth into
battle, he is preceded by his standard, which sports images of a
dragon and of Tervagan, Mahum, and Apolin (3266-68). The poet
uses the forms “Mahum” and “Mahumet” interchangeably, his choice
dictated principally by the needs of poetic meter.

The difference between the pagan gods and the Christian saints
is perhaps above all their efficacy. “Pagans are wrong and Chris-
tians are right,” proclaims Roland as he rides into battle (1015). It
is on the battlefield that this is to be proven. We have seen that
Turgis tells Marsilie that Mahumet is worth more than Saint Peter,
but of course he is to be proven wrong. Those who invoke Mahumet
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as they go into battle are defeated. This is seen repeatedly in the
Chanson, for example when Roland lops off the head of Marsilie’s
son, and the pagans cry out, “Help us, Mahum! Gods, avenge us on
Charles” (1906-7). Mahum proves powerless to help them. In an-
other passage, it is Roland himself who says to Chernuble, whom
he has just sliced in two: “You’ll never receive any aid from Mahu-
met” (1336). It is the fall of the “standard of Mahumet,” the ensign
sporting the image of the god, that symbolically marks the defeat
of the Saracen army and that leads Baligant to realize that he is in
error:

Baligant sees his pennon fall

And Mahumet’s standard brought low;

The Amiralz begins to realize

That he is wrong and Charlemagne is right. (3551-54)

This realization neatly brings the epic to a dramatic climax. Roland
engaged battle declaring Christians are right and pagans wrong;
now at last their great Amiralz realizes it himself. The rest of the
action—Baligant’s death, the rout of the Saracen army, and the de-
struction of the idols in Saragossa—is now a foregone conclusion.

The final destruction of the Saracen idols of Saragossa by the
Christian knights is foreshadowed by a first destruction by the Sara-
gossa Saracens themselves. When Marsilie returns from battle
wounded, his right hand chopped off by Roland, twenty thousand
of his men curse Charles and “fair France” before venting their rage
on their gods:

They run to an idol of Apolin in a crypt,

They rail at it, they abuse it in vile fashion:

“Oh, evil god, why do you cover us with such shame?
Why have you allowed this king of ours to be brought to ruin?
You pay out poor wages to anyone who serves you well!”
Then they tear away the idol’s scepter and its crown.
They tie it by the hands to a column,

They topple it to the ground at their feet,

They beat it and smash it to pieces with big sticks.

They snatch Tervagan’s carbuncle,

Throw the Mahumet into a ditch,

And pigs and dogs bite and trample it. (2580-91)
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The Saracens punish the gods who have failed to protect their king,
a tacit recognition of their powerlessness. Some of these punish-
ments inflicted on the idols (stripping off the regal attributes, tying
it to a column) are those one might inflict on a human enemy, sig-
naling the ambiguous relationship between the idols and the gods
they are supposed to represent.2? This also echoes, perhaps, con-
temporary Christian rituals of humiliation of the saints, where
saints’ images or relics are symbolically “punished” to incite them to
answer the demands of their devotees.28 Apolin is in a “crypt,” which
seems more fitting for a saint’s relics than for a pagan idol. The
particular punishments inflicted on Mahumet, being trampled on
and bitten by dogs and pigs, echo contemporary stories of the false
prophet Mahumet whose corpse is allegedly attacked by dogs or pigs
in hostile legends we will examine in chapter two.

The Queen of Saragossa, Bramimonde, recognizes the impotence
of the Saracen gods. Baligant sends two messengers who arrive in
Saragossa shortly after the scene of the destruction of the idols. They
greet the queen by saying, “May Mahumet, who has us in his power,
and Tervagan and Apollin, our lord, save the king and protect the
queen” (2711-13). Bramimonde shoots back:

What rubbish I hear!

Those gods of ours have given up the fight.

At Roncevaux they did us a colossal bad turn,
They allowed our knights to get killed.

They failed my lord in battle,

He lost his right hand, he no longer has it,
Mighty Count Roland severed it from him.
Charles will have all Spain in his power. (2714-21)

Queen Bramimonde also gives the poem’s last evocation of the name
of Mahum, calling in vain on his help one final time. Charlemagne
has slain Baligant, the Christian troops are charging toward Sara-
gossa, and the queen cries out “Help us, Mahum!” (3641). Brami-
monde herself then surrenders the citadel to Charlemagne, who has
over a hundred thousand pagans baptized by force. Charlemagne
makes an exception for the queen, who is taken captive to France,
where she is to be converted “by love” (3674).29
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Saracen religion in the Chanson de Roland and in subsequent
chansons de geste contributes to the paradoxical portrayal of the
enemy as both inexorably other and uncannily familiar. “Pagans are
wrong” because they place their confidence in the wrong deities, but
their devotion to those deities at times looks very much like Chris-
tian devotion to the saints. While some Christians doubted the ef-
ficacy and appropriateness of the cult of saints and the use of im-
ages, Roland redirects that anxiety; idolatry and devotion to the
saints may be superficially similar, but their radical difference is
proven in the field of battle. Those devoted to God and His saints
(Peter, Denis, Mary) vanquish the devotees of Mahomet, Apollin,
and Tervagant.

Mahowndes and Mahounds in Medieval Letters

This confrontation, association, and distinction between Christian
cult of the saints and Saracen idolatry plays a key role in many of
the liturgical dramas of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, in
French, English, and other languages. Many of these plays were ha-
giographical; they dramatized the power of saints, at times by pit-
ting them against malefic forces—in some cases “Saracen” idols.

In Jean Bodel’s Jeu de Saint Nicolas, first performed in Decem-
ber 1200, the main protagonists are less the nameless humans
(Christian and Saracen) than the statue of Saint Nicolas who is op-
posed by the “mahommet” (idol) of Tervagan; the deformed name
of the prophet of Islam has become a common noun designating an
idol.2° In a blending of the exotic and the ridiculous, the (nameless)
King of the Saracens leads an army recruited from mythic lands
such as Orkenie, “from beyond Grey Wallengue, where dogs crap
gold” (vv. 362-63), Oliferne, a burning land replete with precious
gems (368-72), or “beyond the Dry Tree,” where people use mill-
stones as coins (373-76). The king is particularly devoted to his idol
of Tervagan, which he covers with gold (136). The king asks Terva-
gan to show him who will win the upcoming battle with the Chris-
tians: “If I must win, laugh; if T must lose, cry” (181-82); enigmatic,
the demon-inhabited idol cries and laughs simultaneously, signify-
ing that the Saracen king will win the battle but lose his Saracen
faith. Contrary to the chanson de gestes or the chanson de croisades,



[36] CHAPTER ONE

which culminated in glorious Christian triumphs, here the Saracen
military victory is complete, the only Christian survivor being a
nameless wise man (“Preudome”) captured while praying to his icon
of Saint Nicolas, which the Saracens mistake for a “mahommet.” Yet
Nicolas produces a miracle for the king: he appears in a dream to
three robbers who have stolen the royal treasure and frightens them
into bringing it back. The king acknowledges the power of the saint
and converts, along with all his men. He orders his seneschal to
expel the idol of Tervagan from the “sinagoge”; before destroying the
idol, the seneschal addresses these words to it, reminding his audi-
ence of the idol’s prophecy at the beginning of the play:

Tervagan, you will in time see the fulfillment of your prophecy
When you laughed and cried

In your pain.

What lies you tell me!

Down with you! You have no right to be up there!

We do not care a whit for you! (1522-27)

As the idol comes crashing down on the stage, the audience’s devo-
tion to Saint Nicolas is vindicated; he proves himself more powerful
than the “mahommets” of the Saracens.

Another type of medieval drama was the “mystery play,” narrat-
ing the events around the passion of Christ. In the fourteenth- and
fifteenth-century English mystery plays, Saracen idolatry serves as
a foil to Christian piety. In the York cycle of mystery plays, the pha-
raoh is a devotee of Mahownde pitted against Moses, follower of the
True God.3! This opposition typologically prefigures the whole spiri-
tual conflict that these plays seek to dramatize: a continual struggle
between the followers of Christ and the satanically inspired devotees
of Mahownde. In the Chester cycle, a pagan named Balaam predicts
that the incarnation of Christ will lead to the destruction of the
“mawmets”; the pagan king Balak responds, “Mahound giue the
mischance!”32 In a parallel prophecy, angels announce that when
the infant Christ flees into Egypt, the “mahumetis” will fall.33 Herod
subsequently introduces himself as “prince of Purgatorre . . . and
cheff capten of hell . . . Reysemelyng the fauer of thatt most myght
Mahownd; From Jubytor be desent and cosyn to the grett God.”*
Herod and the other villains of the drama claim an eclectic (and
often deliberately comic) allegiance to Saracen idols, classical
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Roman deities, and the forces of hell. The devils worship Mahound,
as do the Jews (especially the Pharisees); it is the scheming of Jew-
ish devotees of Mahound that leads to Christ’s crucifixion.3% In the
Chester cycle, King Herod calls on his God “Mahounde full of
might!”36 In the Townley mystery cycle, Pontius Pilate is a Jewish
devotee of Mahowne who calls on “Sir Lucifer” and hails his soldiers
as descendants of Cain.37 The soldiers who torture Christ mock him
in the name of Mahowne and ridicule his pretensions to be savior
of mankind; the soldiers express doubts about Christian doctrine
that the audience is not allowed. The sharp dichotomy between the
forces of good and evil served its didactic and doctrinal purpose;
doubt about Christian doctrine could only come from demonic in-
spiration. Those who rejected Christianity—Jews, Saracens, and
pagans—are united in their diabolical hostility toward Christ and
his followers.

As we have seen in Jean Bodel’s Jeu de Saint Nicolas, “mahom-
met” became in medieval French a common noun designating an
idol: the Saracens in Bodel’s play worship not an image of the god
Mahomet, but a “mahommet” of their god Tervagant.® In both
French and English, this word, in various forms (mahon, mahum,
mahun, mahoun, makemet, mahounde, mahowne, and so on) be-
comes a standard term to designate idols: those worshipped by
ancient Greeks and Romans, the gods of Vikings or other northern
heathens, or the purported gods of the Saracens.3° For example,
Lazamon, a twelfth-century English monk, has pre-Christian Sax-
ons worshipping “maumets.” A Middle English biblical commen-
tary on Isaiah says that Baal was the principal “maumet” of the
Babylonians.*¢

In depictions of biblical-era Jews who lapsed into idolatry we
see them worshipping “mahomets.” One prominent example is in
a thirteenth-century stained glass window in the Sainte Chapelle
in Paris. In a series of scenes narrating the life of the Prophet Isa-
iah, he reprimands Jews for worshipping an idol of gold (fig. 3; cf.
Isaiah 40-48).

The prophet, standing, holds up his finger in reprobation as two
men kneel before a golden statue of a standing naked youth, placed
in a gothic niche. Two names are written in white on a black back-
ground: that of Isaiah at the top of the scene and, at the very bottom,
“Mahomet.” As in the illumination in the manuscript of the Chanson
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FIGURE 3. The Prophet Isaiah chastises two Jews worshipping a “Mahomet.” Stained glass
window in the Sainte Chapelle, Paris (1242-1248). © akg-images / Hervé Champollion

dAntioche, the “Mahomet’s” nudity distinguishes it from an image
of a saint and is the only element that makes clear that this is idola-
trous worship rather than proper Christian worship. The Isaiah
cycle was part of the rich iconographic program in stained glass
executed between 1242 and 1248, commissioned by King Louis IX
to grace the Sainte Chapelle, the new home for the crown of thorns,
which he had purchased in 1239.4! In Saint Louis’s France, wayward
biblical Jews are portrayed worshipping a “Mahomet” (fig. 3).
Other images depict Jewish idol worship, in particular the wor-
ship of the golden calf in the Sinai desert, at times identifying the
idols as “mahum” or “mahmet.” The Hereford map, a large and very
detailed world map composed in England about 1300, depicts a
horned Moses at the top of Mount Sinai receiving the “tablets of the
testament” from the hand of God reaching out of a cloud. Directly
underneath, a group of Jews (identified as such, “Iudei”) kneel in
prayer before the golden calf, which seems to be defecating onto its
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FIGURE 4. The flight into Egypt, from the Holkham picture bible
(early fourteenth century). British Library Add. 47682, f.15.
England, circa 1320-1330. © akg-images / British Library

pedestal. The idol is labeled “mahum.’#? Similarly, we find idols
called “maumez” in the Holkham picture bible, a lavish manuscript
produced in England, probably in the 1320s, with full-page illustra-
tions of scenes from the Old and New Testaments. The page devoted
to the flight into Egypt shows Mary with the baby Jesus in her arms,
riding on a donkey that Joseph is leading by a rope (fig. 4). They
have just passed under an arch, and in front of them is a pedestal
from which two idols are toppling. The apocryphal gospel of Mat-
thew had related how, when the holy family entered into a temple
in Hermopolis, the 365 idols there all toppled to the ground and
shattered. This scene becomes standard in iconography of the flight
into Egypt, although usually no more than one or (as here) two idols
are portrayed.*? Here the idols, far from being stiff statues that shat-
ter, are portrayed as demons, with horns and goatlike feet, bearing
red shields. The one on the left is toppling off his pedestal, while the
one on the right seems to be bowing down before Jesus. The accom-
panying text, in French, says that “les maumez” fell down through
the power of the son of Mary.
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English monk Ranulph Higden penned his Polychronicon, a
world chronicle, in the fourteenth century. For Ranulph, “Ma-
chometus” is a false prophet, not a god; he follows the standard
polemical narration of his life that we will examine in chapter two.
At one point, he says that as a youth Machometus had shown devo-
tion to the cult of idols, in particular to Venus. John of Trevisa, in
his 1387 translation of the Polychronicon, writes, “he worschipped
mawmetrie.”** When Machometus subsequently preached his new
law, he prohibited the pagans from practicing idolatry (“paganis
idolatriam inhibens”), or, for Trevisa “forbeed pe paynyms mamet-
rie.”*5 Trevisa perhaps did not recognize that the common noun,
mawmetrie, which he used to translate the Latin tdolatria, was de-
rived from the name of the person Machometus, whose life he was
narrating. Trevisa’s translation, subsequently published by William
Caxton in 1480, is one of the books that will provide the English
reader with a very different image of the prophet of Islam than the
image we have seen in this chapter, a vitriolic vision of Muhammad
as a trickster and false prophet, which we will examine in chapter
two. Yet ironically, it at the same time preserves “mawmetrie” as the
common noun to designate idolatry. The stereotype of Saracen idol-
atry still was alive and kicking, it seems.

The comicall history of Alphonsus, King of Aragon (1599) is prob-
ably the first play written by the popular English playwright Robert
Greene.*6 It portrays the struggles of its eponymous hero (perhaps
very loosely modeled on King Alfonso V of Aragon, r. 1416-58) to
recover his kingdom. Alphonsus’s rival and nemesis, Belinus, takes
refuge in Constantinople, where the (fictive) Sultan Amurack
pledges to help him. Alphonsus ends up defeating the Ottoman
armies, marrying Amurack’s daughter, and thus obtaining the vast
Ottoman Empire. In this comic fantasy, the Ottoman sultan and his
subjects are cast in the stereotypical role of Saracen idolaters. Amu-
rack repeatedly invokes his god, the “mighty Mahomet” (acts III and
IV, passim). The fourth act opens at a “temple of Mahomet,” pre-
sided over by two priests; the stage directions indicate, “let there be
a brazen Head set in the middle of the place behind the Stage, out
of the which cast flames of fire, drums rumble within.” The “brazen
head” is an idol of Mahomet, to whom the priests pray and who
answers them. Mahomet orders Amurack to take his troops to Na-
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ples and conquer the kingdom of Aragon. As they set off, Belinus
chirps, “and since we have God Mahound on our side, the victory
must needs to us betide” (IV.1.86-87). When, at the end of act IV,
Amurack learns that Belinus has been slain and his army routed, he
does what is expected of a defeated Saracen monarch: he curses and
threatens Mahomet.

What news is this? And is Belinus slain?

Is this the Crown which Mahomet did say . . .

He should with triumph wear upon his head?

Is this the honor which that cursed god

Did prophesy should happen to them all?

Oh Daedalus, and wert thou now alive

To fasten wings upon high Amurack,

Mahound should know, and that for certainty,

That Turkish Kings can brook no injury. (IV.3.49-57)

He subsequently threatens:

For Amurack doth mean this very day
Proud Mahomet with weapons to assay. (IV.3.72-3)

This image of idolatrous worship of Mahomet is alive and well,
it seems, on the English stage five centuries after its first formula-
tion by French poets and Latin chroniclers. Not that the image was
meant to be taken seriously; this is after all a “comicall history,” a
light fantasy of easy Christian conquest of a rival empire that in fact,
as Greene’s audience was painfully aware, was the major military
power in the eastern Mediterranean and central Europe. The image
of Turkish idolatry is not common on the English stage, though we
do find it elsewhere, for example in Robert Dahorne’s A Christian
Turnd Turke (1611), where a “Mahomet’s head” is part of the para-
phernalia that accompanies a Christian’s conversion to Islam.*7 And
it is just three years before Greene’s Alphonsus, as we have seen, that
Richard Johnson published his Famous Historie of the Seaven
Champions of Christendom, which was to assure a long life to the
stereotype of Saracen idolatry.

Even a nineteenth-century French historian of the crusades con-
tinued to reiterate the medieval legend of the idol of Mahomet. An-
toine Caillaud, in his Tableau des croisades pour la Terre Sainte
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FIGURE 5. Tancred destroys the idol of Mahomet in Jerusalem. Antoine Caillot, Tableau
des croisades pour la conquete de la terre-sainte (Paris, 1843), frontispiece. D.R.

(1818), describes how, as the crusaders captured Jerusalem in 1099,
Tancred de Hauteville had his men destroy the statue of Mahomet
that they had found in “the great mosque.”*® He includes a frontis-
piece (fig. 5) showing the statue at the moment of its destruction:
Mahomet holds a sword in one hand and a book in the other. This
statue is a fusion (or perhaps, more properly, confusion) of the po-
lemical stereotypes of Mahomet as idol and as false prophet whose
attributes are the sword and the “Alcoran,” as we will see in numer-
ous modern European representations of the prophet.

The idols of Mahomet live on into the twentieth century in the
festivals of small towns in Spain, many of which involve annual
ritual reenactments of the reconquest of the town from the Muslims.
In a number of these fiestas of “Moors and Christians,” a squadron
of local inhabitants dressed up as Moros take over a mock citadel
and set up a “Mahoma”™—a dressed-up effigy—on the walls. In the
mock siege that follows, the Christian troops take over the citadel
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and destroy the Mahoma. In some of the fiestas, the Mahoma, filled
with fireworks, explodes in a spectacular (and somewhat dangerous)
pyrotechnic finale. In the second half of the twentieth century, many
of the towns, in a post-Vatican-II spirit of ecumenism, banished
Mahoma from these festivities as an embarrassing travesty of
Islam.* Yet eight centuries after the Chanson de Roland describes
the Saracens of Saragossa toppling the idol Mahomet into a ditch,
eight centuries after Raoul de Caen imagines Tancred destroying a
gilded idol of Mahomet in the Temple of Solomon, Valencian villag-
ers reenact this imaginary idol destruction as a central part of their
dramatization of the reconquista.

Yet despite this persistence of these Saracen idols in the Euro-
pean imagination, European authors more often imagined Muham-
mad in the guise of a deviant Christian, a wily trickster and heretic
who led the Arabs astray. It is to this image that we now turn.



CHAPTER TWO

Trickster and Heresiarch

IN 1409, LAURENT DE PREMIERFAIT, humanist at the court of
French king Charles VI, sat down to revise and expand his transla-
tion of Giovanni Boccaccio’s De casibus virorum illustrium (The
fate of famous men).! At one point Boccaccio had mentioned the
Byzantine emperor Heraclius (r. 610-41) and added that during his
reign the “seducer Mahumeth” usurped the name of prophet and
issued deadly laws.2 When he first translated De casibus in 1400,
Laurent de Premierfait simply translated this brief sentence about
the “false prophet.”® Nine years later, he decided to include a bio-
graphical sketch of “the disloyal traitor Machomet,” whom he calls
a “false, lying prophet and magician.”

Machumet, Laurent tells us, was born to plebian parents in
“Meca,” where he worshipped idols as his family had before him. He
became a merchant and traveled with his camels to Egypt and
Judea, where he spoke with Jews and Christians, learning from
them parts of the Old and New Testaments. He traveled to the prov-
ince of Corozan, where he sold spices and other goods to the power-
ful and rich lady “Cadige,” who marveled at him. Machomet was an
enchanter and sorcerer, and he was thus able to convince “this pow-
erful and noble woman” that he was “the Messiah, that is the son of
God that the Jews awaited.” Machomet and Cadige were married
and his reputation spread, attracting Jews and Saracens from far
and wide. Machomet, realizing he could not become king of Coro-
zan, feigned to be a prophet. At this point he was joined by a “very
famous priest,” exiled in the Orient with his followers because the

L44]
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FIGURE 6. Mahomet preaching with a dove on his shoulder; a bull
brings the Qur’an on his horns. Illustration ca. 1409-25, in Laurent de
Premierfait, Des cas des nobles hommes et femmes, drawn by the “Master
of Rohan.” Paris, BNF MS Francais 226, f. 243 (XVe s.). © BNF

pope had opposed him. On the advice of this priest, Machomet
trained a dove to eat grains of wheat out of his ear; when the as-
tounded people saw the dove landing on his shoulder and putting
its beak in the false prophet’s ear, he explained to them that this was
the Holy Spirit coming to speak to him as he had to John the Bap-
tist. Through this trick, he hoodwinked “simple, rustic people” who
flocked to him in great numbers.

Machomet goaded his followers on to war: the Arabs conquered
large swathes of Persia and of Heraclius’s empire. God, in order to
show people the true nature of “the traitor Machomet,” struck him
with epilepsy; Cadige was “very perturbed.” But Machomet was not
so easily foiled; he explained that the Archangel Gabriel had come
to speak to him, and that he fell down because he was awed by the
brightness emanating from the celestial face of the angel. Machomet
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and the priest wrote laws mixing their own novelties with items
gleaned from the Old and New Testaments; the book they wrote is
the “vile and undignified Alcoran.” He then placed this book on the
horns of a bull that he had trained to eat from his hand. One day as
he preached to the people, the bull suddenly appeared with the book
attached to its horns; it was hailed as a divine messenger and the
book revered as the word of God. Machomet also revealed jars of
milk and honey that he had hidden in the desert, but which he pres-
ents as gifts sent down by God. Laurent concludes by saying that
Machomet then died and went straight to hell. His “stinking corpse”
was placed in an iron casket that was taken to a temple in Meca that
had magnets in the ceiling. He says that he read all this in book 24
of Vincent of Beauvais’s Miroir historiale (Mirror of History, the
medieval French translation of Vincent’s thirteenth-century ency-
clopedic chronicle, the Speculum historiale).

Some of the manuscripts of Laurent’s work are lavishly illus-
trated, and several contain portraits of Machomet. One artist, often
identified as the Master of Rohan, has painted a scene showing a
turbaned Machomet preaching from a pulpit with a dove perched
on his shoulder, its beak in his ear (fig. 6). In front of the pulpit, the
bull walks in, with the “Alcoran” between his horns. On the left, five
people listen attentively, looking at Machomet: two women and
three men, sporting visibly oriental headgear (turbans and “Turkish”
hats). Other manuscripts have similar images.®

These manuscript paintings, along with Laurent’s brief bio-
graphical notice, give a good idea of how various fifteenth- and
sixteenth-century writers and artists portrayed the life of Muham-
mad. We have seen that Laurent cites thirteenth-century encyclo-
pedist Vincent de Beauvais, who himself had compiled his life of the
prophet from diverse (and contradictory) Latin texts of the twelfth
century. Vincent’s Latin text was a medieval best seller, with hun-
dreds of manuscripts in Latin and translations in French and Dutch.
Laurent de Premierfait’s text also became widely known, with fifty-
seven French manuscripts. Benedictine monk John Lydgate trans-
lated Laurent’s text into English verse sometime between 1410 and
1450; there are some thirty-four extant fifteenth-century manu-
scripts.b Printed editions of both the French prose text (by Antoine
Vérard in Paris) and the Lydgate English verse version (by William
Caxton in London) appeared in 1494.
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Here we have, then, a hostile version of the life of Muhammad,
forged essentially in the twelfth century, based to a certain extent
on earlier Latin and Greek polemical texts. Details vary, as we will
see: some authors add episodes not given in Laurent’s brief text or
narrate slightly different versions of events in the life of the false
prophet. But by and large, they agree in the general narrative: the
Muslim prophet is presented as a charlatan and sorcerer who feigns
prophecy in order to marry a rich and powerful woman and to be-
come leader of the Arabs. His Alcoran is a hodgepodge of Old and
New Testament laws along with new measures that are all the more
popular because they are easier to follow; many authors insist on
the sexual debauchery supposedly authorized by this new law. The
sorcerer Mahomet passes off his tricks as miracles, hoodwinking the
naive Arabs who flock to him. The Christian reader could rest as-
sured that the “Saracen error” that had seduced a large part of the
planet’s population was the crass invention of a vile man. This cari-
cature was colorful and appealing and it encountered great success
among those Europeans who knew nothing about Islam. For these
authors, Mahomet was not a golden idol based on the gods of Greek
and Roman antiquity, he was a debauched swindler and heretic,
modeled after false holy men and heresiarchs from Arius to more
recent preachers who had challenged the Church. The writers who
forged these polemical biographies were preoccupied with the
spread of heresy, of dissent concerning the doctrines and the author-
ity of the Church, in an age when issues of reform and heresy sharply
divided the Church and European society. Hence their caricatural
portraits of Muhammad reflected their own worries about potential
charlatans, false reformers, and heretics, rather than curiosity about
Islam or its prophet.

Other Christian authors knew more about Islam and tried to
come up with more sophisticated (though not necessarily less hos-
tile) ways to understand and portray Islam and its prophet. Those
living under Muslim rule, from Iraq to Andalus (Muslim Spain),
sought to discourage their coreligionaries from converting to Islam
by presenting it as a tissue of lies; while their image of the prophet
is negative, it is often closer to the Muslim sources than is the un-
recognizable caricature of Laurent de Premierfait. Beginning in the
twelfth century, Latin theologians attempted to refute what they
portrayed as the “Saracen” heresy; in the thirteenth and fourteenth
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centuries, mendicant friars learned Arabic and studied the Qur’an,
the better to combat the “Saracen heresy” in a largely futile attempt
to obtain converts to Christianity. They aggressively (mis)read Mus-
lim sources (and depended on earlier Arab Christian sources) to
present Muhammad as a heresiarch. Indeed, heresy—deviant ver-
sions of Christianity that rejected the authority of the Church—was
a major preoccupation of many of the twelfth- and thirteenth-
century churchmen who wrote about Mahomet. Making the prophet
of Islam into yet another heresiarch served to explain away the suc-
cesses of Islam and the challenges it posed to a triumphalist Chris-
tian vision of history and at the same time permitted these authors
to denigrate heretics closer to home by associating them with the
charlatan Mahomet.”

From the twelfth century well into the sixteenth, the perception
of Muhammad that dominates in Europe is that of a heresiarch and
false prophet. In this chapter, we will look at one example of a for-
mative text of the twelfth century, from the crusade chronicle of
Guibert de Nogent and then see how the legend is reworked by
fifteenth-century authors such as Laurent de Premierfait and John
Lydgate. We will also see how this view of Muhammad as a heretic
proffering false miracles was shared even by those few Latin writers
who studied the Qur’an, had it translated into Latin, and attempted
to forge Christian theological responses to Islam.

The Twelfth-Century Legend: Guibert of Nogent

In 1109, Guibert, abbot of the Norman monastery of Nogent sous
Coucy, penned his chronicle of the First Crusade, Deeds of God
through the Franks (Dei gesta per Francos), glorifying and justifying
the exploits of the knights who captured Jerusalem in 1099. Guibert
had no firsthand knowledge of the crusade or of Islam. But he had
come across a chronicle of the crusade written by one of the partici-
pants (the anonymous Gesta Francorum et aliorum Hierosolimita-
norum, “The deeds of the Franks and the others who went to Jeru-
salem”). Guibert found that the text was poorly written and failed
to communicate the importance of the momentous events it relates.
So he undertook to rewrite it, in proper order and in elegant Latin.
He also set out to explain the meaning of the events and their place
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in God’s plan of history. For it was not simply a story of the “Deeds
of the Franks,” but it was God working through His army, it was
more properly the Deeds of God through the Franks. He sought to
explain why the Europeans (or “Franks”) had to go east, to Christ’s
birthplace, to restore his native city to him.? Guibert contrasts the
valor and religious zeal of the Franks with the moral turpitude of
the Orient, nest of heresies from the time of Arius onward.

Guibert places a brief life of Muhammad near the beginning of
his Dei gesta per Francos, as a part of a narration of the history of
Jerusalem and of oriental Christendom from the time of Constan-
tine to the moment the crusaders set out for Jerusalem. After the
glorious foundation of the basilica of Jerusalem by Helen, mother
of Constantine, the East slides slowly but surely into heretical error.
Orientals, Guibert explains, are clever, flighty intellectuals whose
brilliant circumlocutions carry them off into heresy, contrasted im-
plicitly to the stodgy, earthbound, authority-respecting Latins. Is it
any wonder, Guibert continues, that virtually all the heresiarchs
were Orientals, from Mani and Arius forward? These Orientals con-
tinue to defend their errors through reasoning (ratiocinatio): the
use of leavened bread in the Eucharist, the lack of proper deference
to the pope, clerical marriage and Trinitarian errors regarding the
procession of the Holy Spirit. It is because of these errors, Guibert
affirms, that God allowed the eastern empire to fall to the Arab in-
vaders.? It is at this point that Guibert narrates Muhammad’s biog-
raphy, placing him in a dual role: as divine scourge sent to punish
the heretical eastern Christians and the latest and worst of a long
line of Oriental heresiarchs.

It is as the worst of these eastern heretics, then, that Guibert
presents the man he calls “Mathomus,” who led the Orientals “away
from belief in the Son and the Holy Spirit. He taught them to ac-
knowledge only the person of the Father as the single, creating God,
and he said that Jesus was entirely human. To sum up his teachings,
having decreed circumcision, he gave them free rein for every kind
of shameful behavior.” Guibert acknowledges that he found no reli-
able texts about “Mathomus” and his life, so has repeated what he
has heard: “to discuss whether these things are true or false is use-
less, since we are considering only the nature of this new teacher,
whose reputation for great crimes continues to spread. One may
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safely speak ill of a man whose malignity transcends and surpasses
whatever evil can be said about him.”1° Guibert is aware that Sara-
cens “contrary to what some say, do not believe that he [Muham-
mad] is their god, but a just man and their patron, through whom
divine laws were transmitted.”!! Guibert looked for a theological
refutation of Muhammad’s doctrine among the writings of the
Church fathers; he found none, which led him to believe that “Ma-
thomus” lived after the fathers wrote. Guibert would prefer to speak
of Mathomus from the security of patristic authority, but, lacking
that, must merely recount what the common people say about
him. Much of what he says about the prophet he probably gleaned
from his reading of the Theophanes the Confessor, a Byzantine
monk and aristocrat who inserted a brief, polemical sketch of
“Movaued” (Mouamed) in his Chronographia, a chronicle of world
history (ca. 815), which was subsequently translated (ca. 875) into
Latin by papal librarian Anastasius.!? Guibert takes Theophanes’s
narrative and livens it up by making “Mathomus” into a colorful
scoundrel whose acolytes provide a satisfying enemy for the Frank-
ish knights. Guibert is one of several early twelfth-century Latin
authors to portray Muhammad in this way.3

We have seen that Laurent de Premierfait gives his Machomet a
Christian sidekick, a priest who has fallen out with the pope and
who is clearly seeking revenge. The ultimate model for this deviant
Christian is Bahira, the Christian monk who (according to various
hadiths) recognized in the young Muhammad the future prophet,
and whom hostile eastern Christians made into an Arian or Nesto-
rian heretic who had schooled Muhammad in doctrinal perversion;
later Christian writers often refer to him as Sergius. Like Laurent,
Guibert does not name him, though he relates his story in much
greater detail.!* Guibert explains that the patriarch of Alexandria
died and that there was much disagreement over who should suc-
ceed him. Finally, a nearby hermit with a reputation for sanctity was
chosen. Yet as men of the Church got to know the hermit they real-
ized that he was a heretic and rescinded their choice. “Scorned, torn
apart by bitter grief, since he had been unable to reach what he had
striven for, like Arius, [the hermit] began to think carefully how to
take vengeance by spreading the poison of false belief, to undermine
Catholic teaching everywhere.” It is at this point that the “ancient
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Enemy,” the Devil himself, came along and told the hermit to look
for the young “Mathomus” and to ally himself with him. Muslim
sources tell of Muhammad’s first marriage (at the age of twenty-five)
with the widow Khadija (forty at the time).!® Laurent de Premierfait
calls her Cadige; Guibert does not give her name, presenting her
merely as “a certain very rich woman [who] had recently become a
widow.” The hermit persuaded the woman to marry Mathomus,
convincing her that he was a prophet; “and the formerly wretched
Mathomus, surrounded by brilliant riches, was lifted, perhaps to his
own great stupefaction, to unhoped-for power.”

Theophanes claimed that Mouamed had had an epileptic seizure,
and at this Khadija became distressed; he soothed her by telling her,
“I keep seeing a vision of a certain angel called Gabriel, and being
unable to bear his sight, I faint and fall down.”'6 Laurent de Pre-
mierfait made his epilepsy into divine punishment for his blas-
phemy. Guibert turns it into a sexually transmitted disease: “since
the vessel of a single bed frequently received their sexual exchanges,
the famous prophet contracted the disease of epilepsy.” Terrified, the
woman went to the hermit and berated him for having urged her to
marry an epileptic.!? The hermit shot back “you are foolish for as-
cribing harm to what is a source of light and glory. Don’t you know,
blind woman, that whenever God glides into the minds of the
prophets, the whole bodily frame is shaken, because the weakness
of the flesh can scarcely bear the visitation of divine majesty?” In her
“womanly flightiness,” she believed the hermit and revered her hus-
band as a true prophet. Mathomus’s fame spread and acolytes
flocked from afar. He ordered his devotees to fast for three days and
to pray that God reveal a new law to them, “from an unexpected
hand” Mathomus, with the help of the hermit, had written his law
in a book that he now tied to the horns of a cow. Theophanes does
not relate this story, which seems to be a twelfth-century invention;
other twelfth-century authors say it was a bull (as does Laurent
Premierfait).!® Here is how Guibert tells it:

Meanwhile, he had a cow, whom he himself had trained to follow him,
so that whenever she heard his voice or saw him, almost no force could
prevent her from rushing to him with unbearable eagerness. He tied the
book he had written to the horns of the animal, and hid her in the tent
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in which he himselflived. On the third day he climbed a high platform
above all the people he had called together, and began to declaim to the
people in a booming voice. When, as I just said, the sound of his words
reached the cow’s ears, she immediately ran from the tent, which was
nearby, and, with the book fastened on her horns, made her way eagerly
through the middle of the assembled people to the feet of the speaker,
as though to congratulate him. Everyone was amazed, and the book was
quickly removed and read to the breathless people, who happily ac-
cepted the license permitted by its foul law. What more? The miracle of
the offered book was greeted with applause over and over again. As
though sent from the sky, the new license for random copulation was
propagated everywhere, and the more the supply of permitted filth in-
creased, the more the grace of a God who permitted more lenient times,
without any mention of turpitude, was preached. All of Christian mo-
rality was condemned by a thousand reproofs, and whatever examples
of goodness and strength the Gospel offered were called cruel and
harsh. But what the cow had delivered was considered universal liberty,
the only one recommended by God. Neither the antiquity of Moses nor
the more recent Catholic teachings had any authority. Everything which
had existed before the law, under the law, under grace, was marked as

implacably wrong.'®

Guibert does not relate some of the other legends that Laurent
de Premierfait would subsequently include in his narrative: the dove
that eats from the false prophet’s ear, or the hidden pots of milk and
honey, though other twelfth-century authors indeed relate these
tales.2? The cow revelation suffices, for Guibert, all the more as the
law the cow reveals panders to the perverse sexuality of these Ori-
ental people. Theophanes had denounced Mouamed for promising
his followers a heaven replete with sensual delights. Guibert goes a
step further in imagining that sexual license is the essence of the
new law and the base of its appeal to a sensuous people. Guibert, of
course, is a monk under a vow of celibacy; when he denounces reli-
gious enemies (be they Jews, Cathar heretics, or here, Muslims), he
often attributes to them perverse sexual practices.?!

A scoundrel and heresiarch deserves an ignominious death.
Guibert relates that one day, Mathomus fell into an epileptic fit and
“was devoured by pigs, so that nothing could be found but his
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heels.”?2 Mathomus’s heels, for Guibert, become the supreme relics
of Islam; attacking false relics (in general, closer to home) was one
of Guibert’s favorite pastimes.?3 The story is supposed to explain
why Saracens do not eat pork.2*

Guibert’s Mathomus is a colorful scoundrel. This well-crafted
portrait serves its purpose well, signaling as it does that Orientals,
subject to the ill effects of the sun and the air, are prone to heresy
and enslaved to the pleasures of the flesh. The ideological point is
clear: the conquests of God’s army, of valorous and pure Christians
from the West, are justified and necessary, against the Saracen fol-
lowers of Mathomus and against the weak and perfidious Greeks.
Guibert uses the image of the flighty and sensual Oriental to affirm
the right—indeed the duty—of the vigorous stolid European to ap-
propriate his lands and to rule over him.

Guibert asserts that the Saracens worship the relics of their
prophet; Gautier de Compiégne, a twelfth-century Latin poet, de-
scribes this worship in vivid terms:

And his people, believing that his spirit to the stars
had passed, dared not submit his body to the earth.
They established therefore an ark of admirable workmanship:
In this they placed him as best they could.

For, as is told, [the ark] seems to hang

With Machomus’ members lying inside

So that without any support it hangs in the air,
And without any chains holding it from above.

And if you ask them by what artifice it does not fall,
They erroneously repute it to Machomus’ powers.
But in fact it is covered in iron,

Placed in the center of a square building

Made out of magnetic rock, on all four sides

The measurements are the same inside and out.

By nature it attracts the iron to itself equally

So that it is unable to fall in any direction.2®

Through a final posthumous phony miracle, Muhammad dupes
the naive Saracens into revering him. Gautier places the tomb in
Mecha, an appropriate name since Muhammad was an adulterer
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(Mechus); others, Gautier tells us, place his tomb in Babel, also ap-
propriate since Muhammad’s effrontery matched that of the build-
ers of the tower of Babel (verses 1077-86). This imagined cultic
center of the Saracen world, the floating tomb of Muhammad at
Babel/Mecca, is a sort of mirror image of the crusaders’ Jerusalem,
an anti-Jerusalem; just as Christian pilgrims journey to Christ’s
tomb in Jerusalem, Saracen pilgrims flock to the floating tomb of
their false prophet and god. It is also meant to explain the power
and attraction of Islam to the numerous Saracens.?6

Learned Assault on the Prophet: From
Petrus Alfonsi to the Dominicans

Guibert in 1109 noted the lack of reliable information and sound
theological refutation of Islam; the following year, Petrus Alfonsi
purported to provide exactly that; based on his knowledge of Arabic
and his familiarity with Arabic Christian polemics against Islam, he
inserted a brief refutation of Islam into his Dialogues against the
Jews (Dialogi contra Iudaeos). His polemic soon became one of the
most widely read Latin theological texts on Islam. One of its readers
was Abbot Peter of Cluny, who in 1142-43 traveled to Spain, where
he commissioned a Latin translation of the Qur’an; he subsequently
wrote two treatises of learned polemics against Islam, in which he
branded Muhammad as a heresiarch.

Petrus Alfonsi was born Moses, a Jew from al-Andalus (Muslim
Spain). He was schooled in Hebrew and Arabic; his writings show
familiarity with the Talmud, with texts of Arabic astronomy, medi-
cine, and philosophy, and with the Arabic literary traditions. Moses
converted to Christianity and was baptized on June 29, 1106, in the
cathedral (and former mosque) of Huesca, capital of the Pyrenean
kingdom of Aragon. He explains that he took the name Petrus
(Peter) in honor of Saint Peter and Alfonsi in honor of his godfather,
King Alfonso I of Aragon. Four years later, in 1110, he wrote his Dia-
logues against the Jews, because, he says, Jews accused him of hav-
ing abandoned his former faith out of contempt for God’s law, mis-
understanding of the prophets, and lust for worldly gain. The
Dialogues are his response to these accusers; he seeks to “destroy
their objections with reason and authority.” Alfonsi explains that he
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has given the name Moses to the Jewish debater because that was
his own name as a Jew; he gives the Christian debater his new name,
Peter. The twelve Dialogues fall into three parts: in the first, an at-
tack on Judaism (Dialogues I-1V), Peter “proves” to Moses that Ju-
daism is no longer valid, that Jews “obey the law only in part, and
that part is not pleasing to God.” Much of his argument turns on
rationally and scientifically based attacks on the Talmud. He then
launches into an attack on Islam (Dialogue V), in which he presents
Muhammad as a fraud and a pseudoprophet, and Muslim rituals
(such as ablutions, fasting, and pilgrimage) as sullied by their sup-
posed pagan origins. In the final section (Dialogues VI-XII), Peter
attempts to prove the basic doctrines of Christianity to Moses, or at
least to show how they do not contradict either reason or the Old
Testament. By the end of the exchange in the Dialogues, Moses is
convinced and tamely converts to Christianity.2?

Alfonsi is Andalusian; it is natural for his Dialogues against the
Jews to contain a chapter directed against Islam, otherwise, his de-
fense of Christianity would be incomplete. Since Peter is attempting
to convince the Jew Moses (not a Muslim) of the weaknesses of
Islam, his arguments are less developed than those of his anti-
Jewish polemic. This, combined with the fact that a Christian need
not have the respect for the Qur’an that he has for the Torah, gives
his rejection of Islam a different flavor than his anti-Jewish argu-
ments. For Alfonsi it is enough to impugn the morals of Muham-
mad, the pagan origins of the cult of Mecca, and the questionable
textual transmission of the Qur’an, to prove that Islam is based on
falsehood. This attack on Islam is nevertheless better informed and
more thorough than anything previously written in Latin. Unlike
the other Latin (or French) writers whose work we have examined,
Alfonsi knew Arabic and had lived among Muslims. He was also
familiar with apologetical works written by Arab Christians.

In fact, Alfonsi bases his anti-Muslim chapter almost entirely on
a tenth-century Arabic Christian work, the Risalat al-Kindi. This
text purports to be an exchange of letters, in Arabic, between two
prominent members of the ‘Abbasid court: a Muslim (unnamed in
the text, but whom a later tradition identified as ‘Abd Allah al-
Hashimi), presents Islam to a Nestorian Christian friend (tradition-
ally referred to ‘Abd al-Masih al-Kindi), and invites him to convert;
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in reply, al-Kindi presents a long, detailed refutation of Islam and
defense of Christianity and invites al-Hashimi to convert. In fact,
both letters were probably written by one Christian author: the let-
ter ascribed to al-Hashimi presents Islamic doctrine in an uncon-
vincing way and makes only feeble attacks on Christianity; he is
there to lend an air of authenticity to the refutation, a fictitious Mus-
lim witness to a Christian theological triumph. This “Muslim” de-
votes more space to the praise of Christian monks than to the de-
fense of Islam.28

The Risalat al-Kindi is both polemical and apologetical: it at-
tacks Muslim doctrine and provides a defense of key Christian doc-
trines that would be distasteful to Muslims. The author shows a
good knowledge of Islam and of the Qur’an; the Muslim’s letter
presents Abraham as the first Muslim; the Christian retorts by say-
ing that Muhammad himself said that e was the first Muslim and
provides a citation from the Qur’an to prove it.29 He defends the
Trinity while affirming God’s unity; far be it from a true Christian
to say “God is the third of three.”°® Does not God, in the Bible, refer
to himself in the plural?3! God has many attributes, he asserts, two
of which are eternal: life and knowledge. Life corresponds to Christ
(hoyog, kalima), knowledge to the Holy Spirit (nvebua, ruh); thus
the Trinity can be proven from a reflection on God’s nature.32

The Christian next launches a concerted attack against Muham-
mad in order to prove that he was no prophet.?3 He recounts Mu-
hammad’s biography in as acerbic and derogatory fashion as pos-
sible, showing all the while a good knowledge of the Qur’an and
early Muslim historiography. He notes that Muhammad had first
been an idolater and had enriched himself through trade and
through his marriage with Khadija. Wishing to rule over his tribe,
he decided to pretend to be a prophet; his companions, gullible
nomads who knew nothing of the signs of prophecy, believed him.
He and his followers enriched themselves through war and pillag-
ing. These acts, for the Christian writer, are enough to prove that
Muhammad was not a prophet; the failures of some of the expedi-
tions (especially the defeat at the battle of Uhud, where he was
injured) even more so: a true prophet would have foreseen (and
avoided) defeat.
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This Christian monk is particularly shocked by Muhammad’s
sexual life, which he attacks with zeal. Muhammad himself, he
says, claimed to have the sexual powers of forty men. He presents
a catalog of Muhammad’s fifteen wives, dwelling on the scandals
surrounding Zaynab (divorced wife of Muhammad’s adopted son
Zayd) and ‘Aisha (whom the Qur’an defended from accusations of
adultery).3* Did not the Apostle Paul proclaim that “he that is un-
married cares for the things that belong to the Lord, how he may
please the Lord: But he that is married cares for the things that are
of the world, how he may please his wife” (1 Corinthians 7:32-33)?
Is this not even more true of a man with fifteen wives, a man,
moreover, constantly involved in planning war? “How could he,
with this continual and permanent preoccupation, find the time to
fast, pray, worship God, meditate and contemplate eternal things
and those things appropriate to prophets? I am certain that no
prophet was as attached to the pleasures of this world as was your
master.”3?

In much of this, the Christian author compares (explicitly or im-
plicitly) Muhammad with Jesus: Christ shunning sex and worldly
power, Muhammad eagerly pursuing both; Christ prophesying true
things, Muhammad failing to foresee his defeats in battle; Christ
producing miracles, Muhammad none. He carries this contrast into
his description of Muhammad’s death. Muhammad, he says, or-
dered that his companions not bury him after his death, for angels
would come within three days to carry his body up to heaven. At his
death, his disciples did as he had ordered: “after they had waited for
three days, his odor changed and their hopes of his being taken up
to heaven disappeared. Disappointed by his illusory promises and
realizing that he had lied, they buried him.”36

This Arabic Christian polemical work was probably composed in
tenth-century Iraq. As often in works of polemics and apologetics,
the author writes not for members of the rival religion (here, Mus-
lims) but for his own (Christians). He seeks to assure them that they
follow the true religion and to discourage them from converting to
Islam by presenting it as a degraded, heretical version of Christian-
ity. Attacking Muhammad as the founder of this “heresy” was a fun-
damental part of this strategy, for this polemicist and for others
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living as dhimmis (tolerated and protected minorities) under Mus-
lim rule.

The Risalat al-Kindi was widely known among Arabic-speaking
Christians from Iraq to al-Andalus, and it provided Petrus Alfonsi
with ready-made arguments to denigrate Muhammad and to justify
Alfonsi’s own rejection of Islam in favor of Christianity. Alfonsi has
his former Jewish self, Moses, open the fifth Dialogue by asking
Peter, “I wonder why, when you abandoned your paternal faith, you
chose the faith of the Christians rather than the faith of the Sara-
cens, with whom you were always associated and raised.”3” Moses
goes on to summarize the tenets of Islam. Islamic law, he says, is a
mandate to serve the delights of this life. The Muslims’ faith is
rooted in reason. They are clean, washing themselves before enter-
ing a mosque. They worship one God whose prophet is “Machomet.”
They fast once a year, for the whole month of Ramadan. They travel
as pilgrims to Mecca, which they claim was once home to Adam,
Abraham, Ishmael, and Muhammad. They attack and subject ene-
mies of their faith, making them either convert or remain subject to
them. They follow the same dietary restrictions as the Jews. They
practice polygamy. Their legal tradition preserves much of Mosaic
law. They shun wine. The paradise that they promise is a lush gar-
den where trees drop ripe fruit, milk and wine are served in silver
chalices, and a harem of beautiful virgins awaits each of the faithful.
Peter responds that Machomet himself could not have done a better
job of summarizing the rudiments of Islam.

Peter then launches his attack on Islam and its prophet. Ma-
chomet, he says, was an orphan and a pagan. He seduced and mar-
ried an older widow for her money. Out of pride, he wished to
become king of the Arabs, but feared his fellow tribesmen, who
were stronger than he. So he pretended to be a prophet. He was
educated by a Jacobite heretic named Sergius (who had been con-
demned by a council of Antioch) and by two Jewish heretics named
Abdias and Chabalahabar. He performed no miracles, as the
Qur’an itself admits. He led a life of iniquity, “rejoicing in theft and
rapaciousness, and so burning so much with the fire of lust that he
did not blush to befoul another man’s bed in adultery, just as if the
Lord were commanding it.”2® He seduced Zanab (Zaynab), wife of
his disciple Zed (Zayd), and when caught said that the angel Ga-
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briel had commanded his adultery. He was defeated in the battle
of Uhud and had his teeth broken, a sure sign that God’s favor was
not with him.

Ritual ablutions are useless, Peter continues; Muslims confuse
corporeal cleanliness with spiritual purity. These rites, he says, are
a survival of the cult of Venus in pre-Islamic Arabia. Muslims fast
during the day in the month of Ramadan, but this only leads them
to more perverse gluttony and lechery at night. They ignore the true
purposes of fasting, which are to control the vices of the flesh and
induce penance. There is no authority for the belief that Mecca was
the home of Adam and Abraham, Peter says. Indeed, he says, before
Machomet “preached the law, this house was full of idols.”*® Ma-
chomet incorporated the idol of Saturn into the wall of the house
and buried that of Mercury, placing on top of it a large stone that
the Saracen pilgrims kiss. Alfonsi stops short of calling Muslims
pagans, but he implies that their monotheism is sullied by the ves-
tiges of these pagan rites.

Cupidity, not faith, inspired the conquests of Machomet and his
followers, Peter continues. “If anyone wishes to convert someone
else, he should not do this with violence, but diligently and sweetly,
just as Machomet himself attested in his Alcoran,” says Peter, citing
a string of Qur’anic injunctions (lifted from the Risalat al-Kindi)
against the use of compulsion or violence in religion.*® By their
warlike behavior, the Saracens thus break their own laws. The Al-
coran was composed not by Machomet but by his disciples after his
death; hence, one cannot know how much of it reflects the beliefs
of Machomet.

Islam’s marriage laws legalize adultery, Peter affirms. Machomet
loved women greatly and was extremely lustful, and—as he himself
admitted—the lust of forty men was in him. And particularly, since
the Arabs were very lustful, he satisfied their will, so that they might
believe. For the same reason he promised his followers carnal plea-
sures in paradise. Since the soul and the four elements that made
up the body will be separated from each other, pleasures of the body
will be impossible in the next life.

Peter then relates the following story, which combines a legend
about Muhammad’s death with an account of the origins of Shiite
Islam:
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After his death, they all wanted to abandon his law. For he himself had
said that on the third day his body would be raised up to heaven. When
they knew that he was a deceiver realized that this was a lie and saw that
his cadaver stank, with the body unburied the greater part [of his fol-
lowers] departed. Haly (‘Ali), however, the son of Abytharius (Abu
Talib), one of Machomet’s ten companions, obtained the kingdom after
his death. He preached flatteringly and cleverly admonished the people
to believe, and told them that they did not properly understand Ma-
chomet’s expression. “Machomet did not say that he would be raised up
to heaven before burial, nor while people watched. Indeed, he said that
after the burial of his body the angels would bear off to heaven, with
none being aware of it. Therefore, because they did not bury him im-
mediately, certainly he began to stink, in order that they might bury
him right away.” Therefore, by this argument he held the people a while

in their earlier error.#!

Peter goes on to give a rather garbled account of how ‘Ali’s sons,
Hasan and Husayn, became disillusioned with Machomet and his
law and began to drink and abandoned his law in part. Alfonsi has
adapted the story of Machomet’s failed resurrection from the Risalat
al-Kindi: Muhammad’s supposed claim that his body would be
taken to heaven after three days clearly reflects a Christian belief
that he is a false Christ, or anti-Christ.#2? Alfonsi has a fairly accurate
knowledge of the names of ‘Al1, Hasan, and Husayn, and a vague
sense that they and their followers have “cast down the law.” His
choice of wording shows that he sees the Shiites from a Sunni per-
spective, as is natural for an Andalusian; he seems to have only a
vague idea of how Shiism differs from Sunnism. Alfonsi, like many
polemicists, views existence of doctrinal division in a rival religion
as a proof of its error.

Alfonsi wraps up his attack on Islam by noting that Muslims
deny that Christ was crucified and died, whereas Christians and
Jews agree at least on this. While Alfonsi never denies Islam’s es-
sential monotheism, he insinuates that it is compromised by ves-
tiges of its pagan past, by its birth out of Christian and Jewish her-
esies, and by the immorality of its founder, Muhammad. Alfonsi’s
text was to become an important source of information on Islam for
the Latin west. There are seventy-nine extant medieval manuscripts
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of the Dialogues, which quickly became one of the most widely read
Latin texts on Islam; several medieval scribes copied only the anti-
Islamic chapter of the Dialogues. Latin writers on Islam in the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries cited him prominently, and his bi-
ography of Muhammad was copied into two thirteenth-century best
sellers, James of Voragine’s Legenda aurea and (as we have seen)
Vincent de Beauvais’s Speculum historiale.*?

One of Alfonsi’s readers was Peter, abbot of the rich and influen-
tial Burgundian monastery of Cluny, who in 1142-43 traveled to
Spain, where he commissioned a Latin translation of the Qur'an
from English scholar Robert of Ketton. He also had other Arabic
texts about Islam translated into Latin, including the Risalat al-
Kindi.** The corpus of texts commissioned by Peter is introduced
by two works of the abbot himself: a letter and the Summa haeresis
Sarracenorum, in which Peter summarizes the contents of his an-
thology of translated texts and lays out the main lines of his argu-
ment against Islam.* The principle focus of the Summa is an hos-
tile biography of Muhammad. The only source of information that
he explicitly cites on Muhammad’s life is Anastasius Bibliothecari-
us’s Latin translation of Theophanes’s Chronographia. Peter fills in
Anastasius’s account with information gleaned from Latin transla-
tion of the Risalat al-Kindi and from Petrus Alfonsi’s Dialogi. Peter
gives a clear sense of where the prophet and his followers fit in the
history of error: the devil works behind and through Muhammad,
leading a third of the world’s population into error. Mixing good and
evil, sublime and ridiculous, Muhammad created a monstrous cult,
similar to the animal Horace described with a human head, a horse’s
neck, and feathers. Peter sees three great adversaries whom the devil
uses to lead Christians astray: Arius, Muhammad, and Antichrist.

The Summa haeresis Saracenorum seeks to furnish the basis of
a polemical vision of Islam by giving the principle elements of the
“detestable life” of Muhammad, a base-born man and a clever ma-
nipulator of ignorant Arabs. Peter denounces the errors of Muham-
mad’s teaching concerning the Trinity, concerning Christ (in par-
ticular his refusal to accept the incarnation), and in his conception
of heaven as a place of eternal lust. This polemical tract seeks to
show (as the title indicates) that Islam represents the sum of all the
heresies previously known to Christendom. The oldest manuscript
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uniting these anti-Islamic works contains a caricature of “Mahu-
meth”: the head of a bearded man on the body of a fish, perhaps
suggesting a monstrous, siren-like creature who leads men astray.
It is the earliest European caricature of the prophet.46 Of these
works commissioned by Peter of Cluny, Robert of Ketton’s Qur'an
translation and Peter of Toledo’s Latin translation of the Risalat
al-Kindi were widely read and copied and were subsequently dif-
fused in print when Theodor Buchman (Bibliander) published them
in Basel in 1543 (as we will see in chapter four). Peter of Cluny’s own
texts on Islam were seldom read or copied.

Shortly after 1300, Riccoldo da Montecroce, a Florentine Do-
minican, composed his Contra legem sarracenorum, a refutation of
the Qur’an. Riccoldo had traveled to Baghdad in about 1288, confi-
dent that he could debate with Muslims and convert them to Chris-
tianity. In his various writings, he describes how he marveled at
Baghdad’s wealth and beauty and at the learning and piety of its
Muslims. He learned Arabic and read the Qur’an but soon realized
that he would make little progress converting Muslims, who were
confident that they held the truth and that God had granted them
victory over the Christian “Franks.” Riccoldo saw European captives
brought through Baghdad bound for slave markets after the Mam-
luk capture of Acre, last mainland stronghold of the crusader states,
in 1291.47

Riccoldo is awed by the opulence of Baghdad, distraught by the
fall of Acre, in frank admiration of the piety and learning of the
Muslim scholars he met. In his Five Letters on the Fall of Acre, Ric-
coldo recounts the doubt and perplexity he experienced: is it true,
as the “Saracens” say, that God prefers them? That Abraham, Moses,
Mary, Jesus, and the Apostles were all “Saracens”? As he studied the
Qur’an, he was shocked at these ideas, which for him were blasphe-
mies uttered by Mahomet, author of the Alcoran. What troubled
him most was that such blasphemies were left unpunished. In one
of his letters, he addresses the following prayer to Jesus:

I beg you, read what he says about you, your mother, and your apostles.
As you know, frequently when reading the Qur’an in Arabic with a heart
full of utter grief and impatience, I have placed the book open on your
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altar before your image and that of your most holy mother and said,
“read, read what Mahomet says!” And it seemed to me that you did not

want to read.*8

While Riccoldo has a better knowledge of the Qur’an than any
previous Latin polemicist against Islam, he presents Islam in the
Contra legem sarracenorum essentially in the same way as Peter of
Cluny had 150 years earlier: as the sum of all heresies. He explains
that Christians have experienced three waves of persecution: that of
the Jews and pagans in the first centuries of the Church, followed
by that of the heretics. Muhammad is part of the third wave of per-
secutors. “During the reign of Heraclius there arose a diabolical
man, first-born of Satan, a lustful man dedicated to obscene deeds,
by the name of Mahomet, who, through his [Satan’s] advice and
help, composed a false and nefarious law, as if from the mouth of
God. He called this law Alcoran, which means anthology of the pre-
cepts of God. This Mahomet was the greatest persecutor of the
Church that there ever was or shall be.”*?

Riccoldo offers a more detailed and systematic treatise on the
Qur’an than anything previously available in Latin. He outlines
what he sees as its “principal errors”: the rejection of the essential
Christian doctrines of the Trinity, Incarnation, Crucifixion, and Res-
urrection. He laboriously compares Qur’anic doctrine to earlier
Christian heresies such as Nestorianism, Jacobitism, Arianism. He
reproaches the Qur’an for being confusing, contradictory, unorga-
nized, violent—in a word ¢rrational. While Muslims claim that the
beauty of the Qur’an’s Arabic proves its divine origins, Riccoldo af-
firms the contrary: the Qur’an is in verse, when everybody knows
that God speaks to prophets clearly, in prose.>° He derides the Mus-
lim legends of the isr@” (Muhammad’s night journey from Mecca to
Jerusalem) and mzraj (his ascension into heaven).5!

The real author of the Alcoran, Riccoldo affirms, is the devil.
When Emperor Heraclius defeated the Persians and destroyed their
golden and silver idols, the devil realized he could no longer defend
polytheism, nor could he fight the growing recognition of the
Old and New Testaments. Instead, he decided to create a new law
(lex) composed of elements from both Mosaic and Gospel laws
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in order to lead the world astray. And Satan found his man: “a cer-
tain diabolical man by the name of Mahomet, idolatrous in religion,
impoverished of any fortune, arrogant in spirit and a very famous
sorcerer.” Despite Riccoldo’s knowledge of the Qur’an and familiar-
ity with Muslim scholars, he falls back on the hostile legends fab-
ricated by earlier Christian polemicists. He tells of Mahomet’s mar-
riage to a rich widow and his promotion to “prince of thieves” who
longed to become king of the Arabs. He was struck by epilepsy but
passed his fits off as the consequences of his conversations with an
angel. As he was illiterate, he surrounded himself with heretical
Jews and Christians: Riccoldo here gives a list of names, the most
important of which was a Jacobite named Baheyra. “Mahomet
composed a sort of law, taking from his associates some elements
of the Old Testament and some of the New Testament, but the
people did not yet have the Alcoran.” Indeed, Riccoldo says, when
Mahomet died the text of the Alcoran had not yet been established,
and this subsequently became a cause of disagreement and con-
flict. From his reading of Qur’anic commentaries and his discus-
sions with Muslim intellectuals in Baghdad, he has become ac-
quainted with different versions of how the Qur’an was composed
after Muhammad’s death. Here he uses these stories to attempt to
discredit the Muslim holy book. Following the lead of Petrus Al-
fonsi, he also refers to divisions within Islam that he links to the
question of the establishment of the Qur’anic text: “Some indeed
follow Mahomet, and they are many; and some follow Haali (‘Al1),
and they are fewer and less evil, and they say that Machomet
usurped through tyranny the authority which was Haali’s. Then
there arose against both of these groups some Saracens who were
learned in philosophy, and they began to read the books of Aris-
totle and Plato, and they began to despise all the sects of the Sara-
cens and this Alchoran.”>?

Riccoldo is less interested in narrating Mahomet’s biography
than are other Christian polemicists; his target is the Qur’an, and
he relates Mahomet'’s life in brief snippets, principally to cast asper-
sions on the revelation and compilation of the Qur’an. A fourteenth-
century reader of Riccoldo’s treatise would find little that would
dispel the polemical legendary texts concerning the prophet, and



TRICKSTER AND HERESIARCH [65]

much that would confirm it: his cynical marriage to a wealthy
widow, his epileptic fits, his dependency on heretical Jewish and
Christian advisors. Riccoldo’s learned assault on the Qur’an would
be very influential over the coming centuries, as we will see in chap-
ter four. In 1543, Theodore Bibliander publishes alongside Robert
of Ketton’s translation of the Qur’an and the Latin translation of the
Risalat al-Kindzr; in the same year, Martin Luther publishes his own
translation of Riccoldo’s tract. Riccoldo’s vision of Muhammad and
the Qur’an will shape how European intellectuals of the following
centuries conceive of the prophet of Islam.

Before 1288 and after his return from the east about 1300, Ric-
coldo was friar in the Dominican convent of Santa Maria Novella.
There he may well have met a poet who frequented the convent’s
library, Dante Alighieri; indeed, Riccoldo may have been an impor-
tant source of Dante’s knowledge of Islam.52 Dante was banished
from Florence in 1302; over the course of the following decades he
produced his magnum opus, the Divine Comedy. When Dante and
Virgil approach the infernal city of Dis (Inferno VIII1:70), they see
mosques red with fire marking the entrance. It is in the ninth
pouch of the eighth circle of Dante’s hell, among “sowers of schism
and scandal,” that we meet “Maometto.” Maometto has been sliced
down the middle by a demon bearing an enormous sword: his en-
trails hang down and he pulls open his own chest; ahead of him
walks ‘Ali, whose head is split open. As often with Dante, the tor-
ments of hell are symbolically appropriate to the crimes punished:
here the “schismatic” Maometto is punished for having split Chris-
tian unity by himself being split; ‘Ali (seen here above all as the
instigator of Shiism) further split Islam into two, meriting a similar
punishment. It is as schismatics (and not heretics) that Maometto
and ‘Ali are punished, emphasizing the divisions that they inflicted
on Christian unity. The splitting open of the prophet’s chest echoes
the Muslim legends of the angels who opened the young Muham-
mad’s chest to purify his heart. A number of manuscripts of the
Commedia have illuminations showing the punishments inflicted
on Maometto and Ali.>* Fourteenth- and fifteenth-century com-
mentators on the Commedia explained Dante’s treatment of
Maometto by evoking the legendary biography of the trickster and
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heresiarch found in writers from Guibert of Nogent to Laurent de
Premierfait.

Mahomet the Scoundrel and Impostor in Late
Medieval and Early Modern European Culture

It is this colorful, despicable villain Mahomet that will become a
stock figure in European culture in the fifteenth and sixteenth cen-
turies. John Lydgate, sometime between 1410 and 1450, penned a
rhymed verse rendition of Laurent de Premierfait’s Des cas des no-
bles hommes et femmes, in which he devotes 112 lines to the life of
“Machomeete.”>® Lydgate follows Premierfait in insisting on the
base lineage of Machomeete (“of low kynreede,” 55). He became a
merchant and traveled with his camels:

Fals and double, sotil in his deuises;

To Iewes & Cristene sondry tymes sent,
Lerned the Olde and Newe Testament. (61-63)
False and double, subtle in his tricks

To Jews and Christians he was often sent

He learned the Old and the New Testaments

Lydgate relates his marriage to “Cardigan,” his claims to be the Mes-
siah, his epileptic fits dismissed as the effects of his dialogues with
Gabriel. And we find the standard miracles:

On his shuldres wer ofte tymes seyn,

Whan he to folkis shewed his presence,

Milk whit dowes, which that piked greyn

Out of hi eris; affermyng in sentence

Thei cam be grace of goostli influence

Hym to visite, to shewe and specifie

He was the prophete that called was Messie. (92-98)
On his shoulders were often seen

When he showed himself before the people

Milk white doves, which picked grain

Out of his ears; he swore to them

That they came by grace of the Holy Ghost

To visit him, to show and indicate

That he was the prophet that was called Messiah
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FIGURE 7. Machomeete preaching, with doves at his ears. Lydgate, Fall of
Princes, London BL Harley 1766, f. 223. © akg-images / British Library

In one manuscript copied around 1450, an artist (fig. 7) shows Ma-
chomeete preaching with a dove at each ear, to an attentive and
rather astonished audience.>®

Lydgate seems to garble Premierfait’s next two false miracles, the
pots of milk and honey hidden in the desert and the Alcoran tied to
the horns of a bull; he has the pots of milk and honey hanging from
the bull’s horns. “A clerk of his, called Sergius” wrote down Macho-
meete’s law and miracles; Lydgate then relates his first victories over
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Heraclius. Machomeete was lecherous and had an image of Venus
set up, making her day (Friday) the holy day of the “Sarsyns.” He
forbade wine to his people, but he imbibed excessively, which in the
end is his undoing;:

Lik a glotoun deied in dronkenesse,

Bi excesse of mykil drynkyng wyn,

Fill in a podel, deuoured among swyn.

This was the eende of false Machomeete,
For al his crafftis of nigromancie,

The funeral fyn of this seudo prophete,
Dronklew of kynde, called hymsilf Messie,
Whom Sarsyns so gretli magnefie. (152-59)

This scene, too, has been graphically rendered by the illuminator of
British Library Harley MS 1766, who shows two sows devouring the
fallen Machomeete (fig. 8).

Lydgate ends his narration with Machomeete’s death; his source,
Laurent de Premierfait, had gone on to relate the false prophet’s
burial in an iron coffin held aloft by magnets. This legend proved
popular through the Middle Ages and well beyond.?7 Various writ-
ten accounts by supposed travelers and pilgrims describe the float-
ing coffin. Dominican Felix Fabri, describing his pilgrimage to Je-
rusalem in the 1480s, relates that he was unable to see the interior
of the Dome of the Rock mosque in Jerusalem since entry to non-
Muslims was forbidden. He tells us that “in the whole of this temple
there is nothing whatever save only on the north side there is a
likeness a raised marble tomb, representing the sepulcher of Ma-
homet at Mecca, which they so greatly revere that they worship its
likeness in all mosques.”>® He then explains:

The Saracens, therefore, journey to Mecca, not only to fulfil the com-
mandment of Mahomet, but many go that they may see Mahomet’ s
coffin hung in the air without rope or chain, albeit by natural causes.
The people, cheated by this trick, think that this body is thus raised up
because of his holiness, and so the besotted people are confirmed in the

error.%9

Christians went in Pilgrimage to Jerusalem to visit Christ’s tomb;
many of them assumed that Muslims went to Mecca to see Ma-
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FIGURE 8. Machomeete killed by swine. Lygdate, Fall of Princes,
London BL Harley 1766, f. 224. © akg-images / British Library

homet’s tomb. The floating coffin at Mecca even becomes a standard
feature of world maps. In the Catalan Atlas (ca. 1375) we see a tur-
baned Saracen kneeling before the city of “Mecha,” with the floating
coffin in the middle (fig. 9). The text above explains that the Sara-
cens go to Mecha to visit the tomb of their prophet.

Lopo Homem, a sixteenth-century Portuguese cartographer,
produced a lavishly illustrated world atlas in 1519, with the collabo-
ration of painter Gregorio Lopes (fig. 10).6° Twenty-one years after
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FIGURE 9. Saracen praying before Mahomet’s floating tomb in Mecca. Catalan
Atlas (1375), Paris, BNF, MS Esp. 30. © akg-images / De Agostini Picture Library

Vasco de Gama’s first voyage to India, Homem and Lopes map the
subcontinent; figure 10 is the double page devoted to India and the
Indian Ocean with, to the left, the Arabian Peninsula. The sea teems
with Portuguese caravels; on land, the artist has indicated key natu-
ral features (rivers, mountains) and a series of walled cities. With a
strong emphasis on the exotic, the artist portrays the trees, animals,
and human inhabitants of these lands. To illustrate the city of
“Mecha” (Mecca), the artist has painted a temple; four square col-
umns hold up a vaulted roof crowned by a small dome. A closer look
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FIGURE 10. Lopo Homem, Miller Atlas, Lisbon, 1519 (BnF Cartes et plans, GE DD 683 RES f. 3),
India, The Indian Ocean and Arabia. © akg-images / De Agostini Picture Library / J. E. Bulloz

shows that an oblong box is suspended from the ceiling of the struc-
ture. Mahomet’s floating coffin again represents Islam’s holy city and
occupies a key place in the imagined geography of sixteenth-century
Portugal.

We saw at the end of chapter one how the legend of Mahomet as
idol persisted until the nineteenth century. The polemical legends
we have encountered in this chapter (epilepsy, the trained dove and
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bull, the floating coffin, and so on) prove even more tenacious. Vari-
ous elements could be referred to casually, by those who showed no
particular interest in Islam, with the assurance that others would
be familiar with them. In the context of the English civil war and
the ideological controversies it engendered, various authors portray
either Cromwell or Charles I as a new Mahomet.%! Mary Wollstone-
craft, in her Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), says that
“women appear to be suspended by destiny, according to the vulgar
tale of Mahomet’s coffin.”6? She recognizes the tale as “vulgar” but
apparently feels that it is well-known enough for use as a metaphor.
And Alexander Eckhardt found the image of Muhammad’s floating
coffin still in use in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century,
in both Hungary and Sicily.52

And we find it in sixteenth-century Iberia, not only in Lopo
Homem’s world atlas, but also in several Spanish dramas, whose
authors preferred to import slanderous legend from northern Eu-
rope than to base their critique of the prophet of Islam on the cen-
turies of engagement with Islam in Spain. It is to this, to the use of
the biography of Muhammad to marginalize and finally exclude
Muslims from Christian Spain’s body politic, that we now turn.



CHAPTER THREE

Pseudoprophet of
the Moors

IT WAS THE DAY after Christmas, 1462, in the city of Jaén, not far
from the border of the Muslim emirate of Granada. The ruler of the
city, Constable Don Miguel Lucas de Iranzo, had organized a show
of jousting, a mock battle with two hundred combatants. He had
half of them dress up en habito morisco (in Moorish dress), com-
plete with fake beards. The “Moors” arrived in solemn procession:

And they brought before them their prophet Mahomad, of the house of
Mecca, with the Alcoran and the books of his law, in great pomp, riding
arichly caparisoned mule. Above his head was lavish canopy held aloft
on poles by four fagis. And behind him came the king of Morocco, richly
attired, and with him noble knights, accompanied by trumpets and

drums.!

The knight impersonating the king of Morocco presented a letter
addressed to Don Miguel that was read aloud. He saluted the valor-
ous constable and complained that his military exploits in the king-
dom of Granada had terrorized its inhabitants, and that the king’s
uncle, king of Grenada, had complained to him. “Seeing that our
Mahomad thus forgets us and your God thus helps you,” he says, he
has come to observe the Christian law and to propose a battle be-
tween the Moroccan knights and the Christian knights. “If here, as
in war, your God helps you prevail, then our prophet Mahomad and

[731]
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the books of our law which I have brought with me will be renounced
by myself and by my renegade Moors. And I and they henceforth
will submit to your will and order, and will become your vassals, and
will receive your Christianity in the river where we shall be bap-
tized.” Three hours of jousting in the packed square ended with the
predictable result: the king of Morocco comes before the constable
and proclaims that “your God helps you, whence we must believe
that your law is better than ours. And since it is so, my Moors and
I renounce it and its Alcoran, and our prophet Mahomad.” The
Moors’ books were tossed to the ground and trampled. Then they
made a raucous procession (with blaring trumpets and shouts) to
the Church of the Madelena, where they tossed “Mahomad” into a
fountain and poured a bucket of water over the head of the king of
Morocco.

Satisfying fun for the inhabitants of Jaén, allowed to fantasize,
during the Christmas festivities, that the military victories of their
constable could provoke the conversion of the king of Morocco. The
renouncement of the prophet “Mahomad” and his “Alcoran” comes
not through preaching or theological dispute, but through the force
of arms. The victory of Christian troops provides proof that their
God is more powerful than Mahomad, and hence that the Christian
law is superior to that of the Alcoran. The false prophet Mahomad
provides an ideological justification of the subjection of Muslim
Spaniards to Christian Castilian rule. Where Guibert de Nogent
used the polemical biography of the prophet to justify the conquests
of the First Crusade, this chronicler does the opposite: he justifies
the rejection of the prophet and his law by the defeat that Christians
impose on Muslims.

Various Christian Iberian authors between the thirteenth and
sixteenth centuries narrate the life of Muhammad. Some jurists and
chroniclers denigrate the Muslim prophet in order to justify the
conquest of Muslim territory and the submission of Muslim subjects
to the power of Christian kings. Missionaries and theologians prof-
fer arguments meant to convince Muslims of the truth of Christian-
ity; for many this means denouncing the Muslim prophet as a fraud.
Yet others wrote to discourage Christians from converting to Islam;
in border regions where either captivity or emigration could take
Christians into Muslim territories, some Christian writers tried to
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inoculate them against apostasy by painting Islam as a depraved
heresy—and often by vilifying the prophet.

The years 1492 to 1609, from the conquest of Granada to the
expulsion of the Moriscos, saw the extinction of the Muslim com-
munity in the Iberian Peninsula. Moriscos (converts from Islam to
Christianity and their descendants) of the late sixteenth century
forged texts meant to reconcile Christianity and Islam; one of these
texts, the Gospel of Barnabas, had Jesus announce the coming of
the “Messiah” Muhammad. This Morisco Muhammad is a subver-
sive apologist for Islam in a context of denigration and persecution
of what was left of Iberian Islam. Yet in the wake of the Moriscos’
expulsion, as Spain became a land of one people, one faith, and one
language, some Spanish authors preferred to import into the pen-
insula the polemical legends we examined in chapter two.

Rodrigo Jiménez de Rada and Mark of Toledo

Christian writers needed to come to terms with Muhammad and
place him in God’s plan of history, a history in which error may win
for a time, but in which true (Christian) religion will always tri-
umph. We have seen this in polemical and apologetic works (such
as those of Petrus Alfonsi and Peter of Cluny) and in chronicles—
crusade chronicles such as that of Guibert de Nogent or universal
chronicles such as Theophanes’s.

Rodrigo Jiménez de Rada was archbishop of Toledo (1208-47)
and close advisor to Castilian kings Alfonso VIII (r. 1158-1214) and
Fernando III (r. 1217-52). Rodrigo actively preached crusade against
the Almohad dynasty that dominated al-Andalus and much of North
Africa; he participated in the battle of Las Navas de Tolosa, in which
Alfonso VIII and his allies routed the Almohads, initiating what
Spanish historians have called the “gran reconquista,” which led to
Fernando III’s conquest of Cordova (1236) and Seville (1248).2 Soon
after his arrival in Toledo, Rodrigo commissioned Mark, deacon of
the cathedral of Toledo, to translate the Qur’an into Latin. Mark
completed the translation in June 1210, two years before Las Navas
de Tolosa, when the Almohad presence was still a serious threat.

It is in this context that Mark presents his translation as part of
the intellectual and spiritual arsenal that Christians must deploy to
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affirm their control over their polluted sanctuaries and to drag the
Saracens back into the Christian fold. In the preface to his transla-
tion of the Qur’an, Mark presents a brief hostile biography of “Ma-
fometus,” a skilled magician who through his travels learned the
rudiments of both Judaism and Christianity and urged his people
to abandon their idolatry and worship the Unique God.? Hesitating
between Judaism and Christianity, he decided that the law of the
Gospel was too difficult, since it enjoined love of one’s enemy and
spurning the pleasures of the flesh. He opted for Judaism yet real-
ized that the Jews were everywhere despised because they killed
Jesus Christ. For this reason, he proclaimed that Jesus had not really
been killed and he promulgated a new law, the Alcoran, mixing Jew-
ish law, Christian law, and his own fancy. In order to foist this law
on the Arabs, he called them together outside of the city of “Mecha”
(which in Latin, Mark reminds the reader, means adultery), feigned
an epileptic seizure, and announced to the assembled masses that
Gabriel had revealed a new law to him. Mark goes on to give a fairly
accurate catalog of Qur’anic doctrine on the unity of God, the virgin
birth, the role of Jesus as prophet, the rites of prayer and ablution,
fasting, and pilgrimage. Mark affirms that Mafometus established
himself as a prophet and messenger of God reigning over his people
as had David and Solomon.

Having forged his new law, “in which he speaks as one who is
delirious,” Mafometus “like a magician seduced barbarous peoples
through fantastic delusions,” and his Saracens through war subdued
the world, oppressing Christians from the north to the Mediterra-
nean and from India to the west—to Spain, where “once many
priests swore holy allegiance to God, now evil men give supplication
to the execrable Mafometus, and the churches which were conse-
crated by the hands of bishops have now become profane temples.”
Mark presents the conversion of churches into mosques as a profa-
nation or pollution; the reconquest of these places by Christian rul-
ers, who will have them duly purified and reconsecrated by bishops,
is implicitly legitimate.

Opposing the Saracens in Spain is Rodrigo Jiménez de Rada,
archbishop of Toledo. Mark tells how the good archbishop was
moved to tears by seeing the Saracen oppression of his archdiocese;
where priests once performed mass in honor of Christ, now the
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name of the “pseudoprophet” is invoked. In the towers of the
churches where bells once rang, now “profane proclamations [the
call of the muezzin] deafen the ears of the faithful.” Rodrigo, deplor-
ing this state of affairs, making his tears his arms, urged Mark to
translate the book containing the Saracens’ “sacrilegious decrees
and strange precepts.” The point of this translation is to allow those
among the orthodox who are not permitted to use arms to combat
the precepts of Muslim law; in this way they can refute the “detest-
able decrees” of Mafometus and in so doing, “not a few Saracens
may be dragged to the Catholic faith.” The language here is one of
force and coercion; the intellectual combat permitted through
Mark’s translation of the Qur’an is complementary to that carried
out by Christian armies. By forcibly reclaiming the Spanish churches
converted into mosques, Christian princes banish the muezzin and
reinstate the church bells; Christ’s name, and not Mafometus’s, is to
be invoked. Moreover, knowledge of the Qur’an will provide church-
men with the intellectual weaponry needed to defeat Islamic doc-
trine and drag the Saracens back to the faith.

Rodrigo himself offers a similar biography of “Mahomat” in his
Historia Arabum (History of the Arabs), employing, he says, “their”
sources; he indeed uses Mark’s translation of the Qur’an along with
hadiths and the traditions concerning the mi‘raj (Celestial voyage
of Muhammad ), though he also uses the works of Christian chroni-
clers.* His purpose is to show the reader “how, through false revela-
tion the sly man Mahomat from his heart crafted a pestilential
virus.” Rodrigo’s presentation of Muhammad is much more detailed
than Mark’s and more faithful to Muslim sources. Yet the essential
image is the same: a pseudoprophet who concocted bogus revela-
tions in order to obtain power. Rodrigo stresses the political illegiti-
macy of the rule of the prophet and his followers: the Muslim con-
quests constitute a “rebellion” against Roman power. This clearly
sets the scene for the remainder of the Historia Arabum, which is
principally devoted to the Muslim rulers of Spain; they, like Maho-
mat before them, were usurpers who have taken Spain by force from
its legitimate Gothic rulers.

This vision of history, legitimizing the Christian (re)conquest of
Spain, is clearly laid out in Rodrigo’s De rebus Hispaniae, completed
between 1243 and 1246. He describes the progressive conquest by
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Castilian monarchs as a restoration of Christian and Gothic rule,
town by town. He describes, for example, how Cordoba, “the noble
city, was purged of the filth of Mahomet.”> King Fernando III
transformed the main mosque into a cathedral; the filth (spurci-
cia) of Machomet was cleansed with holy water. Atop the minaret
“where the name of the perfidious one used to be invoked,” were
placed a crucifix and the royal standard: Christ and the king replace
Machomet.6

The vilification of Muhammad plays an important role in justify-
ing Christian kings’ wars of conquest against Muslims. It also is
crucial in explaining the inferior legal status they will seek to impose
on defeated Muslims who come under their rule, as we see in the
Siete partidas, the law code composed under the direction of Fer-
nando’s son, Alfonso X “the Wise” (1. 1252-84).7 For Alfonso X the
Muslim religion is an “insult to God”; the “proof” of this is that
“Mahomat” did not show the “extraordinary sanctity” necessary to
prove he was a prophet. This is the “foolish belief” of the Moors, a
belief that, just like the “obstinacy” of the Jews, condemns them to
a subordinate role in Christian society. Legal apparatus restrictions
attempt to prevent the “pollution” of Christians by Muslims or Jews
and to facilitate their peaceful and voluntary conversion to Christi-
anity. Moors may not have mosques in Christian towns and should
not practice their sacrifices in front of Christians. Their mosques are
royal property, and hence the king may do of them what he wishes;
implicitly, this includes the right to have them converted into
churches or on the contrary to reserve some of them for continued
use as mosques. Muslims coming from other kingdoms to the royal
court are protected. Muslims have a right to live and practice their
religion, but this freedom of religion is constrained much as that of
the dhimmi in Muslim lands, allied to an inferior social status. The
Muslim (or Jew) may not own Christian slaves; he may not bear
witness against a Christian except in treason cases. In sum, in Cas-
tile, as elsewhere in Spain, Sicily, or the crusader states of the Latin
East, Muslims (like Jews) are legally inferior and subordinate mem-
bers of Christian society, just as in contemporary Muslim societies,
dhimmis (principally Christians and Jews) were protected and in-
ferior members of Muslim society. Alfonso invokes the figure of Mu-
hammad to explain and justify their special legal status.
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Alfonso X earned his sobriquet “el Sabio” (the Wise) largely
through his patronage of scholars, artists, poets, and musicians. The
king oversaw the production of a vast library of Eastern and West-
ern scholarship in Castilian. Some of the sumptuous miniatures in
these works strikingly depict him as the king of all three religions:
he is playing chess with a Muslim subject; listening to music with
Christian and Muslim musicians; or, book in hand, directing his
staff of Christian, Jewish, and Muslim scholars. The king ordered
the translation from the Arabic of several scientific and practical
works: treatises in astronomy and astrology, divination, hunting,
and chess. For centuries, his Alfonsine Tables remained the standard
reference for European astronomers. He also was interested in the
polemical confrontation with Islam; he had a Spanish translation
of the Qur’an produced (that translation is now lost) and had Abra-
ham of Toledo produce, in 1264, a Spanish account of the night
voyage of Muhammad, based on Arabic sources, which Bonaventure
of Siena subsequently adapted into a Latin version with his own
comments, as the Liber Scalae Machometi (Book of Machomet’s
Ladder). The work proved popular; it was translated into French
and may have served as an inspiration for Dante’s Commedia.®

It is not clear what text Abraham of Toledo translated from Ara-
bic; there was by the thirteenth century an abundant literature in
Arabic concerning the prophet’s isra@ (night journey from Mecca to
Jerusalem) and mi‘raj (ascension into heaven).® These texts relate
that one night the Archangel Gabriel came to Muhammad in Mecca,
and brought Buraq, a winged steed who carried him to al-masjid
al-agsa, the “farthest sanctuary, in Jerusalem. In the second part
of the journey, the miaj (literally “ladder”), Buraq bore him aloft
to visit the seven circles of heaven, where he spoke with the earlier
prophets such as Abraham, Moses, John the Baptist, and Jesus;
eventually he is brought before the divine presence. Some versions
of the mi‘raj have God tell Muhammad that Muslims must pray
fifty times per day; however, Moses told Muhammad that it was
very difficult for the people and urged Muhammad to bargain for a
reduction, until finally it was reduced to five times per day. In Bo-
naventure of Siena’s translation, “Machometus” himself is the nar-
rator, recounting his adventures in the first person. Muslim theolo-
gians looked on such traditions as pious legends that encouraged
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devotion, but they certainly did not see them as canonical texts. Yet
for Bonaventure of Siena and those who read his Liber scalae, Mu-
hammad himself was the author. Hence many of them assume that
it carried the same authority with Muslims as did the Qur’an itself.
For Juan Gil de Zamora, tutor to Alfonso X’s son, Sancho IV, the
Liber scalae was “the second book of Mahoma.”° It will be a fre-
quent object of attack by Christian polemicists over the following
centuries.

Alfonso el Sabio’s vision of the place of Muslims in Castilian so-
ciety is seen not only in his law texts, but also in his chronicles. The
king seems to have closely supervised the creation of the Estoria de
Espatnia. Most of the text (or, of that part of it that was actually
composed under Alfonso) deals with Roman and Visigothic history.
Alfonso apparently meant it to strengthen his claim to the imperial
crown. The Estoria’s vision of history justifies Alfonso’s supremacy
as Gothic king and Roman emperor; its objective is to trace the
history of Spain “from Noah’s time to our own.”!! It narrates the
different dynasties that ruled Spain: Greeks, Carthaginians, Ro-
mans, Vandals, Visigoths, and Arabs. Only two of these groups are
legitimate: the Romans and the Visigoths; Alfonso, king and em-
peror, is legitimate successor to both. The others are illegitimate
interlopers—in particular the invaders from Africa, Carthaginians
and Moors.

The Estoria de Espana paints Mahomat as a heresiarch. The
compilers bring together different sources, including the chronicles
of Rodrigo Jiménez de Rada. This leads to the multiplication of
narratives and of persons: the young Mahomat works for one of his
relatives, a woman named Hadaya; several chapters later, “Queen
Cadiga” falls in love with him; the compilers did not realize that
these two women were one and the same.'? The Estoria recounts
Mahomat’s preaching, his epilepsy (and his explanation that it was
the effect of his rapturous exchanges with the Archangel Gabriel),
his multiple marriages (or rather his “adultery” and “fornication”).
Yet the Estoria is relatively free of many of the legendary polemical
elements we saw in chapter two (doves and bulls); on the contrary,
we find elements from Muslim tradition (via Rodrigo’s Historia
Arabum): the story of angels purifying his heart, his role in solving
the dispute among the Meccans as to who should lift the black stone
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into place when the Kaaba was renovated, the story the mi“raj,
taken from the Liber scalae.

Yet when recounting the prophet’s death, Alfonso deliberately
rejects Rodrigo’s account in favor of the more flamboyant (and far
less reliable) legend from another thirteenth-century chronicler,
Lucas de Tuy. According to this account Machomet had predicted
that he would resurrect on the third day after his death and that,
when he failed to do so, his corpse was desecrated by dogs. Various
stories about Muhammad’s death had circulated among Muslims
and Christians in the first centuries of Islam. Among Muslims, these
stories framed debates about the nature of the prophet as wholly
human (and hence subject to death and decay) or exceptional (hence
a body miraculously preserved and sweet smelling). Some Christian
authors crafted polemical versions of these legends to make Mu-
hammad into a false messiah whose rotting corpse is proof of his
mendacity.!® Such polemical legends circulated among Christians
in Spain in the ninth century; we find them in the “Istoria de Ma-
homet,” which is subsequently taken up by Christian chroniclers,
including Lucas de Tuy.'* Mahomat is not only a false prophet but
also an anti-Christ, someone who claimed to be the Messiah and
who claimed he would resurrect. His rotting, desecrated corpse was
supposedly evidence that he was not on God’s side.

Alfonso (or rather the compilers of the Estoria de Espania) pre-
ferred Lucas’s hostile legend to Rodrigo’s more sober account. Ro-
drigo had focused on the implicit contrast between Mahomat and
Jesus: Christ, shunning sex and worldly power; Mahomat, eagerly
pursuing both. Alfonso wanted to carry this contrast further, to their
deaths: Christ’s, supreme sacrifice and glorious victory; Mahomat’s,
the death of an anti-Christ, complete with a failed resurrection and
a rotting, dog-defiled corpse. The death story, gleaned from Lucas,
made dramatic and theological sense. It also made sense in the
broader sweep of Alfonso’s narrative, in which he describes the vari-
ous groups that had ruled Spain. He privileges two groups, the Ro-
mans and the Goths: their rule is legitimate, is celebrated. Alfonso
sees himself, of course, as the incarnation of both: Roman emperor
and Gothic king. The Arabs, by contrast, he portrays as interlopers,
never as legitimate rulers. Just as Alfonso glorifies the origins of
Roman and Gothic rule, he must denigrate the origins of Arab rule.
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What better way than by presenting their prophet and first states-
man as a liar, scoundrel, and anti-Christ?

Pedro Pascual

The Castilian, Aragonese, and Portuguese conquests of the thir-
teenth century, and the subsequent collapse of the Almohad Caliph-
ate, left the Nasrid kingdom of Granada as the only Muslim state on
the peninsula. The Nasrid emirs did their best to survive, at times
allying themselves with Castile (and often paying monetary tribute
to its kings), at times with the Marinids of Morocco. While the king-
dom’s borders changed little between the middle of the thirteenth
century and the middle of the fifteenth, there were periods of low-
level warfare and raiding: Castilian attacks on the Granada border-
lands or Granadan raids against the kingdom of Valencia or south-
ern Castile. In 1298, Muslim troops of the Nasrid King Muhammad
IT of Granada attacked Jaén, a Castilian town just about twenty-five
kilometers north of the Granadan frontier. They allegedly attacked
a convent of Santa Clara, where several nuns chose death rather
than captivity.®

In the same raid, the Granadan troops captured the town’s
bishop, Pedro Pascual, who remained a prisoner in Granada until
his death, two years later. While in prison, Pedro looked on as many
fellow Christian captives converted to Islam; in an attempt to dis-
courage this apostasy, he composed an anti-Islamic tract in Castil-
ian, Sobre la seta Mahometana. So, at least, is what the author of the
tract affirms in the prologue; a number of fourteenth-century anti-
Jewish and anti-Muslim texts were attributed to Pedro, and it is
unclear which (if any) of them the bishop actually wrote. But even
if Sobre la seta was not written by Pedro himself, it was clearly com-
posed in the fourteenth century by people who had known the
bishop and shared his concerns about the dangers of Christians con-
verting to Islam.16 For our purposes, what is particularly interesting
is that the tract includes a hostile description of the life and teach-
ings of “Mahomat,” a standard practice of anti-Muslim polemic.
What is unusual, however, is that the author (we will call him Pedro)
gives Mahomat ‘s biography twice: first, he explains, according to
Muslim sources, then according to Christian sources.!?
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The first of these two biographical sections shows Pedro’s knowl-
edge of Arabic and his familiarity with Muslim sources, which he
cites in Arabic, transliterated into Latin letters. He explains his
method in the following way: “I translated into romance the history
of Mahomat as I found it written in our books. Beyond what is
found in this history, I wrote some things that certain Moors told
me as they attempted to praise their law, and [others] that I found
written in the books of the Moors.!® In addition to his frequent cita-
tion of the Qur’an, hadith (“Alhadiz”), and the Liber scalae, he cites
the Risalat al-Kindi. He also claims to have read (or at least to
know about) Muslim works of polemic, but this knowledge seems
limited. “And when I hear what some Moors say in their disputa-
tions, the praises of Jesus Christ that Mahomat pronounced bother
them, because he clearly said them against the Moors.”'? This is
clearly not a sentiment he would find in any Muslim polemic against
Christianity.

When Pedro does present material from actual Muslim sources,
he often interjects polemic into his narration. When he remarks that
Muhammad was born at “Meca,” he reminds his readers that “Meca”
is Latin for adultery.?? He berates “Adiga” (Khadija) for believing
that Mahomat had seen the Archangel Gabriel; don’t you know,
Pedro asks her, that men lie?2! Mahomat invented his visions of
heaven, Pedro says, to stir his troops into battle; that God is not on
the Muslims’ side is made clear when one thousand Christian troops
defeat two thousand Moors, as we see in the exploits of Alfonso VI
and the Cid.22 Pedro issues the standard enumeration and disap-
probation of Mahomat’s multiple marriages and in several places
condemns him for being a diviner and interpreter of dreams.?? He
describes contradictions or errors from the Qur’an and hadith.24

Even in this section, supposedly on the Muslim version of the life
of the prophet, Pedro incorporates material both from the Risalat
al-Kindi and the polemical Latin biographies. He claims, for ex-
ample, that the Christian Sergio—and his false miracle of finding
water in the desert—are found in the Muslim sources.2® In his sec-
tion on “how Mahomat died according to the books of the Moors,”
he says (following earlier Christian polemics) that Mahomat tried
to baptize himself on his deathbed, and that he had declared that
either he would ascend alive to heaven or his body would be taken
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up by angels.26 Pedro has nevertheless produced a biography that—
while invariably hostile to the prophet—is still largely based on
Muslim sources.

Very different is Pedro’s life of the prophet according to, as he
puts it, “those Christians who saw Mahomat and struggled to know
the truth concerning his beginnings and his end.”2?7 The young Ma-
homat, Pedro tells us, is the protégé of a heretical Christian monk,
from whom he learns the arts of necromancy and astrology. Maho-
mat becomes king of the Arabs by defeating a bull he has raised (but
which the people believe to be sent by God); he passes himself off
as prophet by having a trained dove eat in his ear and claiming that
it is the Holy Spirit; he has another bull deliver the Qur’an on its
horns.28 The most fantastic and vicious element in this Christian
caricature of Mahomat is the account of his death. As Mahomat goes
off to sleep with a beautiful Jewess who dares not refuse him, her
family ambushes him, kills him, and has his cadaver cut up and
devoured by pigs—all but one foot, which they dress in myrrh and
sweet-smelling unguents. When his companions come looking for
him, the woman claims that angels took Mahomat from her bed and
that she held on to his foot, which came off in the subsequent tug of
war. She gave them the foot and told them to venerate it; the tomb
of Mahomat’s foot, established in “a place with no fruit,” becomes
the object of the Moors’ pilgrimage.2? Clearly aware of the outra-
geousness of this tale, Pedro here inserts a disclaimer. I do not know,
he says, if these stories are in fact true, but I found them in Latin
and was asked to translate them, so I did. Anyway, he says, “it seems
that the aforementioned writing is true.”3° In other words, Pedro
refuses to choose between the Muslim and Christian biographies of
Muhammad but hints that the Christian sources, by “those Chris-
tians who saw Muhammad and struggled to know the truth” are
more reliable.

Why does Pedro Pascual seem to prefer his dubious Christian
sources to his impeccable Muslim ones? Pedro knew Arabic and
Hebrew; he composed polemics against both Judaism and Islam (if
these works are indeed by the same author). Yet his goals are very
different from, for example, Dominican Riccoldo da Montecroce.
These authors wrote in Latin for a highly educated cadre of mission-
ary friars. Pedro Pascual wrote in the vernacular—Valencian and
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Castilian—for a less educated audience to whom he presented edify-
ing religious stories and clearly defined boundaries between true
religion and error. If Riccoldo has dreams of converting Muslims,
Pedro Pascual in apprehension watches Christians converting to
Islam; his Sobre la seta Mahometana is an attempt to stem that tide
of conversion. It is defensive where Riccoldo’s work was offensive.
Pedro tells his readers that his book contains “the material with
which you can defend yourself against the enemies of our law.”3!

This is why Pedro can include—and indeed prefer—the Christian
polemical legends about Muhammad’s life and death. While such
material would only be ridiculed by the Muslims whom Dominican
missionaries wished to convert, it proves useful to explain and vilify
Islam to Pedro’s “amigos,” to whom he addresses his tract by recom-
mending that they read it rather than “fables of romances of love or
other vanities,” which is apparently their more usual fare.?? That
Pedro knows what he is doing is clear in the organization of his tract.
He intends his first chapter (which includes the dual biography of
Muhammad) to discredit Islam in the eyes of his Christian readers.
In chapters two to sixteen, by contrast, the beleaguered Christian
can find arguments in support of the Trinity, the cult of images,
noncircumcision, the Eucharist, the incarnation and divinity of
Christ, and so on; in short, for the basic Christian doctrines and
practices that Muslims find most shocking or perplexing. He at
times tells his readers which specific arguments they can use against
Muslims. Significantly, it is only innocuous, defensive arguments
that he urges on his flock, not offensive attacks on Islam or its
prophet. Pedro’s strange double biography of Muhammad makes
sense; he needs to give his readers an idea of what Muslims say
about Muhammad yet to inspire in them so much contempt for
Islam that they are ready to prefer death to apostasy.

Crusading against Moor and
Turk in the Fifteenth Century

Not quite two centuries passed between the day Granadan troops
raided Jaén in 1298, capturing its bishop, and January 2, 1492, when
the last sultan of Granada, Abu ‘Abdallah Muhammad XII (known
to the Castilians as Boabdil), surrendered the city to Queen Isabel
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of Castile and her husband Fernando II of Aragon. During these two
centuries, the Nasrid emirs alternated between low-level warfare
and uneasy truces with their neighbors. Over the course of the fif-
teenth century, various Christian writers in Spain called for renewed
crusading efforts in Granada and North Africa. The Marinid dy-
nasty in Morocco, which had been a constant menace in the four-
teenth century (they had captured the port city Algeciras in the
south of the peninsula in 1329 and held onto it for fifteen years), was
collapsing, and Granada itself was significantly weakened. The Por-
tuguese had seized the Moroccan port of Ceuta in 1415, and Ara-
gonese and Castilians did not want to be left out. Moreover, con-
quest could help counter the more distant but quite real threat of
the Ottoman Empire, which was pushing into southeastern Europe,
captured Constantinople in 1453, and was expanding its influence
in the western Mediterranean.

The years from 1451 to 1461 saw a significant number of texts
about Islam and the Ottoman menace as prelates debated the merits
of crusade and mission; a number of these texts were written by
churchmen who had met at the councils of Basel (1432) and Ferrara/
Florence (1437). They all agreed on the urgency of the issue but dif-
fered in their assessment of the problem and in their prescriptions
for a solution. Their views on these topics were colored by their pre-
occupations during the councils, which strove for the unity of Chris-
tendom by attempting to put an end to the papal schism and to
reconcile the Catholic Church and various eastern churches; Chris-
tian unity was all the more necessary in face of the Ottoman threat.

Jean Germain, bishop of Chalons and advisor to Duke Philip the
Good of Burgundy, was a fervent advocate of crusade. In his Débat
du Chrestien et du Sarrazin (1451), dedicated to the duke, he affirms
that the Turk is everywhere victorious in the Mediterranean, pre-
venting Christian commerce with the East and enticing Christians
to apostatize, to adopt the “law of that vile and dishonest Mahomet”
in order to be able to indulge in carnal pleasure. There is an urgent
need to wage a double war against the “Saracens”: by the sword, as
Philip had undertaken to do, and by the pen, as Jean undertook to
do. He in fact does little more than compile earlier Latin polemical
works (in particular Petrus Alfonsi, and the Latin translation of the
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Risalat al-Kind?). The novelty of Jean’s work is that he makes this
material available for the first time in French.23

Two other friends who had met at Basel and together studied the
Qur’an, Nicholas of Cusa and Juan de Segovia, came up with a quite
different approach. Twenty years after their meeting, Nicholas wrote
his De Pace Fidei (1453), a fictitious dialogue in which representa-
tives of different religious traditions discuss faith. Nicholas empha-
sizes the unity of belief and purpose among the sages. Their faith
and religion are one, under a diversity of rites (una religio in rituum
varietate), and the capacity to understand this unity and to respect
the diversity has the potential to lead to a greater understanding of
God and the achievement of peace among people of different reli-
gions. In this irenic dialogue, Muhammad is mentioned only once,
in very neutral terms, as one whom the Arabs believe has transmit-
ted divine commandments. Dialogue between representatives of
different faiths can lead to unity, for Nicholas. Peaceful discussion
can allow unity of faith among diversity of practice not only among
Christians (Eastern and Western) but also with Muslims.34

Juan de Segovia also promoted peaceful dialogue as the appro-
priate response to Islam. Juan was in the Savoyard monastery of
Aiton when he received word of the fall of Constantinople in 1453.
In 1453-54, he wrote to both Nicholas of Cusa and Jean Germain
suggesting a scheme of organized debates between Christian and
Muslim intellectuals to rationally persuade Muslims of the truth of
Christianity. Nicholas responded warmly to the idea; Jean Germain
was skeptical, thinking crusade was still the best option. Juan’s idea
(to which he frequently alluded in his different letters, without ever
systematically spelling it out), was to send a delegation of Christian
leaders to speak with Muslim leaders about the faith; he never spec-
ified exactly who should be involved. The goal was to respond with
peaceful Christian dialogue instead of violence and to dispel Mus-
lims’ misconceptions about Christianity (that the Trinity contradicts
monotheism, for example). The conciliar strategy, which had even-
tually found peaceful solutions to differences with heretics (Hus-
sites) and schismatics (Eastern Christians), could, he hoped, bring
peace between Muslims and Christians in the short term and Mus-
lims’ conversion to Christianity in the long term.3?
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Juan sought to engage with Islam, its beliefs and texts; his strat-
egy was very different from that of Cusa’s De Pace Fidei.?® He wanted
to study the Qur’an, yet he was unsatisfied with Robert of Ketton’s
Latin translation. So in 1455 he convinced the fagih of his native
Segovia, Ice de Gebir, to come to Aiton for four months and help him
produce a new translation. Juan describes how Ice copied out the
Arabic text of the Qur’an in one column, then composed a Castilian
translation in a parallel column. Ice became Juan’s Arabic teacher
as they studied the text together and discussed its interpretation and
translation. Ige then returned to Segovia and Juan wrote in a third
column his own Latin translation from the Spanish.37 At the same
time he was working with Ice on the Qur’an, he was composing his
own tract on how to argue against Muslims, De gladio divini Spiri-
tus in corda mittendo Sarracenorum (On thrusting the sword of the
Holy Spirit into the hearts of the Saracens). The violence in the title
is metaphorical; it is not the sword of steel, which Mahumet and his
followers wield, that will give victory to Christians, but the sword of
the Holy Spirit, which is to say the word of God.

Indeed, Juan’s opposition to crusade is based to no small extent
on the opposition between Christ’s message and method and those
of Mahumet. De gladio divini Spiritus shows a good knowledge of
the Qur’an, as one would expect given that Juan was at the same
time working closely with I¢e on the translation. Yet when it came
to understanding the prophet of Islam and narrating his life, Juan
turned not to the fagih of Segovia working by his side, but to the
Speculum Historiale of Vincent de Beauvais, which (as we have
seen) proffers many of the polemical legends we examined in chap-
ter two. In his chapter on the “life and deeds of Mahumet,” Juan
repeatedly cites Vincent by name.2® He relates that the young Ma-
humet was a merchant who traveled with his camels and learned
about the Old and New Testaments from Jews and Christians of
Syria, Egypt, and Palestine. He seduced and married “Lady Cadiga”
and by means of “incantations” convinced the Saracens that he was
the Messiah. Juan says that Mahumet was frequently stricken by
epileptic fits and claimed that they were the result of his visits from
Gabriel. He relates the stories of the bogus miracles of the dove, the
bull with the book on its horns, the pots of milk and honey hidden
in the desert. He notes that he found no trace of these stories in the
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Qur’an, yet he relates them nonetheless.3? Juan asserts that other
common Christian accusations against the prophet, such as his use
of violence and his sexual appetite, are confirmed by reading the
Qur’an. Juan also takes from Vincent the story of how Mahumet
had predicted he would resurrect on the third day after his death
and how his disciples, unable to bear the stench of his corpse, finally
“buried him ignominiously.” Juan here is checking the standard Eu-
ropean account of the prophet’s life, which he read in the Speculum
historiale, against the text of the Qur’an. Like Pedro Pascual, he
provides both Muslim and Christian versions of Muhammad’s bi-
ography. But while Pedro privileges the hostile Christian legends in
order to discourage Christians from apostasy, Juan is more ambiva-
lent, neither approving nor dismissing them. Juan’s ostensible goal
is to convert the Saracens to the Christian faith by pointing out the
errors of the Qur’an and explaining Christian doctrines such as the
Trinity and Incarnation in order to answer Muslim objections to
them. Despite his intimate familiarity with the Qur’an and his close
and friendly working relationship with Ice de Gebir, his works re-
flect a quite traditional hostility toward Muhammad and Islam.
Pope Pius II praised Juan for having “unraveled [the Qur'an’s] stu-
pidities with reasons and arguments as well-founded as they were
realistic.”49

Cardinal Juan de Torquemada composed his Contra principales
errores perfidi Machometi in 1459.*' A Dominican from a family of
conversos (converts from Judaism), he had also took part in the
Council of Basel. He participated in the election of Aeneas Silvius
Piccolomini, who became Pope Pius II in 1458; Pius had long been
a staunch advocate of crusade. Torquemada’s tract, dedicated to the
new pope, could only encourage him in this project. In this long and
verbose diatribe, Juan de Torquemada seeks to identify Machomet
with the Beast from the Earth (Revelation 13:11) and structures his
tract accordingly in order to prove the identification point by point.
Yet there is little new in the content and nothing that betrays contact
with real Muslims; he reiterates the standard legends of the trained
dove and of the false prophet’s failed resurrection, without any of
the circumspection shown by Juan de Segovia. Pius in 1461 wrote a
letter to Ottoman Sultan Mehmed IT urging him to convert to Chris-
tianity; he relies on Torquemada for his understanding of Islam.
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Despite polite (and somewhat perfunctory) praise of the sultan and
his wisdom, the pope presents the Muslim prophet as a charlatan
who proffers a creed justifying violence and debauchery.*2

Nicholas of Cusa read Juan de Torquemada’s treatise. He was
familiar with the anti-Muslim polemics of Riccoldo da Montecroce,
Thomas Aquinas, and others. What he proposes is something dif-
ferent, a Sifting of the Alkoran (Cribratio Alkorani, 1461) in order
to identify nuggets of truth and wisdom. His approach is essentially
positive; he differs from many of his predecessors and contempo-
raries in his efforts to find a pia interpretatio (“pious interpreta-
tion”) of the prophet’s intentions and of Muslim doctrines and prac-
tices. Nicholas judges that, where the Qur’an differs from the Bible,
it was the result of Mahumetus’s ignorance of Christ, not of his hos-
tility. Thus, the Qur’an’s rejection of the Trinity is best understood
as a refusal of polytheism and idolatry, and Mahumet did not teach
the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ because he felt it would
compromise his attempts to lead idolatrous Arabs to strict mono-
theism.*2 In other words, Mahumet, who himself understood the
truth, revealed only as much of it as he felt would be effective in
abolishing idolatry and establishing monotheism.

In a similar way, Nicholas gives pious interpretations of other
Qur’anic passages that contradict Christian doctrine. If Mahumet
denies that Christ died crucified, it is because he wishes to glorify
Christ in the eyes of uncultured Arabs who would see death by
crucifixion as shameful. Nicholas also excused Mahumet for prom-
ising sensual delights in heaven, arguing that such descriptions
are to be understood metaphorically, and that the wise among the
Saracens indeed do so.** On these key points, Nicholas stresses
Mahumet’s good intentions, affirming that he was doing what he
thought was necessary to bring the Arabs away from idolatry and
to monotheism.

Nicholas is in this way the first Latin Christian author to see the
prophet’s life and mission as positive. This is not to say that he
shows no hostility toward Mahumet. On the contrary, he sees the
errors of the Qur’an as the product of the influence of Mahumet’s
frequenting Jews and Nestorian Christians and accuses him of pan-
dering to his own lust and ambition: “Mahumet sought not the glory
of God and the salvation of men but rather his own glory.”*® Yet we
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see for the first time a Latin Christian author recognizing in the
Muslim prophet not merely a divine scourge sent to punish Chris-
tians but a partially (if imperfectly) inspired leader whom God used
to spread monotheism and abolish idolatry.

Nicholas’s novel approach to the Qur’an provoked interest among
European scholars, as we see from the testimony of the five extant
fifteenth-century manuscripts of the Cribratio and five printed edi-
tions between 1488 and 1565. In particular, his work is printed in
1543 by Theodor Bibliander alongside Robert of Ketton’s Latin
Qur’an and other texts on Islam, one of the most important Latin
humanist volumes on Islam, as we shall see in chapter four. The
work of Nicholas and many of the medieval authors we have exam-
ined will be essential tools for sixteenth-century authors who write
about Islam in the context of the Ottoman expansion into Europe
and the wars of religion between Catholics and Protestants.

Juan Andrés

In 1515 Juan Andrés, a convert from Islam to Catholicism, published
his Confusion o confutacion de la secta Mahomética y del Alcordn
in Valencia.*® The confessional landscape of the Iberian Peninsula
was very different from what it had been in the mid-fifteenth cen-
tury. Queen Isabel of Castile and King Fernando of Aragon con-
quered Granada in 1492 and expelled the Jews from their kingdoms
in the same year. In 1502, Muslims of Castile were forced to choose
between conversion and exil