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Summary
Writing Islam: Representations of Muhammad, the Qur 'an and Islamic Belief

and the Construction of Muslim Identity in Early Modern Britain

This thesis investigates the representations of Islam and of Muslims in English writing
during the early modem period, with particular focus on the influence of the contents
of the sub-genre of the polemic biography of Muhammad as a template for the
construction of these representations. I will argue that the distorted representations of
the figure of Muhammad contained in these biographies functioned as a prototype for
the production of a series of essentialising views of Muslim identity which were then
replicated throughout the textual production on Islam during the period. The study
identifies the recurring themes of deception, gender and sexuality, and violence in the
representations of Muhammad contained in the polemic biographies and then seeks to
trace the recurrence of these thematic areas in the wider body of textual production on
Islam during the period, with the aim of identifying the contents of the polemic

biographies as a hermeneutical tool in the interpretation of Islam and Muslims.

In examining the influence of the polemic biographies of Muhammad in the
construction of Muslim identities in early modern English writing the thesis analyses
examples of these biographies which occur in texts from in a wide variety of generic
backgrounds over hundreds of years, including religious tracts, histories and travelers’
accounts of the ‘Islamic world’ and will then examine the echoes of these thematic
areas of representation contained in the polemic biographies in other areas of literary
production, and in particular within the series of ‘Turk plays’ produced on the early
modern stage. The thesis also examines the availability of materials on Islam in
Britain during the early modern period and investigates the series of ideological and
theological positions which informed the approaches to the subject of Islam in English

texts.

There are also six appendices which deal in more detail with issues important to the
overall thesis, a discussion of which, in the main body of the work, would have

interrupted the argument. The reader is referred to these when relevant.
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Introduction: Constructing Islam in Early Modern Britain and the place of

the Polemic Biography

The representations of Islam and of Muslims in early modern England, whether
delivered from the stage or the pulpit, or expounded in religious tracts, included in
the descriptions of travellers or found as an integral part of the works of historians
or political analysts, were the product of a larger and more complex system of
antecedent representations. Through centuries of repetition religious
commentaries, the descriptions of travelers (particularly within the medieval
‘itineraries’ of the Holy Land, as imitated in the enduringly popular Mandeville s
Travels), the narratives of chronicles and histories, and communal performance

art such as the miracle plays, had produced a series of representations of the
prophet Muhammad, the contents of the Qur ‘an and of the nature of Islamic belief

which, this thesis will argue, were so entrenched as to be practically unassailable.

Was Mahomet inspired with a dove?
Thou with an eagle art inspiréd then.
King Henry VI, Part I (1 (iii), 11.119-120)."

These words of the Dauphin Charles to Joan la Pucelle, although at first glance
seeming only to constitute a fleeting, casual and indirect allusion, have an

important function in understanding the nature of representations of Muhammad

' Quotation taken from: The Complete Oxford Shakespeare, Volume I: Histories, Stanley Wells and Gary
Taylor (eds), (Oxford: Oxford Univerity Press, 1987).



in early modern England and in mapping the prominent place occupied by the
prophet of Islam in the theology, popular imagination and folkloric traditions of
Britain, and indeed other European Christian cultures. On one level it could be
argued that the context of this indirect allusion, as an analogy for the divine
inspiration of the virgin warrior of France, places Muhammad immediately in the
context of martial action occasioned by militant religion. Such a reading would fit
well with the representations of Muhammad as a militaristic and violent figure in
the enormous corpus of material referring to his life during this period, a
phenomenon which I will discuss in detail later. Another plausible explanation of
this allusion, given that the fable about Muhammad and the dove focuses on the
deceptive nature of the prophet (or pseudo-prophet, as he was perceived in the
West), could be to argue that this image stands to indicate some measure of
deception in Joan, the enemy of England claiming direct inspiration from God in
her fight, consequently offending the sensibilities of an Elizabethan audience who
belonged to a nation which was very much coming to see itself and its newly
reinstated state religion in providential terms as the defenders of true religion in a

world full of religious groupings and sects

The status of the English monarch as fidei defensor, originally granted in 1521 to
Henry VIII by Leo X, in acknowledgement of his efforts to refute the ideas of
Martin Luther on behalf of Roman Catholic orthodoxy, had undergone a mutation
in meaning as English heads of state now came to perceive themselves as the
defenders of Protestant religion against ‘wrong’ belief. Indeed, one of the most

noteworthy developments in the writings of the post-Marian Reformation is the



extent to which the representations of Islam and Catholicism overlap and parallel
each other, as the texts produced in Protestant Britain sought to find a means of
representing the position and identity of their cultures in a radically changed and

religiously realigned world.

Whatever interpretation is placed on Shakespeare’s allusion to ‘Mahomet’, it is
the fact of the casual inclusion of the reference to the figure per se, without
further elucidation or explanation, which demonstrates the prominent, even
iconic, status of the figure of Muhammad in early modern Britain. What this
allusion assumes, as with all allusions if they are to function successfully, is the
potential for at least some, and hopefully most, of the play’s audience to recognize
and consequently interpret the reference and, in this case, successfully apply the
reference as an analogy. This allusion to Muhammad seems to assume not only
that the audience would specifically recognize the figure of Muhammad (as the
prophet of Islam as opposed to a Turkish Sultan or some other oriental figure, for
instance), but that it would also be familiar with the story of the dove referred to
by Charles. Indeed, I would argue that it is through this reference to the dove that
a large proportion of the audience at the time of the play’s first performances
would have known precisely which figure was being alluded to. In choosing to
employ this reference to Muhammad Shakespeare was citing a fable regarding the
prophet which had been repeated for at least two hundred years in English, and for
far longer in other languages in the West, from the pulpit and the page, and which

was repeated endlessly across genres during the early modern period.



This fable, along with other erroneous details and narratives relating to Muhammad’s life,
constituted part of a sub-genre which Norman Daniel in Islam in the West called the
‘polemic biography,’ a form of anti-hagiography, which represented the prophet of Islam
as a deceptive, violent and sexually aberrant figure. The polemic biographies of
Muhammad, within early modern writings on the Islamic world, remained an essential
component in the refutation of the beliefs of Muslims and in the depiction of the
behaviours of Muslims through the representation of Muhammad as the root of their
many perceived vices. The polemic biography and the form found in the chanson de
geste, medieval romances and miracle plays, which represented him as a pagan deity,
constitute the two major tropes of representing Muhammad in medieval and early modern
texts. Throughout the period that this thesis examines, these two approaches to
Muhammad paradoxically coexisted, although it was the sub-genre of the polemic
biography, included as it was in a multitude of texts across genres, which would
eventually constitute the dominant discourse in relation to Muhammad during the early

modern period and which will form the focus of this investigation.

I will argue that the mythologies contained in the polemic biographies, regarding the
perceived nature of Muhammad’s life, personality, behaviours, teachings and cultural and
religious background, function in the history of Western representations of Islam and in
anti-Islamic polemic as the roots of all Islamic belief, and to great extent as the
foundational matter for constructing the ‘nature’ of Muslims. During the medieval and

early modern periods the attempt to discredit Muhammad, through the production of the

2 Norman Daniel, /slam and the West: the Making of an Image (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2000)
p.100.



scurrilous legends contained in the polemic biographies, constituted a central technique in

the critique of the religion of Islam, its cultures and believers.

Ironically, this system of reading the beliefs of Islam through the details of the polemic
biography, and the application of these ideas about Muhammad to often second-hand
matter from the Qur ’an, produced a parodic version of the Muslim system of belief,
where details of Muhammad’s life found in the sira (biographies of the prophet) and of
his words and actions found in the hadiths (traditions/actions of the prophet), referred to
collectively as the sunnah, are employed in Islamic law (shariah) as hermeneutical tools
in the jurisprudential interpretation of the Qur ‘an (figh). The Muhammad found in these
Western traditions is, however, almost entirely unrecognizable in the prophet as detailed
in Islamic traditions, forming rather a parallel entity, the details of which still have power

in some discursive formulations to the present day.

In this sense the imitatio muhammadi which Western Christians saw as being at
the very roots of Islamic culture, law, society and behaviours was based on an
illusion, but an illusion which retained remarkable power throughout centuries of
Western commentary on Islam. Many of the beliefs regarding Muhammad and
Islam in the West were pure fabrication, but frequently the ideas produced echoed
or parodied the truth and in many cases, as an analysis of the polemic biographies
will show, were the product of reading factual details of Muhammad’s life and of
Islamic belief, but from radically different and irreconcilable theological
positions. However, these interpretations were connected intimately with the

apocalyptic and exegetic traditions of Western Christians and, as I hope to



demonstrate, ensured that in approaching Islam and its cultures there were limits
imposed as to what could be said about the religion and its believers, so

restricting the possibility of any positive representations within very limited
discursive fields. Other representations, those regarding the fundamental nature of
Muslims and Islam, would be created through the prism of centuries of polemic
and religious opposition which formed, and for many still form, the foundations

for any attempt to write on Islam and its cultures.

As this thesis will aim to demonstrate, the majority of the most important early
modern ideas regarding Muhammad, the Qur ‘an and Muslim belief and identity
were transferred from earlier periods with very little alteration or emendation,
even given the new opportunities presented by trade, embassy and travel to gather
more accurate empirical information about the nature of Islamic belief and the
nature of the discrete cultures which formed the ‘Islamic world.” The power of
these essentially medieval ideas, gathered through centuries of repetition, within
the cultures of the West, including Britain, meant that they rather became part of
the baggage which was taken into encounters with the Islamic world by both
Catholic and Protestant Christians; indeed, the traces of many are still evident in
the beliefs of some groupings within Western political and theological, or more

relevantly theopolitical, discourse today.

The idea of a simplistic perception in the West of a monolithic ‘Islamic world’ is one

which is difficult to sustain, and there will be no attempt to argue the existence of such an



essentially Manichaean view here. Yet the ideas regarding Muhammad and the nature of
the Islamic faith which had developed over the centuries in the polemic biographies
would still, even within the differentiated approaches to the various cultures of Islam
which had also developed over time, exert a powerful influence on the ways in which
medieval and early modern Western commentators approached these cultures and
constructed their identities and attributes. This thesis will particularly focus on the
Ottoman Turks, whose name had become a synonym for Islam in Western discourse.
Indeed, the Turks, in many senses, inherited the features of the earlier synecdochic
representatives of Islam, the Arabs or ‘Saracens’ — this ‘translation’ forming a key feature

of the a-historical representation of Islam and of the character of Muslim peoples.

Certainly there were variations in the way in which the separate cultures of Islam were
represented. Turks, Moors, Arabs and Persians, the four principal cultures of Islam in the
Western Christian gaze (Tartars could also be included in this list), were generally clearly
differentiated culturally, phenotypically and politically in early modern texts, and indeed
in the foreign policies of European states, which were as capable, then, as in more recent
history, of playing one grouping against another; particularly along the lines of the
Sunni/Shi’ia divide which marked the foundation of hostility between the Ottoman Turks
and the empire of the Persian ‘Sophy’. In this thesis, however, I will not deal in any
significant detail with the concept of race in relation to Islam per se. Instead of focusing
on the representations of discrete cultural and racial groups within the ‘Islamic world’ I
will, instead, attempt an analysis of some of the base-line concepts of Islam which
constructed Muslim identities on a supra-national and supra-racial basis. The possibility

of conversion to Islam, of ‘turning Turk’, with all that such an action entailed for the



destabilization of cultural, religious and racial categories, will be discussed at several
stages; but the very fact that a Christian could become a Turk and assume all of the
cultural signifiers which flowed from the base-line concepts of Islam derived from the
polemic biographies of Muhammad, and the (mis)representations of Islamic identity they
created, suggests that the expected features of identity which flowed from Islamic identity
transcended the concept of race, at least as constituted by phenotypical difference or even

culture of origin.

This thesis will also seek to show that even with the multiple contacts between the
Christian ‘West’ and Muslim ‘East’ during the early modern period, with all that such
contacts offered in terms of experiencing and interpreting Islamic cultures first hand, and
even the possibility of access to Islamic texts, including translations of the Qur ‘an, the
power of those antecedent texts retained an essential, and indeed essentializing, role in
the representation of [slam and its cultures in English texts across genres in the early
modern period and beyond. In a sense the project which I will pursue partially works
against the idea put forward by Michel Foucault in The Archaeology of Knowledge

where, in a discussion of the project and methodology of history he states that:

The problem is no longer one of tradition, of tracing a line, but one of
divisions, of limits; it is no longer one of lasting foundations, but one of
transformations that serve as new foundations, the rebuilding of

foundations.’

3 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, (London: Routledge, 2002), p.9.



The examination of the representations of Islam carried out in this thesis will in
fact seek to trace traditions and foundations in Western views, utilizing a longue
durée which will at times stretch from texts produced in the seventh and eighth
centuries through to the mid-seventeenth century, but with particular
concentration on material produced during the reigns of Elizabeth I (1558-1603)

and James I (1603-1625).

This thesis is ultimately a history of ideas, an assessment of the development of
British views on Islam during a vital period in the construction of English and,
later, of British identity, which would form the basis for the dominant concepts of
the subsequent imperial episode. Yet, although there will be an outlining of the
changes and reorientations of concepts during this period, through new political
and religious re-alignments and the exigencies of trade, what will emerge
ultimately is the degree to which the core concepts relating to Islam and its

cultures remained static during the early modern era.

Whatever the exigencies of government policy in England during the early
modern period, the argument of this thesis will be that many of the concepts
marking the representations of Islam and its adherents grew out of the established
Christian* traditions of representing Muhammad and the early history of the
religion, and that these approaches to Islam and its cultures actually underwent

very little fundamental change over the centuries, retaining their basis in polemic

“ I deliberately do not use the adjective ‘Western’ here, as many of these traditions had their roots in the the
reactions of Byzantine and Eastern Christians to the rise of Islam (See Appendix I, p.456).



biographies of Muhammad and in exegetic and apocalyptic traditions regarding

Islam.

The thesis will also aim to demonstrate the way in which these hostile traditions
were able to accommodate themselves to the decline of the ‘Saracen’ Arab states,
dominant both politically and in the mind of Christian commentators during the
medieval period, and transfer themselves to the Ottoman Turkish Empire which
was the pre-eminent Islamic power, again both politically and conceptually, by
the early modern period. Where there will be shown to be ‘transformation’ is in
the reorientation of these ideas on Islam in English writings, through the schism
of the Reformation, to allow the accommodation of the Catholic ‘Other’ (and
indeed of the Protestant ‘Other’ for the Catholic commentator) into a rhetorical
and interpretive framework which also included Islam (and indeed other creedal
and cultural groups such as Judaism), and in which Islam was not always the most
terrible term, but in which it was almost always constructed in opposition to

Christian values.

Indeed, it is the sheer degree to which the core concepts regarding Islam, its
prophet and its cultures were repeated during the early modern period which
argues strongly for seeing the production of representations of Islam in early
modern period as a pre-colonial example of what Homi Bhahba terms the
‘concept of fixity’ within the ideological construction of the ‘Other’ and of the

operation of Bahbha’s concept of the stereotype as being:

10



[...] a form of knowledge and identification which vacillates between
what is always ‘in place’, already known, and something that must be
anxiously repeated as if the essential duplicity of the Asiatic or the bestial
sexual license of the African that needs no proof, can never really, in

discourse, be proved.’

What can be observed in writings on Islam in early modern Britain is a perfect
example of this anxious repetition (what Bahbha terms ‘demonic repetition’), as the
Muslim other (and indeed the Catholic, Jewish and various other non-British, non-
Protestant ‘Others”) has to be constantly defined and attacked in comparison to the
rectitude, civility and religious and cultural superiority of the home culture; indeed
both duplicity and sexual licence were common accusations against Islam and

Muslims.

There can also be observed in this process of repetition an example of Stephen
Greenblatt’s concept of ‘repetition as self-fashioning’®, as the newly re-
Protestantized England sought to construct a national self-image. Greenblatt sees
this form of repetition as ‘a warning or memorial, as an instrument of civility’; in
the case of representions of Islam this observation certainly applies, as depictions
of Muslims during the period almost invariably carried with them the purpose of
instilling in the English Christian an appreciation of their fortunate position and
warning against the dangers presented by Islam, particularly to those travelling

into Muslim areas. In this sense the representations of Islam in this period also

% Homi K. Bahbha, ‘The Other Question’, in the Location of Culture, (London: Routledge, 2004), p.95.
¢ Stephen Greenblatt, Renaissance Self- Fashioning: from More to Shakespeare, (London: University of
Chicago Press, 1980), p.201.

11



constitute examples of what Greenblatt calls the ‘recurrent patterns’ which ‘exist
in the history of individuals and nations’ and which serve to ‘inculcate crucial
moral values, passing them from generation to generation’; the central matter of
these repeated concepts were not, after all, the invention of the early modern
period, but were rather the product of centuries of texts on Islam and their
reiteration and continuation in the discourse of early modern commentators
marked the atemporal nature of these recurrent images within Western discourse
on Islam and its cultures. Greenblatt also draws attention to the providentialist
concept of the ‘idea of the “noteable spectacle,” the “theatre of God’s
judgements,”’ of which the relation of the history, cultures and beliefs of the

Islamic world formed an important part, and notes that this concept:

[...] extended quite naturally to the drama itself, and, indeed, to all of the
literature which thus takes its rightful place as part of a vast, interlocking
system of repetitions, embracing homilies and hangings, royal progresses

and rote learning.

The representations of Islam, which found expression across genres, from the pulpit to
the stage and from the descriptions of travellers in the east to the providentialist
accounts of Muslim history and interactions with the West, created a complex and
powerful network of concepts within this providentialist framework identified by

Greenblatt.

12



In the first part of the thesis I will outline my own methodology in organizing the
material | have examined during my research and will seek to explain my decision
to select the thematic areas under representations of Islam and Islamic identity are
discussed in the second part. I will also examine the approaches towards Eastern
texts and knowledge of Arabic which existed in early modern England in an age
before the ‘Orientalist academy’ proper, including a brief discussion of just what
material regarding Islam was available to the early modern English commentators,
with particular reference to editions of the Qur’an. I will also outline the polemic
and apotropaic underpinnings of approaches to analyses and expositions of Islam
in writing in English at this time, particularly in regard to the representations of
Muhammad in the polemic biographies and their transference to, and utilisation
in, the production of representations of the Islamic world and its peoples in

general.

The second part of the thesis will seek to investigate the provenance and
occurrences of the polemic biographies of Muhammad in texts of the medieval
period, and will seek to trace their survival and development in English texts of
the early modern period, where they continued to function as a foundational
hermeneutical tool in the construction of representations of Islam, Muslim figures
and Islamic cultures. In examining this hermeneutical use of these constructions
of the figure of Muhammad I will be paying particular attention to the echoes of
the narratives and character traits accorded to him in the polemic biographies
which can be observed in the construction of Muslim characters on the London

stage, and also the ways in which the figure of Muhammad served more generally

13



as the ‘prototype’ for the production of representations of Muslims. In this sense
this thesis will argue that Muhammad has within Western representations of
Islam, in a phrase coined by Daniel Vitkus in an analysis of the traces of Islamic
traits in the figure of Othello, the status of ‘ur-Moor,”” with perceptions of the
prophet of Islam constituting a prototype or template for the readings and
representations of Muslim figures and behaviours produced in other texts of the

period.

In the second part of the thesis the representations of Muhammad and Islam have
been analysed under three thematic categories: firstly, the repeated image of
Muhammad as ‘seducer’, ‘deceiver’ and religious syncretist, which is connected
to the representation of Muslims as deceivers and liars; secondly, the sexuality of
Muhammad, views of the Muslim heaven and the place of sexuality and gender in
Western polemic and constructions of Islam; and, finally, the representations in
early modern texts of Islam as a religion of violence, including the relevance of
ideas of Holy War in an early modern British context, particularly focusing on the

concept of divine providence.

Under these thematic areas there is an investigation of the production of
representations of Islam and Muslims in other texts from a variety of generic
areas, including stage plays, travel writing and also the comments of political and
theological commentators. In examining the roots of these ideas which were

constitutive of the representations of the nature of Muslim behaviours and beliefs,

7 Daniel Vitkus, “Turning Turk in Othello: The Conversion and Damnation of the Moor’, Shakespeare
Quarterly, Vol.48, No.2 (Summer, 1997), p.155.
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and of their political, moral and juridical formations across the boundaries of race
and culture, there will also be an attempt, when relevant to do so, to point out the
way in which representations of other religious identities (particularly Catholicism
and Judaism) and their cultural and political formations were worked into these
structures of representations, providing parallels and analogues for the
construction of Muslim identity through theological, exegetic and eschatological

bases.

In examining perceived Islamic traits which had their roots in representations of
Muhammad special attention will be paid to the characters of Islamic leaders on
the stage and elsewhere in the literary production of Islam during this period; in
particular, the figure of the Ottoman sultan (who through the designation as ‘Great
Turk’, or even simply as ‘the Turk’, came to stand as a synecdochic representation
of his people, and so by extension of Islam as a religion) will be examined to
show how these men, who were literally the khalifas after Selim I conquered the
Mameluke Sultanate of Egypt in 1517, came to be the literary and typological

‘successors’ to Muhammad in early modern writing in English.

This thesis is not intended to be a work of Islamic scholarship — indeed, it is
declaredly written by a secular non-specialist, with no vested religious interest or
knowledge of Arabic. The work will comment more on the relationship between

the cultures of early modern Britain, particularly England, and Islam than on
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Islam per se, with an intention to highlight the worst distortions present in British
representations of Muhammad as a figure, and specifically the role of these
distortions in constructing representations of Muslim cultures and figures in the
literature of early modern Britain — and even in the present.? In this sense the
techniques and scope of this work are far more in the line of cultural criticism or a
history of ideas than of a theological investigation, although theological questions

are central to many of its arguments.

As such, my employment of material from the sira or from carefully selected
modern biographies of the prophet will be used only occasionally as basic
comparators to the mythology contained in the polemic and exegetic constructions

of the early modern commentators, which will be the main focus of the thesis.’ In

8 of course, there is a general difficulty inherent in identifying an image of the ‘real’, historical
Muhammad, as multiple images exist of the prophet, produced through centuries of interpretation of the
hadith across the many schools of Islamic exegesis. This absence of ready access to the source texts of
Islam, and particularly to those dealing with the life of Muhammad, caused a reliance on this almost
hermetically sealed Western tradition of representations, becoming almost total, resulting in these polemic
views of the prophet and his followers achieving the status of unchallengeable truth; and even when
translations of the Qur’an became available through print the approach to the text was to a large extent
determined by the established traditions contained in the polemic biographies and in long-established,
seemingly unassailable, exegetic methods in relation to Muhammad and Islam.

® Where it seems relevant to do so, I will provide an extract from the Qur’an or from Sirat Rasul
Allah of 1bn Ishaq, one of the earliest and most respected of the Muslim biographies of
Muhammad, to provide a sense of the material available through the Muslim tradition on
Muhammad’s life in order to establish a contrast to the material contained in the polemic
biographies, or to highlight when their contents or conclusion are particularly eggagerated and
absurd. I will also make reference to The Messenger, the recent work by Tariq Ramadan on the
life of Muhmammad and its meaning within Islam, which provides a distillation of many works
from the sunnah, along with Qur’anic material which relates to the history of the prophet and the
emergence of Islam and modern biographies such as Maxime Rodinson’s Muhammad (London:
Tauris Parke, 2002) and Karen Armstrong’s Muhammad: a Biography of the Prophet (London:
Pheonox Press, 1991), which have attempted a similar process. In dealing with this material from
the sira I will also aim to demonstrate the way in which the Western biographies frequently
parallel, mutate and parody material from the Muslim biography and at other times simply invent
material to achieve their polemic purpose. I have chosen to use The Qur'an: A Modern English
Translation by Majid Fakhry (Reading: Garnet, 1997), instead of earlier versions such as those by
Muhammad Marmaduke Pickthall or Arthur Arberry, as, although this version has not garnered a
universally positive response, Fakhry’s version, as well as being clear, does include some very
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the outlining of my own arguments | have hopefully handled this material as

respectfully as possible.

useful footnotes relating to tafsir (interpretation) of certain passages. Unltimately I am aware that
in the opinion of most Muslim authorities all translations fall short by definition.
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Part One

The Polemic Biography and Approaches to Islam in Early

Modern Britain
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Polemic Biographies of Muhammad: Organising Texts and Themes

At the inception of any attempt to examine the tradition of polemic biographies of
Muhammad in English texts, the question of selecting and organising the material
is one which causes no little difficulty; whether to attempt the analysis
chronologically, by author, or by the generic context of the material is a decision
which has a vital effect on the possible outcomes of the project. The sheer
abundance of material is also problematic, as polemic biographies find their way
into a huge number of medieval and early modern texts, making their content one
of the most powerful underlying factors in the construction of perceptions of
Islam and its adherents. The task of selecting the texts which represent the
tradition in the early modern period, and those antecedent texts which inform and
create the bases for these representations, is one which necessitates ruthless
selectivity. The difficulty lies in choosing from among the plethoric occurrences
of the sub-genre of the polemic biography those texts which will best illustrate its
central importance and influence, while resisting covering too many examples in
the interests of maintaining focus. As such, the list of texts analysed here is far
from exhaustive and many more examples of similar polemic biographies can be

found in numerous texts of the medieval and early modern period.

The methodology or organisational principle which is pursued in this thesis is to
analyse aspects of the polemic biographies by thematic areas, a course taken by

Norman Daniel in his analysis of medieval representations of Muhammad in
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Islam and the West. The contents of the polemic biographies will be analysed in
terms of their descriptions and understandings (or misunderstandings) of the
background and character of Muhammad, perceptions of the circumstances and
nature of the revelation of the Qur ‘an and the teachings of Muhammad, and the
place of these in constructing Islamic identity as a supra- racial category. These
aspects of the polemic biographies will form the keystones of sections dealing
with deception, sexuality and violence, which will be shown to be key thematic
areas in the production of representations of Muhammad and subsequently in

more general representations of the Islamic world.

This method permits the analysis to cross-reference texts across temporal and
generic boundaries, allowing a picture to emerge of the patterns of repetition and
intertextuality which exist between them. This avoids the problem which might
otherwise have been present - had the texts been separated and analysed within
these boundaries of period and genre - of missing the diachronic and non-genre
specific nature of the essential thematic and narrative content which defines their
treatment of Muhammad and Islamic belief. The thematic content of these
polemic biographies will then be employed as the basis for a thematic analysis of
representations of Islam and of Muslims more generally during the early modern
period in Britain. The intention of this method is to demonstrate that despite the
often radical changes in the material relations between England and Muslim
states, underlying and ahistoric views of Islam were in operation during the early
modern period which remained, to a great degree, static, being grounded in the

polemic biographies of Muhammad and in the traditions of biblical exegesis and
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eschatological thought regarding Islam. This underlying conceptual framework
relating to Islam included the place of the Muslim world and its states
(particularly the Ottoman Turks in the early modern period) in the apocalyptic
thinking of the period, and the importance of Islam within the Protestant

providential framework of early modern Britain.

The medieval texts I have examined are chosen with a focus on texts which
remained in circulation and which retained their popularity during the early
modern period, and which had even been revivified and given new avenues of
dissemination through the medium of print. These texts include Jacob de
Voraigne’s Golden Legend (c.1260), Ranulph Higden’s Polychronicon (c.1442-
4), William Langland’s Piers Plowman and the anonymous Mandeville’s Travels
(both late fourteenth century), all of which were produced in at least one edition
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and in the case of Mandeville s
Travels generated a myriad of translations, redactions and reprints which made it
one of the most widely disseminated and read medieval texts of the early modern
period.’? In presenting material from these popular medieval texts I will seek to
demonstrate the survival and continuity of ideas over time and also to highlight
the prominent place of Muhammad and his ‘law’ in some of the keystone texts of
medieval and early modern literature.'' These references will serve only to

demonstrate how in the case of early modern representations of Islam past images

1o For a detailed account of the editions of Mandeville’s Travels in England, see: C. W. R. D. Moseley,
“The Availability of Mandeville's Travels in England, 1356-1750°, The Library (1975) s5-XXX, pp.125-
133.

"' In Appendix I (p.457) there is also a brief treatment of John of Damascus and the Byzantine commentator
Theophanes the Confessor, whose early medieval texts were impotant in generating some of the images of
Islam and Muhammad which reoccur in medieval and early modern writings on Islam and its Prophet.
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were still potent. The words of Karl Marx in the The Eighteenth Brumaire of

Louis Bonaparte (1852) are extremely apposite here, namely that:

Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please;
they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under
circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past.
The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the

brain of the living.'

The ideas on Islam produced during the early modern period in Britain imported the ideas
of the past, citing, redacting, paraphrasing and reorienting them (so to speak) as the need
arose. As Marx suggested, this was not inherently a conscious process (though sometimes
it was), but was rather the product of the overwhelming, indeed, to use Antonio
Gramsci’s term, hegemonic, power of these ideas within the Christian cultures of the

West.

In examining the interaction between the medieval and the early modern, Raymond
Williams’ idea of dominant, residual and emergent ideas in a culture is highly useful.

Williams observed that:

In any society, in any particular period, there is a central system of
practices, emanings and values, which we can properly call dominant and

effective [...] general and dominant elements of hegemony [...] the

'2 Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1984), p.10.
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central, effective and dominant system of meanings and values, which are

not merely abstract but which are organized and lived'?

In this thesis it is those ideas, representations and beliefs which could be identified as
constituting the ‘dominant system of meanings and values’ regarding Islam which I will
seek to highlight and investigate. Of course, dominant ideas on Islam, as with any other
field of thought, were not, as Williams points out, in any sense a ‘static system’ and can
only be understood by examining ‘the real social process’ on which they depend and are
adopted into the dominant ideology through the process of ‘incorporation.’'* In relation to
early modern ideas on Islam this means taking into account the complex series of
economic, political, strategic and theological variables which shaped ideas of Islam and
its cultures during the period and the process of ‘selectivity’ described by Williams in
which ‘from a whole possible area of past and present, certain meanings and practices are

chosen for emphasis and others are neglected and excluded.’'

Williams’ concepts of ‘residual’ and ‘emergent’ meanings and values are also useful in
examining this era in the British relationship with Islam. Williams describes the residual
as ‘experiences, meanings and values, which cannot be verified and cannot be expressed
in terms of the dominant culture’ but which are ‘nevertheless lived and practised on the
basis of the residue — cultural as well as social — of some previous social formation.’
Williams observes that there is ‘a real case of this in certain religious values, by contrast

with the very evident incorporation of most religious meanings and values into the

'3 Raymond Williams, ‘Base and Superstructure’ (1973), in: John Higgins (ed.) The Raymond Williams
Reader, (London: Blackwell, 2001), p.168.

" Ibid., p.169.

'* Ibid., p.169.
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dominant system.’'® In this sense residual ideas, derived from the textual production of
the old Catholic order, can be seen to be expressed in British texts of the period, even
while the reorientation of attiudes towards Islamic powers (particularly under Elizabeth )
produced an emergent series of ideas which answered the demands of realpolitik and

trade.

In the writing on Islam in early modern Britain this often meant the persistence of
concepts such as ‘Christendom’ in relation to the Islamic threat, even given the religio-
political schism existing in post-Reformation Europe and the new threat posed by the
Catholic nations, especially Spain. Of course, as in any other age, the early modern
period was conceptually dynamic and Williams’ category of the ‘emergent’, which he
describes as constituting ‘new meanings and values, new practices, new significances and
experiences’ which are ‘continually being created,”'” is also identifiable in the writings of
the period, though I would argue to a lesser extent than those of the residual concepts
which formed such a powerful set of bases for the dominant views of Islam and of
Muslims. New contacts brought about through trade and embassy did bring about some
reappraisals of the Islamic world, yet Williams’ observation that attempts are always
made to incorporate these ideas into the dominant ideology ‘because they are part — and

*18 also holds true: any new or

yet not a defined part — of effective contemporary practice
positive interpretations were almost always counterbalanced by providential or
theological, explanations which allowed them to fit with the place of Islam and its

cultures within the dominant weltanschauung of early modern Protestant Britain.

'® Ibid., p.170.
"7 Ibid., p.171.
'® Ibid., p.171.
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In Traffic and Turning (2005) Jonathan Burton seems to utilise elements of
Williams’ idea of the residual, dominant and emergent to create his own
categories. Burton suggests that in constructing representations of Islam early
modern British writers worked from an ‘experiential inventory’ which comprised
‘three broad, associative inventories’ which he identifies as the ‘textual-
historical’, the ‘experiential’ and the ‘domestic’. Burton describes the ‘textual-

historical’ as being:

[...] comprised of late medieval and early renaissance ideas about Muslim
historical figures and events involving Muslim peoples that through

repeated, even redundant, oral and textual transmission became

commonplaces. '’

Burton associated these texts with conflictual relations between East and West, the
‘cache of old crusaders’ tales’, which had been supplemented by the plethora of texts
produced on Islam and the Turks during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
Burton correctly identifies the contents of these texts as containing ‘an inventory of
inherited, even cherished, fictions in the guise of truth’ which ‘reached back at least as
far as the seventh century to debunk the rise of Islam with ideas about the charlatanry
of the Prophet Muhammad’%° — a trope which Norman Daniel had earlier identified as
the tradition of polemic biography. Burton describes the content of these texts as being

‘Tales of Muhammad’s falseness, lechery, violence, and sordid lineage’ which were

' Jonathan Burton, Traffic and Turning: Islam and English Drama, 1579-1624, (Newark: University of
Delaware Press, 2005), p.22.
¥ Ibid., p.23.
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then ‘coroborated with specious biblical exegesis, and then projected forward onto the
Ottomans’ - replicating the pattern of atemporal interpretation, in which the historical

space between Muhammad and that of the Turks was collapsed, as identified by Nabil
Matar in Islam in Britain.*' This is the pattern of constructing Muslim identity which is

principally identified in this thesis.

The ‘experiential’ category Burton states ‘had its basis in contemporary cross-
cultural encounters’, the burgeoning of contact through trade, travel, captivity and
embassy which occurred during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.*Yet
although there were multiple contacts during this period through these channels of
contact, it will be argued in this work that these contacts did little to alter the
dominant underlying perception of Muslims. These new encounters largely took
the form of relations based on political pragmatism and financial profit and so
rarely involved discussions of religion; and if they did, they did not produce
significant clarification of the perceptions of Islamic belief on which British
constructions of the Muslim other were predicated. The travellers who made these
new contacts produced observations on the nature and behaviours of Muslims
little different from those of earlier periods, principally because it was from the
same ‘inventory’ (what Burton terms the textual-historical) that their

constructions were drawn.

2! Nabil Matar, Islam in Britain 1558-1685 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998, pp.153-167.
2 Burton, Traffic, p.23.
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Although Burton observes that some of these writings contained ‘a store of
narratives concerning beneficial trade and even friendship with the Turks,’? |
would argue that these examples would constitute, in the early modern period,
exceptions that proved the rule, and could be seen as examples of Williams’
category of the ‘emergent/ unincorporated.” Burton’s final category is that of the
‘domestic’ — comprising the ideas which he sees as ‘all those notions of difference
that contributed to an Englishman’s sense of normative selfhood’, and as such
were not ‘necessarily related to Islam and the Turks.’?* Burton places in this
category notions such as class, gender, nationality, race, religion and sexuality and
notes that this ‘wide-ranging store of ideas could be drawn upon to make sense of
Islamic otherness in order to shore up its defining hierarchies, axioms, and
boundaries’%*. Burton points out that ‘in the realm of the domestic inventory,
meaning is made in a more symbiotic dynamic with the other two inventories.’*
Yet effectively all of these categories were symbiotic, and in relation to early

modern British concepts of Muhammad, and consequently of Islam, I would argue

that that the ‘textual-historical’ was by far the most powerful category.

The early modern texts employed in this thesis have been selected with a view to
providing a cross-section of generic backgrounds and include versions of the
polemic biography found in theological works, histories and travel writings.

Among the theological works examined are the ‘History of the Turks’ included in

 Burton, Traffic, p.24.
# Ibid., p.22.
3 Ibid., p.24.
% Ibid., p.24.
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the 1570 edition of John Foxe’s Acts and Monuments,?’ perhaps the most
influential Protestant tract of the early modern period; Meredith Hanmer’s the
Baptizing of a Turke (1586), a text which recors a sermon given at one of the
extremely rare conversions of a Muslim to Anglican Christianity, and Henry
Smith’s God'’s Arrow Against Atheists (1593). From the continental Protestant
tradition the translation of Danish theologian Niels Hemmingsen’s The Faith of
the Church Militant (1581) and A Worke Concerning the Trewnesse of the
Christian religion (1587) by the Huguenot apologist Philipe de Mornay are also
examined. Also included in the theological works is the preface written by
Alexander Ross for his Alcoran of Mahomet (1649), translated from the French
version of André du Ryer and representing the first publication of the Qur ‘an in

English.

Of course, the matter of religion is the most difficult of all to separate from other
areas of discourse during this period in Britain. The accession of Elizabeth I to the
English throne in 1558 and the subsequent settlement of the Church of England
had brought a state church back into force, both in the religious and political life
of the country. This hegemonic status was little altered with the succession of
James I in 1603, although the political attitudes of the two regimes towards Islam
were very different. As Christopher Hill noted in The Century of Revolution,
when commenting on the role of the Church of England and its preachers on the

ideological currents of the country:

27 All quotes from this text in this thesis will come from the following edition: John Foxe, Stephen Reed
Catterley (ed.), Acts and Monuments, Vol .4, (London: R.B. Seeley and W. Burnside, 1837).

28



In the days before the existence of newspapers, with no radio or television,

we can scarcely exaggerate the influence of the parson in forming the

political, economic, and moral outlook of his parishioners.zs

The fact of one state church at which attendance was compulsory and in which, as
Hill also pointed out, ‘the pulpit was used for making government announcements
and ministers were frequently instructed by the government to preach sermons
slanted in a particular way,’? meant that the discourse within the Church of
England regarding other faiths, particularly Islam, Catholicism and Judaism could
only fall within very narrow perameters. Indeed, it could be said that some ideas
on Islam simply could not be voiced, imposing effectively limits to representation
which, as with other matters of religious orthodoxy, would have been policed at
their outer limits by the full coercive power of the state. For this reason the
foundational nature of Protestant theology in the formation of ideological
positions and the representation of Islam will, by necessity, permeate almost all

areas of this analysis.

The historical, geographical, anthropological and political works covered are John
Pory’s hugely influential translation of Leo Africanus’ 4 Geographical History of
Africa (1600); Thomas Newton’s translation of Celio Augustino Curione’s
Noteable History of the Saracens (1575); the translated excerpts from Sebastian

Miinster’s Cosmographia (1572, first produced in German 1544)*°; George

2 Christopher Hill, The Century of Revolution, (London: Routledge, 1980), p.75.

¥ Ibid., p.25.

% Sebastian Minster, A briefe collection and compendious extract of the strau[n]ge and memorable things,
gathered oute of the cosmographye of Sebastian Munster. Where in is made a playne descrypsion of
diuerse and straunge lavves rites, manners, and properties of sundry nacio[n]s, and a short reporte of
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Whetstone’s the English Myrror (1586); future Archbishop of Canterbury George
Abbot’s A Brief description of the whole world (1599); Joseph Wybarne’s The
New Age of Old Names (1609); Peter Hevlyn’s Mikrokosmos (1625) and Walter
Raleigh’s posthumously published The life and death of Mahomet the conquest of

Spaine together with the rysing and ruine of the Sarazen Empire (1637).

In selecting these texts I have tried to take into account what Edward Said called

the ‘strategic formation’ of the texts:

[...] the way in which groups of texts, types of texts, even textual genres,
acquire mass, density and referential power amongst themselves and

thereafter in the culture at large.*'

This thesis will aim to show the dramatic level of intertextuality and citationality, to use
Gerald MacLean’s term, existing between these texts and will examine the way in which
the ideas they expressed were the dominant ideas of their time. In selecting the texts |
have also taken into account what Said called the ‘strategic location’ or ‘the author’s
position in the text with regard to the oriental material he writes about,’** and in my
selection of authors and texts I have tried to select popular works, if not ‘bestsellers’, then
at least works grounded firmly in the mainstream of British discourse on Islam during
this period. These are not, in the majority of cases, by obscure extremists or sectaries, but
rather people at the centre of political and religious life - high-ranking churchmen,

respected theologians and academics and familiar political figures. In other words, these

straunge histories of diuerse men, and of the nature and properties of certayne fovvles, fishes, beastes,
monsters, and sundrie countries and places, (London: Thomas Marshe, 1572).

3! Edward Said, Orientalism, (London: Penguin Books, 1995), p.20.

32 Ibid., p.20.
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were figures with very real channels of communication to the society at large, who
expressed, and shaped, the dominant discourse of their time on the question of Islam and

its cultures.

The final genre of text to be examined is that of travellers’ accounts, created by those
who, unlike the fictional traveler of Mandeville'’s Travels, actually spent some time in
Islamic countries and so were afforded the opportunity to observe at first-hand the nature
of Islamic religious belief. I will seek to show that despite these opportunities to form
new ‘experiential’ representations of Islam, this made very little difference to the images
of Islam and its prophet that were reproduced in their texts. The travellers’ texts which
will principally be examined here are William Biddulph’s The Travels of certain
Englishmen (1609); John Cartwright’s The Preacher’s Travels (1611); and George
Sandys’ Relation of a Journey began An. Dom. 1610 (1615), although some reference
will also be made to the slightly later account by William Lithgow’s Totall discourse, of
the rare adventures, and painful peregrinations of long nineteene yeares travayles

(1632).

Of course, it is in many ways a false division to separate the theological, political and
historical when analysing texts of this period; as indeed it is equally impossible, as I will
show, to view the texts of travellers in isolation from the theological concepts and
projects that inform them. The Christian travellers of the early modern period seem not to
have visited Muslim lands with the purpose of discovering anything about Islam, but
rather based their experiences and interpretations in the traditions which they had brought

with them from home. This results in a version of the situation described by Umberto Eco
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in Serendipities where, in a discussion of intellectual misunderstanding, he comments

that:

We (in the sense of human beings) travel and explore the world, carrying
with us some ‘background books’. These need not accompany us
physically; the point is that we travel with preconceived notions of the
world, derived from our cultural tradition. In a very curious sense we

travel knowing in advance what we are on the verge of discovering,

because past reading has told us what we are supposed to discover.>

In the case of the British travellers in the Orient during the early modern period, there
seems to be a situation where, as Eco states, ‘the influence of these background books is
such that, irrespective of what travellers discover and see, they will interpret and explain
everything in terms of these books.’** This aspect of the textual production of early
modern travellers is highlighted by Gerald Maclean in his discussion of William
Biddulph’s The Travels of certain Englishmen (1609). Maclean describes the way in
which citationality was one of the defining aspects of early modern travel accounts, as
indeed for Edward Said it would be a central feature of Orientalism, and gives, in
Biddulph’s own words, a clear demonstration of this concept.’> Biddulph, who as Church
of England clergyman ministering to Englishmen abroad was also deeply concerned with

the danger of ‘infection’ from exposure to other faiths, states of his own position:

% Umberto Eco, Serendipities, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), p.54.

* Ibid., p.54.

% Gerald Maclean, The Rise of Oriental Travel: English Visitors to the Ottoman Empire 1580-1720,
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), p.82. Maclean points out that Biddulph’s own version of the
polemic biography was copied verbatim from the diplomat Giles Fletcher’s The policy of the Turkish
Empire (London: Iohn Windet for W(illiam] S{tansby], 1597).
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Although I am now many thousand miles distant from you, yet I have
changed but the aire, I remaine the same man, and of the same minde,
according to that old verse, though spoken in another sense,

Coelum, non animos mutant qui trans mare current.
That is,

They that over the sea from place to place doe passe,

Change but the aire, their minde is as it was.>

In the case of Biddulph this is a particularly significant statement, as the attitudes towards
Islam which he took with him to the East, and which remained unchanged by experience,
would have formed the bases of the sermons which he preached to other Englishmen
visiting the east in his role as the Church of England minister at Aleppo. Through this
channel of communication these ideas would have had a role in constructing also the
perceptions of these visitors, perhaps much more powerfully than the limited religious
discussion, they would, in all probability, have conducted during their contacts with
Muslims while resident there. This would have meant that ideas from home, the product
of this ‘citational’ system outlined by Maclean, could still potentially be feeding directly

into the experience of Englishmen overseas.

These ideas, as will become clear when the texts of Biddulph and others are analysed
later, carried the influence of centuries of textual production on Muhammad and Islam,
and this predominance of citationality and repetition would have meant that even given
the opportunity to discover at first-hand the nature of the faith and its founder, the
travellers were far more likely to cling to the fictions found in this tradition. In terms of

their views of Islam and its prophet, most of these writers need have travelled no further

% Cited in: Ibid., pp.71-2.
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than a well-stocked library at home. Of course, the repetition of these ideas in the works
of authors who had actually travelled to Muslim areas would also have had a reinforcing
effect, feeding back into the culture revivified by the, albeit illusory, authenticity granted

to them through the relations of those who had experienced life in the east.
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Before the ‘Orientalist Academy’: Arabism and Access to Islamic Texts in

Early Modern Britain

In Orientalism Edward Said gives as one of the definitions of ‘orientalism’ that of

an academic discipline, whereby:

Anyone who teaches, writes about, or researches the Orient — and this
applies whether the person is an anthropologist, sociologist, historian or
philologist — either in its specific or its general aspects, is an Orientalist,

and what he or she does is Orientalism.>’

In this sense early modern Britain had no coherent or structured Orientalist academy at
all, particularly in its philological aspects; the attempt to read and interpret Arabic texts,
including the Qur ’an, was in its infancy, or rather its ‘second childishness’, having
declined from the prominence afforded Arabium studia in the intellectual life of medieval
Britain. As Karl Dannenfeldt illustrated in a piece outlining the development of Arabic
studies amongst renaissance humanists, Britain lagged woefully behind the continental
mainland in this philogical discipline.?® It was probably only in Spain that Arabic studies
had regressed as significantly as in Britain; previously Spain had been the epicentre of
Arabic translation, including the famous translational school of Toledo which had
produced so many of the texts of the middle ages, including the Qur 'an of Mark of
Toledo. Yet following the conquest of Granada in 1492 by Ferdinand and Isabella, the so-

called ‘Annus Mirabilis’ which had also seen Columbus’s voyage of discovery and the

%7 Edward Said, Orientalism, (London: Penguin, 1995), p.2.
3% Karl Dannenfeldt, ‘The Renaissance Humanists and the Knowledge of Arabic’, Studies in the
Renaissance, Vol.2 (1955), pp.96-117.
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expulsion of the Jews from Spain, Spanish attempts to ‘purify’ their culture had led to
public burnings of Arabic manuscripts, such as that carried out by Ximénez de Cisneros
in 1499 in which as many as 5,000 manuscripts perished and had eventually led to the
1567 decree by Philip I which prohibited the Muslims of Granada from wearing their
traditional dress and practising their customs, including the speaking of the Arabic
language.®® These acts of ‘ethnic cleansing’ in pursuit of limpienza se sangre would lead
to uprisings amongst the ‘Moriscos’, as the Moorish population was known, in Granada
durning the sixteenth century and would eventually culminate in the infamous act of the
wholesale expulsion of the Moriscos from Spanish soil in 1609. For this reason Arabic

studies in Spain became largely a dead letter during the early modern period.*°

As G.J. Toomer details, it was Italy which was ‘at the forefront of Arabic studies’ in
Europe, and most particularly in the production of printed Arabic texts, an issue which, as
I will show, was to prove a major stumbling block in the advancement of the projects of
British Arabicists.*' By 1538 the Venetian printer Paganino de Paganinis had produced a
printed Arabic Qur’an, which had seemingly been produced as a purely commercial
venture with an eye to a market amongst the Muslims of the Ottoman Empire. This
venture failed, probably, as Toomer suggests, due to the ‘contemporary Muslim suspicion

of printing’ and the printed Arabic Qur’an, of which only one copy survives, does not

% See: G.J. Toomer, Easterne Wisdome and Learning: The Study of Arabic in Seventeenth Century
England (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), p.17.

“ Even though, as Toomer points, out the Escatorial did acquire the library of the Sultan of Morocco
Mawlay Zaydan ‘by an act of piracy’ in 1611, giving Spain ‘the largest and most varied collection of
Arabic manuscripts in Europe at a stroke’, the prevailing anti-Arabic culture of Spain ensured that these
texts were of no importance whatever for Arabic studies in the seventeenth century [Toomer, Easterne
Wisdome and Learning, p.17].

*' Ibid., p.20.
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seem to have found its way into the collections of other European countries.*? Paganino,
probably due to the cost of producing the specialist fount and then making no return,
went bankrupt; the same difficulty of cost in the production of Arabic typeface was later

to confront English Arabists.

Italy also benefited from the work of the Spanish Muslim convert al-Hasan ibn
Muhammad ibn Ahmad al Wazzan, better known to the world by his adopted Christian
name of Johannes Leo or Leo Africanus. He had been captured by Christian corsairs in
1518 and brought to Rome where he was allowed access to the Arabic texts of the
Vatican library, before eventually converting to Christianity after a two-year
imprisonment. ‘Leo’ produced an Arabic grammar as well as his more famous
‘Description of Africa’, which was included in Giambattista Ramusio’s Della Navigationi
et viaggi (1550), one of the inspirations for Richard Hakluyt’s compendium of travellers’
accounts, The principal navigations, voiages, traffiques and discoveries of the English

nation (1589).

Leo Africanus’s Description of Africa was eventually translated into many European
languages, including the English edition of 1600 translated by John Pory with the support
of Hakluyt, becoming one of the most important ‘authentic’ sources on the Islamic world
in early modern Europe and also making Leo Africanus the archetype of the converted
‘Moor’, including Shakepeare’s Othello, although Leo himself eventually returned to

Morocco and reconverted to Islam.

“2 Ibid., p.20.
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Dannenfeldt identifies Robert Wakeman (d.1537) as the earliest of the sixteenth-century
English humanists to have an understanding of Arabic and cites his Oratio de Laudibus et
utilitate trium linguarum, Arabicae, Chaldaicae, et Hebraicae (1524) as the first book
printed in England to contain examples of Arabic characters. Dannenfeldt also mentions
diplomat and humanist Richard Pace (1483?7—1536) as knowing Arabic, along with
Church of England clergyman and physician Richard Argentine (d.1586), who had made
a plea for the reinstitution of the study of Arabic at Oxford and Cambridge.*’

Dannenfeldt ends his noticeably short list with two scholars who had contributed to the
translation of the King James Bible: Richard Brett (1567/8—1637), a clergyman and
linguist, and the Arabist and mathematician William Bedwell (baptised 1563, d. 1632),

whom Dannenfeldt calls ‘father of true Arabic studies in England.”**

The study of Arabic did not regain the lost ground in any appreciable way, and certainly
had no concrete academic institutional basis, until the mid seventeenth century, when in
Cambridge on 23 March 1632 Abraham Wheelock was given the first chair in Arabic at a
British University*’. Wheelock had been a student of William Bedwell, whose Index
Assvratorum Muhammedici Alkorani, That is, A Catalogue of the Chapters of the Turkish
Alkoran (1615) and Mohammedis imposturae (1625), were two of the only works of the
sixteenth and seventeenth century dealing with Islam which were written by someone
with a working knowledge of Arabic. The former of these two texts is described by Nabil

Matar as ‘the closest that any English Arabist had produced about the Qur’an in

“ Dannenfeldt, pp.115-6.

“ Ibid., p.116.

* For a discussion of early modern Arabists and translations of the Qur’an and Islamic material, see: Nabil
Matar, ‘ Alexander Ross and the First English Translation of the Qur’an’, The Muslim World, 88, 1988, pp.
81-92 and Nabil Matar, Islam in Britain 1558-1685, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), pp.
73-120.
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England,’* although this only consisted of a list of the titles of the 114 siras of the

Quran.

Even the first English translation of the Qur 'an, produced under the title of The Alcoran
of Mahomet in 1649 by Alexander Ross, was not the product of a translator with
knowledge of Arabic, but had rather been translated from the French version of André du
Ryer, no translation directly from the Arabic into English being in print until George
Sale’s 1734 version.*” Wheelock’s post at Cambridge was funded by his friend and
patron, the Prebysterian politician and later lord mayor of London Sir Thomas Adams.
Interestingly, Adams was also a successful merchant with the Drapers’ and later the
Massachusetts Bay and East India Companies, demonstrating the sort of link between the

Orientalist academy and issues of trade and imperialism which would later be traced by

Said.*®

Matar points out that Wheelock began a translation of the Qur 'an into Latin and Greek in
1647, which, in keeping with the tradition of Western translators, would be accompanied
by a polemic in Arabic, once again clearly announcing the reason for which the
translation would be attempted*®. Matar also shows the obstacles which stood in the way
of any attempt by an English Arabist in attempting a translation of the Qur 'an, the first,

and perhaps most fundamental, being the difficulty in locating a copy of the Qur‘an in

% Matar, Islam in Britain, p.74.

*7 George Sale, The Koran, commonly called the Alcoran of Mohammed: translated into English
immediately from the original Arabic; with explanatory notes, taken from the most approved
commentators, to which is prefixed a preliminary discourse, (London, 1734).

*® Keith Lindley, ‘ Adams, Sir Thomas, first baronet (bap. 1586, d. 1668)’, Oxford Dictionary of National
Biography, Oxford University Press, 2004; Alastair Hamilton, ‘Wheelocke, Abraham (c.1593-1653)’,
Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University Press, 2004.

* Matar, Islam in Britain, p.75.
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Arabic. Until 1631 Cambridge University had no manuscript of the Qur 'an, a copy then
being donated to the University by William Bedwell, at the request of Abraham

Wheelock.>°

The status of the Qur ‘an amongst Muslims, as a Holy book which should not be viewed
by unbelievers, was also cited by the Oxford orientalist John Gregory who commented
that the difficulty in obtaining a manuscript derived from the Prophet ‘Mahomet
Abulcasim, the son of Abdalla’, who had stated that the book should not be touched
except by those who are ‘pure’; Gregory also notes that ‘the Law is yet in force among

the Turks for some special Alcorans of note, one of the which sort inscribed in the same

s51

manner may be seen in the Archives of our publick library.

The difficulty faced by potential translators in obtaining a version of the Qur’an in
Arabic from which to work was compounded by the absence of what Wheelock described
as ‘a Typographie of faire Arabic Characters’.> As Matar has detailed, Cambridge did
not possess such a set and despite the support of such men as the antiquarian Thomas
Smith, who approached members of the Westminster Assembly of Divines and
eventually persuaded the Regent-house of Cambridge to vote for the ‘printing of the
Alcoran at the University charge’*’, eventually nothing was to come of any of these
efforts and the dissemination of an Arabic Qur 'an was to remain highly restricted and a

problematic issue for anyone wishing to examine the book first hand.

% Ibid., p.74.

» %' Cited in: Matar, Islam in Britain, pp.74-5.
52 Cited in: Matar, Islam in Britain, p.75.

%3 Cited in: Matar, Islam in Britain, p.75.
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So, throughout the sixteenth century until the middle of the seventeenth century British
commentators without knowledge of Arabic who wanted to examine a translation of the
Qur'an would have been left with only Medieval Latin translations and later with
continental versions in Italian or French. The earliest and, perhaps, best known Western
translation of the Qur ‘an was that completed in 1143, under the guidance of the abbot of
Cluny, Peter the Venerable, by the Englishman Robert of Ketton.>* Robert’s motives in
setting aside his scientific work and joining the translational team assembled by Peter the
Venerable seem to have been partly mercenary (he was obtained by Peter ‘with entreaty

and a high fee’>

) and partly through spiritual conviction in the work which Peter was
carrying on, confronting the attitude of hatred towards all Muslims amongst Christian

clerics who Robert described as saying:

Either by ignorance and negligence, that His beautiful portion of the
human race [the Muslims] should hear nothing of His nuptials, or should

be held fast in the chains of darkness and by the songs of the Sirens.*

Peter’s attempt to replace this animosity with a more irenic spirit of Christian love,
backed by polemic purpose, can be seen in his statement to Muslims in the Liber contra

sectam sive haeresim Sarecenorum that, ‘1 do not attack you, as some of us often do, by

54 Robert of Ketton had been working in Spain translating principally works of Arabic astronomy and
mathematics, particularly geometry, including the algebra of Al-Khwarizmi, which was to become a
foundational text on the topic throughout Europe (the word ‘algebra’ being originally derived from the
Arabic jubura, meaning to restore), and indeed is credited as being the first European to use the
trignometrical term ‘sinus’ (sine) [Kritzeck, Peter the Venerable and Islam, (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1964), p.65].

+** Dorothy Metzlitzki, The Matter of Araby in Medieval England, (New Haven and London: Yale
University Press, 1977), p.30.
% Cited in: Kritzeck, Peter the Venerable and Islam, p.64.
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arms, but with words; not by force, but by reason; not in hatred, but in love.”®’ This
statement did little to blunt the polemic edge of the Cluniac corpus, which through Martin
Luther and Theodore Bibliander’s reprint in 1543, was revivified for an early modern

audience.

Robert of Ketton’s translation, entitled Lex Mahumet pseudoprophete (‘the law of
Muhammad the pseudoprophet’), formed the keystone of the Cluniac corpus of
translations of Islamic texts, which also included a translation of the earliest Muslim
biography of Muhammad, the Sirat Rasul Allah of Muhammad Ibn Ishaq, translated by
Herman the Dalmatian, another of Peter’s team of Arabists, as De generatione Machumet
et nutritura eius. A translation of material from the sira and hadith, combined with a
chronology and genealogy of the first seven khalifas, was also produced in another
version by Robert of Ketton as Fabule Saracenorum,’® which appeared elswhere as
Chronica mendosa & ridiculosa Saracenorum, de vita Mahometis & successorum eius.”
The titles of these translations clearly mark the polemic purpose which informed the

production of the whole of the Cluniac corpus and which would, as I will show, continue

to be the dominant approach to Islam and Muhammad during the early modern period.

The influence of the translations produced under the auspices of Peter the Venerable in
the production of early modern, and particularly Protestant, ideas about Islam and
Muhammad was assured by the republication in Switzerland of the entire Cluniac corpus

in 1543 under the sponsorship of Martin Luther, and edited by Swiss theologian

+ 7 ‘Aggredior inquam uos, non ut nostril sepe faciunt armis sed uerbis, non ui sed ratione, non odio sed
amore’. Cited in: Kritzeck, Peter the Venerable and Islam, p.161.
58 Metzlitzki, p.33.
* Ibid., p.33.
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Theodore Bibliander (Theodor Bushmann), as Machvmetis Sarracenorvm Principis Vita
Ac Doctrina Omnis, Que & Ishmaelitarum, & Alcoranum dictitur. As Matthew
Dimmock has pointed out, the reproduction of this compendium of texts translated and
written under the Catholic order demonstrates that the Reformation ‘did not immediately
lead to a questioning of these early Christian conceptions of Islam; rather it conformed
and disseminated them.”®® The reproduction of the whole Cluniac corpus meant that the
works of theological polemic it contained alongside Ketton’s Lex Mahumet

pseudoprophete would also be revivified and recirculated.

Knowledge of this edition of the Qur ‘an in England is highlighted by the references made

by William Bedwell, in the preface to his Mohammadis imposturae, to:

Peter, Abbot of Cluniak, a man highly commended in his time, for
learning, religion, and Christian charitie, did well nere 500 yeares since,
cause Robert of Reading our countryman, to translate the Alkoran or lawes

of Mohamed into the Latine tongue...°'

Having already discussed the translations carried out by Church fathers in the pursuit of

the ‘discoueries of old heresies’ as a justification for his investigation and exposition of

% Matthew Dimmock, ‘Introduction’ in William Percy’s Mahomet and his Heaven, (Reading: Ashgate,
2006), p.3.

¢ William Bedwell, Mohammedis imposturae: that is, A discouery of the manifold forgeries, falshoods, and
horrible impieties of the blasphemous seducer Mohammed with a demonstration of the insufficiencie of his
law, contained in the cursed Alkoran, deliuered in a conference had betweene two Mohametans, in their
returne from Mecha. Written long since in Arabicke, and now done into English by William Bedwell.
Whereunto is annexed the Arabian trudgman, interpreting certaine Arabicke termes vsed by historians:
together with an index of the chapters of the Alkoran, for the vnderstanding of the confutations of that
booke (London: 1615), Sig.A4. The use of the topological name ‘Robert of Reading’ by Bedwell is
probably from his misreading of Roberts Latinate name ‘Rodbertus Ketenensis’ as ‘Retinensis’, but it is
noticeable that he picks up on the status of Robert as his ‘countryman.’ [Charles Burnett, ‘Ketton, Robert of
(fl. 1141-1157)", Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004)].
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the beliefs of Islam, Bedwell goes on to use the history of the translation of Islamic
material for the purposes of defending his decision to publish a work dealing with the

religion of Islam and also of encouraging the study of Arabic in England.

In encouraging the study of Arabic Bedwell gives the precident of the Council of Vienna
under Pope Clement V (1311) which he states, ‘hath an act enioyning certaine
Universities to maintaine Professours of the Arabicke tongue, for the translating of books
out of that language into Latine’, and in outlining the Council’s reasons for such a move

states that:

[...] those holy Fathers had no care of Physicke and Astronomie, but of

Diuinitie onely: and therefore they meant of the Alkoran and such others
2

concerning religion.®
As well as this implied call for the reinstitution of Arabic studies for the purposes
of refutation of Islamic texts, Bedwell also mentions the offer to the Council of
Constance (1414-1418) by John of Segovia of ‘the Alkoran by him translated and
confuted’ - another Latin version of the Qur ‘an which is now lost.%*> He then goes
on to confirm the importance of the Ketton/Cluniac translation in the European
tradition by noting that ‘In the yeare of our Lord 1543, Theodorus Bibliander, [...]

did publish and imprint the aforesaid version of Retinensis [Ketton] the English-

2 Op cit., Sig. A4.

6:3 Bedwell does not mention the Latin translation of Mark of Toledo, a near contemporary of Robert of
Ketton, whose version, as I will discuss shortly, has generally been much preferred by scholars, yet was far
less widely circulated than the Cluniac text.
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man.’®* Bedwell goes on to observe that the Italian version by Andreas
Arrivebene,” produced in 1547 and the only vernacular translation mentioned by
him, is ‘is nothing but Retinensis Italionated’, waspishly adding that, ‘neither do |

thinke that he vnderstood much Arabicke.’%

The influence of the Cluniac translation by Robert of Ketton was, then, pervasive and
enduring; a theologian or scholar in early modern England would still, in all probability,
be left with only this version, most probably in the Bibliander edition, as a means to
investigate the content of the Qur 'an. The translation made by the Rutlandshire cleric has
been the subject of extensive criticism levelled at its accuracy, from the medieval period
on, although more recent work by Thomas E. Burman has replied to some of the charges

made against Ketton’s text.®’

As James Kritzeck points out in his work on the Cluniac corpus, however, ‘translation of
the Qur ’an poses a special problem, since the style of the original itself is by no means

easy to comprehend,’®® a problem reflected by the complexity and voluminousness of the
tradition of Qur’anic exegesis called tafsir. Kritzeck then goes on to say of Lex Mahumet

pseudoprophete that:

* Ibid., Sig. A4.

% L'Alcorano di Macometto : nel qual si contiene la dottrina, la vita, i costumi, et le leggi sue / tradotto
nuovamente dall’ Arabo in lingua Italiana. (Venice, 1547). This version was, in fact, an Italian translation
of Ketton’s Lex Mahumet pseudoprophete.

% Op. Cit., Sig. A4. In fact Bedwell was correct; Arrivabene’s text was indeed a translation of the
Ribliander edition. See G.J. Toomer, Easterne Wisedome and Learning, p.9 (note).

7 Thomas E. Burman, ‘Tafsir and Translation: Traditional Arabic Quran Exegesis and the Latin Qurans of
Robert of Ketton and Mark of Toledo’, Speculum, Vol.73. No.3 (Jul., 1998), pp.703-732.

S8 Kritzeck, Peter the Venerable and Islam, p.111.
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Robert’s solution to this difficulty, as he explained to Peter the Venerable,
was to sacrifice absolute accuracy for comprehension. In the process of

doing so, he took liberties which produced some almost comic effects.®’

Kritzeck cites the work of Dario Cabelanas, who in a careful examination of the texts
found ‘two classes of imperfection, the external and the internal.” The external errors
include such matter as Robert’s decision to create a new subdivision for the s#@ras of the
Qur ’an, not sticking to the original 114, and also his rearranging of the verse structures of

individual s@ras. The internal errors are such things as the fact that Robert:

[...] tended to use superlatives instead of positives, expressed causes and
conclusions left unexpressed in the original, and occasionally made rather

bad mistakes in translating terms.”

Some of these matters had been commented on by medieval critics, including John of
Segovia, in the preface to his lost fifteenth-century translation of the Qur 'an mentioned
by William Bedwell. In his paper analysing Ketton’s translation and replying to some of
its critics, Burman, in showing how critical opinion from the fifteenth century to the
present has viewed Lex Mahumet pseudoprophete as ‘a loose misleading paraphrase’,

describes how John of Segovia:

Not only objected to Robert’s redivision of the Qur ‘an into more than the
standard 114 surahs, but also decried the God-like way in which he had
translated; he had moved what was at the beginning of many Qur’anic

passages to the end, and vice versa; he had altered the meaning of

)

* Ibid., p.111.
" Ibid., p.111.
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Qur’anic terms as he translated them; he had often left out what was

explicitly in the text, but incorporated into his Latin version what was only
7

implicit in the origina
Burman also quotes the opinion of the English orientalist George Sale (c. 1696-
1736), who in 1734 produced The Koran, commonly called the Alcoran of
Mohammed: translated into English immediately from the original Arabic, which,
as the title suggests, was the first translation of the Qur ‘an produced in English by

an Arabist.”? Sale comments that Robert of Ketton’s translation:

[...] deserve[d] not the name of a translation; the unaccountable liberties

therein taken, and the numberless faults, both of omission and

commission, leaving scarcely any resemblance of the original.”

On the face of it these seem to be fairly damning criticisms of Ketton’s translation.
Both Kritzeck and Burman also show ways in which critics have preferred the
translation carried out slightly later by Mark of Toledo (f1.1193-1216), another
translator working out of the Toledan translation school, whose Latin version of

the Qur 'an was inspired by archbishop of Toledo Roderigo Jiménez de Rada.™

" Thomas E. Burman, ‘Tafsir and Translation: Traditional Arabic Quran Exegesis and the Latin Qurans of
Robert of Ketton and Mark of Toledo’, Speculum, Vol.73. No.3 (Jul., 1998), pp.703-732.

2 Aroud Vrolijk, ‘Sale, George’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2004).

73 Cited in: Burman, ‘Tafsir and Translation...’, p.706.

" This translation was undertaken:
[...] as part of the mobilization of arms and opinion preceding the campaign of Las Navas

de Tolosa that would see the Christian kingdoms of Spain destroy the Almohad army and
set the stage for the Christian conquests of the next four decades. (Burman., pp.706-7)

The motivating force behind Mark of Toledo’s translation is once again polemical and confrontational, yet
generally his version had been preferred over that of Robert of Ketton.
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Both Kritzeck and Burman draw attention to the work of Marie-Thérése
d’Alverny, considered the most important twentieth-century commentator on Lex
Mahumet pseudoprophete; Burman describes d’Alverny as being ‘particularly
unrelenting’ in her condemnation of Robert due to his ‘tendency to paraphrase, to
use specifically Christian language to translate Islamic terms, and to connect in his
Latin version what were separate ideas in the Arabic’ and summing up her
conclusion on the translator as evincing that ‘the expatriate Englishman was

simply too clever to be trusted.’”

In Islam and the West, in the chapter dealing with ‘The Place of Self-Indulgence’
in Western interpretations of Islam, Norman Daniel gives an example of how
Robert of Ketton’s translational style could lead to a deformed interpretation of
Qur’anic verses. In the translation of the si@ra Yusuf (Joseph), now conventionally
placed as stira 12, Daniel describes the choice of words used by Robert of Ketton
as an instance of his tendency to ‘call a spade a bloody shovel’, or to ‘heighten or
exaggerate a harmless text in order to give it a nasty or licentious ring.””® The
passage in question, which describes the reaction of Egyptian women on catching
first sight of the beauty of the young Joseph, is translated in one modern edition as
‘when they saw him, they admired him.””” George Sale, in the first translation

from Arabic into English, translated it as ‘when they saw him they praised him

*

" Ibid., p.706.

' Daniel, Islam and the West, p.165.

" The Qur'an: A Modern English Translation, Majid Fakhry (trans.), (Reading: Garnet, 1997).
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»78

b

greatly’; yet Ketton translates the passage as ‘quo viso, omnes menstruatae sunt

provoking Sale to comment that:

The old Latin translators have strangely mistaken the original word [...]
and then rebuke Mohammed for the indecency, crying out demurely in the

margin, O foedum et obscoenum prophetam! 7

As Daniel points out, this piece of outraged marginalia is, in fact, Bibliander’s,
demonstrating the powerful effect of Robert of Ketton’s translational decisions on
an early modern reader. Daniel also points out Sale’s assertion that, in isolation,
the Arabic term akbara could be given the alleged meaning, but that it is ‘the
absurdity of chosing it in the context that shocks us’ and concludes that ‘Ketton

deformed it to make it repulsive to decent readers.’*°

Whatever the relative virtues and demerits of Robert of Ketton’s version of the
Quran, it remained the only intelligible version available to most British scholars,
in the medium of print, until the mid seventeenth century, and so its errors and
polemic framing texts became part of their tradition also. In examining the
development of translations of the Qur’an in early modern Britain it is also worth

commenting that in the minds of most polemicists and for the production of their

78 ‘When they saw him they all menstruated.’

7 Cited in Daniel, Islam and the West, p.165.
% Daniel, Islam and the West, p.165. Burman has produced a defence of the methods of Robert of Ketton
which claims that his ‘paraphrased’ translation of the Qur’an is, in fact, an attempt to convey the spirit,
rather than the letter, of the holy book of Islam by incorporating into the translation the interpretations of
the Qur’an produced through tafsir, the Muslim exegetic tradition. While Burman sees Mark of Toledo’s
text as far more literal, he argues that he too ‘interpolated material from the Arabic exegetical tradition’ and
4 argues that this discovery, ‘Should force us to rethink some of what we have long believed about how
medieval Christians confronted and attempted to understand Islam. See: Thomas E. Burman, ‘Tafsir and
Translation...’ for his examples.
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material on Islam, access to a Qur'an or to any authentic versions of hadith or sira
was certainly not necessary. These commentators, as the content of their work
evinces, were perfectly able to reproduce concepts from within the centuries-old
tradition of Christian polemic without feeling the need to approach primary
sources, such was the power of the mythology surrounding Islam and its prophet

during the early modern period.

Translation is never a value-free activity and invariably involves the operation of
the ideology and cultural baggage of the translator on the text translated. Certainly
the translation of Islamic material, or of material dealing with Islam, into English,
whether from original Arabic sources or from Latin or continental languages (or
indeed from Arabic into Latin or continental languages) was a far from
straightforward matter during the medieval and early modern periods. As Luise

Von Flotow comments, translations are:

[...] embedded in the social, political and cultural processes of their day.
Translation, the careful reading and deliberate rewriting of a text, can be
viewed as doubly political; not only was the first text embedded in and
influenced by certain political configurations, but the second text, the
rewritten version, adds yet another layer of politics, that of the new

translating culture and era.’!

In relation to the ability of medieval and renaissance translators to approach Islamic texts

or texts on Islam this brought into play a huge hinterland of ideological, theological and

»
$!Luise von Flotow, ‘Translation in the Politics of Culture’, in: Renate Blumenfeld-Kosinski, Luise von
Flatow and Daniel Russell (eds.), the Politics of Translation in the Renaissance and the Middle Ages
(Ottowa: University of Ottowa Press, 2001), p.9.
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cultural preconceptions relating to Islam, Muhammad and the cultures and beliefs of the
‘Islamic world’. von Flotow goes on to cite Rita Copeland’s work on rhetoric,
hermenuetics and translation in the context of medieval vernacular translations of Latin
texts to highlight the way in which a translation carried out within ‘academic systems of
rhetoric and hermenuetics ... also carries the ideological import of those systems’®?, or in
her own words, the way that ‘political and ideological issues impinge on interpretive
practices’. These statements are highly relevant to the study of the interpretation of
Islamic texts, or of texts on Islam, during the medieval and early modern periods; where
the ideological and theological systems in which the translator or commentator operated
were not matters in the background or of subconcious influence, but were more often than
not explicitly stated by the commentator at the outset of their work. It could be argued
that these ideological and hermenuetical systems formed a vicious circle in the approach
to Islamic texts and texts on Islam, and also in the representation of Muslim cultures, a
situation where pre-existing polemical approaches fed back not only into any subsequent
attempt at translation or commentary on textual sources, but also into the interpretation

and representation of the material cultures of Islam.

82 Rita Copeland, cited in: Ibid., p10.
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‘An Antidote, to confirm in thee the health of Christianity’: Polemic and
Apotropaic Purpose and the Western Tradition on Muhammad, the Qur’an

and Islam

The reasons for such a great number of generically diverse texts of the medieval
and early modern periods to include biographies of Muhammad, and the purposes
of Christian commentators in examining or translating Islamic texts, including the
Qur an itself, were often made explicit by the authors or translators respectively.
Frequently included in the prolegomena to their examination of the roots of Islam
or of their descriptions of contemporary Islamic cultures, the details of which
were conflated as the representations of contemporary behaviours were
extrapolated from the ‘origins’, is a clear statement of their polemic, homiletic

and apotropaic purpose in approaching a discussion of the subject.

In these remarks on the purpose of examining the life of Muhammad, the contents
of the Qur’an, and for expounding the tenets, and effects, of Islamic belief in
general, it is possible to see the conceptual limits which were generally imposed
on any analysis of Islam and its cultures during the early modern period. These
prefatory remarks demonstrate the ways in which an objective approach or
discussion of Islam and its origins was simply not possible, when the available
models for analysis existing in the West were rooted in centuries of exegetic and
polemic tradition. This statement of polemic purpose was, as | mentioned earlier,
also true for the prefaces to the most important editions of the Qur ‘an during the

early modern period: Luther’s preface to Bibliander’s 1543 Latin Qur’an and
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Alexander Ross’s English Qur 'an of 1649, the latter of which, the source for the
heading of this chapter, included, in later editions, a particularly virulent and

abusive polemic biography of Muhammad penned by the translator himself.

From the time of Peter the Venerable and the commissioning of the first Western
translation of the Qur’an in 1143, the investigation of Islamic material, and in

particular the Qur’an, had generally been intended to serve two purposes: firstly

to facilitate the conversion of the ‘infidel’ through disputation and, secondly, to

provide warnings and homiletic material aimed at deterring the faithful from
conversion and to inculcate a hostilile and anathematic attitude towards Islam in

the audience or readership. In early modern efforts, usually purported to be aimed

at achieving and communicating a more accurate picture of the beliefs of

Muslims, this dual purpose continued to hold true, although the ambition towards
conversion became less prominent, perhaps suggesting a more realistic

assessment of the direction in which conversions tended to happen and of the

limited possibilities, given the balance of power between East and West, which

existed to convert Muslims to the Christian faith.

In Martin Luther’s preface to Bibliander’s 1543 edition of the Qur ‘an (itself a redaction
of the Cluniac translation of Robert of Ketton) he makes a clear statement of his purpose

with the exhortation that:

Just as the apostles condemned the errors of the nations, so now the church

of God ought to refute the errors of all the enemies of the gospel, so that
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the glory of God and his Son Jesus Christ might be celebrated against the

devil and his instruments.®?

Luther’s concern was that the producers of the wilder and more inaccurate polemic
against Islam had ignored the vital matter of what was, at 1East superficially, attractive
about the religion and in doing so had immeasurably weakened their own position. As
early as 1530 in a preface to Libellus de ritu et moribus Turcorum, a Latin tract on the
religion and culture of the Turks which was probably the work of one Georg von
Meulbach, a Dominican who had been a prisoner in Contantinople some 70 years earlier,
Luther had bemoaned his lack of access to accurate texts on Islam. He stated at that time
that all he had been able to read were ‘a Refutation of the Alcoran® and the Critique of
the Alcoran by Nicholas of Cusa,’® and he identified in these texts the intention of the
authors ‘through pious examination to frighten sincere Christians away from
Muhammadanism and hold them secure in the faith of Christ.’®® What Luther sees as

problematic in this aproach is that:

While they [Robert and Cusa] eagerly take pains to excerpt from the

Qur’an all the most base and absurd things that arouse hatred and can

% Martin Luther, ‘Preface to the Qur ‘an of Dr. Martin Luther, Professor of Theology And Pastor of the
Church at Wittenberg’ in: Sarah Henrich and James L. Boyce (Trans. and ed.), ‘Martin Luther — Translation
of Two Prefaces on Islam, Word & World, XV1, Number 2, Spring 1996, p.263.

% A medieval tract by a ‘Brother Richard’, later translated and published by Luther as Verlegung des
Alcoran Bruder Richardi, Prediger Ordens (1542).

% Ibid., p.258.

86 Ibid., p.258. Interestingly Nicholas of Cusa’s Cribatio Alkorani (‘the Sifting of the Qur’an, 1460), is
generally seen as one of the more irenic treatments of Islam, attempting as it does to ‘sift’ the Qur’an for
correspondaces to the gospels. See: Nancy Bishala, Creating East and West : Renaissance Humanists and
the Ottoman Turks (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004), who points out that Cusa
included in his work a reading of the Muslim paradise as a metaphor for ‘absolute bliss’ and of Muslim
denial of the cruxifixion as having its root in Islamic veneration of Jesus. Bishala also points out that Cusa
still condemns Muhammad for ‘sensuality, worldliness, dishonesty and use of force’ (p.145).
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move people to ill-will, at the same time they either pass over without

rebuttal or cover over the good things it contains.®’

In doing this, Luther asserts, the authors achieve ‘too little credibility or authority,
as it were cheapening their work either because of hatred of Turks or because of

their own lack of powers of refutation’.%

What Luther aims at, and what he sees the other polemics as missing, is the ability
to take into account what is attractive in Islam, and to understand thereby the
success of the religion, the role of his investigation being to penetrate this disguise
of virtue in order to reach the real matter beneath. Luther states that the Libellus

seems to present its case with ‘the highest degree of credibility’ as the author:

[...] relates details so as not only to recount the evils of the Turks but also
to exhibit alongside them the best things, and he presents them in such a

way that through comparison with those people he might reprove and

censure our own. 8

Luther highlights two common tropes in the representation of Islam, particularly
in travellers’ accounts; the elaborate nature of the ceremonies of Islam, often
compared by Protestants to the ceremonies of the Roman Church, and the level of
zeal demonstrated by Muslims towards to the performance of their religious

duties, both of which he views as being attractions to the potential convert.

% Ibid., p.258.
® Ibid., p.258.
¥ Ibid., p.258.
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Luther comments on how in the Libellus it can be seen that ‘the religion of the
Turks or Muhammad is far more splendid in ceremonies — and, I might almost
say, in customs — than ours,” a comment which is telling in itself, confusing as it

does, custom and religion. Luther goes on to state that the:

[...] modesty and simplicity of their food, clothing, dwellings, and
everything else, as well as the fasts, prayers and common gatherings of the

people that this book reveals are nowhere seen amongst us.*

Luther then claims that Christian monks would be ‘put to shame by the
miraculous and wondrous abstinence and discipline amongst their religious’ and

goes on to remark that:

[...] our religious are merely shadows when compared to them, and our
people clearly profane when compared to theirs. Not even true Christians,
not Christ himself, not the apostles or prophets ever exhibited so great a

display. *'

He concludes of this ‘display’, a vitally important word in the context of what
Luther is about to go on to say, that, ‘This is the reason why many persons so
easily depart from faith in Christ for Muhammadanism and adhere to it so
tenaciously.’? Luther here arrives at the primary purpose behind his sponsorship
of works on Islam such as the Libellus, and for his own interest in having a fuller

knowledge of the tenets of Islamic faith: to construct more effective and accurate

% Ibid., p.259.
%! Ibid., p.259.
%2 Ibid., p.259.
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apotropaic and polemic arguments in order to prevent Christians from being
impressed by the ‘display’ of Muslim religiosity and consequently ‘turning Turk’
and converting to Islam. The anxiety concerning conversion to Islam in early
modern Europe was considerable and in his approach to the analysis of Muslim
belief Luther demonstrates one of the principal tropes employed by Western
writers to explain the level of apostacy, of Christians ‘Turning Turk’: that of
deception, which along with the idea of ‘seduction’ by Islam, were seen as a

central reason for the defection of Christians to ‘Mahomet’s law.’**

Yet, as in many of his his other tracts, and in subsequent Protestant polemic
against Islam, there is a dual purpose to Luther’s arguments against Islam in the
preface to the Libellus. This tract provides an example of the new Protestant
reorientation of polemic on Islam to include a parallel attack on the Church of
Rome, a technique which would be utilised repeatedly throughout the works of
Protestant writers on Islam, forming one of the essential differences between

medieval and early modern works on the subject.

As he did in the tract On the War with the Turks (1529),°* Luther now moves from
a discussion which deals solely with the dangers, in this case the dangerous
attractions, of Islam, to one where he makes it clear what he means by ‘good

Christians’, and identifies who is at risk from the seductive and deceptive

9 As I will show later, these two ideas, along with the third feature of violent or forcible
conversion, were intimately connected with representations of Muhammad himself and his
methods in spreading Islam at the faith’s inception.

 See Appendix III, p.480.
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attractions of Islamic belief and ritual. He states that ‘I sincerely believe that no
papist, monk, cleric, or their equal in faith would be able to remain in their faith if

they should spend three days among the Turks.”®

Luther then embarks on a full-blooded attack on the Church of Rome, paralleling
its practices with those of Islam. He first remarks that it would be ‘only the
sincerely religious’ amongst the Catholics who would be attracted by the seeming

virtues of Islam and that:

The rest of the mob and the greater part of them, especially the Italians,
those swine from the band of Epicurus, who believe absolutely nothing,
are secure from every heresy and error, strong and invincible in their
Epicurian faith, armed as much against Christ as against Muhammad, or

against even their own pope.”

In this mordant observation Luther makes clear that ironically these members of
the Church of Rome are safe from the lures of Islam, only because they are lost
already. He then continues in his appeal to true believers by contrasting the
exterior religiosity of Islam and Catholicism with the doctrine of solo fides which

he propounded himself, stating that his intention is to show that:

The Christian religion is something other and more sublime than showy
ceremonies, tonsures, hoods, pale countenances, fasts, fEasts, canonical

hours, and that entire show of the Roman church throughout the world.”’

% Ibid., p.259.
% Ibid., p.259.
7 Ibid., p.259.
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Comparing this performativity, even theatricality, of the Catholic model of
religious observance with that of Islamic worship, Luther observes that ‘in all
these things the Turks are far superior’; he then concludes of the ‘Turks’ that
despite these shows of faith they are seriously deficient, indeed fundamentally
wrong, in their religion as, ‘they continue to deny and ardently persecute Christ,
no less than our papists deny and persecute him,’ using the question of the
Muslim denial of the incarnation and the perception of Catholic perversion of
‘true religion’, which Luther sees as tantamount to denial of Christ, to once again

equate the two faiths.”®

The power and persistence of this argument, based on the paralleling of the
exteriority and performativity of both Islam and Catholicism, can be seen in The
image of both churches (1570) by John Bale. Bale’s description of Catholic

ceremony states that:

The pope in his church hath ceremonies without number, none end is there
of their babbling prayers, their portases, bedes, temples, altars, songs,
howrs, bells, images, organs, ornaments, Iewels, lights, oilings, shavings

&c that a man would think they were the proctours of paradise. *°

% Ibid., p.259.

% John Bale, The image of both Churches after the most wonderfull and heauenly Reuelation of sainct lohn
the Euangelist, contayning a very fruitfull exposition or paraphrase vpon the same. Wherin it is conferred
with the other scriptures, and most auctorised histories. Compyled by Iohn Bale an exyle also in thys lyfe,
Jor the faithfull testimony of lesu. (London: Thomas East, c. 1570), Sig.B3. This is repeated verbatim in:
Henry Ainsworth, An animadversion to Mr Richard Clyftons advertisement Who under pretense of
answering Chr. Lawnes book, hath published an other mans private letter, with Mr Francis Iohnsons
answer therto. Which letter is here justified; the answer therto refuted: and the true causes of the
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He then turns to ‘Mahomet and his Church’, displaying the tendancy to describe
aspects of Muslim religion in Christian terms, which he describes as being

‘plenteous also in holy observations’, relating how Muslims:

[...] wash themselves oft, frequent their temples, pray five tymes in the
day, they reverently incline, they lye prostrate on the ground, they
fervently cal to God, they absteyn from wyne, they abhor Idolles, they hate

them that are proude, and commend all sobernesse.'®

Although correctly identifying what would have been seen as positive aspects
here, the abhorrence of idolatry and the abstinence from alcohol, Bale makes no
further comment on this, instead going on to link ‘Mahomet’ and the pope
together through the Biblical prophecy of Daniel, saying that ‘Daniel maketh
these two but one, because they are both one wicked spirit.’'®' Bale then goes on
with his comparison, noticeably placing the Pope and ‘Mahomet’ in the same

temporal space through use of the present tense, stating that:

The Pope Maketh his boast, that he is the High Preist, he is of equal power

with Peter, he cannot err, he is the head and spouse of the Church [...]

lamentable breach that hath lately fallen out in the English exiled Church at Amsterdam, manifested, by
Henry Ainsworth (London: 1613), p.106.

'% Ibid., p.106.

' The reading of Islam through the book of Daniel connected Muhammad, and subsequently the Ottoman
Turks, with the ‘fourth beast’ which would be “a fourth kingdom upon earth, which shall be diverse from
all the kingdoms and shall devour the whole earth, and shall tread it down and break it in pieces’ (Daniel
7:23). Muhammad was seen as the figure following the ‘ten kings’ who would ‘speak words against the
Most High, and shall wear out the saints of the Most High’ and also ‘change the times and the law’ (Daniel
7:25). Amongst other text this reading occurs in Niels Hemmingsen’s Faith of the Church Militant (1581),
pp.77-8, and in William Biddulph’s The travels of certaine Englishmen, 1609 (in Kenneth Parker, Early
Modern Tales of Orient: A Critical Anthology (London: Routledge, 1999), p.92).
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Mahomet braggeth also that he is that great Prophet, the promised Messias,

the Apostle of both testaments.'%?

Here Bale demonstrates another common confusion which will be seen later in the
detailed analysis of the polemic biography, and which seems to arise from the
conflating of the position of Muhammad in Islam with that of Jesus Christ in
Christianity - the idea of Muhammad as a Messiah. He then goes on to outline an
important aspect of the ‘seductive’ nature of Islam in its inclusion of the

veneration of Christ as a prophet, stating that of ‘Mahomet’ that:

He is wel contented that Christ be an holy Prophet, and a most worthy
creature, yea the word of God, the sowl of God, and the spirit of God,

conceived of the Holy Ghost, but he wil in no case grant him to be the Son

of God, nor that he dyed here for mans redemption.'®

This is, of course, one of the most important theological dividing lines between
Islam and Christianity: the status of Jesus. In the discussion of Muhammad’s
‘framing’ of his law, particularly in league with his, wholly fictional, collaborator
Sergius, this aspect of Christian readings of Islamic belief will be discussed later
in relation to Muhammad’s intention to deceive and seduce potential Christian
converts. Bale also adds to this confused concordance between Islam and
Catholicism the idea that ‘Both these two mainteyners of mischief allow Moses

law, the Psalter, the Prophets, and the Gospel.”'*®

12 Ibid., Sig.B3.
' Ibid., Sig.B3.
1% Ibid., Sig.B3.
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Bale demonstrates here a deformed understanding of the religious texts allowed in
Islam, but does not take long before arriving at his principal point regarding the
relationship with Old and New Testament scripture for both Muslims and
Catholics, stating that even though, as he understands it, they ‘commend them,
advance them, sing them, read them, honour them,’ this is made meaningless

through an extra-scriptural supercessionism in which:

[...] they have their own filthy lawes preferred above them, the Pope his
execrable decrees, and Mahomet his wicked Alkoran: ells wil they murther

men without measure.'%

Bale’s conclusion is ultimately the same as Luther’s regarding the contradiction
between the exterior show, the apparent goodness, of Islam and Catholicism and
the reality, which is a perversion of true faith which they will ‘murther’ to
maintain, meaning that, ‘Thus though they outwardly appear very vertuous, yet
are they the malignant Ministers of Satan, denying the Lord which hath redemed
them.”'% The central matter of the denial of Jesus’ divinity, the result of the
Muslim belief that the one unforgiveable sin is shirk or association of any being
with the godhead, can be seen clearly stated in these examples from Sura 5 (4/-

Ma’ida, The Table):

Those who say that Allah is the Messiah, son of Mary, are unbelievers.
The Messiah said: “O Children of Israel, worship Allah, my Lord and your
Lord. Surely, he who associates other gods with Allah, Allah forbids him

' Ibid., Sig.B3.
1% Ibid., Sig.B3.
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access to Paradise and his dwelling is Hell. The evildoers have no

supporters!” (5:72)

And Sura 18 (4/-Kahf, the Cave):

And to warn those who say: “Allah has taken a son.”
They have no knowledge thereof, nor do their fathers. What a dreadful
word, that comes out of their mouths! They only utter a lie. (18: 4-5)

This essential theological divide will be seen to underlie and inform all other
readings of Islamic belief, a feature of Islamic theology which for Western
Christian commentators in the early modern period, as in the Middle Ages, made
any other accusation leveled against Islam, and of the behaviours of both
Muhammad and Muslim believers, potentially believable. Essentially, for
commentators on both the Islamic and Christian sides, the belief of the other in
these central, yet diametrically opposed, articles of faith made, and indeed for
some still makes, the believer in the other position guilty of the most heinous

blasphemy and perversion of religion.
Luther, in his preface to the Libellus, goes on to extend his comparison of the
parallel exteriority of the virtues of Catholicism and Islam to the matter of

behaviours as represented by ‘good works’, expressing the hope that Catholics:

May [...] finally then grasp this truth, namely that the Christian religion is

by far something other than good customs or good works. For this book
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shows that the Turks are far superior to our Christians in these things as

well. 97

In coupling together Islam and Catholicism through the exteriority and performability of
their faith Luther makes it clear that in his opinion it is impossible for a Catholic

theologian to refute Islam effectively and states that:

If it should come to the point of arguing about religion, the whole papistry,
with all its trappings would fall. Nor would they be able to defend their
own faith and at the same time refute the faith of Muhammad, since then
they would have to refute those things that they themselves most approve

and for which they most strive. '*®

In sharing religions of externality, performance and extra-scriptural foundations,
Islam and Catholicism are made to mirror each other and to form dual enemies to
‘true’ religion. Luther is able to move on from this depiction of the deceptive
virtue of the Turks to indulge in more straightforwardly abusive commentary,
remarking that there are no doubt ‘many base and absurd things to be seen among
the Turks’ and collapses the temporal space between the authorship of the
Libellus and his own time by commenting that these ‘absurdities’ are, ‘likely of
the same sort as the ones this book describes before the capture of
Constantinople,”'” demonstrating the atemporal approach to Islam and its

cultures as unchanging in their essence.

17 Luther, Two Prefaces, p.259.
' Ibid., p.260.
' Ibid., p.261.
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Luther then adds urgency to his argument and draws attention to the immediate
peril facing Christendom, revealing that his purpose in publishing the Libellus is
‘to anticipate and prevent the scandal of the Muhammadans. Since we have the
Turk and his religion at our very doorstep, our people must be warned.” Luther

fears that unless such a warning is effectively issued Christians will convert:

[...] either moved by the splendour of the Turkish religion and the external
appearance of their customs, or offended by the meager display of our own

faith or the deformity of our customs...

This leads them, seduced or deceived by the exterior show of Islamic faith and the
apparent ‘virtues’ of the Turks, to ‘deny Christ and follow Muhammad.’'"°
Ultimately Luther comes back to the familiar opposition to Islam over the matter
of the incarnation, stating that ‘Muhammad denies that Christ is the son of God’
and so goes on to outline the corollaries of this fundamental error, employing
rhetorical repetitio, that in the matter of the other central Christian beliefs

Muhammad also:

[...] denies that he arose from our life, denies that by faith in him our sins
are forgiven and we are justified [the central tenet of Luther’s theology],
denies that he will come to judge the living and the dead (though he does
believe in the resurrection of the dead and the day of judgement), denies

the Holy Spirit, and denies the gifts of the Spirit.'!!

"% 1bid., p.261.
" Ibid., p.262.
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It is by these articles of faith which Luther asserts the Christian community ‘must be
fortified against the ceremonies of Muhammad’ and that ‘With these weapons his
Qur'an must be refuted.’''? It is these aspects of the solo fides mode of theology that
Luther asserts against the exteriority and ritual which ‘The Turks and the papists may
be radiant in,” while at the same time being ‘void of true faith and filled alike with
other most disgraceful crimes, abominable before God and hateful among people.”'"?

The direct corollary of misbelief is identified once again as being the manifested

behaviours, particularly the deviant acts, of its adherents.

Luther hopes at the end of his preface to the Libellus, ‘if I ever get my hands on that
Muhammad and his Qur’an’, that he will be able to say more on the matter, and in his
preface to the Bibliander edition of 1546 he does just that. Luther locates his attempt at
analysing the Qur ’an in the context of the refutation of other erroneous faiths, stating

that:

As | have written against the idols of the Jews and the papists, and will
continue to do so to the extent that it is granted to me, so also have I begun
to refute the pernicious beliefs of Muhammad, and I will continue to do so

at more length, '

In doing this he places himself within the refutational tradition of the Church fathers

and men such as Peter the Venerable, who also came to the study of Islam after

"2 1bid., p.262.
"3 1bid., p.262.
" bid., p.263.
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completing polemic analyses of the Jews and of the Petrebrusian heresy.''® This
contextualising of the dissemination and examination of Qur’anic material within this
tradition acted as a defence against accusations of occasioning danger by exposing the
world to possible corruption. This same defence was used by William Bedwell in the
preface ‘to the Christian Reader’ in his Mohammedis imposturae (1615), which, in its
lengthy subtitle, presents a classic example of polemic purpose being stated from the
outset of a work. Bedwell’s text, which claims to be a translation of ‘a conference had
betweene two Mohametans, in their returne from Mecha. Written long since in

Arabicke’, makes clear its trajectory in this subtitle, which evinces itself to be:

A discouery of the manifold forgeries, falshoods, and horrible impieties of

the blasphemous seducer Mohammed with a demonstration of the
116

insufficiencie of his law, contained in the cursed Alkoran.
Again here there can be seen the representation of Muhammad as ‘seducer’, already
highlighted earlier. Bedwell’s book also included a section, befitting the work of
England’s leading Arabist, called the ‘Arabian trudgman’ for ‘interpreting certaine
Arabicke termes vsed by historians’, and also contained a breakdown of the suras of
the Qur 'an which the title states is included ‘for the vnderstanding of the confutations

of that booke’ - ‘understanding’ and ‘confutation’ clearly being indivisible to a

"5 For a detailed analysis of Peter the Venerable and the Cluniac translation of the Qur'an see: James
Kritzeck, Peter the Venerable and Islam (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1964).

"¢ William Bedwell, Mohammedis imposturae: that is, A discouery of the manifold forgeries, falshoods,
and horrible impieties of the blasphemous seducer Mohammed with a demonstration of the insufficiencie of
his law, contained in the cursed Alkoran,; deliuered in a conference had betweene two Mohametans, in their
returne from Mecha. Written long since in Arabicke, and now done into English by William Bedwell.
Whereunto is annexed the Arabian trudgman, interpreting certaine Arabicke termes vsed by historians:
together with an index of the chapters of the Alkoran, for the vnderstanding of the confutations of that
booke (London: 1615).
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Christian examination of the book. Bedwell pre-empts criticism which might be

levelled at the dissemination of Islamic material by observing that:

If any man shall obiect and say, as the consistorie of Rome did by the

Talmud, That it were better that such foolish fables and blasphemies were

concealed and vtterly suppressed, then made publike and common to all'!’

he would answer that in doing do he had ‘done no more, nay not so much, as the ancient
Fathers, Tertullian, Irenaeus, Epiphanius, Augustine, and others, who haue taken vpon
them to confute the errors and opinions of Heretiks, haue done’. Here Bedwell places
himself within the medieval tradition on Islam, which viewed the faith as just such a
‘heresy’, a trope which although still in use, became less common in the early modern

period. He goes on to say of disseminating Islamic material that:

[...] in the Alkoran, saith a learned Diuine, there is no one opinion so
impious & wicked, which may not be found in the bookes of those writers
which I haue before spoken of; to wit, Irenaeus, Tertullian, the
Ecclesiasticall historians, Epiphanius, Philastrius, and Augustine; whose

bookes do breed well nere as oft as conies.''®

Bedwell also claims that in the production of these texts, ‘printers do thereby reape no
small gaines and withall do deserue very well of all good students’. Bedwell also claims
that there are ‘Some things also, in the discoueries of old heresies, are met withall, more

absurd and grosse, then the Alkoran doth afford any.’''® In taking this line Bedwell

"' Ibid., Sig.A3.
"% Ibid., Sig.A3.
" Ibid., Sig.A3.
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manages to incorporate the Qur ‘an into the tradition of heretical opinions, thereby both
condemning it and diffusing controversy over the controversial reproduction of its
content. Also, by locating the examination of the Qur ‘an within the Patristic exegetic
tradition of refuting these hereies, he validates the enterprise as a necessary defence of

Christian truth.

In his preface to the 1543 Bibliander Qur 'aGn Luther also sets out to defend the
examination and dissemination of the Qur ‘an and Islamic materials. Luther suggests
that in creating effective polemic against Islam, just as he has done with the ‘Jews and
papists’, it is ‘useful to study closely the writings of Muhammad himself* and states
that:

Accordingly, I have wanted to get a look at a complete text of the Qur ‘an.
I do not doubt that the more other pious and learned persons read these

writings, the more the errors and the name of Muhammad will be

refuted'?°

For Luther, as for later commentators, access to the Qur ‘an can only have one effect
for the ‘pious and learned’ reader: that of more effectively and fully condemning
Islam. For, as Luther goes on to say, once again linking Antisemitism to his Anti-

Islamic polemic:

Just as the folly, or rather madness, of the Jews is more easily observed
once their hidden secrets have been brought out in the open, so once the

book of Muhammad has been made public and thoroughly examined in all

120 1bid., p.263.
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its parts, all pious persons will more easily comprehend the insanity and

wiles of the devil and will be more easily able to refute them.'?!

In this schema there is no possibility whatsoever of an objective approach to the
Qur’an or to Islam, for Luther ‘understanding’ of the text equates directly with
refutation and, as he states, ‘This is the reason that has moved me to wish to publish

this book.’'??

Luther also attempts to answer concerns about the potential danger that through the
dissemination of the Qur ‘an ‘weak minds may be corrupted as it were by an infection
and turned from Christ’.'>® Here Luther employs the trope of Islam as ‘infection’,
which alongside the previously mentioned ideas of ‘seduction’ and ‘deception,” was a
common device in representing the spread of Islam, with Islam being figured as
creeping pathogen swallowing the Christian world. Luther answers this concern with a
rhetorical appeal to the convictions of true Christians, who he believes will easily

recognize the manifest falsity of Islam as he hopes:

[...] there be none so infirm in the church of God that they do not have
this conviction fixed in their mind, that [...] it is patently impossible that
any religion or doctrine about the worship or invocation of God be true

that utterly rejects the prophetic and apostolic writings.'**

Here again it is an appeal to the extra-scriptural nature of Islam that forms the

keystone of Luther’s analysis. The statements within the Qur ‘an which firmly locate

2! 1bid., p.263.
'22 Ibid., p.263.
'3 Ibid., p.263
124 1bid., p.264.
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Muhammad within the traditions of the Prophets, where he is repreatedly refered to as
the ‘reminder’ and not a figure creating a faith de novo, are meaningless to Luther as
they do not derive from what he views as the transcendental and universal biblical

texts.

Of course, Islamic rejection of the Christian gospels as ‘corrupted’ would have been
anathema to Luther, as to other early modern Christians, but in this preface Luther,
who has presumably read the Qur 'an by this time, seems to work against the clear
statements in the which locate it within the Abrahmic prophetic tradition - statements
such as that in Sura 2 (4/-Bagara, The Cow), which commands that Muslims are to

state in answer to Jews and Christians who want them to convert that:

We believe in Allah, in what has been revealed to us, what was revealed to
Abraham, Isma’il [Ishmael], Ishaq [Isaac], Jacob and the Tribes, and in
what was imparted to Moses, Jesus and the other prophets from their Lord,
making no distinction between any of them, and to Him we submit.

(2:135)

Luther, conversely, states that ‘Muhammad acknowledges [...] that he is devising a
new belief that dissents from the prophets and apostles’ and moves from this point into
a conflation of Islam with the polytheism of Ancient civilisations, compelling the
faithful, in the light of Muhammad’s rejection of the holy texts of Christianity, to

reject his ‘new’ faith as they have other erroneous faiths which came before:

71



Therefore, as you firmly repudiate the beliefs of the Egyptians, who
worship cats and of the Arabians who worshipped dogs, so you shall
denounce this new creation of Muhammad, because he himself openly
admits that he does not embrace the teachings of the prophets and the

apostles'?

It is interesting here that Luther chooses to connect Islam to the ancient beliefs of
Muhammad’s own people, the Arabs, and also to that of the Egyptians, so giving
Islam a place within the tradition of Oriental and African paganism, in which it seems
to figure as a natural successor. Strangely, in his next statement Luther seems to echo
the words of the Qur ‘an when he states that ‘the only true religion is that which was
from the beginning handed on by God, with clear testimonies, through the prophets
and apostles’, which, ironically, would be exactly the view Muslims would take
towards Islam. Of course, the radical difference between the positions of the two
faiths is the status of the texts which form the keystone of their revelatory and
theological traditions: the Qur ’an and the Bible, and particularly the opposing ways in
which they view the figure of Jesus. Luther, as with all other early modern Christians
(and indeed those after), could never accept the Qur’an as a revelatory text, being a
book which they saw as perverting and supplementing what they viewed as the already
complete text of the Bible and denying the divinity of Jesus, any more than Muslims

could accept the Christian Bible as a truthful record of the life and status of Jesus.

Luther concludes his preface to the Bibliander Qur ‘an with an apocalyptic rallying call

to true Christians to ‘fight on all fronts against the ranks of the devil’. He lists the

1% Luther, Prefaces, p.264.
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‘varied enemies’ against whom Chistians are already engaged, including the usual
suspects of ‘Papist defenders of idolatry’ and ‘the Jews’, but also referring to the new
menace of extreme Protestants such as ‘the multifarious monstrosities of the
Anabaptists’ and also the Spanish antitrinitarian theologian Servetus (whose ideas on
the pagan nature of the Trinity were frequently compared to Islamic concepts on the
incarnation). He ends by exhorting Christians that, just as they had opposed these
enemies, they should ‘now prepare [...] against Muhammad.’'?® To this end he makes
another clear statement of his reasons for sponsoring the publication of the Qur ’an,
observing that it is impossible to comment on ‘matters that are still outside our

knowledge; and that:

Therefore, it is of value for the learned to read the writings of the enemy in
order to refute them more keenly, to cut them to pieces and overturn them,

in order that they might be able to bring some to safety, or certainly to

fortify our people with more sturdy arguments.127

The Bibliander Qur ‘an would have, in all probability, been the only possibility
available to an English reader to examine for themselves the contents of the holy book
of Islam until the publication in 1649 of Alexander Ross’s The Alcoran of Mahomet
which, as disussed earlier,'?® was translated not from an an Arabic original but from
the French translation of Du Ryer’s French edition. As Ross put it himself in prefatory

section included in the 1688 edition entitled ‘A needful Caveat or Admonition for

126 1bid., p.266.
"7 Ibid., p.266.
128 See above. p.54.
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them who desire to know what use may be made of,, or if there be danger in reading

the Alcoran’:

[...] the great Arabian Impostor now at last after a thousand years, is by
the way of France arrived in England, and his Alcoran, or gallimaufry of
Errors, (a Brat as deformed as the Parent, and as full of Heresies, as his

scald head was of scurf) hath learned to speak English.'*’

This linking of the theological ‘deformity’ of the Qur ’an to the theological ‘deformity’
of the ‘Imposter’ Muhammad is a common trope, as already discussed; but here Ross
goes further and attributes to Muhammad physical deformity in the form of a scabrous
(‘scald’) head caused by scurvy (‘scurf’). This was a far less common technique, as
little was generally said about Muhammad’s appearance in the polemic biographies.
One example of a physical description of Muhammad can be found in Thomas
Newton’s A notable historie of the Saracens (1575), where Muhammad, labeled by

Newton in his title as ‘their first péeuish prophet’, is described as being:

[...] of a meane stature, bigge headded, somwhat broune complexioned,
chéerefully countenaunced and liuely coloured, a long bearde, and yet not
hoare: because alwayes as it beganne to waxe graye, with oyntmentes he

altered it: his visage and looke was graue and portly, pretending a kynde

129 Alexander Ross, The Alcoran of Mahomet, translated out of Arabick into French, by the Sieur Du Ryer,
Lord of Malezair, and resident for the French king, at Alexandria. And newly Englished, for the satisfaction
of all that desire to look into the Turkish vanities. To which is prefixed, the life of Mahomet, the prophet of
the Turks, and author of the Alcoran. With A needful caveat, or admonition, for them who desire to know
what use may be made of, or if there be danger in reading the Alcoran (London: Randal Taylor, 1688), no
page numbers in text. Although not included in the first edition of 1649, the inclusion of this ‘Caveat’ in the
1688 edition serves to demonstrate the persistence of these ideas throughout the early modern period.
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of Maiestie ioyned wyth gentlenesse and curtesie, hys legges very well

proportioned...'*

Although this is a somewhat more positive image on first reading than that presented
by Ross, there is still the suggestion of the deceitful nature of Muhammad in his
dyeing of his hair and in his ‘pretending’ Majesty. Newton also goes on to qualify his
description with a comment that although Muhammad was ‘in talke verie curteous, in
mynde and body both stoute, stronge and venturous, quicke and prompte of witte’, the
description of Muhammad’s intelligence and inventiveness also being a common
feature of many of the polemic biographies, he was ‘the same (as Salust writeth of
Catiline) wicked and disposed to all mischiefe, bolde, hardie, and suche a one that
cared for no perilles.”'*' Ross also makes sure to add that Muhammad was “also a
déepe counterfeytor and dissembler in euerye matter, but by nature verie eloquent
withall’, making it clear that even though aspects of Muhammad’s physical
appearance may be attractive, these only acted as a disguise for his true iniquity, in a

similar manner to Luther’s attitude towards the appearance and reality of Islam itself.

In his introduction to his Qur ‘an Ross possibly derived his description of the prophet
from George Sandys Relation of a Journey, who describes Muhammad in the

following terms:

0 Thomas Newton, A notable historie of the Saracens Briefly and faithfully descrybing the originall
beginning, continuaunce and successe aswell of the Saracens, as also of Turkes, Souldans, Mamalukes,
Assassines, Tartarians and Sophians. With a discourse of their affaires and actes from the byrthe of
Mahomet their first péeuish prophet and founder for 700 yéeres space. VVhereunto is annexed a
compendious chronycle of all their yeerely exploytes, from the sayde Mahomets time tyll this present yeere
of grace. 1575, (London: 1575), p.3.

B! Ibid., pp.3-4.
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Meane of stature he was, & evill proportioned: having ever a scald head,
which (as some say) made him wear a white shash continually; now worn

by his sectaries'*?

The description has Sandys making the incredible suggestion that the wearing of
turbans by Muslims originates in the emulation of Muhammad’s use of a white sash to
cover his diseased scalp. The connection between physical deformity, disease and
spiritual and moral turpitude was a common one in medieval and renaissance writings,
and although little mention was made of Muhammad’s appearance in the polemic
biographies, many included references to Muhammad as an epileptic (with all its
contemporary associations with demonic possession) or as being otherwise diseased

through his dissolute lifestyle.

Indeed, Ross makes a clear connection between the Qur ’an and monstrosity, where in

describing his reasons for publishing the edition he states that:

I suppose this piece is exposed by the Translator to the publick view, no
otherwise than some Monster brought out of Africa, for people to gaze,
not to dote upon; and as the sight of a Monster or mishapen creature

should induce the beholder to praise God, who hath not made him such'?*’

In advancing this racialised slur, connecting the physical description of Muhammad with

what he goes on to call ‘this mishapen issue of Mahomet's brain,” Ross puts forward his

32 George, Sandys, A relation of a iourney begun an: Dom: 1610 Foure bookes. Containing a description
of the Turkish Empire, of AEgypt, of the Holy Land, of the remote parts of Italy, and ilands adioyning,
(London: [by Richard Field] for W: Barrett, 1615), p.53.

' Ross, Alcoran, no page.
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belief that just as the viewing of the monstrous African should make the European viewer

greatful to God for their own appearance:

[...] so should the reading of this Alcoran excite us both to bless God's
goodness towards us in this Land, who enjoy the glorious light of the
Gospel, and behold the truth in the beauty of holiness; as also to admire
God's Judgments, who suffers so many Countreys to be blinded and

inslaved...

making it clear that, in his view, a reading of the Qur 'an by a good Christian can only
serve to reinforce their sense of religious rectitude and, by association in this instance,

racial and national superiority over the Islamic ‘Other’.

The very subtitle of Ross’s Qur ’an identifies his purpose in producing the translation,
stating that it is ‘for the satisfaction of all that desire to look into the Turkish vanities’ ;
the subtitle also advertises its inclusion of ‘the life of Mahomet, the prophet of the Turks,
and author of the Alcoran’, demonstrating again the status of the Turks as the synecdoche
of Islam and connecting them intimately with the details which will be included in this
‘life’, which provides a particularly lurid example of the genre of polemic biography,
aimed partly, as usual in this tradition, at discrediting the ‘author’ of the Qur’'an and
consequently disproving his revelation. The tenacious survival of these ideas throughout
the Reformation period can be seen in the fact that the purposes outlined by Ross for his
translation and publication of the Qur ‘an, although more than one hundred years after the
Latin edition of Luther and Bibliander, are practically identitical. The difference comes

only in other religious groupings whom Ross choses to castigate in parallel with Islam.
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For Luther it was the Catholic Church and sects such the Anabaptists; for Ross, a High
Church Anglican at the time of the English Revolution, it was the new radical Protestant

sects of the Interregnum government.

In his preface to the ‘Christian Reader’ Ross again outlines clearly his purpose in

producing this edition of the Qur’an, stating that:

THERE being so many Sects and Heresies banded together against the
Truth, finding that of Mahomet wanting to the Muster, I thought good to

bring it to their Colours, that so viewing thine enemies in their full body,
134

thou maist the better prepare to encounter, and I hope overcome them.
In this statement of intentention Ross can clearly be seen to echo the intentions of
Luther in sponsoring the Bibliander edition of 1546, and indeed the intentions of
earlier publicisers of translations such as Peter the Venerable: that of facilitating more
effective refutation through exposure and dissemination. Ross swiftly moves to allay
any fears about the possible danger of corruption of Christian belief by publishing the
Qur’an, assuring his Christian reader that although ‘It may happily startle thee, to find
him so to speak English, as if he had made some Conquest on the Nation’, the truth is

that even given the new ability of Muhammad to ‘speak’ to them:

[...] thou wilt soon reject that fear, if thou consider that this his Alcoran,
(the Ground-work of the Turkish Religion) hath been already translated

into almost all Languages in Christendom, (at IEast, the most general, as

134 Ross, The Alcoran (1649 edition), Sig.A2.
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the Latin, Italian, French, &c.) yet never gained any Proselyte, where the

Sword, its most forcible, and strongest argument hath not prevailed'*’

Ross reinforces the idea of Islam as a religion of violence and of its spread through
conquest and compulsion of the vanquished, an idea which will be discussed at greater
length in a later section of this thesis. Ross even goes on to state that Muslims themselves
are unable to find any other justification for their faith aside from a providential argument

based on expansion through conquest, describing how:

[...] the greatest Doctors of their Religion have never alledged any thing
for the truth thereof; but the success of their Wars, and greatness of their
Empire, than which nothing is more fallacious: for that which both in
former, and these latter Ages hath been common to the bad with the good,
cannot be a certain evidence of the justice of a Cause, or the truth of

Religion.'*

For Ross, as for other early modern commentators, there was a need to justify the truth
and superiority of Christianity, most particularly their own version of the faith, in face
of Muslims’ conquest and empire. Not to do so would otherwise result in a reading of
the geo-political situation as a providential confirmation of the truth of Islam, as Ross
suggests is the contention of Muslim authorities. This need to contextualise and
diffuse this potential view of Islamic military success runs through many of the texts
examined in this thesis, and is evident in the frequent need for the retreat into an

eschatological view of history, discussed earlier, with its felos of Christian victory

35 Ibid, Sig.A2-3.
1% Ibid., Sig.A3.
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grounded in the Millenial belief in the return of Christ, or into a representation of

Muslim success as a providential punishment for Christian sin.

Ross goes on to discuss the way in which he believed the Qur’an to be disseminated
and its ideas in the transmitted, within in Muslim world. He firstly observes the absurd
content of the Qur ‘an which, he assures the Christian reader, they will find ‘rude’ and
‘farced with contradictions, blasphemies, obscene speeches, and ridiculous fables’,
noting that even ‘modest, and more rational Mahometans’ have ‘excused’ it,
commenting that ‘their Prophet wrote an hundred and twenty thousand sayings,
whereof three thousand only are good’. Yet despite what he perceives to be the nature
of the content of Qur 'an and the identification of the nature of this content by even
‘modest’ and ‘rational’ Muslims, Ross goes on to describe the way that within Islam

the Qur'an is:

[...] esteemed so sacred, that upon the Cover thereof is inscribed - Let

none touch it but he who is clean. Nor are the vulgar permitted to read it,
37

but live and die in an implicite faith of what their Priests deliver.. A
From this perception of the Qur ‘an as a restricted text Ross moves to conclude, citing
the example of the Dutch humanist and jurist Hugo Grotius (Huig de Groot) that this
holding back of the text from the ‘vulgar’, as from non-Muslims, is ‘is a manifest
argument of its iniquity: For that Merchandise may justly be suspected, which will not

be sold, unless unseen.’'*® This argument fed into the frequently repeated polemic

7 Ibid., Sig.A3.
"% Ibid., Sig.A3.
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accusations leveled at Islam as being a religion opposed to reason and discussion,
evidenced by what was perceived as an unwillingness or even blanket prohibition of
the debating of its tenets or examination of its texts by Muslims and non-Muslims

alike.

This prohibition of reasoned analysis of the Qur ’an leads Ross to conclude that as ‘all
Men are not alike perspicacious in the knowledge, and discerning of things’, this had
led to conversions to Islam as, ‘some by arrogancy, and vain conceit of themselves,
others by affection; Some by custom’ have been ‘drawn into error’,'* setting out very
narrow terms for conversion outside the principal cause of compulsion through
violence. Yet Ross also points to the hope of conversion for those fallen into ‘error’,

stating that the condition of the ‘Mahometans’ is not an irreparable one, making it

clear to his Christian readership that:

[...] should we believe that the way to eternal life cannot be understood by
them, who without any respect of profit or preferment, seek it, submitting

themselves, with all they have, to God, imploring his assistance, we should

sin against his infinite goodness.'*

Ross then draws parallels between the actions of the ‘Turks’ in forbidding reasoned
analysis with that of the new radical Protestant Commonwealth government in attempting

to suppress the publication of his edition of the Qur ‘an.

% Ibid., Sig.A4.
"0 Ibid., Sig.A4.
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As Nabil Matar has detailed,'*' as soon as there was a realisation that the Qur ‘an was
going to be published in England it was reported by a Colonel Anthony Weldon, resulting

in the actions reported to the House of Commons on 21 March 1649 that:

[...] the Serjeant at Arms did apprehend the Printer of the Turkish
Alcoran, licensed by Dr. Downeham; and hath seized the Books; Ordered,
That it be referred to the Council of State, further to examine the Matter;
and to discharge the Prisoner, or continue him in Prison, as they shall find
Cause; and to take what further Order they shall think fit for the
Suppressing of the Books, and further Imprinting of them.'*

As Matar goes on to observe, there is no evidence for any proceedings against Ross
and the Commonwealth’s voting of toleration of other religions, including Islam, in
the name of commerce meant that there was already a Muslim prescence in Britain.
Matar concludes that whatever the motivations for the suppression of the texts these
were eventually set aside or ignored as Ross’s Qur ’an was printed and released on 7

May 1649.'*

In Ross’s prefatory section addressing his idealised ‘Christian Reader’ he demonstrates
the common trope of combining anti-Islamic polemic with criticism of Christian error,
observing that this suppression has been the work of those ‘conscious of their own
instability in Religion, and of theirs (too like Turks in this) whose prosperity and opinions

they follow, were unwilling this should see the Press.’'* This example of the

14! Nabil Matar, ‘Alexander Ross and the First English Translation of the Qur’an’, The Muslim World, 88,
1988, pp.81-92.

"2 Journal of the House of Commons: Volume 6: 1648-1651 (1802), pp. 169-71.

143 Matar, ‘Alexander Ross...", p.83.

144 Ross, Alcoran., Sig.A4.
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internalisation of anti-Islamic polemic and its redeployment in intra-Christian controversy
leads to a situation where Ross is confident that in the case of his Christian reader, ‘if
thou hast been so true a votary to orthodox Religion [i.e. the Anglican Chruch], as to keep
thy self untainted of their [the Commonwealth Radicals] follies, this [the Qur 'an] shall

not hurt thee’, but makes it clear that:

[...] as for those of that Batch, having once abandoned the Sun of the
Gospel, I believe they will wander as far into utter darkness, by following

strange lights, as by this Ignis Fatuus of the Alcoran.'*?

The ‘Batch’, here meaning the radical Puritans of the Commonwealth government, are
shown to be already lost by persuing their own extra-Biblical theology (their ‘strange
lights’)'*6, and in a similar way to the faithless Catholics of Luther’s preface to
Bibliander’s Qur ‘an are at less risk from the publication and reading of the contents of

the Qur 'an than from their own heretical approach to religion.

Other texts of the period which include discussions of Islam and Muhammad are equally
explicit in expressing their polemic purpose and in stating their approach to the subject.
John Foxe, in the second edition of his Acts and Monuments (1570), states that ‘The

prodigious vanities, lies, and blasphemies contained in this law called Alcoran, are rather

' Ibid., Sig.Ad.
146 A detailed examination of the radical religious ideas current during the English Revolution can be found
in Christopher Hill’s The World Turned Upside Down (London: Penguin, 1991 (1972)).
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to be laughed at than recited,”'*’ showing that in his view the Qur 'an is not worthy of
serious investigation at all. Thomas Roger’s translation of Lutheran professor of theology
at the University of Copenhagen Neils Hemmingsen’s The faith of the church militant
(1581) places its investigation of Islam under the heading ¢ Against Mahomet, or the

Turkes, who take vpon them to be the true Church, and yet are not,’ 148

once again
demonstrating the direct conflation of Muhammad with the Turks as interchangeable
terms, as well as a pre-emptive statement of the falsity of Islam. The text describes itself

in its subtitle as:

A treatise written as to the instruction of the ignorant in the groundes of

religion, so to the confutation of the lewes, the Turkes, atheists, Papists,
9

heretiks, and al other aduersaries of the trueth whatsoeuer...'*
So providing an example of the regular conflation, or parallel treatment, by
Protestant authors of Islam, atheism, Catholicism and Judaism, a feature which,
as I will show when dealing with the beliefs contained in the polemic biographies
regarding the nature of Muhammad’s prophethood, the composition of the
Qur’an and the subsequent nature of Islamic belief, was often personified by the

personality and career of Muhammad himself.

147 John Foxe, Acts and Monuments, p-21.

148 Neils Hemmingsen, Thomas Rogers (trans), The faith of the church militant moste effectualie described
in this exposition of the 84. Psalme, by that reuerend pastor, and publike professor of Gods word, in the
Jamous vniuersitie of Hassine in Denmarke, Nicholas Hemmingius. A treatise written as to the instruction
of the ignorant in the groundes of religion, so to the confutation of the lewes, the Turkes, atheists, Papists,
heretiks, and al other aduersaries of the trueth whatsoeuer. Translated out of Latine into English, &c. by
Thomas Rogers (London: 1581), p.76.

' Ibid., p.76.
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The intention and methodology of Hemmingsen’s text is clearly laid out when he states
that ‘I thinke it not amisse to examine these pointes’, and makes a list of the points he

will cover:

1. What prophecies haue gone before of this sect; 2, What was the

occasion thereof; 3, Who was the auctor; 4, What companions he had; 5,

Howe it increased & was confirmed; 6, What lawes it hath; 7, what fables

are mixed to their guile & deceitfulnes; 8, What maner of Paradise it

promiseth to ye fauorers; 9, By what arguments the impietie of Mahomet

may be refuted; 10, And finalie, how the mindes of men may be comforted

against the rage of satan ranging so in ye world.'*
Hemmingsen covers the familiar ground of deception, Muhammad as ‘author’ and the
nature of the Muslim paradise in the project of encouraging refutation and providing
comfort in the face of the threat of Islam. This sense of threat is reiterated in the text
when Hemmingsen describes how ‘more daylie their sect doeth increase, and godlinesse
decrease in manie, who had rather be counted than be godlie indeed,” using the method of
employing the threat of Islam to castigate error in Christian belief, such as the ‘Epicures’
(a term often used by Luther to describe the Church in Rome) who ‘fondlie doe reason of

religion.” In the context of this weakening of faith amongst Christians, to the advantage

of the Turks, Hemmingsen states that to combat this:

I thinke it good to admonish the yonger sort concerning the Turkish sect,

yt vnderstanding what it is, they maie abhorre it the more, and shun the

same euen as they would the diuel himselfe."®'

"% Ibid., pp.76-7.
! Ibid., p.76.
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Having investigated the ‘ridiculous fables’ of the Qur ‘an, Hemmingsen reiterates his

aopotropaic purpose, in expressing the hope that:

[...]Jthe vanitie of this villaine [Muhammad] being found-out, we may the
more earnestlie beg at the handes of God, that he woulde not suffer this
vagabonde and theife to enter vpon his Church, but shewe mercie vppon

vs, and not punishe vs according vnto the multitude of our sinnes. '*?

The title of Chapter Three of Henry Smith’s extremely popular Gods arrowe against
atheists (1593), ‘Wherein is briefly shewed, the Religion of Mahomet to be a false and
wicked Religion’, also makes clear the trajectory which it will take in examining Islam.
Smith makes it plain that his purpose is one of confirming Christian belief by comparing
it to ‘the Mahometish Religion’, believing that through such a comparison ‘the truth of
the Christian Religion will appéere so much the more: for when blacke and white are laid
together, the white carrieth the greater estimation and glorie with it>.!>* In Joseph
Wybarne’s The nevv age of old names (1609) Islam is discussed under ‘New Names of
False Religions’ in a section entitled ‘The Impostures of Turcisme and Iudaisame’, once
again showing Islam as a religion to be refuted, this time in parallel with the familiar

religious bogeyman of Jewish belief.'**

The works of travellers show a similar purpose to those of commentators at home in

Europe. The preacher William Biddulph, in his The travels of certaine Englishmen,

%2 1bid., pp.91-2.

'3 Henry Smith, Gods arrowe against atheists (London: 1593), Sig.K1.

1% Joseph Wybarne, The nevv age of old names By los. Wib. Master of Artes of Trinitie Colledge in
Cambridge. (London : Printed [by John Windet] for William Barret, and Henry Fetherstone, 1609), no page
number.
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(1609), makes it clear that his coverage of Islam and of other cultures has the purpose of
encouraging both piety and patriotism in his readership. Biddulph asserts that through his

descriptions of the Turkish polity and religion:

[...] all men may see how God has blessed our country above others; and
be stirred up to thankfulness. Hereby subjects may learn to love, honour,
and obey their good and gracious king, when they shall read of the

tyrannous government of other countries, and of the merciful government

of theirs. '*°

As well as encouraging this devotion to king and country Biddulph, perhaps not
entirely unselfishly, observes that through reading his descriptions of Islamic religion
‘readers may learn to love and reverence their pastors, and to thank God for the
inestimable benefit of the preaching of the Word amongst them,’ in comparision to the
‘blindness and palpable ignorance other nations live, not knowing the right hand from
the left in matters that concern the kingdom of Heaven.’'*® Biddulph also points out
that although false religion is preached by Islamic religious authorities the Muslims
‘yet reverence and honour their blind guides and superstitious churchmen like angels,
and provided for their maintenance royally,” perhaps implying that the ministers of the

true faith, like himself, should receive similar treatment.

In introducing the topic of Islam in The preachers trauels (1611), in the context of

describing Arabian society, John Cartwright observes that:

15 William Biddulph, The travels of certaine Englishmen (1609), in: Kenneth Parker (ed), Early Modern
Tales of the Orient: A Critical Anthology (London: Routledge, 1999), p.85.
1% Ibid., p.85.
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[...] it shall not be amisse to insert a word or two, of Mahomet and his

superstition, who was borne in this country, and hath seduced the greatest

part of the world with his abominable religion.'*’

Once again Cartwright sets up an oppositional approach to the subject of Islam, and
also demonstrates the trope of Muhammad as ‘seducer’ which was so often repeated in
early modern texts. Cartwright makes transparently clear his purpose in writing his

account of the Islamic world as he expresses the wish that his work will:

[...] perswade my louing Countri-men, that either shall hereafter serue in
the warres of Hongary against the Turk or trade in those places, vtterly to
detest the Turkish Religion, as the only way that treads to death and

destruction.'’®

And to conclude with ‘Ludovicus Vives, who compareth Heathenisme and

Mahometisme, to glasse’'*:

Touch not glasse, for though it be bright, yet is it brittle, it cannot endure

the hammer: and Christianisme to gold, do you melt it, or doe you rubbe it,

or do you beate it, it shineth still more orient.'®

The attitude of the texts examined in this section in approaching Islam and the figure

of Muhammad are typical of those found across genres in early modern writing in

157 John Cartwright, The preacher's travels (London: 1611), p.105.
'*® Ibid., p.105.

1% Spanish Humanist (b.1472-d.1540).

' Ibid., p.105.
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English on the topic, demonsrating the contention of this thesis that an objective
approach to an examination of Islam in Britain during this period was all but
impossible, the negative dominant ideologies, which had been operating in Europe for
centuries in respect to the Muslim world, being too powerful for the Christian

commentator to overcome.
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Origins: The Historical and Cultural Context of Muhammad in Early

Modern Western Constructions of Islam

In the time of these so great garboyles and diuersities in religions, and

among suche blockishe and rude people, was Mahomet borne.

Thomas Newton 4 notable historie of the Saracens (1575)

In medieval polemic biographies it had always been essential in establishing the life of

*161 ¢4 have him

Muhammad as ‘an essential disproof of the Islamic claim to revelation
born in lowly or base circumstances, including a mixed familial religious background
which most commonly included Jewish and idolatrous parents. This enabled the
reinforcing of the idea of Islam as a composite religion, a syncretic faith which reflected
in its tenets the mixed parentage and heresy-ridden milieu of its prophet - a construction
which remained largely unchanged during the early modern period. There was also a
seeming need in these texts to impute a similarly base nature to the first, and subsequent,
converts to Islam, whether they had converted from the pagan religions of Arabia or from
Christianity or Judaism. This litany of racial or cultural slurs was also applied more
generally to the people of Arabia, often combining accusations of ignorance, credulity,

aggression, criminality, dishonesty, barbarity and sensuality - in short, the attributes

which would thereafter be accorded to Muslims in general.

The quasi-racial, or rather pseudo-genealogical, identification of the first Muslims as

Saracens, Hagerenes or Ishmaelites also had a vital role in the exegetic and eschatological

'! Daniel, Islam and the West, p.100.
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readings of the religion of Islam during the medieval period and continued into the works
of the early modern commentators through the ‘inheritance’ of these identities, or at IEast
of their attributes, by subsequent cultural groups converting to Islam. In this way the
racial and cultural traits attributed to Muhammad and the early converts to Islam
constituted, it could be argued, the foundations of the representation of the behaviours,
character and nature of Muslims throughout the early modern period, as they had in the
preceding centuries. These representations form the core of an essentialising, ahistorical
and atemporal, system of representation which would prove remarkably resistant to

modification.

Even though cogniscent of the difference between discrete Islamic cultures in terms of
racial, linguistic and other aspects, the Western Christian commentator was always likely
to return at some stage to the matter of religion to provide explanations and paradigms in
describing these cultures; differences between discrete Muslim peoples was
acknowledged, and occasionally exploited, but the weight of tradition meant that they
were still, at root, ‘Mahometans’ to the Christian observer of the medieval and early
modern periods and with this came a whole series of essentialising cultural and/or racial
traits, largely denotative of multiple forms of deviance and threat.'* In this process the

span of centuries between the life of Muhammad and the early modern exigence of

12 In this thesis I will argue that while the term ‘Moor’ generally carried with it a series of phenotypic
racial markers which were not present in the same way in the term ‘Turk’, which presented a more fluid
category, allowing Europeans to ‘turn’ and become ‘Turks.’ For a detailed analysis of the intersection of
religion and race see: Ania Loomba, Shakespeare, Race and Colonialism (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2002), pp.45-74. For discussions of the figure of the Moor in early modern English writing see: Eldred
Jones, Othello’s countrymen: the African in English Renaissance drama (London: Oxford University Press,
1965) and Jack D’ Amico, The Moor in English Renaissance drama (Tampa: University of South Florida

Press, 1991).
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resisting the ‘the greatest terror of the world,’'®® as Knolles describes the Ottoman Turks,
was effectively collapsed and the perceptions of Muhammad contained in these polemic
biographies functioned as the foundational concepts in the construction of the ‘nature’ of

Ottoman Turks and of the ‘natures’ of other Islamic cultures.

This process can be seen at work in many of the many works from the early modern
period dealing with the history of the Turks and their ‘policy’ or ‘law’, in which the
historiographic technique was to commence the account with a biography of Muhammad
as originator or instigator and then to leap the across the intervening centuries to the rise
of the Ottoman Turks themselves. Nabil Matar has described this collapsing of the
temporal gap between Muhammad and the first Muslims and the more contemporary
cultures of Islam as a ‘process of de-historicization.’'® He gives the example of the
history of the Turks included in John Foxe’s Acts and Monuments, which, after some
Apocalyptic prologomena dealing with the Revelation of St John, follows the pattern
outlined above by opening with an accout of the time when ‘this pestifereous sect of
Mahomet first began’, which includes the standard polemic biography of the ‘damnable
Mahomet’'®® himself, and then leaps directly to the time of Ottoman (Osmén) I and the
inception of the ‘Turkish tyranny.’'% In doing so, as Matar points out, Foxe has made a

huge temporal leap, ‘deleting thereby over 700 years of “Saracen” and Arab History,”'®’

163 Richard Knolles, ‘The Author’s Induction to the Christian Reader’ in The generall historie of the
Turkes from the first beginning of that nation to the rising of the Othoman familie: with all the notable
expeditions of the Christian princes against them. Together with the liues and conquests of the Othoman
kings and emperours faithfullie collected out of the- best histories, both auntient and moderne, and digested
into one continuat historie vntill this present yeare 1603 (London: Adam Islip, 1603), no page number.
'Nabil Matar, Islam in Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), p.157.

15 John Foxe, Acts and Monuments, Stephen Reed Cattley (ed.), (London: R.B. Seeley and W. Burnside,
1837), pp.20-21.

' Ibid., p.24.

'6” Matar, Islam, pp.157-8.
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and connects the perceived nature of Muhammad and his early followers directly, and
without the mediation of centuries of interpretation, with the Ottoman Turks. In this sense
the scheme that operated in relation to Islam mirrored the medieval historical approach to
Judaism outlined by Anthony Bale in his recent work The Jew in the Medieval Book. Bale
identifies the technique as being one which ‘comprehended the past through the concerns
of the present, informed by moral judgement rather than modern notions of historical
objectivity.’'®® In this way the medieval inheritances of the approach to Islam had taken
on the construction of a Muhammad and an inception of Islam which explained the
perceived behaviours and nature of contemporary Muslims, giving precedence to the

Turks in the same way that the medieval commentator had to the ‘Saracen’. '®°

Bale also notes the ‘mutability of the medieval notion of time’ in relation to producing
the history of the Jews, which, as with many of the early modern histories of Islam, was
able to collapse long periods together as well as blurring cultural and political identities
to produce a seamless flow from Muhammad to the present, a process which was, as with
the ahistoric approach to the Jews an ‘explicitly religious enterprise’. Bale also identifies
in the medieval reading of Judaism how ‘Christian typology, apocalypticism and
supercessionism in effect reformat Jewish time in terms of its usefulness and resonance to

»170

a Christian present and future,”” ™ again echoing the process which occurs in the

eschatological readings of Islam produced by early modern Protestants, where the threat

18 Anthony Bale, The Jew in the Medieval Book: English Antisemitisms 1350-1500 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2006), p.23.

' Ibid., p.24.

' Ibid., p.24.
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of Muslim power is contained by a narrative model which ensures their defeat through a

millenial relos.'”!

Central in the production of these foundational ideas on the interpretation of Islam
was the role of biblical exegesis and of the dominance of biblical and theological,
particularly eschatological, readings of the world, its cultures, races and even
geography. In this regard the biblical figures of Ishmael, Antichrist and of Gog
and Magog had particular importance (a feature shared, as this section will show,
with early modern constructions of the Catholicism and its cultures), as did
prophetic biblical texts such as the book of Daniel and, of course, the Revelation
of St John. The early modern period, in Britain as elsewhere in Europe, was one
where theological considerations exerted a powerful, indeed a defining, influence
on the epistemological and ontological underpinnings of commentators in all

fields of investigation.

To operate outside these prescribed theological understandings, whether
exemplified by the dogma of the Catholic Church or ideas of the various dominant
Protestant theologies in the ‘reformed’ states, was to risk accusations of heresy,
atheism or apostacy, all of which were signs of religious deviance with
profoundly political connotations and which will be found constantly to reoccur in
the texts analysised here. This situation had the result of imposing either explicit

or implied limits to representation of religious ‘others’, creating a situation where

71 The supercessionism which had once been applied to the Jews, though not applicable to the post-

Christian Islam, would find its way instead into the readings of the Catholic other which formed the regular
analogue for Islam in these Protestant readings.
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some things simply could not be said or written, at least not without severe
personal consequences for the offending party. What will also become apparent in
this analysis is the degree to which these representations of the religious ‘Others’,
whether Muslim, Jewish or Catholic, were blurred, conflated and paralleled,
almost always returning to points of theological and biblical justication to create
their images of religious, and consequently of cultural, polical and social

deviance, often resulting in apocapyptic conclusions.

The production of these exegetic and eschatological views of the world and of
history was also vital in the construction of a new Protestant national identity, in
England and Scotland as in the other new Protestant states of Europe. The reading
of the world through biblical prophecy allowed the commentator on the new
Protestant state to locate their nation within a teleological providential historical
schema, which could counter the reality of the threat existing from Catholic and

Muslim powers in their current geo-political situation. As Matar describes it:

With its emphasis on the imminent return of Jesus, eschatology enabled
communities within the Reformation movement to affirm their unique role

in the fulfillment of God’s design in history.'”

In this system of examining history, contemporary situations and, most
importantly, in reading the future regarding the Muslim, and also the Catholic,
world, Protestants were able to locate themselves and their nations in a schema

which had as its ultimate telos the second coming of Christ and the victory of the

172 Matar, Islam, pp.153.

\ R



faithful over the infidel ‘other’; and the ability to see themselves as having a vital
role, as the ‘elect’ or ‘true’ faith, in bringing about this event. It must be
remembered that in this period England had no empire, but was rather a nation
which was under threat from religious enemies, particularly those of the Catholic
powers. In this way the location of the English nation within a providential
schema would have provided comfort and a means of securing moral superiority,
at a time when material and military superiority was woefully lacking. In the case
of the Ottoman Empire and other Muslim powers this eschatological and
providential schema provided a series of theodicean ways of reading the military
and imperial successes of the Islamic powers which included a narrative that

guaranteed their eventual overthrow and judgement.

The importance of outlining ‘the originall Pedagrew of the first founder and
authour of their damnable Secte [Islam]’'”® for medieval and early modern authors
was, as mentioned earlier, vital to the project of discrediting Islam. John Foxe
begins his account of the ‘pestiferous sect’ of ‘this damnable Mahomet’'”* by
providing some possible dates for the beginning of the religion and the sources for
these calculations, including variously 621 A.D., 622 A.D., and most interestingly

the calculation of Martin Luther and John Carion, who Foxe states:

'7> Newton, p.2.
1" John Foxe, Acts and Monuments, p.21.
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...refer it unto the eighteenth year of the reign of Heraclius, which is A.D.
630, unto which number the computation of the BEast, signified in the

Apocalypse, doth not far disagree, which numbereth the name of the bEast
with the Greek letters y, &, o ; which Greek letters, after the supputation of

the Grecians, make the number of 666.!7

This association of key dates in Muhammad’s life with the number of the BEast
in the Revelation of St John, and the linking of Muhammad, and later his
‘successors’ the Ottoman Turks, with the figure of Antichrist is also a theme
which will reoccur many times in the texts examined during this thesis. The
employment of biblical prophecy in the treatment of Islam would include
exegetical approaches to the book of Daniel and also expositions on the figures
of Gog and Magog, which would frequently identify the Roman Church and the

Turkish Empire with these apocalyptic figures.

Foxe goes on to say of ‘this damnable Mahomet’ that ‘his father was a Syrian, or
a Persian; his mother was an Ishmaelite.’!”® The mention of the descent from
Ishmael, which is repeated in many of the polemic biographies, has a series of
vital significances in the representation of Islam in Christian thought from the
earliest polemics through to the early modern period and was interepreted as
reinforcing the connection of Islam with Judaism, but also brought into play the
other significations of Ishmael within biblical prophecy and subsequent

exegesis.'”’

'3 Ibid., p.21.
"¢ Ibid., p.21.
177 See, Appendix II, p.475.

97



Foxe, in common with many of the writers of polemic biographies, focuses on
the composite nature of the Qur’an and its ‘laws’, and attributes this to Judaic

influence. Foxe related, in characteristically febrile style, how:

This ridiculous Alcoran is so blanched and powdered with such divers
mixtures of the Christians, Jews and Gentile’s laws, giving such liberty to
wantonness of flesh, setting up circumcision, abstaining from swines’
flesh and judaical notions, and so much standeth on father Abraham, that
this filthy Alcoran is supposed of some, not to be set out in the days of
Muhammad, but that certain Jews had some handling also in this matter,

and put it out after his death.'”

Here Foxe makes the claim that rather than the Qur ‘an receiving the influence of
Judaism during the life of Muhammad through family connections or connivance
with Jewish collaborators, the more common tropes of explaining the midrashic/

Old Testament content of the Qur ’an, it is rather the product of Jewish redaction

after the death of Muhammad, an assertion which operates to intensify the

culpability of the Jews in the foundation of Islam.

This idea is repeated, and augmented by the addition of the hand of ‘Heretikes’
and ‘Heathens’, in Meredith Hanmer’s The Baptising of a Turke, where he states,
quoting as a source ‘Antoninus’ (St.Antoninus [Pierozzi] 1389-1459, a
dominican Archbishop of Florence, historian and theologian), that after the death

of Muhammad:

'8 Ibid., p.21.
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The disciples of this false prophet could not agree in the reading, pointing,
understanding and expounding of the Alcoran. Some added, some
diminished, some maimed, and some corrupted the Lawe. The Jewes put
in what please them best, the heretikes urged their opinions, the Heathens
also pleaded for themselves, so that the Alcoran was despoiled, and of no

reputation.'”

This attack goes to the very heart of Islamic faith, interrogating the Qur ‘an’s
authenticity and textual integrity, and, for a Western Christian audience, by
connecting it to the Jews, activates the latent reservoir of anti-Semitic concepts
which had such power in the early modern period. Foxe also uses the idea of a
posthumous redaction of the Qur ‘an to tie the book back into the idea of
association with the bEast of the Book of Revelation, stating that ‘it seemeth forst
to take its force about the number of years limited in the Apocalypse’'® (i.e. 666
A.D.) and quotes the relevant passage from the Bible. In this passage he manages
to give his polemic aAdual purpose, combining castigation of the man he calls the
‘devilish Mahomet’ with an element of anti-Semitic polemic facilitated by the

inclusion of the role of Jews in the production of the Qur ‘an.

The Church of England clergyman Thomas Newton’s translation of Celio
Augustino Curione’s Latin history Sarracenicae historiae (Basle: 1568),

translated as 4 notable historie of the Saracens (1575), was very important,

17 Meredith Hanmer, The baptizing of a Turke A sermon preached at the Hospitall of Saint Katherin,
adioyning vnto her Maiesties Towre the 2. of October 1586. at the baptizing of one Chinano a Turke, borne
at Nigropontus (London: Robert Waldegrave, 1586), no page number.

180 Foxe, Acts and Monuments, p.21.
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representing, as it did, the first translation of a major continental work on the
history of Islam into English, consequently transfering many of the ideological
positions on Islam contained in the continental tradition for an insular British
audience. The subtitle of the work establishes that this history, which will deal
with the history of Islam and Islamic nations ‘tyll this present yeere of grace
1575°, will begin its analysis with ‘the byrthe of Mahomet their first péeuish
prophet and founder.’'®' This element, as in all the polemic biographies included
in works of the early modern period, forms the interpretational keystone for the
rest of the work, and demonstrates the kind of ahistoric leap, and consequent
blurring of cultural identities and collapsing of historical time, from Muhammad
to the Turks discussed by Nabil Matar.'#? Newton approaches the section in Book
One of his work which contains the polemic biography of Muhammad with a
contextual history of the Arab people, including the descent from Ishmael and
Sara (hence ‘Saracens’). Newton describes the Arab people as ‘A people
naturally and generally geuen to thefte and robberie, as all others commonly are

5183

which dwell in hoate Countries’ ™ and then goes on to describe the ‘Many kindes

of religion [...] vsed among them’, including Christianity, Judaism, those who:

[...] honoured the Sunne and Moone, some certain trées, some Serpentes,
some a Towre called Alcaba, which they beléeued and thought was

builded by Ismael, some one thing and some another.'**

'81 Thomas Newton, A notable historie of the Saracens (London: William How, 1575).

'82 Nabil Matar, Islam in Britain, pp.153-184.

'®> Newton., p.3.

184 Ibid., p.3. The mention of the ‘Alcaba’ (the Ka’ba at Mecca), which would later become a site sacred to
Islam and one of the stages on the Hajj, highlights a place which often became one of the reasons for the
imputation of idolatry to Islam by Christian commentators, along with the pagan past of the Arabs.
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Newton then locates Muhammad in this context, stating that, ‘In the time of these so great
garboyles and diuersities in religions, and among suche blockishe and rude people, was
Mahomet borne.’'®’ The idea contained here of Islam as an religion attractive to the
ignorant, the morally corrupt and the unreasonable remains a central feature of
description of Islam and its adherents, and particularly in relation to Christian converts to

Islam, the so-called ‘renegadoes’, throughout the early modern period.

This concept demonstrates the perception in the Christian world of a reflexive
relationship between Islam as a religion and its converts, whether individuals or whole
cultures. On one hand the behaviours of these peoples is attributed to conversion to Islam,
as with the comment by Neils Hemminsen of the Ottomans that ‘the madnes of the

l,’186 in which case

Turkes doth sufficientlie proue the auctor of their sect to be the diue
Islam (and the wickedness of its ‘auctor’ Muhammad) are causative of the behaviours of
the converts. Yet, conversely, the suggestion was also commonly made that some cultures
or persons were predisposed to conversion due to their inherent wickedness, as suggested
in the view of George Whetstone, again speaking of the Turks, that ‘these (as barbarous
& infidell people,) receyued the damnable sect of Mahomet, as the first yt was presented

vnto them, & which best agréed with their wicked customs.”'®’

Newton’s version of Muhammad’s family background again highlights his mixed
religious parentage and the influence of this factor on the production of a religion

full of ‘barbarous rites, mystie errours, blinde ignorance,” which he calls

'*5 1bid., p.3.
'% Neils Hemmingsen, The faith of the church militant, p.76.
'¥7 George Whetstone, The English mirror (London: 1586), p.70.
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‘deuelish, absurde and detestable.’'®® Newton describes Muhammad’s parents,
saying that his ‘father was named Abedela & his mother Emma a lew borne, both
poore folkes and of base parentage.’'®® Again, the idea of a base and ignoble
origin is an essential part of the narrative. Newton goes on to locate the

foundation of Muhammad’s religious ideas, describing how:

[...] (his father beyng an Ismaelite and his mother a Iew) he was in his
tender age by them instructed and taught both the rites of the Hebrewes

and the manner of worshipping that the Gentiles vsed.'*

This religious eclecticism is later exacerbated in Newton’s account, as in several
of the other polemic biographies, by Muhammad’s experiences as a trader where
he ‘gotte great acquaintance and crepte highly in fauour with the Hebrews,

Christians and Gentiles,”'*!

which again provides him with the opportunity to
assemble ideas from a variety of religious backgrounds in order to construct his

new religion and make it attractive to as many potential followers as possible.

Meredith Hanmer produced one of the most comprehensive of the early modern
polemic biographies in his sermon on The Baptizing of a Turk (1586), originally
delivered at St Katherine’s Hospital near the Tower of London on the occasion of
the conversion of ‘one Chinano a Turke’ from Islam to the Church of England.
Hanmer took advantage of the rarity of the situation to present a lengthy case

against Islam, Muhammad and the adherents of the faith; the duration of his

'® Thomas Newton, A notable historie, p.2.
'* Ibid., p.4.
19 Ibid., p.4.
91 Ibid.. p.4.
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sermon was justified by Hanmer by his, ‘not having at other times the like
occasion offered me to discourse of the like matter.’'*? Hanmer locates the birth

of Muhammad in 596 A.D. and goes on to say that he was:

[...] borne of the line of Ismaell the sonne of Abraham by Agar the

bondwoman, having to his father one Abdara, and to his mother one

Emma being very obscure and base parents.'

Hanmer goes on to state that ‘his father was a heathen, & his mother an Ismaelite, and
consequently no ignorant of the Hebrew tongue.’'®* This later leads Hanmer to the

conventional conclusion that:

[...] having ... an heathen to his father, and an Hebrew to his mother and
urged of both sides ... received not the one law nor the other thoroughly,
but a smack of both.

Muhammad’s familial background is then coupled by Hanmer with the
description of him consorting with ‘Christians, Jews and Infidels,” concluding
with the depiction of the opportunistic Muhammad employing his mixed
religious knowledge to construct his new religion, describing how ‘to the end that

his law might be the more favoured, hee borrowed somewhat of every sect.’

192 Meredith Hanmer, The baptizing of a Turke (London: Robert Waldegrave, 1586), no page numbers in
text.

193 His stated source is the Latin world history by the Venetian scholar and historian Marcus Antonius
Coccius Sabellicus, the Enneades sive Rhapsodia historiarum (1504).

'% Ibid., no page number (Sig. A9?).
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In the version of Muhammad’s background included by Henry Smith in Gods
Arrow Against Atheists (1593) an account the importance of the mixed religious
background of Muhammad is utilized to depict his cunning use of fortuitous
theological eclecticism to advance his cause, and is also related to a more

contemporary enemy, as Smith states that:

Mahomets Religion is a patched religion, mixt partly with [udaism, partly
with Gentilism, partly with Papisme, partly with Christianisme, béeing

subtilly contriued for the erecting of the same, and to bring followers after

him...'”

It is worth noting the inclusion of ‘Papisme’ in the catalogue of tributary faiths
here, a sign of the reorientation of polemic in the Protestant atmosphere and state
religion of post-Marian England. Smith, himself a Church of England clergyman
and master rhetorician, does not miss the opportunity to transform the heretical
Christianity traditionally seen as contributing to the conceptual and theological
framework of Islam into ‘Papisme’, hence demonstrating the metaphorical and

polemical link made between Islam and Catholicism in early modern England.

Smith goes on to describe Muhammad’s family background, like Hanmer giving

Sabellicus as his source. Smith relates that:

195 Henry Smith, Gods Arrowe Against Atheists (London: 1593), Sig.J2. The version of Muhammad’s
familial background included by Smith is mostly identical word for word with the version found in
Hanmer’s sermon, and given that Hanmer’s work has the earlier print date by seven years, it is likely that
Smith’s version borrows heavily from Hanmer’s tract; showing once again the passage of ideas within the
closed citational tradition.
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Mahomets Father was an Heathen, and his Mother an Ismaelite, wherby it
came to passe, that whilest his Mother taught somewhat of the religion of
the Hebrews, and his Father on the other side the religion of the Gentiles,

Mahomet (like a dutifull child, but not like a discréete sonne) obeyed both,

and that was some cause of his mirt and patched religion.'*®

Again there is the idea of a young Muhammad imbibing the mixed religious
teachings presented by his environment and storing them in readiness for the later
production of the chimeric religion which Islam was perceived to be by Christian

commentators.

Other texts are similarly explicit in their description of the mixed religious
identities of Muhammad’s parents. In John Pory’s 1600 translation of Leo
Africanus’ A Geographical History of Africa Muhammad’s birth year is given as

562 A.D. and of his family it states that:

[...] Mahumet his father, was a certain prophane Idolater called Abdala,

of the stock of Ismael and his mother one Hennina a Iew, both of them

being of very humble, and poore condition.'®’

Again the connection with the line of Ishmael is made, and this time the inclusion
of Muhammad’s father as a ‘profane idolater’ hints at themes which would be
related with Islam for centuries to come. Another, rather more blunt, permutation

of Muhammad’s family background is delivered in Joseph Wybarne’s The New

'% Ibid., Sig. J2-J3.

17 Leo Africanus, John Pory (trans.), A geographical historie of Africa, written in Arabicke and Italian by
Iohn Leo a More, borne in Granada, and brought vp in Barbarie (London: Eliot's Court Press, 1600),
p.380.
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Age of Old Names (1609), in a chapter headed ‘the impostures of Turcisme and
Iudaisme’, where he describes he describes ‘Mahomet one of the finest jugglers
since creation’ as ‘a Mungrell, borne of an Ismaelite, and a Jewish mother.’'®
George Whetstone in The English Myrror (1586) is rather more equivocal than
many of the texts of the period and opts instead for a short discussion of the
‘sundry’ views of ‘what parentage, and countrye this false Prophet Mahomet
was’, largely deriving his information from the work of fifteenth-century Italian
humanists such as Platinus and Pomponius Letus. Platinus, Whetstone states,

says that Muhammad ‘sprong from noble line’, whereas the ‘moste diligent

authour’ Letus:

[...] affirmeth that he was of a race, base, vile, and obscure, which may
the rather be credited, for that a man so euill, in whome was nothing

worthye of memorye: but malice and iniquitie, may hardly be the issue of

noble bloud.'®®

On Muhammad’s racial background, Whetstone is, unusually among the writers
of the time, who are at 1East able to identify him as an Arab, once again loath to
commit, stating that, ‘Some saye he was a Persian, some other an Arabian, and

both opinions not without reason, for that at that time, the Persians gouerned

'8 Joseph Wybarne, The New Age of Old Names (London: William Barret & Henry Fetherstone), p.94.

1% George Whetstone, The English myrror A regard wherein al estates may behold the conquests of enuy:
containing ruine of common weales, murther of princes, cause of heresies, and in all ages, spoile of deuine
and humane blessings, vnto which is adioyned, enuy conquered by vertues (London: J. Windet for G. Seton,
1586), p.56.
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Arabia.’*® And in the question of Muhammad’s parents and their religion he

repeats yet another permutation of a familiar formula:

Touching his father, were he noble, or villayne, sure it is that he was a
Gentill, and neither lewe nor Christian: by his mothers side, the better
opinion is, that he descended from Abraham, by the ligne of his sonne
Ismaell, whom he had by his Chamber mayd Agar, and so as a lewe,

obserued the lawe of the lewes.?"!

The use in medieval works of the inter-related appellations ‘Ishmaelite’,
‘Saracen’ and ‘Hagarene’ in relation to Muslims, and particularly to the Arab
followers of Muhammad, the terms being replaced to a large extent in general
descriptions of Muslims by the term ‘Turk’ by the early modern period, had roots

in actual Islamic tradition.?®

In Walter Raleigh’s version of Muhammad’s life he begins with a point about the
etymology of Muhammad’s name, claiming that ‘Most writers accord’ that the
name ‘Mahomet ... in the Arabique signifies Indignation or Furie,’*** although
he gives no sources for this assertion. Raleigh then goes on to say of

Muhammad’s parentage that he was:

[...] the sonne of Abdalla a Marchant in Mecca, a City in Arabia Faelix;

his mother a Jew, and himselfe in Anno Dom. 571. borne Posthumus. At

% bid. p.56.

! 1bid. p.56.

%2 gee, Appendix 11, p.475.

203 Walter Raleigh, The life and death of Mahomet the conquest of Spaine together with the rysing and
ruine of the Sarazen Empire (London: Ralph Hodgkinson for Daniel Frere, 1637), p.1.
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the second yeere of his age his mother deceased, a poore woman that

labored for her living bred him up.2%*

Again we have the inclusion of a Jewish mother and the description of
Muhammad’s poverty, but this time with his being raised by an unamed ‘poore
woman’, a feature which does not appear elsewhere in the English polemic

biographies of the early modern period.

In terms of Muhammad’s early life the Thomas Rogers’ translation of Neils
Hemmingsen’s Faith of the Church Militant (1581), which seems to owe a great
deal to the account in Higden’s Polychronicon, also reads the life of Muhammad
through the prism of the prophecies contained in the Book of Daniel.
Hemmingsen’s version is contained in the chapter aimed ‘Against Mahomet, or
the Turkes, who take vpon them to be the true Church, and yet are not,” and
begins with the observation that ‘in his youth by reason of his pouertie liued by
theft and robberie’, but ‘afterward hauing heaped much riches together,’205 hence
attributing to him both base origins and criminality. In this yoking together of
Muhammad and the Turks there can also be seen an example of the collapsing of
temporal space and cultural difference between Muhammad and later Islamic

cultures.

Similar versions of Muhammad’s early life can also be found in continental

works. In a 1594 translation of the French Humanist Louis Leroy de Coutance’s

2% 1bid., p.2.
% Ibid., p.79.
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De La Vicissitude ou Variétié des Choses en I’Universe (originally published in
France in 1575), the section dealing with ‘The Religion, Power, knowledge, &
other excellence of the Arabians, or Sarasens; and other Mahometists’, speaks of
Muhammad as the most ‘renowned’ of the Arabs and ‘the authour of the
Alcoran, and founder of the Sarazen Empire’>® and then describes him as ‘being

borne of an obscure, & poore parentage’, but also relates how he:

[...] eventually came to great riches, power, & authority, making himselfe
the law-giuer of mankind; & making the people beleeue, that he was the

prophet and messenger of God."’

Leroy then goes on to describe the traditions of representing Muhammad,

observing that:

The christians which haue written against Mahomet, do cal him a
diabolical magician, a lier, a deceiuer; & say that he was the son of a
Pagan; & borne of a lew; a theefe, a whore-monger, & a cunning
contriuer: an idolater of religion; poore of fortune; presumptious of

vnderstanding; ignorant of learning; & renowmed for vilanies.?*®

In this catalogue of the scurrilous accusations levelled at Muhammad,
interestingly qualifying the statement by crediting these ideas to third-person

sources, Leroy lists features which run through the polemic biographies of the

2% Louis Leroy, Of the interchangeable course, or variety of things in the whole world and the concurrence
of armes and learning, thorough the first and famousest nations: from the beginning of ciuility, and
memory of man, to this present ... and translated into English by R.A. (London: Charles Yetsweirt, 1594),

97.
b Ibid., p.97 (Sig.S1).
2% Ibid., p.98 (Sig.S2).
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early modern period and which through their placing in the person of the founder
of Islam came to inform the work of early modern writers the constructions of the

nature and character of contemporary Muslim figures.

The accounts of Muhammad’s life included in the works of writers who had
either travelled to, or were resident in, Islamic countries do not deviate in any
significant way from the tradition produced in Europe. This feature, which
militates against the argument that increased contacts between Christian and
Muslim necessarily facilitated better understanding of Islamic belief, is common
to all of the travellers’ accounts which I have examined in the process of
researching this thesis. George Sandys in his Relation of a Journey (1615) says
Muhammad, introduced as the man from whom the Turks receive their ‘Moral

and Ecclesiaticall lawes’, was:

[...] a man of obscure parentage, born in Itrarip [probably a corruption of

Yathrib, the original name of Medina] of Arabia in the year 551. His father

was a Pagan, his mother a Jew both by birth and religion.?%’

Again the combination of the ‘obscure’ parentage and Pagan and Jewish heritage
is included in the narrative and this is echoed and augmented in the comments of

William Biddulph. Biddulph in his the travels of certain Englishmen (1609)

2% George Sandys, The Relation of a Journey, p.52.
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which, along with Neils Hemminsen’s Faith of the Church Militant (1581) which

it in many ways resembles,?'® comments that:

Anno Dom. 591 ... was Muhammad born in Arabia, in a base village
called Itraipia [Yathrib]. His parents were of different nations, and
different in religion. His father, Abdallah, was an Arabian; his mother

Hadidja®'', a Jew both by birth and profession.2'?

Biddulph goes on to comment that:

His parentage (according to most histories) was so mean and base that
both his birth and infancy remained obscure and of no reckoning till that
his riper years (bewraying in him a most subtle and crafty nature and
disposition) did argue some likelihood that the sharpness and dexterity of

his wit would in time abolish the baseness and obscurity of his birth.?'?

This image of Muhammad as a cunning and intelligent man, who employed these talents
in the cause of deception and self-advancement, will be seen to be repeated many times in
the accounts of Muhammad’s early career and prophethood, particularly in relation to his
use of religion as a political instrument and a basis for the achievement of temporal
power. The image of Muhammad as a perfidious and ambitious man set on conquest and

expansion of empire would also form the mould for the depiction of Muslim figures

?19 Much of Biddulph’s material on the life of Muhammad is also taken from Giles Fletcher’s The Policy
of the Turkish Empire (1597)

' Here Biddulph seems to confuse the name of Muhammad’s mother with that of his first wife Khadija.
212 william Biddulph, The travels of certain Englishmen (1609) in: Kenneth Parker, Early Modern Tales of
the Orient: a Critical Anthology (London: Routledge, 1999), p.92.

2 Ibid. p.92.
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elsewhere in the literature of the early modern period, including those found in the ‘Turk

plays.’
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Part Two

“Three Things”: Deceit, Sexuality and Violence in Early Modern

Representations of Islam
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Martin Luther and the ‘Three things’: the Thematic Approach to the

Construction of Muslim Behaviour

The three categories under which the remainder of this thesis will be organised are
derived, at least in part, from the work of Martin Luther, in many ways the
foundational thinker in the development of Protestant views of Islam, as in the
production of Protestant thought per se. In this sense, although this thematic
approach is, in a sense, an organisational fiction, and could conceivably open this
analysis to the charge of reductionism, the thematic categories chosen were
certainly not alien to the Protestant thinkers of the early modern period, and
indeed it is the reductionism in the approaches of these early modern
commentators which has informed the structure of the analysis here. In his tract
On War Against the Turk (Vom Krieg wider die Tiirken, 1529), Luther utilises
three categories in his description of the deterministic influence of the life of
Muhammad and and the perceived content of the Qur ’an on the culture, laws and

government of the Turks.2"

Luther, having already spoken of Muhammad and the Qur ‘an as ‘a book of
sermons or doctrines of the kind that we call pope’s decretals,”*'* demonstrating
the parallel polemicising of Islam and Catholicism which was a central feature of

early modern Protestant discourse, particularly in the matter of the creation of

2" In this text Luther is speaking particularly about the Ottoman Empire, although the basis of his ideas in
Islamic theology would mean that such a reading would be produced of any Muslim people; indeed ‘Turk’
had by this time, as previously mentioned, already become a synecdoche for Muslim identity.

15 Martin Luther, ‘On the War Against the Turks’, in: Luther’s Works, Volume 46, ‘The Christian in
Society’ III, Robert C. Shultz (ed.), (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1962-71), p.176.
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extra-scriptural law), goes on to identify the ‘three things’ which he sees as being
the essential features of Muhammad’s teaching and of the contents of his ‘foul

and shameful book’, as he terms the Qur'an.

The factors of Muhammad’s teachings presented by Luther, almost a millennium after the
death of the prophet, as constituting the central features of the culture of the Turks are,
‘lying, murder and disregard of marriage.’>'® In doing this Luther’s text demonstrates the
ahistorical collapsing of time identified by Nabil Matar in Western eschatological use of
the Prophet.2'? In other words, Luther identifies the three essential categories of Muslim
behaviour, and consequently identity, as deception, violence and deviant sexuality or
sensuality; and it is these‘three things’ which will constitute the thematic categories
under which the remaining sections of this thesis will examine early modern British

perceptions and representations of Muslim belief and behaviour.'®

Each section will begin with an overview of representations of Muhammad in the
polemic biographies in regard to these thematic elements and will then go on to
demonstrate the extension of these ideas into more general representations of
Muslims and of Islamic cultures during the early modern period, particularly that
of the Ottoman Turks. By this method this thesis will aim to demonstrate the
unchanging place of Muhammad as a foundational, and ahistoric, archetype in the
creation of constructions and stereotypes of Muslims and of the cultures of the

‘Islamic World’. Of course, these attitudes were not always deterministic of such

216 Ibid., p.182.

' Nabil Matar, Islam in Britain, pp.153-184.

218 For a full discussion of Luther’s exposition of these three categories in On War Against the Turk, see
Appendix 11, pp.480-488.
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political matters as the foreign policy of British monarch (although they were to
some extent for the arch exegete James I), and even less so of the trade relations
of British merchants, where the motive of profit overcame any distaste for the
religion and culture of the trade partner. Yet underlying patterns of alliance,
‘traffique’ and interaction which existed between the English and the Muslim
world were, this thesis will argue, often unshakeable views of the beliefs and
behaviours of the Muslim other which would not only dominate the texts of the
early modern period, particularly those of the London stage, but would survive

into the imperial era and even the modern world.
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I

DECEPTION

The ‘Pseudo-Prophet’ and His Book: Discrediting the Revelation of

Muhammad

The accounts of deception as a central feature of the prophetic career of
Muhammad in the polemic biographies hinge on several common themes: the
deceptive, immoral and ambitious nature of Muhammad himself; his use of his
epilepsy to counterfit revelation;”'? the role of his wife Khadija in the
establishment of his prophethood; his con-tricks involving such animals as a dove,
a bull and a camel to present the as divinely received and his collaboration with
Jews and heretical Christians, and particularly the figure of the monk Sergius, in
creating his new religion. All of these techniques, along with the use of sexual
enticement and violence, were seen by Christian commentators in the West as
being employed by Muhammad in the puruit of material wealth and temporal
power and the religion of Islam as being a creation of Muhammad aimed at

securing him these worldy ends.

%1 For an examination of the significance of of the condition of epilepsy in the medieval and early modern

context, see Appendix IV, pp.489-492.
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Epilepsy, Deception and the Role of Khadija in Early Modern Texts

The epilepsy of Muhammad is usually described in the most degrading and
graphic language in the polemic biographies and is usually made central to his
beginning a career of deception as a false prophet, most particularly concentrating
on his deceiving of his wife Khadija, who is generally seen as the first to fall
victim to Muhammad’s cunning. In this sense the version of Khadija parodies the

role of the Khadija of the sira, where she is venerated as the first Muslim.

Muhammad’s epilepsy is most frequently depicted as the result of his intemperate
lifestyle, a feature which connects with the medieval and early modern conception
of Islam as a worldly faith, a religion of the flesh, and in most of these versions
Khadija is shown as believing Muhammad’s lies with alacrity and subsequently
being vital in the spreading of his deceptive claim of prophethood, rather than
accepting the shame of an afflicted husband. The accusation of excess, as
discussed briefly earlier, is repeated throughout the texts of the early modern
period in Britain and is also intimately connected to the figure of Khadija through
the idea of Muhammad marrying her to secure her wealth. In Thomas Newton’s 4
notable historie of the Saracens (1575) he describes how Muhammad married

‘Hadigia’ and:

[...] beyng in possession of the wedow and all her substance & by meanes

therof growen to great wealth, he often fell grouelong on the ground,
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foming and froathing at the mouth (for he had the fallyng sicknes) and
0

laye in a horrible extasie or distraction of minde...?
Newton goes on to describe how Khadija ‘tooke very heauily’ this manifestation of
epilepsy and ‘cursed her fortune, in that shée had so lothsomely matched her selfe’.?!
Newton’s version shows Muhammad reacting opportunistically to his wife’s concern

over his sickness and turning it to his own advantage - he describes how Muhammad:

[...] to appease her griefe and to make her from great agonie to leape to
sodaine ioye, tolde her that the same happened vnto him by the operation
of the Spirite of God himselfe, who appeared vnto him and reuealed
certaine things, which he should pronounce and shewe to the people,

touching the law of Moses and of Christ...??

In Newton’s version Khadija’s reaction is equally opportunistic and is described in
dismissive style as he tells of how the ‘olde trotte’ who ‘tenderly loued him for his

lustie corage and beautifull age’, was at once convinced:

[...] not to love him as a husband, but to worship and reverence him as a
holy man and a divine Prophete highly in Gods favour, and to blaze his

holines abroad among her Companions and Gossippes.”**

220 Thomas Newton (Celio Augustino Curione), A notable historie of the Saracens Briefly and faithfully
descrybing the originall beginning, continuaunce and successe aswell of the Saracens, as also of Turkes,
Souldans, Mamalukes, Assassines, Tartarians and Sophians. With a discourse of their affaires and actes
[from the byrthe of Mahomet their first péeuish prophet and founder for 700 yéeres space. VVhereunto is
annexed a compendious chronycle of all their yeerely exploytes, from the sayde Mahomets time tyll this
present yeere of grace. 1575 (London: 1575), p.5.

2! 1bid., p.5.

2 Ibid., p.S.

2 Ibid., p.5.
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This, somewhat comic, treatment of the beginning of Muhammad’s prophetic career is

typical of the versions which would come after.

George Whetstone’s version in The English mirror (1586) has Muhammad’s exhibition
of ‘the falling evill’ credited as either ‘the vengeaunce of God sent to abase his pride, or
the malice of the deuill by this plague to colour his impious enterprise’ and describes how
»224

his ‘straunge passions much amazed both his wife and houshold seruauntes.

Whetstone also has Muhammad excusing himself by asserting that:

[...] the Angell of God oftentimes talked with him, and vnable as a man to
sustaine his diuine presence, he entered into this agonie and alteration of
spirit, and that by this visitation, he forelearned what was the almightie

will and pleasure of God, whose expresse charge he followed.*?

Whetstone then goes on to present the conclusion that:

By these subtil illusions & protestations, he not only seduced his familliar
friendes and allies, but by his cunning and their false rumours he was
admired and reputed through the greater part of Arabia, as the Prophet of
God.**

Whetstone’s version of this familiar tale also displays the trope of the spread of Islam
as a ‘seduction’, which, along with the trope of the spread of the religion through

violence, was repeated in many other texts.

24 George Whetstone, The English mirror (London: 1586), p.57.

22 bid., pp.57-8.
% Ibid., p.58.
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In The Bapitizing of a Turk (1586) Meredith Hanmer describes the events in very
similar terms. Hanmer relates how Muhammad ‘had the falling sickenes, which took
him extremely, so that he grovelled along the grounde, and fomed piteously at the
mouth’ and also details how ‘his wife being of great honour and substance bewailed
her harde hap, in matching with a beggarly Rascall, and a diseased creature’; *’once
again in this version Muhammad is shown to react opportunistically to his predicament
and:

Persuaded his wife and others that he was a Prophet, that the spirite of God
fell upon him & that the Angel Gabriel, in the forme of a Dove came to his
eare, and revealed him secrets, whose presence he was not able to abide,

therfore he prostrated himselfe and lay in a Traunce...?*®

In this version Hanmer includes the legend of the dove and the corn which Muhammad
has taught “to feed at his eare,’*** which will be discussed at more length later. Hanmer

adds to his version a measure of mysogynistic comment which seems aimed at

effeminising the birth of Islam; he describes how after Muhammad’s claim to

prophethood:

[...] his wife, in a while being therein satisfied, chatted the same among
her Gossippes saying say nothing, my husband is a Prophet. The women
after their manner, whereof all of them all canne keepe no counsel,

blabbed abroade that Mahomet was a Prophet.**

227 Meredith Hanmer, The Baptizing of a Turke (London: 1586), Sig.B1.
8 1bid., Sig.B2.
9 Ibid, Sig.BI.
20 Ibid., Sig.B2.
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And concludes that ‘Et taliter ex feeminis fama [...] pervenit ad viros, and so by women

f, 3! opening Islam to the possibility, indeed the probability,

menne came to know thereo
of negative interpretations through the prism of early modern antifeminism as a religion
spread by the gossip of women. This version is repeated almost verbatim in Henry
Smith’s Gods arrowe against atheists (1593), which describes how Muhammad’s wife
and her friends ‘blazed abroad that Mahomet was a Prophet’ and consequently that ‘from
women it [Islam] came to men by notable fraud, & was established through wiles, deceit,
subtiltie, and lyes.’**? This crediting of the spread of Islam to women is also found in

John Pory’s translation of Leo Africanus’ 4 geographical historie of Africa (1600), which

states that Muhammad:

[...] perswaded this law [the Qur an], first by giuing his wife to
understand, and his neighbours by her meanes, and by little and little
others also, that he conuersed with the angell Gabriell, vnto whose
brightnes he ascribed the falling sicknes, which many times prostrated him

vpon the earth.. 23

This version is also found in Joseph Wybarne’s The new age of old names (1609)
which, as with the other versions above, has Muhammad ‘having married his
Mistresse, which was very wealthy, by drunkennesse (as it is thought) falling into the
falling-sickenes’ and when his wife subsequently ‘rebuked him, as if he were a
drunken beggar’ told her, in confidence, that just as ‘Daniel was sicke when he saw

the Angel, it is the Angel Gabriel which appearing to me, thus astonisheth my

2! Ibid., Sig.B2.
22 Henry Smith, Gods arrowe against atheists (London: John Danter, 1593), Sig.J3.
3 Leo Africanus, John Pory (trans.), A geographical historie of Africa (London: 1600), p.381.
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senses.’?** The fact of telling Khadija in confidence is shown in Wybarne’s version to
be another cunning ploy by Muhammad. Wybarne describes how Muhammad ‘meant
that he should publish what he sayed’ and so ‘intreated her to conceale it’, knowing
that ‘as a River stopped, growes higher above the bankes, so there is a generation
called Women, which being desired to be silent, will tell it more liberally’ and
consequently Muhammad’s wife ‘promised silence with her tongue but not for the
tongue of her heart’ and ‘at the next Gossips meeting, she told them her husband was a
Prophet’, concluding, as with the other commentators that ‘so from women it went to
men.’%*> This faintly comic version of the inception of Muhammad’s revelation, which
seems to echo figures like Noah’s wife in the medieval Mystery plays with her
‘gossips’, has the satirical effect of betlittling the figure of Muhammad, and

consequently the religion of Islam.

The tenacious survival of this version of the beginning of Muhammad’s revelatory career
and of the role of his wife in the deceptive spreading of the new faith can be clearly seen
in the section title ‘A Summary of the Religion of the Turks’ appended to the 1688
edition of Alexander Ross’s Alcoran of Mahomet, under the sunheading ‘THE LIFE and
DEATH OF MAHOMET, THE Prophet of the Turks, and Author OF THE
ALCORAN’.2¢ Ross’s version has Muhammad going on a retreat into the wilderness and
then after two years returning ‘as if newly returned from the Oracles of Heaven’ at which
point he ‘stileth himself a Prophet sent from God.”?*” Ross then describes how God

‘willing through his mercy, to withdraw him from that precipice of his everlasting ruine,

24 Joseph Wybarne, The new age of old names (London: John Windet for William Barret, and Henry
Fetherstone, 1609), p.

5 Ibid., pp.94-5.

3¢ Alexander Ross, the Alcoran of Mahomet (London: 1688).

" Ibid., p.v.
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and admonish him of his error, afflicted his body with the falling sickness,’*®

echoing
Whetstone’s version of the affliction of epilepsy as ‘the vengeaunce of God’ for
Muhammad’s blasphemous claims to prophethood.Yet, once again, the reaction of
Muhammad to this divine sanction is that of the opportunist, in this case ignoring the
judgement of God against him and his deceptive claim to be a prophet. Ross describes

how Muhammad ‘instead of repenting, made an advantage to promove his wicked

design’, and goes on to tell the familiar story of how:

[...] his Wife lamenting to see her self yoaked to one so diseased, and
tormented with an hideous infirmity, he excused it, and easily wrought in
her a belief, that being constrained frequently to converse with the Angel
Gabriel, his frail body, unable to abide the splendor of his heavenly

presence, fell into that distemper, and at the departure of the Divine
39

Ambassador, recovered its former condition.’
Once again in Ross’s version it is Khadija who ‘believing this, was not wanting to
divulge the rare qualities of her husband, his admirable sanctity, and frequent converse
with the Angel’ spreads the news of Muhammad’s prophethood which ‘gained him the
esteem of a Prophet in his own house, and reverence among his Neighbours’. 240 What
can clearly be seen in these texts are examples of the subversion of the Muslim
conception of Khadija as the first Muslim, or at |East the first to accept Muhammad as

a prophet, to create an image of a woman as ambitious and deceptive as her husband,

8 Ibid., p.v
% Ibid., pp.v-vi
0 Ibid., p.vi
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and whose own feminine faults and subterfuge are made central to the spread of

Islam.?*!

Muhammad’s opportunistic use of his epilepsy can also be found in other version of
the polemic biography, where the staging of revelation is used to reinforce his position
more generally in his contemporary community and secure obedience. In Thomas
Roger’s translation of Neils Hemmingsen’s The faith of the church militant (1581) the
warlord Muhammad is shown using his epilepsy to secure support from his army,
amongst whom it is stated, missing no opportunity for heaping insults on the prophet
of Islam, that, ‘manie could not abide ye basenes of his birth, nor the odiousnes of his
former life, especialie they loathed him for a disease he had, which was the falling
sicknes.’**? Hemmingsen describes how Muhammad sought to ‘redeeme himselfe
from this contempt,’ stressing the credulity and lack of sophistication of Muhammad’s
contemporary audience by stating that such a move was ‘an easie matter amonge the

foolish common people.” Hemmingsen goes on to describe how Muhammad:

[...] pretended a diuinitie in his doinges, faining himselfe to enter

communication with God, and so when he talked, to be rauished out of

himselfe, and seemed like vnto one afflicted with the falling sicknes.?*’

The political purpose in practising this deception is then made plain as Hemmingsen

describes how Muhammad transformed his mandate to rule from an earthly to a divine

2! The figures of deceptive Muslim women were also a common feature of early modern ‘Turk’ plays
such as the character of Rossa in Fulke Greville’s Mustapha (1609) and Voada in Robert Daborne’s 4
Christian Turn’d Turk (1612), and along with the imputation of effeminacy to Muslims, and of
effeminisation through conversion to Islam, will be something which will be discussed in more detail later.
2 Neils Hemmingsen, The faith of the church militant (London: 1581), p.80.

* Ibid., p.80.
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sanction by stating ‘plainlie, but vntrulie, howe he was no more a capitane, and prince
elected through the fauor of souldiors, but a prophet, and a messenger of the almightie
God’, with the intention that ‘under the shew of diuinitie he might haue all men the
more obedient to his wordes’.*** The version included in Roger’s translation of
Hemmingsen is duplicated verbatim by William Biddulph in his The travels of
certaine Englishmen (1609), demonstrating the contention made earlier in this thesis
that although the body of the Christian traveller may have entered the Islamic world,
the mind of the Christian commentator most often remained securely in the accepted
tradtions to be found in the libraries and pulpits of home.?** This aspect of the work of
Western authors can also be seen in the version of the humanist traveller George
Sandys, who describes in his 4 relation of a iourney (1615) how Muhammad was
‘much subject to the falling sicknesse’ and made his followers ‘believe that it was a
propheticall trance; and that then he conversed with the Angel Gabriel.” Once again,
although resident in Istanbul, Sandys’ description shows no alteration of the centuries-

old Western tradition._246

The version included in George Abbot’s A briefe description of the whole world (1599),
whose author was a future Archbishop of Canterbury, shows the place of these depictions
of the deceptive and politic nature of Muhammad’s revelatory career at the centre of the
dominant religious discourse of the Church of England. Abbot describes how

Muhammad;:

4 Ibid., p.80.

245 See: William Buddulph, The travels of certaine Englishmen (London: 1609), p.93.

%6 George Sandys, A relation of a iourney begun an: Dom: 1610 Foure bookes. Containing a description of
the Turkish Empire, of AEgypt, of the Holy Land, of the remote parts of Italy, and ilands adioyning.
(London: Richard Field for W: Barrett, 1615), p.53.
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To maintaine his credit & authoritie with his owne men, he fained that he

had conference with the holy Ghost, at such time as he was troubled with

the falling sickness, and accordingly, he ordained a new religion.*’

The Church of England clergyman and historian Peter Heylyn in his Microcosmos: A
little description of the great world (1625),>*® dedicated to Prince Charles (Heylyn would
later be under the patronage of Charles’ Archbishop of Canterbury, William Laud), also
utilised the central features of the polemic biographical tradition in his treatment of
Muhammad as an epileptic and deceiver. Heylyn’s version has Muhammad ‘troubled
almost continually with the Falling-sicknes’ and in order ‘to mask which infirmity’, due
to it being ‘repugnant to his pretended omnipotency’, he has Muhamamd claim that ‘it
was only a diuine rapture, wherein he conversed with the Angel Gabriel’. Heylyn adds,
perhaps reflecting the obsessions of his monarch James I which ran to demonology and
witchcraft as well as Islamophobia, that Muhammad was ‘well seen in Magick’ and that
through this means and ‘and help of the Divell’ he ‘taught a white Pigeon to feed at his

eare, affirming it to be the Holy Ghost, which informed him in diuine precepts’.24

‘A Great Doer with Mahomet’: The figure of Sergius

*7 George Abbot, A briefe description of the whole world (London: 1599), Sig.E.
2% Though initially published in 1621, I have consulted the 1625 edition: Peter Heylyn, 4 little description
of the great world (London: 1625), p.617.

Ibid., p.617. Here Heylyn brings in the myth of Muhammad’s dove, which will be seen to reoccur many
times in early modem texts.
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In the depiction of the deception of Muhammad and of the falsity and syncretism
present in the Qur ‘an and in Islamic doctrine there was no more important figure
in medieval and early modern texts than that of the heretical monk Sergius,
sometimes called Nestorius, who is featured in almost all versions of the life of
Muhammad during the medieval and early modern periods. In the polemic
biographies Sergius is inextricably linked with the birth of Islam as a religion and
with the devising of the methods to ensure its spread, often along with Jewish
collaborators, as an advisor or planner of the religion. Sergius often acts in these
texts as something between a religious advisor and what we would recognize as
the modern species of ‘spin doctor’, although the biographies sometime go as far

as crediting him as author of the Qur ’an itself.

The probable root of the figure of the collaborator monk lies in the Islamic sirat
versions dealing with the early life of Muhammad and his encounter with the
monk Bahira. The version of the meeting between Muhammad and the monk
described in Ibn Ishaq’s Sirat Rasul Allah has Muhammad taken by his uncle Abi
Talib on a merchant caravan to Syria and tells of how, ‘When the caravan reached
Busra in Syria, there was a monk there in a cell by the name of Bahira, who was
well versed in the knowledge of the Christians.’>*° This idea of a man
knowledgeable about Christianity survives in a distorted form in the figure of
Sergius of the polemic biographies, though little else is recognisable of the

Islamic version. The Sirat version continues to say of the monk that:

0 Ibn Ishaq, A. Guillame (trans.), Sirat Rasul Allah (The Life of Muhammad) (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1955), p.79.
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[...] while he was in his cell he saw the apostle of God in the caravan
when they approached, with a cloud overshadowing him among the

people. Then they stopped in the shadow of a tree near the monk.?"

Though the monk had normally ignored the Quraysh traders, on this occasion he
invites them to his house and honours them with food. The Quraysh leave
Muhammad behind, due to his youth, when visiting the monk’s house, but at the
request of the monk he is brought into the house. At this point the sirat verion has

the monk approaching Muhammad:

Bahira got up and said to him, ‘Boy, I ask you by al-Lat and al-‘Uzza to
answer my question.” Now Bahira said this only because he had heard his
people swearing by these gods. They allege that the apostle of God said to

him, ‘Do not ask me by al-Lat and al-‘Uzza, for by Allah nothing is more

hateful to me than these two.’*>

This section evidently seems to be geared towards demonstrating the early
monotheism of Muhammad, and particularly his rejection of al-Lat and al-‘Uzza,
two of the tutelary deities of Mecca and, along with Manat, the goddesses
involved in the revelatory controversy of the Gharaniq (‘the birds’), better known
in the West as the incident of the ‘Satanic verses’. At this point the monk
investigates Muhammad and identifies the seal of prophecy on his back, at which
point he asks Abia Talib what his relationship to the boy is. Abii Talib replies that

he is the boy’s uncle and Bahira issues a dire warning:

! 1bid., p.80.
2 Ibid., p.80.
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Take your nephew back to his country and guard him carefully against the

Jews, for by Allah! If they see him and know about him what I know, they
53

will do him great evil; a great future lies before this nephew of yours. 2
This somewhat anti-Semitic passage seems to serve the purpose of providing a
foretelling of Muhammad’s prophetic career, the absence of which in scripture was
often held against him by Christian authorities. However, this is the end of the
Christian monk Bahira’s involvement with Muhammad in the sira and, although
providing the probable basis for the figure of Sergius, is, as this section will show,
plainly nothing like as formative or extensive as the influence of the fictional monk in

Christian polemic biography.

The version reproduced in William Caxton’s version of Jacobus de Voragine’s
Golden Legend (1483) states that Muhammad ‘fayned hym to be a prophete’ and
describes how ‘them that he myght not drawe to hym by myght / he drewe to hym
by fayned holynesse.’*** The Caxton text then goes on to describe how

Muhammad:

[...] beganne to byleue the counceyl of that Sergyus / whyche was a
moche subtyl man / and enquyred alle that he shold do secretelye / &
reported it to the peple and callyd hym gabryel.

253 .

Ibid., p.81.
254 Jacobus de Voragine, Legenda aurea sanctorum, sive, Lombardica historia [Golden Legend]
(London: William Caxton, 1483), no page numbers.
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Here Sergius, as in many of the medieval and early modern texts, is credited with the
idea of Muhammad pretending to receive revelations from the angel Gabriel and the
text concludes that ‘thus machomete in faynyng hym self to be a prophete / helde alle
the seygnourye of alle that peuple’. Other results of Sergius’ influence are also
mentioned by Caxton’s translation, including the clothing and ceremonies of the

‘sarazyns’, of which the text states that:

[...] by cause that thys Sergyus was a monke / he wold that the sarasyns
shold vse the habyte of a monke / that is to wete a gowne without an hood/

and in / the gyse of monkes they shold make many knelynges.

This element of the story can be seen repeated over a century later by Meredith Hanmer

in The Baptizing of a Turke (1586) where he describes how:

Sergius the Monke [...] persuaded Mahomet in his Alcoran to commend
the humitilie of Christian Monks and priests. He made him deliver the
Saracens a monks coule, which they use unto this day. Also:
Instarmonachorum multas genu-flexiones. Many duckings and crouching

after the manner of monks, which is seen in their kind of salutation.*>

The Caxton version of The Golden Legend also credits Sergius as being the root of
Islamic teaching and possibily of the Qur’an, as it states that ‘machomete publisshed

to them many of the lawes that the sayd Sergyus taughte hym,’ also observing that he

%55 Meredith Hanmer, The Baptizing of a Turke (London: 1586), Sig.B8. This version is also contained
verbatim in Henry Smith’s Gods arrovve against atheists (1593), which duplicates Hanmer in most aspects.
See: Henry Smith, Gods arrovve against atheists (London: 1593), Sig.J4-K1.
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‘toke many of moyses lawes’, reinforcing the derivative nature of Islam in the eyes of

the Christian commentator.

The only point at which Mandeville'’s Travels comes close to the features of other
medieval polemic biographies is in relating the story of the hermit befriended by
Muhammad. The Mandeville story may have its roots, as with the stories of
Sergius the monk and or the Nestorian collaborator, in the sirat relating to Bahira,
yet this story is used to explain the Islamic prohibition of alcohol. The Travels
describes Muhammad, during his travels as a trader, meeting a ‘gode heremyte
that dueled in the deserts a mile from Mount Synay’ who he ‘loued wel.’?*® The
text then goes on to describe how ‘so often went Machomete to this heremyte that
alle his men weren wrothe, for he wolde gladly here this heremyte preche and
make his men wake alle nyght.’®>” This seems to hint at Muhammad receiving
religious instruction from people of other religions, but this aspect of the polemic
tradition is not emphasized. The text then describes how Muhammad’s men
decide to ‘putte the heremyte to deth’ and how during a night when ‘Machomete
was drunken of gode wyn and he felle on slepe’ the men took his sword from its
sheath and ‘therewith thei slowgh this heremyte and putten his swerd al blody in
his schethe ayen.”®*® The text describes how when Muhammad wakes the next
morning and ‘fond the heremyte ded’ he was ‘ful sory and wroth and wolde haue

don his men to deth,” until they convince him that ‘he himself had slayn him whan

60p. cit., p.103.
7 Ibid., p.103.
%% Ibid., p.103.
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he was drunken, and schewed him his swerd alle blody.’**® The text then tells how
Muhammad then ‘cursed the wyn and alle tho that drynken it’, explaining that this

is the reason why ‘Sarrazines that ben devout drynken nuere no wyn.’*°

The interejection of this violent episode is the only part of Mandeville's Travels
which approximates to the more extreme elements of the tradition of polemic
biography and the text is in many ways more irenic in its treatment of Islam and
its prophet than many of the texts produced in the early modern period. This
version is repeated almost verbatim in the anonymous work entitled Here
begynneth a lytell treatyse of the turkes lawe called Alcoran produced by Wynkyn
de Worde in 1519, a text which repeats much of the material in Mandeville'’s
Travels, along with some additional material from Higden’s Polychronicon,

including the naming of Muhammad as a ‘nygromancer’ in its subtitle. **'

The Polychronicon had itself been printed by William Caxton in 1482 and again
by de Worde in 1495, with a version produced by ‘John Reynes boke seller’ in
1527, ensuring its place on the bookshelves of sixteenth-century English readers;
all of these editions used the 1387 translation by John of Trevisa.’®* The version
contained in Trevisa’s version of Higden’s Polychronicon states that, ‘A monk pat

heet Sergius was i-put out of pe company of pe monkes pat he was among foe he

% Ibid., p.103.

29 Ibid., p.103.

%' Anon, Here begynneth a Iytell treatyse of the turkes lawe called Alcoran. And also it speketh of
Machamet the nygromancer (London: Wynkyn de Worde, 1519).

262 Ranulph Higden, Polychronycon (London: John Reynes, 1527).
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was i-falle into Nistorius his errour.’?*® The text goes on to describe how Sergius
then ‘com into Arabia and putte hym self to Machometus, and enformed hym,’

once again placing Sergius at the very root of the formation of Islamic doctrine.?**

Perhaps the strangest version of the provenance of the synchretic and derivative
version of Islam is found in the ‘C’ text of William Langland’s Piers Plowman
(c.1380). In this version it is stated, in the speech of Anima from Passus XVII,

that Muhammad himself was a renegade Christian:

Me fynde wel pat Macometh was a man ycristened

And a cardinal of court, a gret clerk withalle,
265

And persuade to haue be pope, prince of holy chirche. (11.165-8)
Here Muhammad is shown to be a high-ranking churchman, with ambitions to be
pope. The texts then relates how when his ambitions in Rome were not realised,
‘Forthy souhte he into Surie and sotiled how he myhte/ Be maister ouer alle tho
men’ (11.169-170). Although the idea of Muhammad as ambitious man, indeed a
man monomanically fixated on power and domination, and also as a person

employing religion to further his political goals, would be continued in the early

%63 The version I have used here is from: Ranulf Higden, (ed. Joseph Rawson Lumby), Polychronicon
Ranulphi Higden monachi Cestrensis: together with the English translations of John Trevisa and of an
unkown writer of the fifteenth century, Rolls Series 41, (London: Longman & Co., 1865-1895), p.21. The
text also notes an alternative provenance for Sergius as ‘archedecon of Antiocha’ or ‘patriark of Ieruslam’
(p-21).

% The mention of the Nestorian heresy is also important; as with the other heresies, particularly Arianism,
which Sergius is seen to transfer to Muhammad in the polemic biographies, Nestorianism deals with the the
nature of Christ’s divinity. Nestorianism carries the doctrine of distint human and divine persons in Christ
and along with Arianiam, the main Christian heresy denying the divinity of Christ, were associated with
Sergius throughout the medieval and early modern period; seemingly being a direct product of the Muslim
denial of Christ’s divinity, which was then explained in terms of familiar Chriatian heretical doctrines.

25 William Langland, Derek Pearsall (ed.), Piers Plowman (London: Edward Arnold, 1978).
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modern texts, the depiction of Muhammad himself as a renegade Christian did not

survive, although the other details of this version are applied elsewhere to Sergius.

The early modern versions of the story of Sergius and of Muhammad’s collaborators in
the production of the Qur’an and of the central tenets of Islam also place the figure of the
monk within the ambit of Christian heresies which denied the divinity of Jesus. In Acts

and Monuments John Foxe states that:

It is thought that Sergius, a Nestorian, was a great doer with Mahomet, in
contriving of this lying Alcoran; and so it doeth well appear by the scope
and pretence thereof, which especially tendeth to this end, to take divinity

from the person of Christ. ..

Here the imputation of Sergius as a co-author involved in the ‘contriving’ of the Qur’an
can be clearly seen, as can the continued importance of Muslim denial of Christ’s divinity
in early modern texts. Foxe does acknowledge that Muhammad ‘granteth
notwithstanding’ that Christ was ‘a most holy man, and also that he is received up to
God, and shall come again to kill Antichrist, &c’, although, of course, the idea of

Antichrist in meaningless in a Muslim context. %%

The 1572 translation of Sebastian Miinster’s Cosmographia decribes how Muhammad’s

‘temeritie and malapertnes was also increased by the vnconstancie and vnfaithfulnes of

¢ John Foxe, Acts and Monuments, p.21.
*7 Ibid., p.21.
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one Sergius a pestilent monke’, with the result that ‘in a shorte space hee came to suche
estimacion amongest the Arabians, that he was called and beleeued to bee the great
messenger of God and the great Prophet.’*®® The text describes Sergius as being

‘a Nestorian archeheritike banished from Constantinople fled into Araby’ and the result
of his ‘asociating him selfe vnto Mahumets familiaritie’ being that ‘an ill maister and
gouernor with a most filthy and abhominable scholer was sone vnited together’.?*® In this
description there is also an example of how the nature of Sergius was often used in the
polemic biographies to condemn Muhammad by association, an aspect which is further
highlighted as the text goes on to say of Sergius that he was ‘a prater and ful of wordes,
bold, rashe, impudent, subtile, craftye,’ attributes which identify him as ‘in al thinges
agreing with Mahumet’ in whose company, the prophet having now ‘waxed mightye,’ the

text states ‘the runnagate found a filthie priuy and dungeon of all wickednes.” >

The text also decribes how Sergius taught his ‘vnhappy maister [Muhammad] Nestorians
madnes’ and also, ‘perswaded him to expulse and remoue the christians and their priestes
from Damascus, Syria, & Arabia, and so to corrupte the Iudaicall lawe and depraue the
Christian faith.”>’'Here the text brings into play perceived Muslim persecution of
Christians by describing an expulsion which never occurred, religious toleration, if not
religious equality, being a notable feature of all the Islamic empires through the dhimmi
system. The text concludes that ‘it cannot wel be rehearsed by howe manye craftye and

subtile meanes this most vnfaythfull Apostata and runneagate hath deceiued and seduced

28 Sebastian Miinster, 4 briefe collection, Fol.63.
2 Ibid., Fol.63.

20 Ibid., Fol.63.

M Ibid., Fol.63-64.
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the people’, equating Sergius with the much villified early modern figure of the

‘runneagate’ or renegado: the Christian convert to Islam.””

The translation also details Sergius’ role in the composition of the Qur’an, also including
the role of Jews in the process, as Miinster describes how Muhammad ‘began to make a
newe Lawe by the healpe of his mayster Sergius and certayne lewes his companions,’*"*
and describes him as ‘borowing some thinges of the Hebrewes, and some thinges of the
christians discipline’ in order to ‘write in a certayne volume all the lawes of his new sect,
y' whiche bookes name is Alcoran.” The text also notes that ‘that boke not manye yeares

t’3274

agoe hathe come into prin presumably a reference to the Bibliander/Luther edition of

the Qur ’an produced in 1546. The Miinster version concludes of Muhammad that:

[...] withe Sergius hee made this booke full of wickednes & corrupted the

true scriptures with counterfait interpretacions, and that he mighte be
75

accompted the prophete and conseruatour of both Testamentes.. 2
He provides an echo of the medieval idea of Muhammad as a Christian by claiming that
Muhammad ‘flattered ye christians in this that he was baptized of Sergius,’ a charge
which is repeated verbatim by Meredith Hanmer in his Baptizing of a Turke (1 586).27

The translation of Miinster catalogues the syncretic product of Muhammad’s heretical

and Jewish collaborators, describing how he:

*”2 Ibid., Fol.64.
*" Ibid., Fol.64.
7% Ibid., Fol.64.
" Ibid., Fol.64.
276 See: Meredith Hanmer, The Baptizing of a Turk (London: 1586), Sig.B8.
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[...] commaunded his people to be washte often for the expiacion of theyr

offences. He folowed also the Iewes, in that, that he appointed

circumcision, and abstinence from swynes fleshe...*"’

But also points out the way in which these aspects were also corrupted, stating that:

[...] circumcision whiche is commaunded to bee the eyght day, extendeth

to the very ful & complet age, and baptisme that taketh awaye spyrytuall

filthynes whiche ought not to be reiterate, is daylye of them reiterate,?’®

taking the opportunity to stress the perception of the unregenerate recidivism of Muslims,

who repeat daily their ‘spyrytuall filthynes.’

Thomas Newton’s A notable historie of the Saracens (1575) describes how Muhammad
‘was grealy anymated by the peruerse and Deuilyshe Counsell of one Sergius a Monke’,
who the text describe as ‘béeyng exiled and expulsed oute of Constantinople, for
mayntainyng the Heresie of the Arrians’ and who had ‘fled into Arabie.’?”® Newton’s text
also describes the affinity between the Christian heretic, who he describes as coming

‘oftentimes [...] to the house of Abdimoneples,”*® Mahomets maister’, and also tells of

2" Miinster, Fol.66.

*% Ibid., Fol.66.

%’ Thomas Newton (Celio Augustino Curione), A notable historie of the Saracens (London: 1575), p.4.

?% This could possibly a confused reference to Abu Talib, Muhammad’s uncle. The version included in
Whetstone’s work seems to be the basis for the Alexander Ross’s in his Alcoran of Mahomet (1649), where
he describes how during the prosecution of heresy in the Byzantine Empire:

[...]Sergius a Monk, and Sectary of Nestorius, conscious of his error, and dreading the
punishment, fled secretly into Arabia, and found retreat and entertainment with

Abdemonople, the Master of Mahomet, where finding slender hopes of propagating his
infectious Heresie (the Family being Pagans) and less of overthrowing his opposites in
Religions, he resolved to take revenge on Christianity it self, and to that effect began to
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how Sergius ‘entirely loued Mahomet for the singular dexteritie that he conceyued to bée

*28! once again demonstrating the depiction of Muhammad as a

in his wit and towardnes,
cunning figure, well suited to Sergius’ Machiavellian instruction. This depiction of the
relationship between Muhammad and Sergius can also be found in George Whetstone’s

The English mirror (1586). The title of Chapter Seven of Whetstone’s work makes clear

the position of the heretical monk in his version:

Of the enuy of Sergius a monke of Constantinople, who being banished for
heresie fledde into Arabia, vnto Mahomet, by whose diuelish pollicies,

ambitious Mahomet, forced the people to holde him for a Prophet, which
damnable sect, vntil this day hath beene nourished with the bloud of many

thousandes.”®’

Again Muhammad and Sergius are shown as a religio-political partnership, and one with
spectacularly bloody results. Newton’s version describes the ‘envy’ of Sergius, the theme
of his text being ‘a regard wherein all estates may behold the conquests of envy,”??
among the ‘blouddye cruelties’ detailed elsewhere in his text as the one act which
‘broched, the extreamest venim of the diuell’ and as being ‘many degress more extreame’
than the others.?®* Whetstone also has Sergius begin as ‘a Monke in Constantinople’ who

‘raysed damnable heresies, to make him selfe famous’ and goes on to describe how ‘the

sect of Mahomet, which his accursed head first planted in Arabia’ has:

Here Ross, as with Whetstone, uses both the revenge narrative of Sergius and also a reference to
‘Abdemonople, the Master of Mahomet.’

28! Newton, p.5.

32 George Whetstone, The English mirror (London: 1586), p.55.

28 1bid., Frontspiece.

% Ibid., p.56.
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[...] left an impossibility to Belzabub to scatter in the world, a more
blasphemy against God, and iniury towardes men, whose opinions buried
millions of soules in hell, whose bodies were to forme, many hundred
yéeres after his departure vnto the Diuell. The actions of whom, and

originall of Mahomets sect ensueth.”%’

Whetstone’s version has Sergius arriving in Arabia ‘In the Prime of Mahomets
aduancement’ and, in order ‘to be reuenged of the Cleargie that banished him
Constantinople’ and to ‘shew his malice, to despight God because he suffered him to
prosper no better in his herestes’ describes how ‘in euery place he tormented the poore
Christians.’**Whetstone then provides an example of the use of Sergius to decry

Muhammad, describing how:

[...] in the ende he lighted in acquaintance with Mahomet, whome Sergius
founde in abilitie and power great, in witte quicke and subtill, in minde
proude and ambitious, of disposition froward and enuious, a great practiser
of magicke and nigromancie, and to bee shorte, that hee was ignoraunt in

no vice, neither was there any lewde attempt that hee feared to enterprise

Here Muhammad can be seen as exhibiting the characteristics which would later be
central to the construction of Machiavellian Islamic characters on the English stage.
Whetstone describes how Sergius ‘counseled Mahomet to take vpon him the name of a
Prophet’ and also how ‘to giue him the greater credit, by magicke and other diuelish

»287

practises, hee illuded the people with some false miracles’’, achieving the end that ‘his

wife and most familiar friendes began to admire Mahomet, and to reuerence him as a

% 1bid., p.56.
% Ibid., p.56.
2 1bid., p.57.
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*28% once again demonstrating the parody of the Muslim perception of

holy Prophet,
Khadija as the first Muslim. Whetstone then goes on to describe how Muhammad ‘by his

industrie’ became ‘learned in all lawes’ and then describes his political maneuvering as

he relates how:

[...] in the beginning till he had well rooted his damnable sect, to reaue
himselfe of many dangerous enemies, in parte he accorded with the Iewes,
in part with the Christians, and moreouer in many thinges he agreed with

the heretiques which raigned in his time.. 289

Whetstone then provides a list of heresies borrowed by Islam, observing that:

[...] he denyed the Trinitie with the Sabellicans, with the Macedonians he
denyed that the holy Ghost was God, and approued the multitude of wiues
with the Nicolaites, on the other part he confessed that our Sauiour and

Redeemer was a holy Prophet, and that he had the spirite of God: with the

lewes he receyued circumcision. ..?*°

As usual in these lists of heretical borrowing, it is the matter of the denial of Christ’s
divinity which is the central feature, although Whetstone does take the opportunity here
to include reference to what was seen as the deviant marriage laws of the Muslims, as
well as reinforcing the links to Judaism through circumcision. Whetstone’s terse
conclusion on Muhammad is that ‘to be short, being of no religion, hee entertained the

professours of euery religion.”*”!

% Ibid., p.57.
% Ibid., p.57.
0 Ibid., p.58.
®! Ibid., p.58.
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Neils Hemmingsen’s The faith of the church militant (1581) extends the theological
collaborations and appropriations of Muhammad to other figures aside from Sergius.
Beginning by describing Muhammad as ‘rude altogether and vnlearned,” Hemmingsen

goes on to tell of how:

[...] he adioyned to him selfe two masters and counselers that were
Christians, the one wherof was Sergius an Arian, and ye other lohn

Nestorius, to whom there came a third, who was a Iewe, a Thalmudiste.

Euerie of which defended his seueral sect. 2*

Here Hemmingsen includes the familiar attribution of Arianism to Sergius, but also
includes the figure of Nestorius, suggesting the founder of the Nestorian heresy, who died
¢.452 AD about a century and a half before the beginning of Muhammad’s prophetic
career. Henningsen also includes a link with Judaism through the ‘Thalmudiste’, which
seems to be merely a direct personification of the general Christian consensus on the

Judaic roots of much of Muhammad’s teaching.

Interestingly, a very similar account appears in John Pory’s translation of Leo Africanus’

A geographical historie of Africa, (1600), which seems to confirm the degree to which

292 Neils Hemmingsen, The faith of the church militant (London: 1581), p.80. A similar account, including
the figures of ‘two lewes Apostates’ and ‘lohn a Nestorian’ appears in Edward Griomstone’s translation of
Pierre d’ Avity’s, The estates, empires, & principallities of the world Represented by ye description of
countries, maners of inhabitants, riches of provinces, forces, government, religion; and the princes that
have governed every estate. With the beginning of all militarie and religious orders. Trranslated out of the
Frinch by Edw. Grimestone, sareany at armes (London: 1615), p.1067.
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either translation or the pressure of writing for a papal ‘host’ transformed Leo’s Work.
Pory’s Africanus describes Muhammad rising in times which ‘answered very fitly for one
that woulde disturbe or worke any innouation’ as the Arabians ‘vpon some euill entreatie
were malecontented with the Emperour Heraclius’ and also ‘The heresies of Arrius and
Nestorius, had in a miserable sort shaken and annoied the church of God.”?? In the midst
of this discontent and religious schism, where we are told ‘The Iewes, though they
wanted power, yet amounted they to a great number. The Saracens preuailed mightily,
both in number and force. And the Romaine Empire was full of slaues.” The text then
describes how Muhammad, ‘taking hold on this opportunitie, framed a law, wherein all of
them should haue some part, or prerogatiue.’*** The ‘translation’ then relates how
Muhammad was assisted in his creation of this ‘law’ by ‘two Apostata Iewes, and two
heretikes’ and lists among them the familiar Western inventions, ‘Iohn, being a scholler

of Nestorius schoole; and the other Sergius, of the sect of Arrius.”?”

The text then describes how ‘the principall intention of this cursed law was wholie aimed
against the diuinitie of our Sauiour Iesus Christ’ who had been ‘wickedly oppugned by

the [ewes and Arrians’ and describes how the new religion:

[...] it embraceth circumcision, & maketh a difference between meats pure
& vnpure, partly to allure the Iewes. It denieth the Diuinitie of Christ, to
reconcile the Arrians, who were then most mightie; it foisteth in many

friuolous fables, that it might fit the Gentiles.?*®

293 Leo Africanus, John Pory (trans.), 4 geographical historie of Africa (London: 1600), p.380.
4 Ibid., p.380.

% Ibid., pp.380-1.
% Ibid., p.381.
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This demonstrates once again the view of Islam as hybrid religion of convenience created
with the intention of consensus-building in the pursuit of power. It seem inconceivable
that a man like Leo Africanus, who had been born a Muslim and had lived his whole life
in the Muslim world, until his capture by the papacy and conversion to Christianity, could
possibly have produced an account of Muhammad which was so completely embedded in
the Christian polemic tradition.®” I have not been able to examine the orginal manuscript
of Leo’s work, but if this version is contained in that text, then it can only be assumed
that the ministrations of those at the papal court while he was their ‘guest’, until his flight

and return to Islam in North Africa, must have been extremely persuasive indeed.

Hemmingsen also shows Muhammad employing religion for political ends as he
describes how he ‘receiued al’ contibutions of the various faiths, ‘supposing that he
should not onelie gratifie his companions, but also the more easilie allure al nations vnto

himselfe’, and so included in his teachings:

[...] the pertinacie of Arius, the error of Nestorius, and the vaine
inuentions of the Thalmudiste. And therefore he receaued from the Iewe
circumcision; from the Christians sundrie washinges as it were Baptismes;

and with Sergius he denied the diuinitie of Christ. 2*®

27 For a discussion of the translation of Leo Africanus see: Oumbelbanine Zhiri, ‘Leo Africanus,
Translated and Betrayed’, in: Renate Blumenfeld-Kosinski, Luise Von Flotow and Daniel Russell (eds.),
The Politics of Translation in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance (Canada: University of Ottowa Press,
2001), pp.161-174.

% Hemmingsen, Faith..., pp.80-1.
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Hemmingsen also describes some early ‘renegados’ who were ‘baptized, and some-what
instructed in Christianitie’, but who ‘as soone as theie had left the Romane Emperour for
the hatred they bare against him, renounced foorth-with the religion which he defended’,

which Hemmingsen compares to the example of:

[...] those tenne tribes of Israel, which reuolting from the house of Dauid

vnto Roboam, despised the lawes of their fathers, and went from the

seruice of the onelie true God vnto the inuocation of Diuels.”?’

This statement demonstrates the Biblical root of the anathematic manner in which

converts to Islam were regarded during the early modern period.

William Biddulph, the Church of England minister resident in Allepo, demonstrates once
again in his account of Sergius and Muhammad’s advisors the citational nature of the
polemic biographies at this time, even amongst those who had the opportunity, through
residence in Muslim lands, to accrue more accurate knowledge. Instead of doing any
research of his own Biddulph is content to quote verbatim the account in Hemmingsen on
Muhammad’s collaborators. When he comes to discuss Muhammad’s political ambitions,
describing how he and Sergius ‘had many times private conference how, and by which
means, Muhammad might make himself ways to rise in honour and estimation’, it is once
again a verbatim rendering of an earlier text, in this instance Giles Fletcher’s The Policy

of the Turkish Empire (1597). 3% The Biddulph/Fletcher account includes a description of

299 .

Ibid., p.81.
300 see: William Biddulph, The travels of certaine Englishmen (London: 1609), p.90 and Giles Fletcher,
The Policy of the Turkish Empire (London: Iohn Windet for W[illiam] S[tansby], 1597) p2-3.
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*31 and will be discussed more fully later in a

the ambitious Muhammad as an ‘atheist
section examining the connecting Islam with atheism and with the influence of the
depiction of Muhammad’s political use of religion on the construction of several Muslim

characters on the early modern English stage, including the eponymous antihero of

Robert Greene’s Selimus (c.1588).

The account included by humanist and traveller George Sandys in 4 relation of a iourney
(1610) also shows little sign of nuanced knowledge of Islam gained through contact with
Muslim cultures. Sandys accurately describes Muhammad declaring himself ‘the last of
the Prophets’, but then goes on to say that he considered himself ‘greater then Christ, as
Christ was greater than Moses.” *** Sandys’ account then describes how Muhammad lived
for two years in cave near Mecca ‘where he compiled his damnable doctrine, by the helpe
of one Sergius a Nestorian Monke, and Abdalla a Jew (containing a hodgepodge of
sundry religions).”*® Sandys’ account seems here to confuse Muhammad’s father
Abdallah (who was often described as Jewish) with the Jewish collaborators found in
other versions of the sfory, an error which can also be found in Peter Haylyn’s A4 little
description of the great world (1625), which might well have used the highly respected
Sandys as its source. Haylyn’s version describes Muhammad as a ‘Captain of a rebellious

multitude’ who ‘inducted among them a new Religion’ which consisted:

*®' Fletcher, p. 2 (Sig.B2), Biddulph, p.92.

%92 George Sandys, A relation of a iourney begun an: Dom 1610 Foure bookes. Containing a description of
the Turkish Empire, of AEgypt, of the Holy Land, of the remote parts of Italy, and ilands adioyning
(London : Printed [by Richard Field] for W: Barrett, 1615), p.53.

% Ibid., p.53.
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[...] partly of Jewish ceremonies, which he learned of one Abdalla; partly
of Christian precepts, taught him by Sergius a Nestorian Monke; and

partly of other phantasticall fopperies, which his own inventions suggested

vnto him 3%

This statement certainly seems to follow very closely the syntax of Sandys’ version,

with the addition of a few added invective flourishes from Haylyn.

Sandys concludes with another example of the explanation of the spread of Islam based

on the religious and social conditions of Muhammad’s time, observing that:

Thus he planted his irreligious religion, being much assisted by the
iniquities of those times: the Christian estate then miserably divided by
multitudes of heresies. So that the disunitie of the professors made many
to suspect the profession, and to embrace a doctrine so indulgent to their
affections.’®
This observation would have chimed with the divided state of Christianity in Europe
during Sandys’ own time, where the new ‘internecine’ conflict and disunity between

Catholic and Protestant states was often sited as cause for the success of Islamic forces,

most particularly the Ottoman Empire, by early modern commentators.

Texts from the mid to late seventeenth century, including the lengthy version of
Muhammad’s prophetic career contained in Walter Raleigh’s posthumously published

The life and death of Mahomet the conquest of Spaine together with the rysing and ruine

304 peter Haylyn, A little description of the great world (London: 1625), p.613.
303 Sandys, 4 relation, p.53.
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of the Sarazen Empire (1637) and Alexander Ross’s Alcoran of Mahomet (1649), show
very little change from the pattern of the other early modern versions, and indeed Ross’s
version seems to borrow from Raleigh’s to some considerable extent. Raleigh, at first,
seems to attribute genuinely religious motives to Muhammad when he describes him as
being ‘satisfyed with wealth, & given to ease’ at which point he ‘began to think on his/
Soule, whereof in his travels he had not been negligent.”** Raleigh then describes

Muhammad as;

[...] having been curious to understand the Religions of the Jews and
Christians; which compared with the Idolatrie wherein he was originally
trayned thirty yeeres) did worke in him assurance that Paganisme was the

way to perdition, but to whether of these to incline, he stood doubtfull.**’

At this point Raleigh has Muhammad taking the familiar course of ‘falling in company

with two Christian Artificers, inhabitants in Mecca’ and:

[...] by conversation with them (who read the old and new Testament unto
him, for himselfe was unlettered) he approved Christianisme for the best,

and was of opinion that thereby, only, a man might attaine unto Salvation,

and accordingly he framed his life. 3%

Raleigh seems to have Muhammad actually converting to Christianity, but this soon
changes as Raleigh relates how his conversion ‘bred admiration in them that knew
him, and gave him a greater reputation than he did expect.”** Raleigh describes how
the ‘hasty spring’ of Muhammad’s conversion was ‘quickly blasted’ as ‘the Devill,

taking advantage upon his weaknesses, enflamed his heart with pride, which wrought

3% Walter Raleigh, The life and death of Mahomet the conquest of Spaine together with the rysing and
ruine of the Sarazen Empire (L.ondon: 1637), pp.3-4.

*7 Ibid., p.4-5.

‘%% Ibid., p.5.

% Ibid., p.6.
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in him the desire to be esteemed a Prophet, thinking all other attributes of religion and

sanctity to be but vile and base.”'°

Raleigh now goes on to describe Muhammad retreating to a cave and delivering speeches
and then the inception of the Qur’an as he relates how, ‘Grown now famous he thought it
necessary to divulge into the world some works in wrighting, whereby his name might
encrease,”’''again demonstrating the roots of Islam in desire for temporal fame and
power. Raleigh then describes how in the enterprise of constructing this text

Muhammad’s ‘best help was a Jew scribe, who for want of a better scholler he

entertained,”*'? but how shortly after:

[...] his Master the Divell (the Church of Christ then laboring with the

sicknes of many Haeresies) procured the acquaintance of a Christian

319 1bid., p6-7 . This version seems to be largely paraphrased by Alexander Ross, who even uses Raleigh’s
title ‘The Life and Death of Mahomet’ for the appendix added to the 1688 edition his Alcoran of Mahomet
(1649). Ross’s version describes how:

Being thus grown opulent, he [Muhammad] sometime continued his Trade, but then
willing to take ease, as he had, during the Voyages through several Countries, been a
seeker, and inquisitive concerning the diversity of Religions professed through the
Universe; so now (though irresolute which to follow) he rejected all, as vain, and foolish,
except Iudaism and Christianity; and approving the latter as the best, accordingly framed
his life, assuming a specious form of Sanctimony, which bred admiration in them that
considered his former Education, and gave him a repute above his expectation. (iii)

The interesting difference here is that Ross uses the word ‘seeker’ to describe Muhammad, bringing into
play the name of a radical sect from the Civil War era, likewise known for eclecticism in religion. Ross also
describes the channeling of religion into feeding ambition for power as he describes how in the case of
Muhammad the ‘this hasty Fruit [of religion] was soon corrupted, and with the touch of Ambition (like the
Apples of Sodom) soon vanished into stink and filthiness.” (Ross, iv). He repeats the last piece of Raleigh’s
description almost verbatim as he describes how:

[...] enflamed with his new gotten wealth, and fame, now entertained more ardent desires
of being esteemed a Prophet, looking upon all other attributes of Religion, and sanctity, as
vile and abject.(p.v)

The only real difference between the two texts is that Ross attributes this opinion to the teachings of
Sergius, whereas in Raleigh’s version Muhammad comes to this conclusion himself and then finds Sergius
to help him.

! Ibid., p.9.

2 Ibid., p.10.
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called Sergius born in Alexandria, by profession a Monke, and by

infection a Nestorian...>"

Raleigh now repeats the revenge narrative found in Whetstone’s The English mirror, and
indeed in Ross’s version.’'*He describes Sergius as “wittie, eloquent and learned’ and

goes on to relate how the monk:

[...] having mist of some Ecclesiasticall preferment which in his opinion

he had deserved) full of despight and revenge, in a divelith discontent,

sought as well to raise a scandall upon the Christian Religion, as upon the

professors thereof...*'>
As with the version of Whetstone Sergius then finds Muhammad, who he identifies as
‘the readiest way to kindle this fire’, being a man ‘who (as is already said) had won some
extraordinary opinion of sanctity.”*'® Raleigh now places Sergius as the sole advisor as
‘the Jew for insufficiency was discharged’ and goes on to relate how Sergius, ‘being fully
informed how Mahomet had hitherto proceeded’, was able to make him ‘to understaud
how weakly and grossly he had erred in fundamental points, necessary for the

advancement of a new Religion’ and in order to remedy Muhammad’s religio-political

mistakes:

[...] cunningly shewed him, not only the meanes how to smoothe his past
errors without scandall, but to compose a new treatise, collected out of the
old and new Testament (with devised additions that should give credit to

his Doctrine and humor the hearers) which being divulged amongst the

3 Ibid., p.10.

¥4 See above, pp.109-110, n368.
*'% Raleigh, p.11.

1 Ibid., pp.11-12.
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Idolatrous people (who were easily caught) spread the poyson it contained
over all the Arrabies®!’
This shows Islam as a conscious and calcultated conspiracy between Muhammad and
Sergius to gain political power in Arabia and Raleigh describes this as having been

identified by some of Muhammad’s contemporaries as he describes how:

[...] the wiser sort fearing (as they had cause) that the setling of a new
Religion, might also draw with it a new forme of government; opposed
themselves against it, calling Mahomet an Imposter, reproving his

hypocrisie, and taxing his sensualitie and drunkennesse (of both which hee

was guilty) and sent to apprehend him...*'®

Once again, along with the highlighting of Islam as a political conspiracy, no opportunity

to castigate the personal morality of Muhammad is missed.

Ross also describes a wise Sergius advising an ignorant Muhammad, as the ‘subtile, as
malicious’ monk having observed Muhammad’s predeliction for Christianity and
Judaism and ‘after some discourse concerning the two Religions, of both which he
found him excellently ignorant’, was able with ‘no difficulty to distill into him the
poyson of his Heresie and ‘perswaded him’ of various heretical opinions, including the
vital matter of the divinity of Christ. Ross describes how Sergius informed

Muhammad:

That Jesus Christ was but Man simply, that for the merit of his vertues he
was held as Deified: that the sufferings of his death were but humane
inventions; that he was transported from this life to an immortal, and

glorious, by another way than that of Death; That there is but one God, in

37 Ibid., pp.12-14.
318 Raleigh, pp.14-15.
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one Person; so that the Faith of the Christians is vain, and invented, and

that of the lews too loose, and lean, through their own obstinacy.*'?
The element of religio-political maneuvering is also covered by Ross, as he describes
Sergius advising Muhammad that in a situation where the Arabians ‘being a dull and
ignorant people, inclining neither to the one nor the other [Judaism and Christianity], but
all’ and where the Jews and Christians were ‘likewise enemies to each other’ and
the‘Christians at variance among themselves’, Muhammad would be able ‘in that
juncture of affairs, assume the title of a Prophet sent from God, to disabuse the one, and
the other, and save the World by another Law.”**° Ross’s account ends with Muhammad
retiring to the cave while Sergius, as religious ‘spin doctor’, ‘proclaimed the vain

perfections of his Life, and filled the ears of the people with the noise of his deservings.’

321

A ‘forged and subtyle deuise’: The Pseudo-Miracles of Muhammad in the

Polemic Biographies

Another feature of the polemic biographies which consistently repeated during the
medieval and early modern periods was that of the false miracles of Muhammad. These
tricks, which feature a variety of trained animals including a dove, a camel and a bull,
were mainly shown as being used by Muhammad to present the Qur’an (which features
as a wholly completed text) as the word of God to a credulous Arabian audience. Of

course these tales have absolutely no roots in the sira and seem to have been entirely the

319 Ross., Alcoran, v.
2 Ibid., v.
32 1bid., v.
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invention of Christian, and particularly Byzantine, authors such as Theophanes

Confessor.

In William Caxton’s editon of Jacobus de Voragine’s Golden Legend (1483) we are told
of how Sergius, once he had fled to the East, ‘drewe to hym by his symylacyon moche
peple’ and eventually ‘fonde machomete’, whose ambition he appeals to by telling him
that ‘he wold make hym lord and chyef of alle the peple’, once again highlighting the

political nature of the inception of Islam.**? The Caxton/de Voragine version then

describes how:

[...] after he nourisshed a dowue and layed whete and other corne in the
eerys of Machomete / and sette the dowue vpon his sholdre / and fedde
hym out of his eer / and was so vsed and acustomed that alwey whan he
sawe machomete he flewe on hys sholdre / and put his bylle or becke in
his eer / and thenne this clerke called the peple and sayd that he wold
make hym lord ouer them alle / On whome the holy ghoost shold descende
in the lykenesse of a culuer or a dowue / And thenne he let the dowue flee
secretelye / and he fledde vpon the sholdre of machomete which was
emonge the other / and put his becke in hys eer / And whan the peple sawe
thys thynge / they supposed that the holy ghoost had descendyd on hym /

and had shewed vnto hym in his eere the worde of god ...

The passage concludes that ‘thus deceyued machomete the sarasyns.’

*2 Jacobus de Voragine Golden Legend [Legenda aurea sanctorum, sive, Lombardica historia] (London:
William Caxton, 1483), no page numbers.
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In the version contained in Higden’s Polychronicon we are told how Muhammad ‘pe fals

1% and after his

prophete and nigromancier, deceyvede the Agarenys [Hagarines
description of Sergius (whom Higden also makes responsible for the deception), Higden
goes on to relate the story of Muhammad and the dove, in a version which is practically
indentical to the one found in Caxton’s edition of the Golden Legend. Higden describes
Sergius ‘norischynge a doffe’ and tells of how he ‘putte cornes in the ere of Machometus,
of whom pat doffe fed her ofte.”*?* The clerk then tells the people that their ruler would
be selected by the Holy Ghost ‘in the likenesse of a doffe’, and when the trained dove sat
on Muhammad’s shoulder and ‘putte her bylle in his ere’ he was made governor. This

wholly apocryphal tale, with slight variations, occurs many times throughout the polemic

biographies of Muhammad.

Higden also has Muhammad perpetrating another deception to justify his prophetic

status, this time utilising a trained camel. He describes how Muhammad:

Havynge a camel of semely forme, usynge hym in secret places to his

owne hond, hongenge that book Alcoranus, conteynynge the lawes in hit,

abowte the necke of the camelle.*?

The story then continues to relate how this camel was then released by Muhammad and
‘not suffrenge to be towchid of any man’, created ‘rumor and fame’, resulting in ‘a grete

multitudew of peple ... gedrede to see that beeste.’*?® Similarly to the tale of the dove, the

3 Higden, Polychronicon, p.19.
2 Ibid., p.19.

% Ibid., p.35.
7% Ibid., p.35.
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camel ‘perceyvynge and seynge Machometus his norischer’ approaches him and licks his
hand, resulting in the people crying out that Muhammad was ‘tru prophete of God’ and
‘preyenge hym that the booke scholde be openede with his holy hondes.”**’ At this stage
Muhammad is described as presenting the Qur ‘an as ‘youre lawe, not written by the hond
of man, but by the power of Godde, sende from hevyn’ and Higden then asserts that this
day is the the root of Ramadan, describing how ‘that daye in whom these thynges wer
doen, was made a holy day, and called the feste of the camelle, and the peple prevente

that feste by abstinence of a monethe’ 3?8

In the speech of Anima in Passsus XVIII of the ‘C’ text of William Langland’s Piers
Plowman a similar version is outlined, but this time, in keeping with Langland’s
amalgamation of the figures of Sergius and Muhammad, with Muhammad himself being
the renegade Christian, he makes Muhammad entirely responsible for the deception.
Langland describes how Muhammad ‘souhte he in-to Surrye - and sotiled hou he myghte/
Beo mayster ouer alle tho men’ (11.168-9) and, eventually ‘on this manere wroughte’
(1.169).**° Again this version stresses the political ambitions of Muhammad and his use of
religion in a project of domination. Langland then goes on to relate the story of

Muhammad’s deception employing the dove, describing how:

He endaunted a douue and day and nyhte here fedde;
In ayper of his eres priueliche he hadde
Corn pat pe coluere eet (Passus XVIIL 11. 171-3)

27 Ibid., p.37.

2 1bid., p.37.

329 William Langland, Walter W. Skeat (ed.), The Vision of William concerning Piers the
Plowman: in Three Parallel Texts; Together with Richard the Redeless (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1886). All quotations are from this edition.
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The text then relates how when Muhammad ‘prechede and the peple tauhte’
(1.174), the dove would come to him and pick the corn from his ear. The effect of

this trick is described as the texts goes on to tell of how:

When pe coluer cam thus then knelede pe peple,

For Machomete to men swear hit was a messenger of heuene
And sothliche pat god sulue in suche a coluere and lykness
Told hym and taught him how to teche pe peple.

Thus Macumeth in misbeleue man and woman brouhte (1. 177-181)

The narrative voice then goes on to state that ‘on his lore thei lyen 3Jet, as wel
lered and lewed’ (1. 182), emphasising the powerful effect of Muhammad’s
deception and its place at the root of Islamic belief into the poet’s own time, so

drawing attention to falsity of Islam compared to Christian ‘truth’.

So far it is plain to see how closely these texts resemble each other in their
relation of this aspect of the life of Muhammad. Indeed, it is only Mandeville’s
Travels, of the medieval texts examined here, which makes no mention of the
story of the trained dove being used to simulate the Holy Spirit, although it does
suggest other deceptions on Muhammad’s part, particularly relating to his alleged
epilepsy. Mandeville’s Travels exhibits less of the more virulent material
contained in the polemic biographies than just about any text in English
throughout the medieval early modern periods. The religion of the ‘Sarazines’ is

generally described in the text in a neutral and even occasionally positive manner,
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and this is also true in the case of Muhammad’s revelations, as the narrator, the

fictional English knight ‘Mandeville’, observes that:

The Sarazines ben gode and feythfulle, for thei kepen entirely the
commandment of the holy book Alcoran that God sente hem be His

messager Machomet, to which, as thei seyn, seynt Gabrielle the aungel

often tyme tolde the wille of God.**

There are no pejorative interjections or rhetorical flourishes against Islam and
Muhammad in this statement, no trained doves or camels, but instead an accurate
description of Islamic beliefs regarding the revelation of the Qur 'an in measured
language, a stylistic direction found in few of the early modern polemic

biographies when dealing with the matter of the revelation of the Qur’an.

The versions of Muhammad’s deceptive legitimation of the Qur ’an in early modern texts
show very little development from those already recounted from their medieval
counterparts. In the 1572 translation of Sebastian Miinster’s Cosmographia the text
shows Muhammad perpetrating a very similar con trick, albeit with a different trained

animal, describing how:

[...] he brought vp and fed a certayne Bull whych was vsed only to take
foode at the handes of Mahomet, he bounde a booke betwyxte hys hornes

and the simple people lookynge aboute, with an highe voyce, he called the

3% Mandeville's Travels, M.C. Seymour (ed.), (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967), p.102.
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Bull out of a secrete place, and when hee with hys bablyng tonge had

vttered madye thyngs concerning hys lawes, sodenlye the Bull start forth

and ouerthroweynge manye in hys hast ye comminges...*'

The interesting point in this version of the story, as with other similar tales, is the
depiction of the ‘book’ (the Qur’an) being delivered as a completed text authored by
Muhammad, instead of the posthumously collected work recording his revelations over
more than twenty years which it actually is, hence increasing the weight of the charge of
fraud against him, the comic means of its delivery further undermining the claim to
revelation. The text describes the bull laying down the book ‘in the handes of Mahumet

as it had bene a gift sent from heauen,’ at which point Muhammad:

[...] he receiuing withe much honour, did immediatly interprete many

thynges out of it to the people, and wyth this forged and subtyle deuise,

hee named hym selfe a Prince, and Sergius a prophete...**?

Here again is a bizarre twist in the tale which stresses Muhammad’s desire for temporal
power over religious status, as he makes himself the ‘Prince’ and Sergius the ‘prophete’.
The text then describes how this trick is related to the previous deception with the dove
which ‘had brought a paper about her necke written with golden letters, in this maner.
Whosoeuer shal put ye yoke on the buls necke, let him be king.” At this point Sergius
brings the yoke to Muhammad who ‘did easly put it on ye bul, and by and by hee was

called kinge of the simple people’ who had been tricked into ‘thinking these thinges to be

331 Sebastian Miinster, A briefe collection..., Fol.64.
2 Ibid., Fol.64.

158



done by Gods prouidence.”*** Once again Muhammad is depicted as gaining secular

power through fraud and the manipulation of religion.

The version found in Henry Smith’s popular work Gods arrowe against atheists (1593)
describes the trick as being similarly geared towards the securing of political power and
also presents the Qur ’‘an as a completed work authored by Muhammad. Smith mentions
the trick with the dove, saying that Muhammad told his followers that ‘the same Deue
which hee taught to féede at his care, was sometime an Angell, and sometime the holy
Ghost’, mentioning also that ‘He had thrée companions all of a confederacie, to deuise

and face out lyes with him.’ ? 34 Smith’s text goes on to describe how:

When hee had framed his Alcoran, and bound it vp faire, he caused
secretly a wilde asse to bée taken, and the booke to be bound about his
necke, and as he preached vnto the people, vpon a sodaine hée stood
amazed as if some great secrecie were reuealed to him from aboue, he
brake out and tolde the people: Behold, God hath sent you a lawe from
heauen, goe to such a desert, there yee shall find an Asse, and a booke
tyed about his necke. The people ran in great hast, they found it so as hee
had saide, they take the Asse, they bring the booke [... ] they honour the

Prophet’*

Again Muhammad achieves success through the deception and is able to introduce his

fully completed Qur ’an as the word of God, securing him ‘honour’ from the people.

3 Ibid., Fol.65.
334 Henry Smith, Gods arrowe against atheists (London: 1593), Sig.K2.

¥ Ibid., Sig.K3.
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Joseph Wybarne in his The new age of old names (1609) evidently assumes the stories

to be so familiar that he cuts his account very short, describing how Muhammad as:

Having taken the laws from a Bull, or (as some think) an Asse [...] with a
booke of lawes tyed about his necke: this bEast he had taught to take bread
from his owne hand, and these Lawes himselfe had framed, with the ayde
of one John a Monk, and Sergius a Nestorian: this book at this day is

called the Alcheron,3®

concluding that ‘His other prankes I will not recite, as being at large repeated by Fox,
Smith, and others’, evidently assuming that the reader will have encountered them in
the popular works of John Foxe or Henry Smith, amongst other possible sources
(indeed the stories are repeated throughout the texts I have analysed and so in this
instance it is not necessary to look at each one). It is worth looking at Wybarne’s
treatment of the story of the dove, as this does reinforce the political reading of
Muhammad’s deception by the early modern commentators. Wybarne, as with the
other texts, describes the training of the dove and Muhammad’s claim that it was
‘Holy Ghost in the likenesse of a Dove’, and then describes how ‘About the necke of
this fowle he put a plate with golden letters, to this sense; Let Mahomet be King’ and

then relates how:

[...] the simple Arabians which had lately revolted from Heraclius the
Emperour of Greece, because his Muster-Master being demaunded paye,

had rudely answered them, saying, we have not emough for our Greekes

336 Joseph Wybarne, The new age of old names (London: Printed [by John Windet] for William Barret, and
Henry Fetherstone, 1609), p.95.
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and Romanes, and shall these dogges crave their hyre, immediately elected

Mahomet their king®*’

The depiction of Muhammad taking advantage of a revolt against the Byzantine
Empire to secure his power was often repeated in the medieval and early modern texts,
and will be examined in more detail in the context of Muhammad a warlord in the

section on violence and Islam.

Muhammad’s deception with the dove as an example of political manoeuvering through
the manipulation and stage-managing of divine signs was compared in the 1594
translation of Louis Leroy’s Of the interchangeable course, or variety of things to

classical examples of such chicanery. The text describes how:

[...] as Pythagoras had made an Eagle tame, which was vsed to come
downe to him by a certain voice; as she flew in the aire aboue his head:
and as he passed thorough the Olympian games, suffered his thigh to be
seen, which seemed all of gold; and many such other deuises which are
told of him, seeming to be miracles: So Mahomet had tamed and taught a
pigeon, which came to eate corne out of his eare; which to deceiue the
people, he said was the holie Ghost, who inspired him with these

precepts.3 3

7 Ibid., p.95.

338 Louis Leroy, Of the interchangeable course, or variety of things in the whole world and the
concurrence of armes and learning, thorough the first and famousest nations: from the beginning of
ciuility, and memory of man, to this present (London: 1594), p.101.
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This placing of Muhammad in a line of deceivers from classical history was picked up
by George Sandys in his 4 relation of a iourney (1615). One of England’s great
classicists (the leading translator of Ovid, amongst other texts), Sandys rarely missed
an opportunity in his descriptions of his travels to demonstrate his humanist
credentials. In relation to the story of Muhammad and the dove, having told of how
Muhammad had ‘taught a Pigeon to feed at his eare, affirming it to be the holy Ghost,

which informed him in his divine precepts’, Sandys then states that this deception was:

[...] Not unlike to Numa’s fained familiaritie with 4£geria; and
Pythagorus his Eagle: whose policie perhaps he imitated: whereby as they
the Romans and the Crotonians; so drew he the grosse Arabians to a
superstitious obedience. For he had a subtill wit, though viciously

employed...**

The comparison of Muhammad with Numa Pompilius, the second king of Rome and
founder of many of the religious institutions of the city, and his ‘fained familiarity’
with the water Nymph Zgeria draws Muhammad again into the arena of religio-
political as a man who faked divine signs for the achievement of political power.
Sandys can also be seen here to be acknowledging the intelligence of Muhammad,

even while decrying his use of it.

In the version of the deceptions of Muhammad included in Alexander Ross’s appendix

to his Alcoran of Mahomet (1649) he describes among the ‘slights, which in sight of

339 George Sandys, A relation of a iourney begun an: Dom: 1610 Foure bookes. Containing a description
of the Turkish Empire, of AEgypt, of the Holy Land, of the remote parts of Italy, and ilands adioyning
(London: Richard Field for W. Barrett, 1615), p.53.
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the People, by Art or Sorcery, he performed, and they stupidly believéd, and
entertained as Miracles’ the story of the pigeon and of an Ox which ‘brought him a
Chapter of the Alcoran upon his Horns, in a full Assembly’, slightly modifying the
earlier versions which have a completed Qur ‘an produced through similarly dubious

means.**® Ross also includes some other ‘miracles’, relating how Muhammad:

[...] likewise perswaded them, that being at dinner at the House of one
that pretended to be his Friend (who had an intent to poyson him, or he at
1East was so informed) a shoulder of Mutton served in to the Table,
forewarned him that he should not eat of it; and though many were
present, none but he heard or understood the Language of the Mutton, and
yet he permitted one of his dearest Friends to eat of it, and die

impoysoned. **!

Here Ross is able to include not only a depiction of Muhammad’s deceptions, but is
also able to inject a suggestion of his disregard for human life. Ross concludes by

stating that:

Such, and many of the like nature were his Miracles: As the bowing of Trees,
shaken by some sudden gust of Wind; the howling of Wolves, and braying of
Asses, which is their Language, desiring Mahomet to pray for them; and he

Prophetically understanding, as religiously performed.**?

340 Alexander Ross, The Alcoran of Mahomet, translated out of Arabick into French, by the Sieur Du Ryer,
Lord of Malezair, and resident for the French king, at Alexandria. And newly Englished, for the satisfaction
of all that desire to look into the Turkish vanities. To which is prefixed, the life of Mahomet, the prophet of
the Turks, and author of the Alcoran. With A needful caveat, or admonition, for them who desire to know
what use may be made of, or if there be danger in reading the Alcoran (London: 1649), xvi.

3 1bid., xvi.
342 1bid., xvi.
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The suggestion of Muhammad’s actions as faintly comic is once again shown in this
comment, a feature which is, however, generally outweighed in these representations
by the image of the prophet of Islam as a manipulative and ambitious politician who

used religion for his own, very worldly, ends.

The figure of Sergius is featured alongside Muhammad himself in William Percy’s
Mahomet and his Heaven,>* a play which, as Matthew Dimmock comments, may ‘flaunt
its Qur’anic roots’ as in the opening speech of the ‘ Weather-Woman’ who emerges on
stage with ‘an Alcoran under one arme’ and declares that ‘A text out of the Alcoran we
bring you’ (Prologue, 1.3), but relies for a great deal of its content on the tradition of
polemic biography. Certainly the Sergius, the ‘priest of Mahomet’ who appears in this

play, is familiar from the polemic biography, boasting of how:

I, who could adventure teach a Dove peck wheate furth
My Masters eare, then threape it was the holy Ghost that

Come on him from above...
(Act 4 (i), 11.15-17)**

3% The dating of the play is uncertain. In his new critical edition Matthew Dimmock states that the play was
written under Elizabeth and revised under James I, as evidenced by the author’s inclusion of material
seemingly derived from texts such as George Sandys’A4 True Relation of a Journey (1615), William
Biddulph’s Travels (1609), Fynes Morrision’s An Itinerary (1617) and even, possibly, Henry Blount’s A
voyage into the Levant (1636). See: ‘Matthew Dimmock, ‘Introduction’ from William Percy’s Mahomet
and his Heaven: A critical Edition (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006), p.6.

3 William Percy, Matthew Dimmock (ed.), Mahomet and his Heaven (Reading: Ashgate, 2006). All
quotations are from this edition.
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The well-worn story of deception involving the dove enters the drama unchanged and the
Sergius of the play is further linked to this tradition as the source of Muhammad’s

prophecies the figure of Nabatha speaks of:

The glorious Fame that spreade of Sergius
In uttering Oracles never failing
Unto the seeking crewe of these Deserts
(Act 4, (x), ll.xxxxX)

The play, interestingly for a text so openly boasting of its Qur’anic basis, also repeats the
representation of Sergius as the author of the Qur’an, as in a prayer at the ‘Meschit’
addressed to ‘Holy and gracious Father Mahomet’ (Act 4, (x), 11.51-52), which places
Muhammad in the position of God, ar at IEast as semi-divine intercessor, there is a
reference to ‘great Sergius’ as ‘Sole builder of the Alcoran’ (Act 4, (x), 11.71-72), a

position which he often occupies in the polemic biographies.
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‘Truthless Turks’: Perception and Representation of Islamic Perfidy in Early

Modern English Texts

‘Fraud and deceit is a thing most proper to a Turke.’

Lozarro Soranzo.’*

Just as an image of Muhammad as a deceiver and an opportunistic manipulator of
circumstances emerged from the texts of early modern Britain, so there also emerged, in
the newsheets, travellers’ reports and the figures on the London stage, an image of
Muslims in general as dishonest, and of Islam as a religion as being either causative or
permissive of this perfidy. An example from a news pamphlet of 1598, reporting the
victory of Adolph of Swartzburg over the Turks at the Hungarian fortress of Raab,

describes:

With what deceitfull craft, and false practices, (the outrageous Enemie of
Christendome) the Turke a fewe yeeres past, through the permission of

God, and for our sinnes, tooke in the strong and well defenced holde of

Raab in Hungaria...>*

This description combines its depiction of the ‘false practices’ and ‘crafty deceit of the
enemie’ the Turks with the providentialist view of Turkish triumphs as a punishment

from God for ‘our owne sinnes, whereby we daily provoke him.” This trope of identifying

345 | ozarro Soranzo, Abraham Hartwell (trans.), The Ottoman of Lazara Soranzo (London: John Windet,
1603), p.33.

46 Anon, True newes of a notable victorie obtayned against the Turkes, by the right honourable Lorde,
Adolph Baron of Swartzburg, the 18. day of March last past, anno 1598 vvhen as he and his armie three
houres before day, came before Raab, and tooke in that strong and well fenced hold and cittie (London:
LR. for Richard Olive, 1598), Sig.A3.
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the deficiencies in the behaviour of Christians as being the reason that God ‘suffereth the

3

enemy to reign over us>>*’ will be examined in more detail later in the context of violence

in early modern writing on Islam.

The accounts of British traders and captives amongst the Turks, North African ‘Moors’
and Arabs also provide depictions of Muslim dishonesty, along with further statements of
providential explanation and justification. Records of two such incidents involving
perceived Muslim double-dealing are to be found in the account of Thomas Sanders of a
1583 voyage to Tripoli aboard a ship named the Jesus, which was included in Richard
Hakluyt’s The principal nauigations, voyages, traffiques and discoueries of the English
nation (1599-1600),>*® and also in two of the accounts which formed part of the extensive
record of the 1610 voyages of the aristocratic merchant adventurer Sir Henry Middleton
to Arabia. One account was written by Middleton himself and the other by Nicholas
Downton, captain of the Pepper-Corn, one of the three ships which were part of
Middelton’s East-India company voyage and both included in Purchas his pilgrimes

(1625). **° All of these accounts, and particularly that of Sanders, take the form of

37 Ibid., Sig.A3.

8 Thomas Sanders, The voyage made to Tripolis in Barbarie, in the yeere 1583. with a ship called the
lesus, wherein the aduentures and distresses of some Englishmen are trely reported, and other necessary
circumstances obserued in, Hakluyt, Richard, The principal nauigations, voyages, traffiques and
discoueries of the English nation made by sea or ouer-land, to the remote and farthest distant quarters of
the earth, at any time within the compasse of these 1600. yeres (London: George Bishop, Ralph Newberie,
and Robert Barker, 1599[-1600]), pp.184-191.

%9 Samuel Purchas, Purchas his pilgrimes In fiue bookes, (London: Henry Fetherstone, 1625). The account
by Middelton himself is entitled ‘Turkish treacherie at Mocha and Aden with the English’ (pp.251-254)
and is included in the chapter entitled The sixth Voyage, set forth by the East-Indian Company in three
Shippes (pp.247-274) and also the account by the captain of the ‘Pepper-Corne’ Nicholas Downton is
entitled ‘Of Abba del Curia, Arabia Foelix, Aden and Moha, and the treacherous dealing of both places’
(pp.280-292), which is included in a chapter of Purchas’ work entitled NICHOLAS DOVNTON Captaine
of the Pepper-Corne, a Ship of two hundred and fiftie Tunnes, and Lieutenant in the sixth Voyage to the
East-Indies, set forth by the said Company, his lournall, or certaine Extracts thereof (pp.274-314). In an
article dealing with Middleton’s story in the context of English captivity narratives Nabil Matar notes that a
second account of the narrative ‘by a companion of Sir Henry’ was not published until 1732; in fact, as
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cautionary tales for potential travellers and demonstrate a perception of Muslim
dishonesty which stretches beyond the immediate cases described into a more general

condemnation of the Muslim as ‘type’.

Sanders’ account begins with a seemingly positive comment on the the people of
“Tripolis in Barbarie’, observing that he and his shipmates had been ‘verie well

330 and going on to

intertained by the king of that countrey, and also of the commons’
identify the principal trade of Tripoli as being in ‘sweete oiles’ and telling how ‘the king
there is a merchant’ who in order to secure the trade of the Englishmen for himself, over
his own ‘commons’, requested that the ‘factors’ for the English ship ‘traffique with him’,
promising that ‘if they would take his oiles at his owne price, they should pay no maner
of custome.’**'Sanders decribes the English factors buying certaine tunnes of oile’ from
the king and on afterwards discovering that ‘they might haue farre better cheape
notwithstanding the custome free’, asking the King to ‘licence them to take the oiles at

the pleasure of his commons, for that his price did exceede theirs.”**?

The King refuses this request, and instead promises to ‘abate his price’ and so secures the
trade for himself, with the English traders taking the ‘oiles’ aboard their ship.>>® At this
point there is no hint of Muslim perfidy and, instead, Sanders first provides an account of
the dishonesty of the ‘French Factor’ Romaine Sonnings (whose name and country of

origin mark him as a Catholic), who having borrowed ‘an hundred Chikinoes’ from a

shown here, there is such an account in the same edition of Purhas in the form of Dowton’s record. [Nabil
Matar, ‘English Accounts of Captivity in North Africa and the Middle East: 1577-1625, Renaissance
Quarterly, Vol.54, No.2 (Summer, 2001), pp.565-568].

% Hakluyt, p.184.

! 1bid., pp.184-5.

2 Ibid., p.185.

*3 Ibid., p.185.
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Bristol trader called Miles Dickenson then attempts to pay him back a short amount in an

exchange on the street. Sanders remarks of Dickenson that:

[...] hee doubted nothing lesse then falshoode, which is seldome knowne
among marchants, and specially being together in one house, and is the
more detestable betweene Christians, they being in Turkie among the

heathen.>>*

This marking of the expectation of difference between ‘Christians’ and the
‘heathen’ presages the treatment which Sanders’ party will receive at the hands of
the Muslims, and Sanders pauses in his narrative to exhort his readers to ‘beholde’
in Sonnings’ story ‘a notable example of all blasphemers, cursers and swearers,
how God rewarded him accordingly’, adding that ‘many times it commeth to
passe, that God sheweth his miracles vpon such monstrous blasphemers, to the
ensample of others,” adding an example of the providential tone which will run

throughout his account.**

As Sanders’ ship is ready to depart he describes how the king ‘sent a boate aboord
of vs, with three men in her, commaunding the saide Sonnings to come a shoare.’
When Sonnings arrives in the presence of the king Sanders describes how he
‘demaunded of him custome for the oyles’, a demand which prompts Sonnings to

remind the king that he had waived all custom charges. At this point Sanders

** Ibid., p.185.
355 Ibid., p.185.
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makes his first categorical statement of Muslim perfidy, describing how despite

being reminded of his promise to waive the custom charges:

[...] the king weighed not his said promise, and as an infidell that hath not
the feare of God before his eyes, nor regarde of his worde, albeit hee was a
king, hee caused the sayde Sonnings to pay the custome to the vttermost

penie,

going on to describe how the king then threatened that should these charges not be payed

‘the lanizaries would haue the oyle ashoare againe.’ **

At this point of the account the situation of Sanders and his crewmates becomes
far more serious. Sonnings returns to the ship bringing with him a fellow
Frenchman called Patrone Norado, who has previously been described as being
‘indebted vnto a Turke of that towne, in the summe of foure hundred and fiftie
crownes’ and who hasbbeen left by in Tripoli as a pledge for goods ‘sent by him
into Christendome in a ship of his owne, and by his owne brother.’**’ This man
wishes to flee Tripoli and return to France, an enterprise in which Sonnings has

offered him assistance by hiding him on the Jesus.

Despite the protests of the ship’s company, who sense potential trouble in the
presence of the second Frenchman, the ship takes Norado on board. The king,

alerted by the ‘Turk’ to whom the Frenchman owes money, tells them to stop their

¥ Ibid., p.185.
7 Ibid., p.185.
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departure and demands that Sonnings come ashore, but they are exhorted by
Sonnings to cast off, with Sonnings described as swearing that he ‘would see the
knaues hanged before he would goe a shoare.” Once at sea the Jesus is shot at by
the king’s pursuing ships, with Sonnings telling the crew that it is due to the

Jannisseries wanting to take the oil back.

Sanders then describes how the ‘Turkish gunners could not once strike vs’,
prompting the king to make an offer of ‘a hundred crownes, and his libertie’ to
any Christian prisoner held in the ‘Banio’ (prison) if they can hit the fleeing Jesus.
The offer is taken up by a Spanish captive called Sebastian who successfully
manages, with his superior gunning skill, to cause the ship sufficient damage to

make it come back in. Sanders then describes how:

This Sebastian for all his diligence herein, had neither his liberty, nor an
hundred crownes, so promised by the said king, but after his seruice done

was committed againe to prison,

concluding that this, once again, is an instance ‘whereby may appeare the regard that the
Turke or infidell hath of his worde, although he be able to performe it, yea more, though
he be a king’, moving once again from a particular case to the identification of such

perfidy as a feature of any ‘Turke or infidell.”**

Sanders now embarks on a description of the sufferings undergone by himself and his

crewmates in Muslim captivity, including demonstrating the piety of his crew by

% Ibid., p.186.
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describing the insistence of the master’s mate that he be allowed to keep his Geneva Bible
which had been taken from him by the ‘kings chiefe gunner’, himself a ‘Renegado’
Christian. Sanders describes how he (‘hauing the language’) argued the case with the
king’s treasurer on the grounds of Islamic religious toleration, requesting that the Muslim
authorities ‘should grant vs to vse our consciences to our owne discretion, as they

suffered the Spaniards and other nations to vse theirs’, a request which was granted.’*

Eventually the crew of the Jesus is brought before king to be tried. The first to be
sentenced are Sonnings and the ship’s master Andrew Dier, both of whom are
condemned to hanging for assisting Norado’s escape. Sanders describes the sentence
passed on Dier as causing their English factor Richard Skegs to beg for mercy and offer
his own life in return, stating the ship’s master is ‘ignorant of this cause.’ This action by
Skegs, Sanders relates, won the admiration of the ‘the people of that countrey’ who
‘besought the king to pardon them both’, causing the king to declare to Skegs: ‘Beholde,
for thy sake, I pardon the Master’, leaving the crew to celebrate his deliverance.**® But
Sanders quickly reveals how ‘our ioy was turned to double sorrow’ as the king, realizing
on advice from his council that ‘vnlesse the Master died also, by the lawe they could not
confiscate the ship nor goods, neither captiue any of the men,’ reverses the verdict against

Dier.

Sanders, once again, employs this discrete case as an exemplar to all Christians, declaring

that:

3% Ibid., p.186.
3% Ibid., p.187.
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Here all true Christians may see what trust a Christian man may put in an
infidels promise, who being a King, pardoned a man nowe, as you haue
heard, and within an houre after hanged him for the same cause before a
whole multitude: and also promised our Factors their oyles custome free,

and at their going away made them pay the vttermost penie for the

custome thereof., 36!

Sanders then relates Sonnings attempt to ‘turn Turk’ to save his life, which
demonstrates another betrayal, as Sonnings speaks ‘the words that thereunto
belong’ (presumably the shahada) and is then told that ‘Now thou shalt die in the
faith of a Turke’, being subsequently executed. Sanders describes how he and the
rest of the crew are ‘condemned slaues perpetually vnto the great Turke’ , again
providing opportunity for the description of the crew’s piety, as when sentenced
they fall to their knees ‘giuing God thankes for this sorrowfull visitation, and

giuing our selues wholy to the Almightie power of God.’

Sanders then states how:

Here may all true Christian hearts see the wonderfull workes of God
shewed vpon such infidels, blasphemers, whoremasters, and renegate
Christians, and so you shall reade in the ende of this booke, of the like
vpon the vnfaithfull king and all his children, and of as many as tooke any

portion of the said goods.**

%! Ibid., p.187.
%2 Ibid., p.187.
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At the end of his ‘booke’ he does indeed ‘returne to the kings plagues and punishments,
which Almighty God at his will and pleasure sendeth vpon men in the sight of the

worlde,’ describing how the king is eventually killed by ‘the souldiers of Tripolie.”***

Sanders was eventually released through a petition sent by his father through the Earl of
Bedford to the Queen, who secured his release through the negotiations of the

ambassador at Istanbul, Edward Barton, and he ends his account by praying for:

[...] the preseruation of our most gracious Queene, for the great care her
Maiestie had ouer vs, her poore Subiects, in seeking and procuring of our

deliuerance aforesaide. ..>¢*

This statement arises from a series of negotiations that underline Nabil Matar’s
identification of the ability of Elizabeth I to secure the release of captives ‘by

means of commercial and diplomatic treaties’ with the Porte.>®®

The accounts of the 1610 journey of Sir Henry Middleton are not as explicit in
their decrying of Muslim perfidy as the description of Sanders, and do not
interpolate statements which draw attention to events as exemplars for other
Christians. Yet they still set up a contrast between ‘honest’ Christian and

‘deceptive’ Muslim, which seems to express an underlying perception of this

%3 1bid., p.190.

3% Ibid., p.191.

%% Matar, ‘English Accounts of Captivity’, p.560. I would however question somewhat Matar’s conclusion
that these narratives served ‘a domestic rather than an international goal’ (p.560), as the depictions of
Muslims in these narratives would also seem vital in constructing the Muslim ‘Other’ in the period as
deceptive, violent and avaricious.
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opposition as a fact arising from religious difference. Middleton’s own version of
the events begins with him resident in Mocha and describes how ‘One day past
not, but I had some small present or other sent mee by the Aga, with commendations
from him, to know if I lacked any thing’, which he states left himself and his crew

‘suspecting nothing of the present ensuing harme that did befall vs.’*%

Middleton goes on to describe the arrival of a ‘Ianizary from the Aga to deliuer some
message to mee,” which he understands through his interpreter to be that ‘the Aga had
sent me commendations, willing me to be merry, for that hee had receiued good
newes from the Basha.” Middleton describes how a moment later, as the Jannissarie
was about to speak again, ‘my man returnes in great feare, telling vs wee were all
betrayed: for that the Turkes and my people were by the eares at the backe of the
House.’**” Middleton then describes how he was ‘strooke vpon the head downe to the

ground by one which came behind me’ and relates that as he was led away:

[...] the Souldiers pillaged mee, and tooke from mee such money as I had
about mee, and three gold Rings, whereof one was my Seale, the other had
seuen Diamonds which were of good worth, and the third a Gimmall

Ring...*®

Nabil Matar provides a very different view of the actions of Middleton and draws

attention to his account as an attempt to ‘justify his handling, or rather

+369

mishandling, of the events at Mocha,’””” and describes the inclusion of this list of

3% Purchas, p.251.

%7 Ibid., p.251.

38 Ibid., p.251.

3% Matar, ‘English Accounts of Captivity’, p.566.
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‘pillaged’ items as a justification to East-India company investors of his losses.>”
Matar draws attention to the scandal caused by Middleton’s actions at the time,
with his problems beginning by his sailing ‘dangerously close to the Muslim holy
cities of Makka and Madina, which were forbidden to Christians.’*”' Matar shows
how even two years after the events took place the matter was still being
discussed, and cites a letter of June 1613 between Samuel Calvert and William

Trumbell as evidence of the enduring scandal.’”

The letter describes how Middleton, while serving the East-India company,
‘through his own indiscretion and boldness’ receiving ‘some wrong at Tripoli’
which led to a ‘Bashaw’ capturing him at a feast and holding him prisoner. After
his release the letter describes how he ‘took his course through the Red Sea and in
revenge of three men slain, searched three Turkish ships, and satisfied himself out
of goods and men,’ then describing how when the news of Middleton’s actions

reached ‘the Chief Vizier Nassuff Bassa’ he:

[...] complained to our ambassador of the overthrow of their trade through
the spoil on the Grand Signor’s subjects by English pirates, and threatened
to dismiss all the English out of the country.

Matar concludes that the events of 1610 in Mocha were consequently ‘not the

result of Turkish deceit but of Middelton’s piracy and aggression,” and the

379 Ibid., p.568.

7! Ibid., p.566.

372 Matar does not idenfify these two men and they have no entries in the DNB, but presumably they were
East-India company operatives.The section of the letter quoted here is reproduced in: Matar, ‘English
Accounts of Captivity’, pp.566-567.
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inclusion of the account in Purchas was ‘to rehabilitate the name of a man who,
two years after the Mocha episode, was killed in the course of company

business.’*”

The behaviour of Middleton seems well established by Matar, yet this fails to
comment on the method employed by him in his justificatory account (and that of
his captain Downton), which was, in essence, an appeal to British perceptions of
Muslim perfidy. The plausibility of this as a method of excusing Middleton must
also have been perceived by Purchas, who in his attempt to ‘rehabilitate’ him
reproduces the accounts. Middleton’s account describes the ambitions of
‘covetous Turkes’ who ‘would leaue no Villanie nor Treason vnattempted’ in order to
secure the contents of his ships and describes the confusion of himself and his men

when captured about ‘the reason or cause of this their villanous vsage of us.”*”

Although Matar claims that ‘there is not a single [...] religious reference in the whole

t*”%, Middleton proceeds to describe how following ‘their first pretence of

accoun
mischiefe’ and ‘not being satisfied with Christian bloud, they aymed at our ships and
goods’, observing, in a classic providentialist statement, that it was at this point that
‘it pleased God in mercie to looke vpon vs, and not to suffer any more Christian
bloud to be shed.”*” Here Middelton combines images of Muslim dishonesty with

those of opposition between the faiths, going on to say of the successful defence of

the ships from a Turkish attack that ‘God of his goodnesse and mercie deliuered our

3 1bid., p.567.

37 Purchas, p.252.

375 Matar, ‘English Accounts...’, p.566.
376 Purchas, p.252.
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ship and men out of the hands of our Enemies, for which his holy Name be blessed
and praysed euermore, Amen.”*”” This is a very clear religious statement, and one

which fits with the providentialist tone of other early modern captivity accounts.

Middelton decribes being brought before ‘Regib Aga’ the local ruler on two
occasions, and being questioned particularly about sailing so close to Mecca. On the
first occasion he describes how the Aga questioned him ‘with a frowning (and not his

*378 about his ship’s course and relates that his

wonted dissembling) countenance
reponse was to place the blame entirely on the Aga, telling him that ‘it was not
vnknowne vnto him wherefore I came thither, hauing long before certified him
thereof” adding that ‘I came not a-land but at his earnest intreatie with many promises
of kind and good vsage,” emphasising the treachery of the Aga himself over any fault
of his own. When the Aga continues to insist that it is ‘not lawfull for any Christian to
come so neere their holy Citie of Medina, this being the Port or Doore thereof” and
tells Middelton of the Sultan’s order to ‘captivate’ any Christians who do so.
Middleton once again relates his answer as being to tell the Aga that that ‘the fault
was his, that he had not told mee so much at the first, but deluded vs with faire
promises.”*” In his description of his second interrogation by the Aga Middleton
depicts himself as similarly defiant, and insists again on the incident being the result

of the aga’s ‘Treason.”**

77 Ibid., p.252.

78 Ibid., p.252.

7 Ibid., p.252.

380 Middleton gives this account of his second interrogation:
Regib Aga, Ismael (which was the Messenger from the Basha) and lasfer Aga seated
themselues. Regib Aga began to aske me how I durst be so bold as to come into that
Countrey so neere their holy Citie, without a Passe from the Gran Senior? I answered, the
King my Master was in league and amitie with the Gran Senior, and that in the Articles of
peace, it was allowed vs free Trade in all his Dominions, and this being part of his
Dominions there needed no passe. Hee answered, this was the doore of their holy Citie,
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Captain Downton’s account is very similar to that of Middelton, but with some
embellishment. Downton prefigures the treachery at Mocha with a description of Aden,
where he describes the ‘the varietie of tricks, whereby from day to day they falsly deluded
our people in their hand’ and concluding that he could ‘neuer conceit hope of trade or honest
dealing amongst them.”*®' He acknowledges that from this point on his account is second-
hand, having arrived at Mocha after Middleton’s capture and hearing from Master Thornton,
who was in charge of one of the pinnaces, that ‘misfortue was befallen my Generall.”**
Downton describes how when first approached by Regib Aga Middelton’s party had

trusted the Turks as ‘men of humane feeling, being ignorant of what was against vs.” He

then describes how all along the Aga was:

[...] laying the ground of his Treason, and drawing euery thing toward
readinesse, for the effecting of his desired haruest, omitting nothing which

might further his villanous purpose...

The actions of the Aga are described as including assembling soldiers and provoking their
‘rigour and malice against vs [...] by scandalous reproches’, which included the
(seemingly truthful) accusation that ‘wee were Pirats and Christians, (which they account
as bad enemies to their holy Prophet Mahomet and his Lawes).”** The Aga is also

described as telling the soldiers that the Englishmen had come ‘to discouer how to ruinate

and therefore not lawfull for any Christian to come hither; Likewise, he asked me, If I did
not know the Gran Seniors Sword was long; I answered wee were not taken by the
Sword, but by Treason, and if I and my people were aboord, I cared not for the length of
his or all their Swords... (Purchas, p.253).

B Ibid., p.282.

382 Ibid., p.284.
3 Ibid., p.285.
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and destroy the holy houses of their god, as Meca and Medina’, telling them ‘what
seruice they should doe to God and their Country in destroying of vs ¢, along with ‘other
deluding deuices, as seemed fit for such an action.’*** Meanwhile the account describes
how ‘our innocent distrustlesse men hired and fitted their house’, unaware of the attack
being planned against them.*®> Downton’s account then describes how they were told by

the Turks that:

[...] all ships that came to this Towne in Trade, their Captaine, for their

better assurance, as a pledge of good dealing, receiued the Gran Segniors

Vest for their better securitie, which being once inuested in the view of the

people, no man after durst offer them any wrong,
going on to tell them that ‘vnlesse our Captaine doe come on land and accept [...] he
should neuer thinke him the great Turkes friend, nor beleeue his meaning was
good.’386Downton then describes how Middleton, ‘notwithstanding the little trust he had
in the faith and honesty of the Turkes in these forren places’*’, decided to go ashore and
went through the ceremony where ‘a rich Vest of Cloath of Gold put on his back [...] as
they pretended, the Badge of their friendship,” The ceremony is described as being
conducted ‘so solemnely, and with such protestation and shewes of kindnesse and

friendship, as might deceiue any honest man, or which is not a deceiuer himselfe.’**®

Downton describes how Middleton, convinced by ‘the varieties of kind shewes by the
Gouernour toward him’, orders his men ashore; but it is not long before Regib Aga ‘his

plot growing to ripenesse [...] effected his predeterminate trecherie with iron maces,

% Ibid., p.285.
5 1bid., p.285.
%6 Ibid., p.285.
7 Ibid., p.285.
%8 Ibid., p.286.
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knocking downe the Generall, Master Pemberton, and the Merchants, with all the rest that
at that time were on shore,” commenting that the men attacked, ‘by reason of their former
fauours and shewes of kindnesse’ had not expected ‘any such treason to be intended
towards them,” and were consequently ‘naked without weapons to resist such vnexpected
murtherers.’** Downton ends his account of this portion of the voyage by describing the
imprisonment of Middleton and the successful defence of the ‘Darling’ against the
Turkish attack, which he, like Middleton gives a providential slant by stating that ‘our
mercifull God turned their pretended mischiefe toward vs, vpon their owne pates, and
made them fall into the pit that they had made for vs’, allowing the crew to fight off

‘these vnexpected enemies.”**

Whatever the actual reasons for the assault on Middelton and his ships, it is clear
that the defence of the activities of the voyage, in both accounts, rests on the
plausibility of Turkish treachery against Christian merchants. The perception of
this Turkish predisposition for deception can also be seen reiterated in a letter of
1611 sent to Middelton from one Gyles Thornton, during the time of his captivity.
Thornton states, in the context of a discussion on his attempts to negotiate a
release for Middelton and his men, how he ‘[...] Prays for Sir Henry’s deliverance
out of the hands of the truthless Turks, whose words and actions are as far
different as black and white.” Thornton then goes on to say of the Turkish envoy
with whom he has been conversing regarding the release of Middleton that ‘he is

a Turk, and therefore I do much doubt his honesty.”**' The opinions displayed by

3 Ibid., p.286.

0 Ibid., p.286.

! Calendar of State Papers, Colonial Series, East Indies, China & Japan, (London: Longman, Green,
Longmand & Roberts, 1862), 517(213).

181



Thornton in this letter could be seen as going a long way to explaining Middleton
and Downton’s choice to defend their (possibly criminal) actions through
accusing the Turkish Aga of ‘treasons’, as these accusations clearly chimed with

opinion at home regarding the untrustworthiness of Turks in general.

‘Make me not morall Mahome?’: Islam, Atheism and Religion as Policy

The assumption of ‘Turkish’, or Muslim, dishonesty was also instrumental in the
construction of the series of Turkish and Islam characters on the early modern stage
who took the role of Machiavellian plotter and deceiver in the plays which feature
them. Plays such as Thomas Kyd’s Soliman and Perseda (1592), George Peele’s The
Battel of Alcazar (1588), John Mason’s The Turke (1610), Robert Daborne’s 4
Christian Turn’d Turk (1612) and Thomas Heywood’s The Fair Maid of the West
(Part I ¢.1597, Part II c.1630) all feature Muslim figures involved in deception, oath-
breaking and Machiavellian plotting in order to deceive Christian characters. Both
Soliman and Perseda and The Fair Maid of the West (Part 1) depict situations in
which Muslim leaders break their promises to protect and respect the persons of

Christians in their domains.

In Soliman and Persida the sultan Soliman, by creating a false accusation of treason
against Erastus, violates his promise to the exiled Rhodian, who has sworn himself as
‘Solimans adopted friend*** (111 (i), 1.100) and who Soliman has promised ‘may have

libertie to live a Christian’ (II1 (i), 1.96) in return for serving the sultan in his wars.

%2 Thomas Kyd, Fredrick S. Boas (ed.), Soliman and Perseda in: The Works of Thomas Kyd (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1955). All quotations are from this edition.
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Soliman also reneges on his promise to allow Persida to ‘live a Christian Virgin still/
Unlesse my state shall alter by my will’ (IV (i), 11.142-144) and goes back on his
subsequent marriage of the Christian couple, whom he has previously showered with
protestations of love and good faith. These actions lead Perseda to refer to him as
‘perjur’d and inhumaine’ (V (iv), 1.40) and a ‘tirant’ (V (iv), 1.46) who in killing
Erastus has ‘betrayde the flower of Christendome’ (V (iv), 1.47).> Mullisheg, the
ruler of Fez in The Fair Maid of the West, likewise uses clandestine means to go back
on his promise ‘by the mighty prophet’ that Bess ‘She shall live lady of her free
desires’ (V (i), 11.26-27), and, as with Soliman, also attempts to violate the ‘marriage’

he conducts between Bess and her Christian lover Spencer when they are reunited.**

Mohamed Hassan Abu-Bakr, in a discussion of the perceived treachery of Muslims,
notes a divide between Moors and Turks in early modern English dramas. He observes

that:

Whereas the Turks, though feared, were admired for their gallantry and military
prowess, the Moors were less admired and were more despised than feared for their

perceived disloyalty. In general, to the Elizabethan audience a Moor was black,

pagan, lustful, treacherous, barbarous and barely human®®

I have found very little evidence for such a clear divide; indeed, as I have shown in the
examples of early modern English captivity accounts the Moor and the Turk seem to be

represented as equally treacherous in the writings of the period.

3 For a full discussion of the play see below, pp.266-273.

3% For a full discussion of the play see below, pp.273-282.

3% Mohamed Hassan Abu-Bakr, Representations of Islam and Muslims in Early Modern English Drama
Jfrom Marlowe to Massinger (Unpublished Thesis: University of Glasgow, 1997), p.124.
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Despite suggesting this divide in providing examples Abu-Bakr focuses his analysis on
George Peele’s The Battle of Alcazar (1588) and Thomas Kyd’s Soliman and Perseda
(1592). The Battle of Alcazar, in the malevolent Muly Mahamet, provides the first
villainous Moor of the London stage (although it also features the honourable and honest
Abdelmelec/Muly Molocco, who is also a Moor, despite the demphasing of his colour);
yet Soliman and Perseda, as | have mentioned, has as its repository of Muslim treachery

not a Moor, but a fictionalised version of the Turkish Ottoman Sultan Suleyman I.

There was certainly no lack of treacherous Moors, whose duplicity reaches beyond
[slamic identity, on the London stage following the pattern of Muly Mahamet (who uses
classical religious terms rather than anything recognisably Islamic). Figures such as
Aaron in Titus Andronicus and Eleazer in Lust’s Dominion demonstrate that this
treachery goes beyond the matter of Islamic identity (Aaron being a pre-Islamic figure
and Eleazer a Christian convert) into the area of race. Yet given the confused sense of the
Turks as ‘race’, and of the category of ‘Turk’ as a fluid identity (bearing in mind the
perception of them as racially mixed through the foundation of a convert population), the
deceitful nature of Turkish figures on the early modern English stage must arise from

religious, rather than racial, identity.

Perhaps the clearest demonstration of the connection between the treachery of a Turkish
character and the matter of his religious identity occurs in John Mason’s The Turk (1607).
In the speeches of Mulleasses, the eponymous ‘Turk’ of the play’s title, a clear link is
drawn between his Machiavellian pursuit of his own advancement and the matter of his

Islamic belief, and a parallel is also drawn in the play between the wicked nature of
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Mulleasses’ faith and the faithlessness of would-be traitor Borgias. The play, which has a
rather tortuous plot, is set in Florence and places Mulleasses in the household of Borgias,
where he has come in exchange for Borgias’ son Julio ‘to learne the language and

fashions of the Countrey.**%

Borgias is the protector of his niece Julia, the young Dutchess of Florence, whom he plots
to marry in order to gain the Duchy, once he has disposed of his wife Timoclea, killed his
rival suitors (the Dukes of Ferrara and Venice) and received a dispensation from the
pope. He then plans to use ‘forty thousand lanisaries/To be my guard, gainst forraigne
outrages’ (I (iii), 1.70-1), supplied by ‘the Great Turke’ throught the mediation of
Mulleasses to make himselfe King of Italy, in return for allowing the Ottoman emperor
to ‘land his force on this side Christendome’ (Actl, 3, 1.73). Mulleasses, meanwhile, is
having an affair with Borgias’ wife, even though he has been offered the hand of his
daughter Amada, and eventually develops a plan to marry Julia himself although she

rejects him, stating that ‘Our loves like our religions are at wars’ (V (i), 1.42).

Labyrinthine plotting aside, it is the invocations and pronouncements of religion made by
Mulleasses in the play which are of most interest for the purposes of this discussion. In a
soliloquy at the beginning of the first scene of Act Two Mulleasses makes an appeal to

‘Mahomet’ to help him in his cause. Mulleasses calls on ‘Mahomet’ as the:

Eternall substitute to the first that mov’d

And gave the Chaos forme. Thou at whose nod

3% John Mason, Fernand Legarde (ed.), The Turke (Salzburg: Institut Fiir Anglistik Und Amerikanstik
Universitit, 1979), ‘The Argument’, pp.73-73. All references come from this edition.
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Whole Nations stoopt...
(2 (i), 11.1-3)

Mulleasses then states that these nations:

...hold thee still a God
Whose holy-customd-ceremonies rites,

Live unprophan’d in our posterity...
(2 (i), 11.3-6)

In going on to call on Muhammmad as ‘God of Mecha, mighty Mahomet’ (11 (i), 1.7)
Mulleasses’ speech displays the sort of confusion about the status of Muhammad which is
part of the inheritance of the medieval epics and romances. These texts commonly
depicted Muhammad (as ‘Mahon’, ‘Mahun’ or ‘Mahound’)**” as a god or idol, a trope
which I will discuss in more detail when I come to analyse the depiction of Islam in
Christopher Marlowe’s Tamburlaine plays (which in this aspect The Turke also echoes).
Mulleasses’ speech préceeds to demonstrate that conceptions of Muhammad as both god
and prophet could paradoxically occupy the same space, as he prostrates himself and calls

on Muhammad as ‘Great Prophet’ (II (i), 1.9).

It is the next section of Mulleasses’ speech which is most interesting, particularly in view
of the representations of Muhammad within the polemic biographies as an amoral

deceiver who manipulates religion for his own ends. Mulleasses calls on ‘Mahomet’ to

397 For a discussion of the gods in the chansons de geste see: Norman Daniel, Heroes and Saracens,

(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1984), pp.121-213.
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‘let thy influence be free’ (II (i), 1.9) and asks that he ‘mew not up my soule/ In the pent

roome of conscience’ (II (i), 11.10-11), but inste