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To understand this book, which is interesting in its presentation and 

subject matter, the reader must carefully read its introduction to 

understand its purposes. The author is concerned with presenting and 

analyzing Western visions, especially Italian ones, of Islam and the 

Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), and even refuting them and pointing out 

their historical mistakes based on absolute Western ignorance about 

Islam since its rise. 

Understanding the Western visions of Islam in the Middle Ages, which 

also passed to the first centuries of the modern era, was essentially built 

on three bases, to which a fourth one can be added. The first is the 

Eastern-Christian writings about Islam, Muslims, and the Prophet 

Muhammad (PBUH), which backed to the eighth century AD when John 

of Damascus presented the early Christian conception of Islam that he 

regarded as heresy. He also translated some verses of the Holy Qur’an 

into Greek, without the right understanding of their meaning.   

This Byzantine trend in its distorted view of Islam continues through 

the disciples of John of Damascus, in northern Syria and Mesopotamia. 

However, the major obstacle that stood between Eastern Christians and 

Muslims was the translation of the Holy Qur’an into Greek, which was 

attributed to Nicetas of Byzantium, and which was drawn up in the ninth 

century AD, as the remaining fragments of it indicate the first Christian 

attempt to translate the Holy Qur’an into a foreign language other than 

Arabic, i.e. the Greek.  

Accordingly, the first Greek translation of the Holy Qur’an was full of 

linguistic and phrasing mistakes, and misunderstanding of many Quranic 

expressions, because the Qur’anic text is full of metaphors and rhetorical 

expressions, which need an interpretation of its meanings before making 

any translation into another language. The clarified evidence is that all 

recent translations of the Holy Qur’an into modern languages circulating 

now are translations of the meanings of the Holy Qur’an and not of the 
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text itself so that its apparent and hidden meaning is identical to the 

original text. It is a difficult process indeed, not easy for medieval 

Christian clergy to undertake. 

The Eastern Christians' misunderstanding of Islam was such that the 

Byzantine emperors ordered an anathema to be cast upon Muhammad 

and his God, for being the proponent of Christian heresy, which cracked 

the church and caused discord among its followers. This is the image that 

was completely transmitted to Western Europe, that Muhammad (PBUH) 

was the owner of Christian heresy, like Arius, who cracked the church in 

the fourth century AD. The Byzantines soon discovered in the twelfth 

century that the God of Muhammad was their God himself, and then 

Emperor Manuel Comnenos ordered in a royal decree to stop the 

anathema on the God of Muhammad and keep it on Muhammad only. 

As for the second tributary to the Western image of Islam, it was 

certainly Spanish, as it was there that Arab arts and literature reached 

their peak, to the point where the Latin youth sought Arab knowledge and 

sciences by studying in Islamic educational institutions in Andalusia. The 

West did not refuse to teach Arab-Islamic sciences in Western 

universities. In addition to this, the Christian martyrdom movement in 

Andalusia, especially in Cordoba, was inflaming the hearts of some 

Christians, and pushing them to challenge the Muslim princes of 

Andalusia to push them towards death, as a punishment for their insults 

to the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). Here, Paul Alvarus and others who 

took this direction must be mentioned. 

The third tributary to the Western image of Islam, which many 

historians did not pay enough attention to its importance, is Italy where 

all political forces, especially the Byzantines and Muslims, struggled on 

its territory, and, at the same time, it was a bridge between the Eastern-

Byzantine, Islamic-Arabic, and Western-Latin sciences and ideas. There 

is no doubt that the Muslims posed a direct threat to Italy, the papacy, and 

the Byzantine presence in its central and southern parts, in addition to 

Sicily, which fell out of Byzantine control and became a base for Arab-

Islamic sciences, even after the Normans seized it later. 

The fourth and last tributary to the Western image of Islam is the 

Crusades and the formation of the Crusader thought, which refused the 

existence of the Other, against the Levant, specifically against Muslims, 

Jews, and Orthodox Christians. Therefore, we can read a lot of myths 
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about Muslims in the Latin chronicles of the Crusaders. So, I think a 

clash between West and East could be recorded since the Crusaders 

(Franks) attacked violently the Byzantine and Islamic lands with no 

mercy, though they carried the Cross, a symbol of salvation and 

redemption.  

So, Muslims throughout the Middle Ages formed four tributaries of 

pressure on Christian Europe: the eastern front, where Byzantium stood 

guard for them and did not hesitate to engage in wars with the Muslims 

in the east, the western front in Andalusia, where the Franks and the 

Spanish principalities stand ready to resist their advance, and the Italian 

front, on whose land all powers are fighting, especially the Byzantine and 

Islamic powers. 

In this warring world, religious and philosophical theories, and 

Western visions of Islam and Muhammad (PBUH), emerged in European 

attempts to understand what happened, i.e. the past, and what is 

happening, i.e. the present. Here, the Eastern visions of Islam and 

Muhammad (PBUH) mixed with the Western visions, passing through 

the Italian visions, which Dr. Omar Imam discusses in this interesting 

book, which was a Ph.D. dissertation, is divided into four chapters with 

an introduction of analytical study for the primary sources, which he 

used. 

In chapter one, The Image of Muhammad in the Italian Writings,  the 

author discusses the gloomy and alleged image of Prophet Muhammad 

originated in the Middle Ages and inherited by the Italians. This image 

existed in several writings such as the "Divine Comedy" by Dante 

Alighieri that distorted Prophet Muhammad, "il Dittamondo" of Fazio 

degli Uberti, a simulation of Dante's Comedy that contains false visions 

about the heaven journey of Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) of al-mi‘rāj, 

the new chronicle of Giovanni Villani, that didn't differ from what has 

been circulated in the medieval times about the false image of the life of 

Prophet Muhammad. The author ended this chapter by discussing the 

vision of Riccoldo da Monte Croce about Muhammad and his law "the 

Qur’an," in his work "Refutation of the Qur'an".   

In chapter two, The Image of the Muslims in the Italian Travellers, the 

author describes the works of some Italian travellers, who visited Islamic 

countries for trade or pilgrimage and discusses Islamic rituals such as 

prayers, pilgrimage, marriage, and divorce. In addition, it describes the 
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Muslims’ customs and traditions. This chapter also deals with the study 

of Riccoldo who visited Baghdad and was in close contact with the 

Muslims and during his visit, he documented more Islamic practices than 

his contemporaries did.  

In chapter three, The Italian Visions for the Islamic Expansion (the 

Ottomans), the author discusses the polemical attitude of the Humanists 

in Italy towards the Turkish expansion that threatened Europe in the later 

Middle Ages, depending on many items such as the views of the Italians 

about the origins of the Turks, how Italians saw the Ottoman Turks as 

new barbarians, who destroyed the culture and education by their capture 

of the Byzantine capital, the fall of Constantinople, and the reactions of 

the Italians in their literary writings that attacked Islam represented by 

the Turks. Then, the Italians attempt to revive the idea of holy war 

against the Muslim Turks.  

In chapter four, The Muslim Figures in the Italian Writings, the author 

focuses on the Italian writings of three Muslim figures that played 

remarkable roles in the formation of European thought in the later Middle 

Ages. These Muslim figures are Ibn Rushd (Averroes), Ibn Sina 

(Avicenna), and Saladin (Saladino).  

Ibn Rushd had a significant impact on the European and Italian 

thought. His works have been taught in many Italian universities in the 

Later Medieval Ages. Averroism had a remarkable role in attracting many 

followers of Italian philosophers and writers who praised the efforts of 

Ibn Rushd. Nevertheless, there was a hostile attitude against Ibn Rushd 

led by Francesco Petrarch who insulted him.  

In addition, Avicenna had a great role in developing legal and medical 

thought in Europe during the later Middle Ages, so Dante honored him in 

his Comedy by placing him between the ancient great Heroes and 

philosophers.  

Saladin had a special status in Italian literary writings, particularly, in 

Boccaccio's Decameron. Boccaccio showed him as a noble knight who 

characterized all the qualities of generosity and courage. The role of 

Saladin was not limited to one story in Decameron but appeared in many 

other stories.  
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