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UNTIL a few years ago, it was possible
to write a book on medieval depictions of
Islam without attracting much attention from
the scholarly community at large. Unless it
engaged substantially with Orientalism or –
better yet – post-colonial theory, readers would
be unlikely to pay much attention to a
monograph on the arcane topic of medieval
Islam, much less the even more arcane topic of
Anglo-Saxon views of Islam. All this has
changed, for better or for worse. On the one
hand, the increased interest in the historical
relationship between the Islam and the west
has generated a vastly larger potential audience
for a book like Anglo-Saxon Perceptions of the
Islamic World. On the other hand, that same
interest has raised readers’ expectations to an
unrealistic level, leading to expect them to find
an account (or, worse, an explanation) of the
genesis of modern antipathies between Islam
and the west. (The latter result may account
for the somewhat unsympathetic review of
Scarfe Beckett’s book in the Times Literary
Supplement of 14 May 2004.) This is a shame,
because what this book sets out to do, it does
very well: Katherine Scarfe Beckett provides
an intricate, scrupulous account of the recep-
tion and development of patristic ideas about
Muslims (or ‘Saracens’) in the Anglo-Saxon
world.
What Scarfe Beckett does best, perhaps, is

to illustrate the heterogeneity yoked beneath
the term ‘Saracen’, used throughout the
Middle Ages to connote both ethnic and
religious alterity and overlapping with the
related terms ‘Arab’ and ‘Ismaelite’. Some of
the strongest chapters in Anglo-Saxon
Perceptions of the Islamic World centre on
the legacy of biblical and patristic writing
about Arabs and Ismaelites during the early
Middle Ages, and the gradual subsumption of
these terms within the name most frequently
used for Muslims during the twelfth through
fifteenth centuries, ‘Saracen’. Scarfe Beckett’s
chapter on the account of Ismaelites found

in the Apocalypse of pseudo-Methodius is
excellent, though her discussion of the relation-
ship of the Apocalypse to the Cosmographia
of Aethicus Ister evades the vexed question of
how a ninth-century source (the Latin transla-
tion of pseudo-Methodius) can have influenced
one tentatively dated to the eighth century
(the Cosmographia). It is also unclear why she
has used Sackur’s nineteenth-century edition
of the first recension of pseudo-Methodius
together with Prinz’s partial edition of the
second recension instead of the fuller edition of
Aerts and Kortekaas (Corpus Scriptorum
Christianorum Orientalium, 1998).
Unsurprisingly, the book is somewhat less

successful where Scarfe Beckett departs from
her close focus on perceptions of Islam in
Anglo-Saxon England and seeks to extend her
survey into the later Middle Ages and beyond.
Her penultimate chapter, ‘Persisting theories
about Saracens in post-Conquest England’,
offers an overview of late medieval and early
modern views of the Islamic world, focusing
particularly on two aspects: first, the claim that
the Saracens ‘had changed their name in order
to claim descent from Sarah’, the wife of
Abraham; and, second, the belief that Saracens
worshipped the goddess Venus. While Scarfe
Beckett is surely right to insist on the founda-
tional role of Jerome in the identification of
Muslims as idolaters, the claim that they
worship Venus is actually only implicit in
Jerome, who states that they adore the morn-
ing star, Lucifer. Byzantine polemics against
Islam, however, explicitly and repeatedly
state that Muslims worship Venus, and the
De haeresibus attributed to John of Damascus
goes so far as to identify the black stone
of the Ka’aba as ‘the head of Aphrodite’.
Transmission of these Byzantine polemics
into the Latin west beginning in the twelfth
century doubtless played a role in the late
medieval identification of Muslims as devotees
of Venus.
The age of grand, overarching surveys of

western views of Islam and the Orient such as
those produced by Norman Daniel, Dorothee
Metlitzki, and Sir Richard Southern has
largely passed. In their place, we find a grow-
ing body of scholarship chronicling the inter-
section of Christians, Muslims, and Jews on
the field of medieval Europe, rooted in a
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variety of local milieux and intellectual
contexts. Even the wide-ranging, masterful
study of Saracens produced recently by John
Tolan (2002) is at its very best in its detailed
engagement with the Franciscan missions to
Asia (which are also the focus of Tolan’s
current research). Only through highly focused
histories such as Scarfe Beckett’s Anglo-
Saxon Perceptions of the Islamic World can
we begin to glimpse the contours of an age as
fraught with conflict and cultural exchange as
our own.
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ROSEMARY TZANAKI, Mandeville’s Medieval
Audiences: A Study on the Reception of the
Book of Sir John Mandeville (1371–1550).
Pp. xv þ 301. Aldershot:
Ashgate, 2003 £47.50 (ISBN 0 7546 0846 8).

IN the decades since the decline and fall of
the New Criticism, authorial intention has
largely fallen out of view. It has been replaced
by interest in reception, adaptation, and
redaction – in short, the mouvance of the
literary text as it passes from one scribe to
another, and as it moves within (and between)
communities of readers. Perhaps no literary
text lends itself to this kind of interpretive
practice as readily as The Book of John
Mandeville, which circulated in nine medieval
vernaculars as well as Latin and survives today
in over 250 manuscripts. Rosemary Tzanaki’s
study of the audiences of The Book of John
Mandeville attempts to flesh out what we
know of how this text was received during
the two centuries following its first appearance
in 1356. She offers a wide-ranging account of
the kinds of illustration and marginalia found
in manuscripts of Mandeville, as well as of
the editorial strategies and compilation choices
brought to bear on the text. While the book
does not quite succeed in its ambitious aims –
to provide a ‘coherent picture of Mandeville’s
reception’ (269) – it none the less offers a
number of useful insights into late medieval
reading practices and the heterogeneity of

response inspired by The Book of John
Mandeville.
The book begins with an introduction

surveying the various versions of The Book
of John Mandeville, outlining Tzanaki’s
methodology, and listing the manuscripts
used, followed by five chapters, each of
which highlights a different aspect of the
medieval text. In spite of the title’s promise
to focus on audience response, these chapters
are fundamentally interpretive essays, in keep-
ing with Tzanaki’s argument that study of the
work’s reception ‘must start from an analysis
of the author’s intention’ (2). These five
chapters are keyed to five distinct aspects of
the text: pilgrimage, geography, romance,
history, and theology. Tzanaki avers that
these categories are not of her own choosing,
but rather ‘emerged very strongly from the
evidence itself ’ (269); it is hard to deny,
however, that these categories also echo
modern generic and theoretical approaches.
Each chapter concludes with examples of
illustration and marginalia drawn from manu-
scripts of Mandeville’s Book, highlighting
what Tzanaki calls the ‘dynamic tension
between intentionality and response’ (4).
The dual focus of the study – on the author’s

(singular) intention and the audience’s (plural)
response – leads Tzanaki to rely upon a single
witness to the Mandeville tradition in the early
parts of each chapter, and a range of versions
and manuscripts in the later parts. Her choice
of that single witness, however, is peculiar.
Tzanaki indicates that she has chosen to use
the Continental version of the French text
because ‘this is the version closest to the lost
archetype’ (19), citing Christiane Deluz’s
edition of Le Livre des merveilles du monde
in corroboration. Deluz’s magisterial study,
however, states precisely the contrary: ‘La
comparaison entre les manuscrits de la version
insulaire écrits en parler anglo-normand et
ceux écrits en parler continental montre que
c’est bien le texte anglo-normande qui est
premier’ (Deluz, 33). Another peculiar choice
is Tzanaki’s almost complete neglect of the
Defective version, which was by far the most
widely read version of Mandeville in English.
Although M. C. Seymour’s edition of the
Defective text (EETS, o.s. 319, 2002) probably
appeared too recently to be used by Tzanaki,
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