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2. Robert G.Hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw it. A survey and analysis of the Chris-
tian, Jewish and Zoroastrian writings on Islam (Darwin; Princeton, 1997); Arabia and
the Arabs from the Bronze Age to the Coming of Islam (Routledge; London, 2001); Mus-
lims and Others in early Islamic society (Ashgate; Aldershot, 2004); Islamic Reflections
and Arabic Musings ed. with Dr. Philip Kennedy, (Oxbow; Oxford, 2004). Swords and
Sword makers in Medieval Islam; with Brian Gilmour (Oxbow; Oxford, 2004); seeing
the face, seeing the soul. The art of physiognomy in the Classical and Islamic Worlds
with Simon Swain et al (Oxford University Press, 2007); ‘The content and context of
early Arabic inscriptions', Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 21 (1997). 'The ear-
liest christian writings on Muhammad: an appraisal' in H. Motzki ed., The Biography
of Muhammad (Leiden, 2000). 'Epigraphy', 10,000-word entry in Encyclopaedia of the
Qur'an (Leiden, 2002). ‘Language and Identity: the twin histories of Arabic and Arama-
ic', Scripta Israelica Classica 23 (2003). "History, Fiction and Authorship in the first
centuries of Islam"; Writing and Representation in Medieval Islam; Julia Bray (ed);
Routledge; 16-46 (2006) "New Documentary Texts and the Early Islamic State"; Bulle-
tin of the School of Oriental and African Studies; 69(3):395-416 (2006)
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SEEING ISLAM
AS OTHERS SAW IT
A SURVEY AND EVALUATION OF

CHRISTIAN, JEWISH AND ZOROASTRIAN
WRITINGS ON EARLY ISLAM

ROBERT G. HOYLAND

THE DARWIN PRESS, INC.
PRINCETON, NEW JERSEY
1997
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.3 Robert G.Hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw it. A survey and analysis of the Chris-
tian, Jewish and Zoroastrian writings on Islam (Darwin; Princeton, 1997).

.4 Cahen, Claude. "Fiscalite, propriete antagonismes sociaux en Haute ,Mesopotamie
au temps des premiers Abbasides d'apres Denys de Tell- Mahre," Arabica 1 (1954),
136-52.
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The earliest Christian writings on
Muhammad, An Appraisal, Mu-
hammad; The issue of Sources,
Harald Motzki (ed,), Leiden:Brill,
2000, pp.276-297
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THE EARLIEST CHRISTIAN WRITINGS ON MUHAMMAD:
AN APPRAISAL'

Roeert G. Hovrann
L. InTrRODUCTION

When Blaise Pascal (1623-62) wrote that since Muhammad “worked
no miracles and was not foretold” he could not be a true prophet, he
was simply echoing the judgment of John of Damascus (wr. ca. 730)
passed more-than 900 years earlier.’ Similarly, the explanation of
Muhammad’s revelation as the result of epileptic fits, found in numer-
ous thirteenth-century and later texts, was already given by the
Byzantine monk and chronicler Theophanes the Confessor (d. 818).°
The same is true for various other attributes, deeds and doctrines of
Muhammad, which recur for centuries in European polemical tracts
and all of which have their roots in the very earliest Eastern Christian
writings about the Prophet. That makes these earliest accounts of
interest, since, as well as revealing to us what were the initial reactions
of the inhabitants of the Near East to Islam and its founder, they can
in addition help to elucidate the provenance of medieval and even
contemporary Western (misjconceptions.

But is this the limit of their worth? Can such writings not tell us
anything about what the Muslims themselves said and did, rather
than just how such sayings and actions were regarded? In his “Note

' All the Christian sources used in this article were first used in a systematic way
for Islamic history by P. Crone and M. Cook, Hagarism: The Making of the Isiamic World,
Cambridge, 1977. All receive full discussion in my Secing Islam as Others Saw It. A Survey
and Evaluation of Christian, Jewish and Zoroastrian Whitings on Early Islam, Studies in Late
Antiquity and Early Islam 13, Princeton, 1997, from which I draw in this article.

? John of Damascus, De haeresibus, in PG, XCIV, 765C, 768A, and in a “Refutation
against the Saracens” transmited dia phinés Ioannou Damaskénsu by Theodore Abi
Qurra (d. ca. 825), PG, XCIV, 1596-97; B. Pascal, Qeuvres, ed. L. Brunschvig, Paris,
1921, XIV, 37-38. John of Damascus was particularly important as a source for
Byzantine and Western Christian views of Muhammad, being the first to speak of
Muhammad’s revelation and legislation, portrayal of Christ, carnal vision of Para-
dise, his many wives and his instruction by a monk.

* Norman Daniel, Islam and the West. The Making of an Image, Edinburgh, 1966, 27-
28, citing, amongst others, Vincent of Beauvais, Alexandre du Pont and Ricoldo da
Monte Cruce, all of the second half of the thirteenth century; Theophanes, Chrono-
graphia, 334.
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Robert Hoyland, New documen-
tary texts and the early Islamic
state, Bulletin of SOAS, 69, 3
(2006), 395-416
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New documentary texts and the early
Islamic state’

ROBERT HOVLAND
Universty of St Andnews

There has rocently boen much contention abowt the natume of the early Blamic
state. With regard to its administration we kave the contmsting views of Clive
Fosa and Jeremy Johns In the eyes of the former ‘the Islamic govermment was
already highly organized and burcaucratic under the great leader Mu'awiya
(6616807, wheneas for the latter 'a centralized administmtive and fiscal appar-
ats was absent under Mulwiva'? And with regard to ideclogy a flood of
moent publications has challenged the traditional view of the development
of Tdam and of the role that it played in the life of the young Muslim commu-
nity. For example, Yehuda MNevo has argued that |:.ag.a|usm and ‘a very simple
form of monotheism with Judaso-Christian overtones’ constituted the religious
beliefs of the early Arab elite, and Christoph Luxenberg las sought to demon-
stmte that the Qumn was not composed in Ambic or derived from Arabian
mligious traditions, but rather drafted in a mixed Ammaic-Arabic tongue and
based upon Christian Ammaic texts.

It is, of course, immensely difficult to document the eady stages of a new
mligioms tmdition and a new regime, since events ame moving swiftly and
the fledgling community must constantly reinvent itself in response to these
changes. In the case of early Islam this problem is compoundad by a stalemate
in the debate about the authenticity of Muslim accounts about Mulammad
and his successors’ and a paucity of material evidence. In such a situation
one might expect that such documents as do exist would be fully utilized, and
yet vast numbers of papyri remain unedited, inscriptions unecorded and exca-
vations unpublished, and even those that are known ame often not taken into
account by Islamic historians, These are iswes too lamge to tackle in a short
article, and my aim here & simply to present and elucidate a fow additions o
the corpus of non-literary soumces mlevant to this most contentious field of
Elamic history, and, I hope, to show that by comhbining them with hterary
evidence, both Muslim and non-Musim® some guidelines and landmarks can
be established.

The scarcity of documentary evidence for the first seventy years of the Muslim
polity, and in particular the rafty of overtly klamic content and the lack of
any mention of Mubammad, has led some scholars to infer that either
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Crescent’; G. Hawting, The Idea of Idolatry and the Emergence of Islam (Cambridge:
CUP, 1999), 13: ‘we need to rethink more drastically our ideas about when and where
Islam emerged’, for ‘it is easier to envisage such an evolution occurring in those re-
gions of the Middle East where the tradition of monotheism was firmly established’;
P. Crone and M. Cook, Hagarism (Cambridge: CUP, 1977), 21-3: ‘the location of the
Hagarene Schechem in Mecca is demonstrably secondary .. .”; cf. P. Crone, ‘How did
the quranic pagans make a living?’, BSOAS 68/3, 2005, 387-99.
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.11 E.g. J. Wansbrough, The Sectarian Milieu (Oxford: OUP, 1978), 99: ‘the elaboration

of Islam was not contemporary with but posterior to the Arab occupation of the Fertile
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Writing the Biography of the
Prophet Muhammad: Problems
and Solutions; History Compass,
V.5 (2007), pp.1-22
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Writing the Biography of the Prophet
Muhammad: Problems and Solutions

Robert Hoyland*
uUnivemity af St. Andrews

Abstract

This article looks at the different appmaches thar medieval and modern, Musim
and Western scholars have adopted when attempting to write on the hife of
Muhammad. It considers the sources for his bfe and the different methodologies
that have been devised for assessing their anthensicitg [t examines the degree to
which Muohammad and the ingmedients of the religion that he started were 2 part
of the Late Antique world that he Bved in and the way in which religioos trends
of that era might have impacted vpon the formation of Isdam. Finally, some
suggestions are given for how one might ke the sody of the biography of
Muhammad in different directions in the fotoe.

Writing from hiz vantage point in north England shortly after the Muslim
occupation of Spain in an 711-13, the monk Bede begins his commentary
upon Genesis 16:12 with the standard exposition of the Arabs as descendants
of Ishmael, condemned by birth to roam the desert, and then continues:

Hut that was long ago. Mow, however, so much i his hand against all and the
hand of all agzinst him that they press the length and breadth of Africa under
their sway, and ako the greater part of Asia and, hating and inimical to all, they
try for seme of Europe.

The threat came even closer in 729 when ‘a plague of Saracens wrought
wretched devastation and slanghter wpon Gaul, an event which Hede
connects with the appearance of two comets, ‘presaging grievous disaster
for east and west'* A few decades later, in 801, Charlemagne® son Louis
the Pious delivered the following speech to the soldiers sbout to besiege
Muslim Barcelona:
Had this people (the Saracens) worshipped God, pleased Christ and recived
holy baptism, we should have made peace with them and kept that peace in
order to bind them to God through rebigion. But this people emain detestable;
it sparns the mhaton we offer and follows the commandments of the demons?

The fact that the Muslims first entered the Western stage in the guise of
conguerors and 2 deniers of Christ's divinity meant that the tone of the
literary response from Western Christians inevitably tended to be hostile.
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