
Project: "Judaizing Muslims: An Overlooked Trope in Christian Portrayals of 
Islam" 

I entered the NEH Summer Institute with plans to research a rather different 
topic. The decision to switch to the subject of Christian portrayals of Muslims, 
and many of the insights that I’ve gained about it over the past month, result 
directly from numerous conversations with the institute faculty and its 
participants. I am grateful to these individuals, and to the NEH itself, for such a 
stimulating and productive experience. 

In 1321, the municipal authorities of several regions in France executed lepers 
en masse on the grounds that the lepers sought to poison the waters of France 
and seize control of the country. Accounts of the poison conspiracy quickly 
expanded to implicate both French Jews and various Muslim potentates, among 
them the king of Granada and the so-called “sultan of Babylon.” The most 
elaborate account of this conspiracy appears in a letter purportedly found in the 
home of Banaias, an Angevin Jew. According to the description and translation 
provided by the Count of Anjou, Philippe de Valois, the letter reported that the 
Saracens had all agreed to convert to Judaism and wished to restore Jewish 
sovereignty over Jerusalem provided that the Jews enthrone the Saracens in 
Paris. The Jews then contracted with the lepers to poison the waters. 

Scholars have analyzed the accounts of this poison conspiracy for the light they 
shed on Christian conceptions of lepers and Jews as well as tensions between 
the nobility and the king in fourteenth-century France. The questions I’d like to 
pose are somewhat different: Why do Muslims figure so prominently in these 
conspiracy theories? And why is it important that these Muslims be depicted as 
converts to Judaism? The presence and nature of Muslims in these conspiracy 
accounts, I suggest, reflect broader dynamics in medieval Christian portrayals 
of Islam, including an overlooked trope of the “judaizing Muslim.” 

Christian theological, legal, literary, and artistic works produced in what Brian 
Catlos calls the dogmatic register regularly portray Muslims as idolatrous 
pagans, adherents of a religion that has no relation whatsoever to the Bible. It’s 
also common for Christian texts and images to portray Muslims as heretics, 
followers of a pseudo-prophet who broke from the Church and spitefully 
falsified Christian teachings. Through these depictions, Christians assimilate 
Muslims into categories of foreigners that crystallized before the emergence of 
Islam. This is a prime example of the conservatism of religious discourse: 
Islam is not fundamentally new, it’s simply the latest manifestation of the 
Church’s archetypal rivals. Denying agency to Muslims to define their own 
identity, of course, also serves Christian political and ideological goals. 



There are, however, not two but three archetypes of foreigners within classical 
Christian anthropology: pagans, heretics, and Jews. Within this tripartite system 
of classification, Jews are commonly ranked as the worst kind of outsider even 
as they are also associated in specific contexts with pagans or heretics. 
Medieval sources draw on each of these three archetypes when depicting 
Muslims. One might imagine the classical categories as primary colors: 
Christians blend these colors together to obtain the desired hue for their 
depictions of Muslims. The result is the portrayal of Muslims not only as 
pagans or heretics but also, in certain contexts, as judaizers. 

The portrayal of Muslims as “the new Jews” already appears in the late eighth 
century, when the Nestorian patriarch Timothy I uses that very phrase to refer 
to contemporary Muslims. Eastern Christian apologists explained Islamic 
opposition to iconography and crossveneration, as well as the flaws in Islamic 
teachings about Christ, as stemming from Jewish influence. Were it not for its 
Jewishness, Islamic theology would be identical to that of orthodox Christians. 
Indeed, the author of the so-called al-Hāshimī–al-Kindī correspondence asserts 
that Muḥammad was about to become a Nestorian Christian when two Jews, 
ʿAbd Allāh ibn Salām and Kaʿb al-Aḥbār, distorted the teaching Muḥammad 
received from a pious monk. These apologetic polemics seek to discredit Islam 
by associating it with Judaism, the classic antithesis of Christianity. In other 
contexts, Eastern Christian authors reinforce the degraded status of the Jews by 
portraying Islam as superior to Judaism and referring to Muslims not as Jews 
but rather as “the new pagans.” 

Eastern Christian authorities brand Muslims as Jews in order to impugn Islamic 
beliefs regarding Christ and his veneration. Within the Latin West, the 
accusation of judaizing relates to Islamic ritual practices. As the late-twelfth-
century Bolognese canonist Huguccio observes, “Nearly all Saracens at the 
present judaize because they are circumcised and distinguish among foods in 
accordance with Jewish practices.” This observation leads Huguccio to 
conclude that there ought to be no legal distinction between Muslims and Jews. 
Indeed, over the course of the thirteenth century, Christian authorities extended 
the application of canonical and civil laws about Jews to Muslims, occasionally 
described as “judaizing pagans.” These authorities recognize that Muslims are 
not in fact Jews and often express the notion that Judaism remains the most 
base of non-Christian religions; by portraying Muslims as quasi- Jews, they 
denigrate Islam. 

Latin depictions of Saracens regularly employ motifs associated with Jews, 
although I’m not aware of any explicit Latin allegations that Sarcens judaize 
prior to the late twelfth century. Christian authorities of the fourth through 



seventh centuries portray paganism as an abstract, disembodied phenomenon 
and express no concern about run-of-the-mill pagans. Even the earliest Latin 
depictions of Saracens, in contrast, emphasize their embodied, violent nature. 
These depictions echo portrayals of Jews as carnal and intent on harming 
Christians. When Crusade-era sources from Italy and France allege that the 
Turks forcibly circumcise Christians, they reprise charges that had long been 
levelled against Jews as grounds for forbidding Jews from owning Christian 
slaves. The difference between Muslims and Jews is simply that the former are 
able to exercise their violent anti-Christian inclinations because they haven’t 
yet been subdued by Christian authorities. 

While the violence of the unsubdued Muslim is implicitly linked with the 
Jewish inclincation to harm Christians, canon law commentators explicitly 
depict the quiescence of subject Muslims as quasi-Jewish in its nature. Pope 
Alexander III’s famous dictum that Christians should fight Muslims but not 
Jews, they declare, doesn’t apply to Muslims who serve Christians in the 
manner of the Jews. Likewise, Christians should fight Jews who seek to 
conquer Christian territory just as they fight Muslims. 

This brings us back to the poison conspiracy of 1321. The logic of the 
allegation that the lepers sought to take over France, it seems, is most 
compelling when the lepers are portrayed as agents of Muslim kings. After all, 
Muslims want nothing more than to conquer Christian territory, and even the 
sympathetic chroniclers of this incident regard with derision the initial charge 
that lepers wanted to seize control of France for themselves. Figures like the 
King of Granada, however, have proven themselves impotent to defeat 
Christians on the field of battle. 

To conquer France, therefore, fourteenth-century Muslims need to resort to 
nonconventional chemical weapons, attacking Christian society from within. 
This is, of course, what Christians imagined as the Jewish method of fighting 
Christianity. The logic of Muslim involvement in the poison conspiracy, 
therefore, requires the portrayal of these Muslims as Jews. This portrayal, of 
course, also serves to bolster the efforts of the conspiracy theorists to promote 
and justify violence against French Jews, who are implicated as enemies to the 
Crown as well as the Church. 

According to the Count of Anjou, the Banaias letter bore a heavy gold seal 
depicting “some horrible Jew or Saracen” defacating on the face of the 
crucified Christ. The indistinguishability of these figures, also attested in 
paintings of the Passion scene, is striking. Medieval Christians recognized that 
Jews and Muslims are distinct, but nevertheless chose to conflate the latter with 



former when such depictions furthered ideological or political interests. The 
archetype of the Jew, after all, contained elements that proved no less useful in 
the portrayal of Muslims than the archetypes of the pagan and the heretic. 

So, what’s Mediterranean about all of this? In a sense, nothing. The trope of the 
judaizing Muslim appears in sources from Iraq to Italy to Anjou. I think it’s a 
stretch, however, to point to this range as evidence for “Mediterranean 
connectivity” or to describe this trope as one that “traveled promiscuously 
across languages,” to use Sharon’s wonderful phrase. There’s nothing 
multiconfessional about Christian portrayals of Islam, nor do these portrayals 
reflect the phenomenon of mutual intelligibility. Yes, Christian depictions of 
Muslims as Jews depend on some knowledge of Islam and Judaism, but their 
purpose isn’t to communicate with or even to understand Muslims. I don’t 
think medieval Muslims would have intuitively understood Christian portrayals 
of Islam either. When addressing this material, it makes more sense to employ 
the framework of Christendom, broadly construed, rather than that of the 
Mediterranean. I wonder whether this may be true of dogmatic discourse in 
general. 

Rather than making the case that Christian dogmatic discourse about Muslims 
is Mediterranean, I would instead argue that Mediterraneanists need to 
understand Christian dogmatic discourse about Muslims, along with its 
counterparts in Islam and Judaism. As Brian illustrated on Tuesday, corporate 
and individual actors strategically employed the ideas and rhetoric associated 
with their religious traditions, even if only on an occasional basis. 
Developments and fluxuations within the dogmatic register, therefore, have a 
social impact. Consider, for example, instances in which Muslims in 
fourteenth-century Aragon were tortured and executed on charges of well-
poisoning, charges that had never been leveled against Muslims before 1321. 
Although they are not “of the Mediterranean,” dogmatic Christian ideas about 
Muslims are very much “in the Mediterranean.” 

	  


