Representations of Islam in Travel Literature
in Early Modern England

Travel literature has long been a valuable source of information and insight
into the encounters between different cultures and civilizations. In the early
modern period, English travelers ventured to distant lands, including the
Muslim world, recording their observations and experiences in travel
accounts. These accounts provide a unique window into the perceptions
and representations of Islam in early modern England.

The Rise of Orientalism

The early modern period witnessed the rise of Orientalism, a complex set
of ideas and attitudes that shaped European perceptions of the East.
Orientalist discourse often depicted the East as exotic, mysterious, and
inferior to the West. This perspective influenced the way in which English
travelers viewed and described Islam.
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Islam as a Rival Faith

Many English travelers saw Islam as a rival faith that posed a threat to
Christianity. They emphasized the perceived differences between Islam and
Christianity, highlighting the monotheistic nature of the latter and the
polytheistic tendencies they associated with the former. Travelers often
described Muslims as intolerant and fanatical, reinforcing the idea of a
clash between civilizations.

Cultural Curiosity and Exchange

Despite the prevailing biases, some English travelers displayed a genuine
interest in Islamic culture and society. They marveled at the grandeur of
Islamic architecture, admired the sophistication of Muslim scholars, and
sought to understand the practices of Islam. These accounts provide
valuable insights into the cultural exchange that took place between
English travelers and the Muslim world.

Case Studies

To illustrate the diverse representations of Islam in travel literature, let us
examine two notable examples:

Sir John Mandeville's Travels

Sir John Mandeville's Travels, written in the 14th century, became one of
the most popular travel accounts of the period. Mandeville's descriptions of
Islam were largely negative, reflecting the prevailing Orientalist views of the
time. He portrayed Muslims as idolaters and accused them of engaging in
cannibalism.

George Sandys' Relation of a Journey



In contrast, George Sandys' Relation of a Journey (1615) offers a more
nuanced and sympathetic portrayal of Islam. Sandys, who had extensive
experience in the Ottoman Empire, admired the learning and culture of the
Muslim world. He challenged the prevailing stereotypes of Muslims, arguing
that they were not barbarians but rational and civilized people.

The representations of Islam in early modern English travel literature were
complex and multifaceted, reflecting the diverse perspectives and
experiences of the travelers themselves. While some accounts perpetuated
negative stereotypes, others displayed genuine curiosity and cultural
exchange. These accounts provide valuable insights into the cross-cultural
encounters that shaped the perceptions of Islam in early modern England.
They also highlight the enduring power of travel literature as a means of
understanding the interactions between different civilizations.
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