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Farhad Daftary and Zulfikar Hirji, Islam: An Illustrated Journey 
(London: Azimuth Editions, 2018), 344  pp., £29.95, ISBN 
9781898592358.
Islam is often perceived and presented as being monolithic, literalist, 
lacking self-criticism, devoid of any serious interest in the creative arts 
and disinterested in engaging with the cultures of other faiths. This 
attractively illustrated volume will do much to persuade readers – espe-
cially those unaware of the cultural backgrounds against which Islam 
flourished – that such criticisms have little foundation. On the con-
trary, it clearly illustrates the richness, variety, creativity and originality 
that marked Islam’s development, as well as its engagement with several 
other cultures, and highlights Islam’s powerful influences in areas such as 
architecture, literature, science and medicine, without which our under-
standing of the history of large parts of Europe – most notably Venice 
and Andalucía – would be woefully incomplete.

There are many aspects of this book that make it distinctive and 
ensure its valuable contribution to a measured and comprehensive intro-
duction to the richness of Islamic cultures and civilization. First and 
foremost its very effective layout in which text and image interweave 
with one another: by setting the historical survey of the development 
of the Islamic faith, its conflicting interpretations of the Qur’an and the 
inevitable politicking and power struggles that accompanied such con-
flicts, against the colourful visual background of Islam’s material culture 
– ranging from the stunning architecture of its mosques to the intricacies 
of its calligraphy and the delicateness of its textiles – the reader is invited 
to read and interpret the history of Islam through its many unsurpassed 
cultural achievements. While the title of the book An Illustrated Journey 
indicates that its subject is the journey of Islam from its pre-Islamic 
origins to the present day, it also provides a personal journey for the 
viewer as he or she is invited to engage, page after page, with the many 
remarkable and beautiful manifestations of Islamic culture. Furthermore, 
many of the sites dealt with at some length in the book, for example, 
Venice, Cairo, Cordoba, Jerusalem, are now extremely popular holiday 
destinations to which non-Muslims flock – our understanding of the 
sophistication of such sites would be much enhanced by first reading 
this volume before undertaking one’s own cultural or spiritual journey 
into these spheres of rich Islamic cultural influence.

The book’s strength lies in both its description of the central aspects of 
Islam’s development and in the way this history is so lavishly illustrated 
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– not only in its images but also through a large number of helpful maps 
and historical timelines. First the historical perspective: the authors have 
ensured that the development of the many diverse expressions of Islam is 
described with clarity and with commendable attention to detail. Thus, 
for example, the pre-Islamic world is contextualized within the existing 
faiths of Judaism and Christianity; the distinctiveness of Islam within 
widely different geographical areas is highlighted alongside other dif-
fering modes of interpretation. The balanced presentation of the diverse 
traditions within Islam ensures that the authors are inclusive in tracing 
the predominant movements in both Sunni and Shia traditions, main-
taining a tolerance towards the other’s point of view, something that is 
well summed up in the final pages of the book:

‘[The different expressions of Islam] constitute, as it were, a com-
munity of many communities whose multi-ethnic and multi-lingual 
followers have a plurality of foci in terms of ritual, law  . . . creative 
expression and spiritual development’ (p. 325).

But the authors also pay attention to how others, especially Westerners, 
have viewed the Islamic world: for example, the mutual respect much 
in evidence between Istanbul and the city state of Venice; or how 
Orientalist travellers and writers perceived, often with great Western 
bias, the Islamic way of life. But there is evidence, too, in this book of 
the knowledge Muslims had of Western governance – illustrated by a 
most interesting painting from Mughal India (1615–18) which depicts 
the emperor Jahangir favouring the Sufi Shaykh with a book (p. 298). 
Included in the painting is the Ottoman sultan and James I of England 
– the moral of the painting is that the emperor favours the pious over 
the powerful.

Readers will find some parts of the book more compelling than others, 
depending on their personal interests: for me, I especially liked the treat-
ment of the Mamluks in Egypt, a topic with which I already have some 
familiarity, but I also appreciated new and unfamiliar aspects such as 
the useful explanation of the qira’at or readings of the Qur’an (p. 87), 
which discusses the discrepancies in the Qur’an’s earliest transcriptions. 
I especially liked the many quotations, from various philosophical, legal 
or poetic texts highlighted throughout the volume (for example, the 
poetic verse drawn from Turko-Islamic work Qutadgu Bilig, c.1085). Two 
further aspects of Islamic life I also found striking: the fostering of music 
in various cultural contexts – for example, in the Fatimid court in Cairo 
where the aptly named composer Ibn al-Tahhan al-Musiqi (d.1057) 
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wrote a treatise A Compendium of the Arts to Comfort Sad Hearts, in 
which he provided a perspective on music from the point of view of 
both singer and teacher, while in Cordoba the poet and musician Ziryab 
(d.857) lived and worked to great acclaim; his talents apparently knew 
no end – he influenced Cordoba’s culinary habits, clothing and hairstyle, 
and later introduced toothpaste and underarm deodorant to the local 
population. The immeasurable contribution of Islam to the world of 
medicine also gets a mention with the Persian Ibn Sina’s multi-volume 
al-Qanun fi’l-tibb (Canon of Medicine) and his Kitab al-Shifa’ (Book of 
Healing). The role of women is certainly not neglected in this volume, 
most notably with an emphasis on the role of the Fatimid women in 
social and political life (p. 176).

But, above all, it is the stunning images, page after page, showcasing 
the variety, craftsmanship and sheer beauty of Islamic civilization that 
stand out – a rich and incomparable material culture that makes this 
book so special. Examples are too numerous to mention but, for me, two 
aspects are especially striking: architecture and calligraphy. In terms of 
architecture many examples are provided – ranging from the distinctive-
ness of the city of Sanna, one of Arabia’s most ancient settlements, to 
the iconic mosques of Jerusalem, Cairo and Cordoba. In terms of cal-
ligraphy, varieties in style seem almost inexhaustible – but the Palermo 
Qur’an must surely stand out for its sheer exquisiteness (p. 174), while 
the cotton shirt made in the Ottoman empire (seventeenth century) 
(p. 89), inscribed with verses from the Qur’an executed in a range of cal-
ligraphic styles including Kufic shows the creativity of its designer. Some 
of the artwork in the book seems surprisingly modern – this is the case 
with the cover design of the book and some of the chapter dividers – but 
they are, in fact, taken from paintings illustrating the Persian Shahnama 
(Tabriz, c.1522–40). Finally, the authors are to be commended for the 
very many maps and historical timelines so indispensable to the reader 
unfamiliar with the main aspects of Islamic history.

This volume can rightly take its place along other recent volumes 
(such as The Human Figure in Islamic Art (Copenhagen: The David 
Collection, 2018)) that help to dispel the myth that Islamic culture, 
adhering to the Qur’anic injunction against figurative images, is devoid 
of a creative and aesthetic visual culture. It will serve the needs of a 
Muslim readership, curious about aspects of other expressions of Islam 
with which they may be unfamiliar, or about their own rich cultural 
heritage. But, most importantly, this book should be seen in terms of a 

JRHLC_7-1.indd   129 14/04/2021   13:50:50



130

Book Reviews

gift to a wide and general non-Muslim readership who, for sure, will be 
ignorant of much of the detail in this book. For those, including myself, 
who have long tried to convey how text and image must go hand in hand 
in appreciating the enormous influences the Jewish-Christian Bible have 
had on the arts, this book should be seen as an indispensable addition 
to bibliographies for undergraduate and postgraduate students taking 
courses on religion and the arts. It provides a unique and most welcome 
perspective and contribution.

Martin O’Kane, University of Wales Trinity Saint David

Christopher Herbert, Evangelical Gothic: The English Novel and the 
Religious War on Virtue from Wesley to Dracula (Charlottesville and 
London: University of Virginia Press, 2019), x + 278 pp., £38.50, ISBN 
9780813943404.
In Evangelical Gothic, Christopher Herbert, professor of humanities at 
North-Western University, contributes to a rich body of research and 
investigation into the evangelical movement, its place and influence on 
British society in the nineteenth century, and the relationship between 
evangelicalism and the novel. This terrain has already been mapped by 
historians and literary scholars like David Bebbington in Evangelicalism 
in Modern Britain (1989) and The Dominance of Evangelicalism (2005), 
John Wolffe in The Expansion of Evangelicalism (2006), Doreen Rosman 
in Evangelicals and Culture (1984), Ian Bradley in The Call to Seriousness 
(1976) and Valentine Cunningham in Everywhere Spoken Against (1975), 
but Professor Herbert has his own angle on these topics and his own 
thesis to advance. His subtitle gives an indication of the direction of 
his argument. Taking issue with those from G. M. Young and Walter 
Houghton onwards who have identified a correlation between evan-
gelicalism and the moral imperatives of Victorian society, Herbert’s 
view is that there was a fundamental conflict between an evangelical 
ethic, based on grace and faith, and a humanitarian or altruistic moral 
code advanced by leading nineteenth-century novelists. Thus, when a 
writer like Dickens exposed the vaunting hypocrisy of a Chadband, this 
should not be read as comic caricature or hyperbole, but rather as deeply 
serious moral indignation at the perceived iniquities of a perverted reli-
gious creed, advanced by dangerous fanatics. This is a bold thesis, and 
it is presented here with a liberal use of derogatory epithets to describe 
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