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TEXT AND ITS CULTURAL 
INTERPRETATION 

E.A. Rezvan 

THE QUR' AN AND ITS WORLD: 

VIIl/1. CONTRA LEGEM SARACENORUM: THE QUR' AN 
IN WESTERN EUROPE 

The Qur'an is a text which occupies the central place in 
a religious-philosophical system which has for fourteen 
centuries played an important role in human history. From 
the moment of its appearance, it was, in essence, interpreted 
and studied primarily in the context of competing political
ideological and confessional interests and in conditions of 
a centuries-long confrontation between the Christian world 
and the world oflslam. 

The ideological necessity of study of the Qur'an was 
a constant condition both in the choice of approaches to the 
sacred book of Islam and in its interpretation. Up through 
the present, the religious affiliation of the author of this or 
that study has influenced in the most direct fashion his 

evaluation of the Qur'an as a historical-cultural document. 
Past centuries have seen mankind endure a multitude of 
ideological shifts and cultural revolutions, mass political 
and religious movements have followed one after the other, 
philosophical conceptions and schools have become popu
lar only to be forgotten, cultural orientations and priorities 
have changed. In one fashion or another, all of this found its 
expression in shifting approaches to the Qur'an. To a great 
extent, the basic stages in the history of the study of the 
Qur'an in Europe, the evolution of methodologies for 
studying and understanding this text, have been reflected in 
the history of its publication and translation. 

* * * 
By the second half of the seventh and eighth centuries, 

Islam had already started to become an inalienable part of 
the histories of Western Europe - Spain, the Mediterra
nean islands - as well as the Balkans and Eastern Europe 
(Khazaria, the Bulgharian kingdom, part of the lands of the 
Golden Horde, the Northern Black Sea, the Crimea, the 
Northern Caucasus). Available facts allow one to speak of 
the practically simultaneous emergence of two traditions of 
Qur'anic study - inter- and extra-Islamic. The success of 
the Arab conquests, effected beneath the banner of Islam, 
forced Christian authors to turn to the sacred book of the 
Muslims, which was seen as the main source for informa
tion about Islam as a whole. Christian polemicists at the 
time of the conquests included in their works what informa
tion they possessed about the Qur'an, as well as translations 
of genuine citations or expositions of fabricated cita
tions [I]. John of Damascus (d. 750), who lived in Syria and 
until his acceptance of vows served the Ummayyad Caliphs, 
left the first polemic work against Islam to have reached us. 
As a result of the moderate policies pursued by the Um
mayyads in relation to the "people of the Book" and his be
lief in the profound superiority of Christianity to the relig
ion of the barbarian-conquerors, the polemic written by 
John of Damascus does not yet display a strident political
religious orientation. Considering Islam a heresy, he dis
puted the theoretical "delusions" of Muslims [2], who in 

turn proclaimed the Christian Bible "altered and deprived" 
after the revelation of the Qur'an. At the same time, repre
sentatives of conquered peoples who had been converted to 
Islam introduced their own scholarly traditions into the 
study and interpretation of the Qur'an. The research of John 
Wansbrough has convincingly demonstrated once again the 
frequently decisive influence of the Judeo-Christian tradi
tion on the emergence of Muslim exegesis, although his 
conclusion that the Qur'an and early-Muslim slra-maghiizl 
literature represent two versions of a Judeo-Christian po
lemic, adapted to the Arabic language and l:lijaz environ
ment [3], cannot of course be accepted [4]. 

Modern research has shown that a Greek translation of 
the Qur'an existed in Byzantium in the tenth century; the 
earliest date for its probable appearance is the beginning of 
the ninth century. An analysis of extant Qur'anic citations in 
the works of Byzantine polemicists allows one to assume 
that the translator of the Qur'an into Greek was, in all like
lihood, a bilingual individual of Arab descent from the 
Latin areas of the Empire [5]. Later, anti-Muslim treatises 
by Syrian polemicists, for example, the Jacobite bishop 
Dionysius bar ~alibi (d. 1171), included genuine or imag
ined fragments of the Qur'an in Syriac translation [6]. 

Also, the significant number of extant manuscripts of 
Jewish-Arab theological works, fragments of Qur'anic 
manuscripts in Hebrew writing, and Jewish polemical works 
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pennit us to speak of a broad familiarity with the Qur'an 
and its study among Jews [7]. 

The first attempts to translate and study the Qur'an in 
Western Europe belong to a period when Europeans had 
mustered enough strength to oppose the Islamic world, 
which had previously evoked in them fear, envy, or even 
fascination. The sharp rise in the number of translations of 
works written in Arabic, which followed the capture of 
Toledo in 1085 by Christians, reflected a growing interest 
on the part of Europeans in the achievements of Arab
Muslim culture. People appeared who were capable of car
rying out translations in accordance with the demands of the 
era. Robert the Englishman (Robert of Ketton, or Robertus 
Ketenensis}, archdeacon of Pamplona, and Hennann of 
Carinthia undertook in Spain the translation of Arab works 
on astrology and meteorology. Europe was girding for the 
second crusade, and around 1142, at the behest of Peter the 
Venerable (1092-1156), abbot of the Monastery ofCluny, 
they completed the first translation of the Qur'an into Latin 
with the aid of a certain "Saracen Mohammed". The group 
of translators brought together by Peter the Venerable, 
which also included Peter of Toledo and Peter from 
Poitiers, also translated for him an entire series of works. 
These were a selection of fJadiths, Muslim legends about 
the Prophet, Masii 'ii 'Abdalliih b. Salam - the dispute 
between the Prophet and a Jew - and two polemical trea
tises. Basing himself in the main on these translations and 
writing in the style of ecc/esia militans, Peter the Venerable 
drew up a summary and refutation of Muslim dogma which, 
together with the writings of Pedro de Alfonso (d. 1140), 
represents the first European work on Islam. Together, they 
played an enonnous role in the fonnation of European 
views of Islam [8]. 

It was no accident that the first Latin translation of the 
Qur'an appeared at the Monastery ofCluny. At that time, it 
was one of the most important centres of Christian ideologi
cal opposition to the world of Islam. The practically war
time conditions in which the monastery existed are well 
illustrated by the seizure in 972 of the head of the monas
tery by Muslims in an Alpine pass. It was only 62 years 
later that the victory of Christian forces in North Africa al
lowed the monastery to recoup the ransom it had paid to the 
Muslims. During the following century, the monks of Cluny 
made great strides in unifying Christian forces against Is
lam. To abbot Peter the Venerable belong, however, the 
following words: "I attack you not as is frequently done, 
with the aid of anns, but with the aid of words, resorting not 
to force, but to reason, not to hatred, but to love" [9]. 

The second Latin translation of the Qur'an was com
pleted in 1209-1210 by Mark of Toledo on order for 
Archbishop Don Rodrigo Jimenes de Rada (ca. 1170/80-
124 7). The archbishop's request pursued then-current politi
cal and missionary goals. In addition to the Qur'an, the 
work by Mark of Toledo contained translations of a series 
of writings by Ibn Tiimart (d. ca. 1128), Almohad "Mahdf'. 
Unlike Robert the Englishman and his assistants, who, in 
accordance with their understanding of the translator's task, 
strove to correct a text they deemed "barbarous", rendering 
114 siiras as 124, Mark of Toledo tried to translate literally. 
In difficult instances, he was inclined to leave the transla
tion unclear rather than add his own interpretation. In his 
translation, Mark also retained the titles of the siiras, which 
were omitted by Robert the Englishman. In an extensive in
troduction, which Mark of Toledo prefaced to his work, he 

does not once mention his predecessors' translation, al
though he must have known of its existence. This is, per
haps, an indication of his dissatisfaction with the work of 
Robert the Englishman and Hennann of Carinthia. Really, 
of this translation of the Qur'an Robert's later compatriot 
Humphrey Prideux (I 648-1700) wrote as of "an absurd 
Epitome of it, ... whereby the Sense of the Original is so ill 
represented, that no one can by one scarce anywhere under
stand what is truly meant by the other" [10]. Be that as it 
may, Mark of Toledo knew well of what he wrote. He cites 
the Qur'an and fJadiths with ease, and includes the views of 
Muslim authorities as well. Mark's translation, which sur
passed the work of his predecessors, remained, however, 
unpublished. For many years it did not receive proper rec
ognition from theologians and historians [ 11]. On the 
whole, those early Latin translations were, in essence, retel
lings and reworkings of the text primarily intended to prove 
the inadequacy of Muslim claims to the possession of a Sa
cred text. Furthennore, Christian "refutations" were fre
quently based, intentionally or not, on an erroneous under
standing of the text. 

Like Christian authors, who actively employed the 
"devil's law'', or "textbook of violence" in their anti-Muslim 
polemics, Muslim authors cited the sacred books of the 
Christians in polemical fashion as well. As a matter of fact, 
Muslim authors' familiarity with Biblical texts was greater 
than their opponents' knowledge of the Qur'an. The sacred 
books of the Christians and Jews were viewed within Islam 
as revealed by God but distorted by people. However, 
they provided one of the sources for the interpretation 
of the Qur'an. Through centuries Muslim authorities relied 
in their works on the labours of converts to Islam 
from Christianity and Judaism who had brought to Muslim 
theology a profound knowledge of the sacred texts they had 
once professed. The key difference was that if social 
consciousness in Christian Europe rejected Islam wholly, 
for Muslims, Judaism and Christianity were merely way
stations on mankind's path to the truth proclaimed in the 
Qur'an [12]. 

The fall ofConstantinopole in 1453, though sharply in
creased the "Turkish threat", coincided with the triumph of 
Renaissance thought remarkable for its interest in the great 
culture created by Europe's Muslim neighbours. Nicolaus 
Cusanus (1401-1464) even recommended reading and 
studying the Qur'an "in order to reveal the evangelical 
truths hidden in it" [13]. His Franciscan friend, Juan de Se
govia (1400-1458), a pacifist, who was chosen as anti
pope in 1440, decried the distorted image of Islam stemmed 
largely from Robert the Englishman's translation of the 
Qur'an. In 1455, in the monastery of Ayton in Savoyen, he 
undertook with the aid of a certain/aqi'h 'Isa b. Jabir an at
tempt to translate the Qur'an into Latin and Castilian [14]. 
He also set himself the task of finding in the Qur'an those 
sections which could be adopted by Christians. It was 
for the first time that the idea of Christian-Muslim dialogue 
was put forward. 

The interest in Eastern wisdom and the Kabbala, which 
was characteristic of Italian humanists, primarily of the fol
lowers of the philosopher Giovanni Pico della Mirandola 
(1463-1494) whose famous "nine-hundred theses" were 
condemned by the papal curia, gave birth to another Latin 
translation of the Qur'an. It was ordered in Spain, in 1518, 
from a certain Johannes Gabriel Terrolensis by Cardinal 
Edigio da Viterbo, an admirer of Pico della Mirandola's 
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ideas. It is believed that a number of corrections to this 
translation belong to the famed Leo Africanus. Only one 
manuscript of this translation has survived; it is held in 
Milan and has not yet been published [ 15]. 

While these translations remained practically unknown, 
the work of Robert the Englishman and Hermann of Carin
thia won more fame. The further history of their translation 
was bound up with the Refonnation in Europe in the fif
teenth-seventeenth centuries. It was used by numerous 
Christian philosophers, theologians and polemicists for 
over 600 years [16], though such outstanding European 
Orientalists as J. J. Scaliger (I 540-1609), Th. Erpenius 
(1584-1624), and A. Reland (1676-1718) called atten
tion to the translation's imperfection. 

The fifteenth-seventeenth centuries witnessed also the 
bloody wars between the Christendom and the Ottoman 
Empire which by the first half of the sixteenth century had 
succeeded in expanding its possessions in Europe to their 
maximum extent. The siege of Vienna was a shock to the 
Europeans, almost as profound as was the fall of Constanti
nople in 1453. The image of the Saracen was replaced by 
the image of the Turk (see fig. /)whose religious fanaticism 
seemed even more menacing. 

In the period of Catholic counter-refonnation which 
was gaining ever greater hold of Italy, the first European 
edition of the Arabic text of the Qur'an (Venice, 1530), car
ried out by Paganini Brixiensis [ 17], was destroyed almost 
as soon as it appeared. This act was only one in a series of 
similar incidents which culminated in 1557 when the "Index 
of forbidden books" was sent out by the papal curia. The 
"Index" included the most significant works of Renaissance 
writers. Earlier fear of the growth and spread of heresies 
also led to repeated bans (four in the thirteenth century 
alone) on the reading of the Vulgate. The fears of the Holy 
See are more easily understood, if one recalls the "cult" of 
Mu~ammad among the Templars, the above-mentioned in
terest of Renaissance thinkers in the cultural achievements 
of the Islamic world, and the heretical Unitarian movement, 
which rejected the Trinity. 

During this period, the initiative in polemics with Islam, 
as well as the study of Muslim faith, passed to Protestant 
theologians and publicists. Theodore Buchman (Bibliander) 
(1504-1564) published almost the entire Corpus Toleta
num (or Collectio Toletana), including the translation of the 
Qur'an,. an entire series of anti-Islamic polemical treatises 
(among them the Cribatio Alcorani by Nicolaus Cusanus -
1401-1464), and historical and geographical works on 
Turkey. This unusual encyclopaedia on Islam and Ottoman 
Turkey appeared in 1543 in Basel, which was penneated by 
an atmosphere of religious and cultural tolerance [18]. The 
publication was made possible, however, only after the per
sonal intervention of Martin Luther [19]. The appendices in 
the work included an epistle of Pope Pius II (1405-1464) 
to the Ottoman Sultan Mehmet II (r. 1451-1481), which 
invited the latter to adopt Christianity, as well as an appeal 
from Luther and Philipp Melanchton (1497-1560). 

Despite the indubitably polemical pathos of Bib
liander's edition, he himself noted Islam's role in the great 
mission of spreading monotheism among the pagans. He 
was also the author of a work, remained in manuscript 
though, in which he appeals to all Christians, Jews, and 
Muslims with a greeting and wishes of peace and prosperity 
"in the name of God, our Lord" [20]. Such views were quite 
widespread in the period. The distinction between Islam and 

monotheistic religions was regarded as not so significant 
and insunnountable. The irreconcilable Luther, for example, 
considered Islam as a fonn of Judaism, while Erasmus 
(1469-1536) and Guillome Postel (1510-1581) viewed 
Muslims half Christian. 

Although Bibliander did not know Arabic well enough 
to correct the Toledo translation, he went about his work 
with great attention to detail. The editor had at his disposal 
several manuscripts of the Qur'an, including that with noted 
al-qirii 'iit in the margins (it has survived in the University 
library at Basel) [21 ]. He also added some annotations to 
the translation he published. 

It seems striking that the first print editions of the Ara
bic text and translation of the Qur'an in Europe appeared, in 
order, only 14 and 27 years after the first print edition of the 
Greek text of the New Testament. It was produced by 
Erasmus, also in Basel, in 1516. 

A tradition of Muslim translations of the Qur'an existed 
in Europe as well. Manuscript fragments of a translation of 
the Qur'anic text into Muslim-Spanish (alhamiado) have 
survived, which dates to the sixteenth century [22]. One can 
mention also Byelorussian-Polish translations, executed in 
Arabic script and carried out in the Tatar community in the 
fifteenth-seventeenth centuries, of which I am planing to 
relate in my next publication. It is possible that similar 
translations existed in Sicily, too. 

Only four years after the appearance of the Basel edi
tion, an anonymous Italian version was produced in Venice. 
According to the title, the translation was made "directly 
from the Arabic"; in fact, it reproduced the Bibliander's 
edition. The renowned humanist and publisher Andrea 
Arrivabene carried out the publication. In 1554, however, 
the Venetian inquisition forbade the reading of the Qur'an. 
Two other versions of the book appeared only in the first 
half of the seventeenth century, one Gennan (translated 
from the Italian by S. Schweigger; 1551-1622), and one 
Dutch, without naming the author [23]. The Dutch anony
mous translation was reissued twice, in 1659 and 1664, 
when, despite the Turks' defeat at St. Gotthard, fears of Ot
toman expansion were greatly increased. The apocalyptic 
mood, occasioned by the approach of the "diabolical" year 
1666, was then general in Europe. New editions of both the 
Latin original and the translations continued to appear. 

The theme of Islam became even more actual in Europe 
during internal conflicts between Catholicism and the Ref
onnation. Each side strove to prove its "orthodoxy", and 
accusations of "resemblance to Islam" sounded frequently 
in the mutual polemics against "Turko-Papism" or "Cal
vino-Turkism". On 15 April 1521, Sorbonna condemned 
Luther's 95 theses, calling them "more depraved" than the 
Qur'an. In the eyes of Protestants, Mu~arnmad and the Pope 
were "two heads of the Antichrist" [24]. A by-product of 
this atmosphere of mutual intolerance was an increase in 
anti-Islamic propaganda (see fig. !). 

The next step in the study and translation of the Qur'an 
was taken in the seventeen century Catholic France, by that 
time tolerant toward the Huguenots [25]. This country, then 
home to P. Gassendi (1592-1655), the foe of medieval 
scholasticism, and R. Descartes (1596-1650), the founder 
of rationalism, was where the public thrilled to al-Sid, hero 
of the wars with the Moors in the tragedy of P. Corneille 
(1606-1684). In 1647, a French translation of the Qur'an 
carried out by diplomat and Orientalist Andre du Ryer 
(? 1580-? 1669) was published in Paris. Although already 
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at the moment of its appearance this translation did not fully 
satisfy accepted scholarly requirements (certain rearrange
ments, abridgements, and liberties were made by the trans
lator, tied to the Bibliander's text) [26), the French version 
of the Qur'iin evoked great interest. In a short time, du 
Ryer's work went through at least five editions in Paris and 
Amsterdam and was also later translated in England (1688), 
Holland (1698), somewhat later in Germany, and, finally, in 
Russia (1716). The Vatican's response under Pope Alexan
der VII ( 1599-1667) was to decree by a council of Roman 
censors a ban on the publication and translation of the 
Qur'an [27). However, after the Arabic text of the book was 
published in 1694 by the Protestant theologian and Orien
talist Abraham Hinckelmann [28), the Vatican finally real
ised the uselessness of a ban which granted the Protestants 
the upper hand in anti-Islamic propaganda. 

In Padua in 1698, Ludovico Marracci (1612-1700), 
confessor of Pope Innocent XI (1611-1689), published a 
Latin translation and Arabic text of the Qur' iin based on the 
collation of several manuscripts. The Arabic text was arbi
trarily divided into small fragments and followed by 
a translation equipped with commentaries and excerpts from 
Arabic tafslrs both in the original and Latin translation, and 
then by a refutation [29). The quality of this translation was 
incomparably higher than those, which had come to light 
before, but the form of the edition prevented it from gaining 
widespread popularity. The appearance of such a fine 
translation in Italy was no accident, as Italy had long en
joyed the most highly developed commercial and cultural 
contacts with the Muslim East. Italy, with her rich libraries, 
boasted a superb scholarly tradition encumbered only by 
ideological prohibitions. However, with the appearance of 
the Marracci edition, it seemed that the Holy See had re
gained its position of leadership in the study and refutation 
of Islam. But Christian Reineccius (1668-1752), a German 
Protestant, recovered the initiative for Protestant scholars 
by releasing a convenient edition which included only the 
text of the Marracci translation and an aptly composed in
troduction [30). Marracci's work ushered in an entire series 
of new translations of the Qur'an into European languages. 

The Enlightenment's vivid interest in Eastern exotica, 
the great success of Antoine Galland (1646-1715), who 
was the first translator of"lOOl Nights" (1704), Napoleon's 
Egyptian campaign, as well as harsh attacks on religious 
intolerance, contributed greatly to a new growth of interest 
in Muslim culture. It is in that period of the flourishing of 
French culture that Voltaire wrote his well known tragedy 
"Mahomet, ou fanatisme'', in which he depicted Rome 
through Mecca. Despite this fact, the play received the 
blessing of Pope Benedict XIV ( 1675-1758), and later 
earned an admiring response from Napoleon, who nonethe
less rebuked the author for "prostituting the great character 
of Mahomet in base intrigues" [31). Then Goethe created 
the "West-bstlichen Divans" and, influenced by the "Vie de 
Mahomet" of J. Gagnier (1732), conceived a drama in 
which the founder of Islam is portrayed as a pantheistic 
philosopher [32). 

In England, which had played such a key role in the 
Enlightenment, it was G. Sale(? 1697-1736), a first nota
ble English Arabist, who made an English translation of the 
Qur'an [33) annotated from the Muslim commentators, in 
particular by al-Bay<;!awi, al-Suyii!i, al-Zamakhshari and 
from other authors [34). The tafslr of"al-Jalalayn" was also 
employed by him. This translation and the "Preliminary 

Discourse", which prefaced it, for many years set the stan
dard for the study and understanding of the Qur'an in 
Europe. The work was translated into German (1746), 
French (1770) and Russian (1792). In the "Preliminary Dis
course", J. Sale tried on the basis of materials available to 
him at the time to describe the phenomenon of Islam, which 
arose in pagan Arabia, a location which experienced signifi
cant religious influences from without. It was with the aid 
of J. Sale's works that Voltaire familiarised himself with 
the Qur'an. 

An evident weakening of the Ottoman State in the 
eighteenth century resulted in a gradual retreat from the 
identification of Islam with the Ottoman Empire. Polemical 
elements in the works of European authors began to give 
way to a more scholarly approach to Islam. The expression 
of interest in Islam was now safe, a development which was 
reflected in unusual fashion in the appearance of works 
which criticised certain phenomena in the European relig
ious and philosophical sphere from "the point of view of 
a Turk" or "in the words of a Persian" (for example, 
Ch. Montesquieu's (1689-1755) "Lettres persanes", pub
lished in 1721 ). At the same time, apologetic works directed 
against official Catholicism were published in Europe. Is
lam was viewed as the most rational of religions and the 
faith, which best corresponded to the deism espoused by the 
ideologists of the Enlightenment. In publicistic works of 
a different sort, critics of Islam often continued to aim their 
barbs at Catholicism. Secular translations of the Qur'an 
which appeared at that time were already based on a desire 
not to refute, but to understand Islam, which no longer put 
fear into the hearts of Europeans. 

A translation of the Qur'an "in a romantic vein" was 
completed in 1783 by C. E. Savary (1750-1788) [35). 
Representatives of romanticism, eager to free themselves 
from the "encyclopaedia" spirit, turned to antiquity, Biblical 
history, the crusades, and the East. In keeping with this ten
dency, F. R. Chateaubriand (1768-1848) created his 
"L'itineraire de Paris a Jerusalem" (1811), where delight at 
the achievements of the Muslim Middle Ages went hand in 
hand with a sharply negative attitude toward the Muslim 
world. A sense of the self-sufficiency of European culture 
grew stronger and stronger. Politically, this was linked to 
the ideology of the French Restoration. The emergence of 
a colonialist ideology was paralleled in Oriental studies, 
which displayed an ever-greater tendency toward Eurocen
trism [36). The French translation of the Qur'an produced 
by A. B. Kasimirski (1808-1887) appeared at a time when 
France's expansion into Algeria required more accurate in
formation about Islam. This translation became one of the 
outstanding achievements of French Arab studies (37). 
E. M. Wherry's popular four-volume commentary on the 
Qur'an (London, 1882-1886) [38], connected with the In
dian Qur'anic tradition, stood in the context of the British 
colonial interests. To this tradition belong also the Russian 
translations ofD. N. Boguslavsky and G. S. Sablukov. 

Thanks to Sylvestre de Sacy (1758-1838), author of 
the well-known "Grammaire arabe" and "Chrestomathie 
arabe", the centre of Arabic and Islamic studies in Europe at 
the beginning of the nineteenth century became the Ecole 
des langues orientales in Paris, which drew nearly all out
standing nineteenth-century scholars of Islam there for 
study. But the methodological views of Qur'anic research
ers at the time were formed largely under the influence of 
the famed Protestant school of Biblical studies which arose 
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in Gennany. They now applied to the text of the Qur'iin 
methods which had previously been acceptable only for Old 
and New Testament. This achievement, however important 
it might be, had another side: the Qur'an came to be seen as 
a chose en soi, in isolation from the society and cultural mi
lieu in which it had arisen. But the nascent tendency toward 
an understanding of the unity of cultural processes had been 
shown as well, which led to another extreme - the abso
lutisation of mutual influences. Thus, under the influence of 
ideas of cultural comparitivism, the Old Testament, and 
then the Qur'an, were pronounced "the result of all
encompassing imitation and borrowings from surrounding 
cultures and literatures" [39]. Works in the vein of cultural 
comparitivism - by A. Geiger, K. Gerock, G. Weil, 
T. Noldeke, H. Hirshfeld, J. Barth, J. Horovitz and his stu
dents - appeared in the era of the critical study of the 
Qur'an, with this approach long being predominant in 
Qur'anic studies [40]. This did not excluded negative pre
conceptions toward the sacred book of Islam demonstrated 
by European researchers under the influence of their relig
ious and philosophical convictions. 

The emergence in Gennany in the second half of the 
eighteenth century of classical philology with its particular 
tasks and methods influenced greatly all branches of philol
ogy. In conjunction with the successes of Gennan Biblical 
studies, it led to the pre-eminence ofGennan scholars in the 
study of the Qur'an, a trend established in the nineteenth 
century. First, Gustav FIUgel published a new, correlated 
text of the Qur'an (1834) and then a concordance to it 
( 1842); they retained their value until the mid-twentieth 
century. A number of publications were edited by G. Red
slob (1837, 1855, 1867), who continued the work of 
FIUgel [41). Naturally, Gennany did not stand aside the 
main political trends of the epoch and actively pursued her 
colonial policies. The "Islamic card" was one of the most 
important elements of this policy abundantly borrowing the 
achievements of the practical and the academic sides of 
Oriental studies [42]. As it often happened in history, most 
pragmatic needs of politics led to the promotion of these 
studies in the country. The Qur'anic studies were no excep
tion. Gennany gave birth to a generation of scholars whose 
contribution to the study of the Qur'an is difficult to over
estimate. 

In 1927, G. Bergstresser and A. Jeffery together devel
oped a plan for a critical edition of the Qur'an, since the 
FIUgel edition of the Qur'iinic text had revealed the complex 
character of the textological problems in this area. The text 
published by Fltigel did not contain an apparatus criticus 
and the scholar did not follow any single Muslim tradition 
of textual transmission. The principles he employed in pre
paring his publication have remained unclear up to the pres
ent day. 

The plan for a critical edition developed by G. Berg
stresser and A. Jefferey in 1927 included (i) excerpting 
from various sources Qur'anic variants; (ii) finding and 
publishing manuscripts of basic works by Muslim authors 
on the problems of Qur'iinic readings (al-qirii 'iii), and 
(iii) creating a photo archive of the oldest copies of the 
Qur'an and their study. The scholars intended to base their 
text on that of J:laf~ (which also served as the basis for the 
Egyptian edition), but to take into account the characteris
tics of saj · in publishing it. They also planned to number the 
iiyiit in accordance with both the Muslim tradition and 
FIUgel. The text was to contain pausal signs and, in the 

margins, references to "parallel passages". The apparatus 
criticus was to have been located at the bottom of the page 
and consist of references to hundreds of variants of the text 
with a three-tiered chronological indication of their source: 
earlier than the tradition of the "seven readings'', belonging 
to that tradition, or later. They also hoped to indicate the 
school (or schools) to which "readings" belonged. 

The scholars planned also to release in a separate vol
ume an "Introduction" which would replace the "Geschichte 
des Qorans" by T. Noldeke, F. Schwally, G. Bergstresser, 
and 0. Pretzl. A third volume would have contained an ex
tensive commentary on the apparatus criticus. Certainly, the 
authors understood the impossibility of taking into account 
all existing variants, but they planned to work in the main 
sources on the issue. A fourth volume would have provided 
a dictionary to the Qur'an. Although an enonnous amount 
of preparatory work was done, for a variety of reasons 
the authors were unable to bring their project to comple
tion [43). 

The problem of a critical edition was further compli
cated by the crisis in the methodology of Islamic studies 
sparked by the hypercritical approach to the Muslim tradi
tion evinced in works by a number of scholars, pre-eminent 
among them I. Goldziher. This approach, occasioned 
mainly by the growing influence of positivism on the meth
odology of the social sciences, came as a reaction to the 
works of R. Dozy and his students, which relied on an un
critical interpretation of the infonnation provided by the 
Muslim tradition [44). I. Goldziher and his followers con
vincingly demonstrated that the greater body of the Muslim 
tradition arose in an era separated from the age of the 
Prophet by quite a number of years. They proved the ten
dentiousness of the Muslim tradition, a tradition linked with 
religious and political struggles within the Caliphate, and 
the indubitable influence of those tendencies on Islamic 
exegesis [ 45). This cast doubt both on the authority of 
the tafsirs as an appropriate interpretation of the Qur'an 
and on the Muslim tradition regarding the history of the 
text's fonnation. Sylvestre de Sacy, G. Weil, and H. Hirsch
feld questioned the authenticity of certain ayiit, while 
Paul Casanova expressed doubt in the veracity of the 
text as a whole [46]. The necessity of conducting research 
on the Qur'an in a spirit independent from the Islamic 
tradition became generally recognised. This was the ap
proach which provided the basis for the work of Richard 
Bell (1876-1952), who laboured against a backdrop of 
the triumphant ideas of Gennan Biblical studies, primarily 
the "Tendenzkritik" of J. Wellhausen and the fonn-critical 
method. 

R. Bell's "The Emergence of Islam in its Christian En
vironment" served for him as the stimulus for the renewed 
study of the structure and chronology of the Qur'iinic 
text [ 4 7]. Bell was the first to look at the composition of the 
Qur'an in connection with Muhammad's actual activities in 
the propagation of Islam. In Bell's view, each silra repre
sented a combination of short revelations put together either 
by Mu~ammad himself or later, during the Qur'an's bring
ing together. This approach allowed Bell to reinterpret the 
task of establishing the chronology not of individual silras, 
but of their fragments. He summarised the results of his re
search in a two-volume translation of the text equipped 
"with a critical review of the arrangement of silras" [48]. 
Although in the long run many of his conclusions were not 
con finned, and the approach itself evoked sharp criticism in 
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the Muslim world, from today's vantage point Bell's contri
bution to Qur'iinic studies seems enormous [49]. 

Translations of the Qur'iin which predate Bell in the 
main went back to the Muslim tradition and consequently 
reproduced the understanding of the Qur'iin characteristic 
of the age and socio-cultural environment of this or that 
Muslim exegete or group of authors. R. Bell and I. Krach
kovsky (1883-1951), R. Blachere (1900-1973), and 
R. Paret (1904-1983), working in different locations, ar
rived almost simultaneously at a translation methodology 
based on their original scholarly deductions. 

The publication of the "Cairo edition" of the Qur'iin, 
which became for all intents and purposes canonical, and 
the simultaneous appearance in Turkey of a Turkish trans
lation of the Qur'iin without parallel Arabic text signified 
the victory of a new tendency within the Islamic world, 
which, by the 1930s, had earned the whole approval of al
Azhar. Translations of the Qur'iin into European languages 
executed in Muslim countries began to appear. Two such 
translations into English (by M. Pickthall and Yiisuf 'Ali) 
gained great popularity [50]. 

Qur'iinic studies and translations of the Qur'iin after the 
Second World War were to an ever greater degree con
nected with two basic trends. These were striving to explain 
the Qur'iin by means of the Qur'iin itself and a recognition 
of the importance of analysing the Qur'iinic text with refer
ence to linguistic material, both pre-Islamic and contempo
rary, to the Qur'iinic text. The most significant achieve
ments in this area were ofR. Blachere and R. Paret [51], to 
each of whom his own translation of the Qur'iin belonged. 
R. Paret's translation, based on a comparative study of word 
usage within the Qur'iin, is considered today as one of the 
most reliable translations. He synthesised the results of his 
text analysis in "Der Koran: Kommentar und Konkor
danz" [52]. As for R. Blachere, his translation is based on 
his study of pre-Islamic Arabian poetry and abundantly em
ploys it to clarify "obscure passages". Finally, one should 
mentioned no less popular translation of the Qur'iin into 
European language, namely, the English translation by 
A. Arberry [53]. An index to it made by H. Kassis, and 
a brief commentary was written by W. Montgomery 
Watt [54], who also occupies a prominent place among 
modem specialists in Islamic studies. To him belong the 
most authoritative work on Muhammad, a two-volume 
monograph [55], and a number or"works on the history of 
Islam and Qur'iinic studies. 

The emergence in nations within the traditional sphere 
of Islam of an independent national and historical-cultural 
consciousness, a process which accompanied their libera
tion from colonial dependence, and the increasingly promi
nent role of Islam in political and ideological struggle, led 
to an explosive rise in the number of Muslim publications 
on Qur'iinic studies both in Eastern and European lan
guages. Their authors dealt with themes traditionally treated 
by Muslim scholarship and responded to the most important 
works of European scholars [56]. The majority of works 
which analyse various Qur'iinic stories were (and are) cre
ated with the aim of providing a basis for contemporary 
Muslim socio-economic and political theories by develop
ing what is called Qur'iinic philosophy. Christian-Muslim 
dialogue, especially after the Second Vatican Council 
(1962-1965), led to the appearance of many works by 
both European and Muslim authors which are, in the main, 
dedicated to a comparative analysis of Biblical and 

Qur'iinic legends and the question of how they arose and 
were established [57]. 

Of interest in this connection is the joint translation of 
the Qur'iin undertaken by the Christian 0. Pestle and the 
Muslim A. Tijiini [58] with the aim of improving relations 
between the European community and the Muslim popula
tion of North Africa. The translation has been republished 
several times and remains popular. In new political circum
stances, the Muslim tradition of Qur'iinic study, which 
never really broke off in Europe, is now undergoing a new 
phase of its development. The most interesting representa
tive of a new generation of Muslim scholars is Mu~ammad 
Arkoun, whose works stand on equal footing with the ac
complishments of Western hermeneutics, taking into ac
count both the virtues and flaws of European Qur'iinic 
studies [59]. Viewing the Qur'iin in the context of contem
porary historical-cultural and political-ideological prob
lems, Mu~ammad Arkoun attempts to develop new methods 
of understanding it, juxtaposing the approaches of European 
scholars with the methods of traditional exegesis [60]. 

In a paper delivered at the International Congress for 
the Study of the Qur'iin dedicated to the beginning of the 
fifteenth century of the Hijra (Canberra, 1980), William 
Graham followed W. M. Watt [61] in noting a new ten
dency in Qur'iinic studies, which will, in his view, continue 
to gain strength. Citing Boris Pasternak's observation that 
only in talentless books are people divided into two camps 
in such a way that they remain unconnected and that in real 
life everything is interconnected, Graham remarked that an 
ever greater number of scholars, both in the Western and 
Muslim scholarly traditions, are attempting to overcome the 
limitations of"Muslim authoritarian traditionalism" and the 
"rationalism of the Western Enlightenment". Graham pro
poses designating the new approach to the Qur'iin by the 
term "humane scholarship". It is based first on the scholar's 
conscious submission of his conclusions to well-founded 
criticism from a scholarly community not only unfettered by 
the limitations of any single cultural or religious tradition, 
but also enriched by an understanding of their fundamental 
diversity. Second, it implies the clear recognition of the 
limited nature of any single approach and the tasks that 
scholars set for themselves. Finally, while this approach is 
founded on an analysis of phenomena, which in principle 
are rationally comprehensible, its adherents avoid a one
sided view of the nature of being and its ultimate compre
hensibility. In the words of W. Graham, medieval Muslim 
thinkers sometimes understood this better than many con
temporary scholars both in the East and the West. He cites 
the 'aqlda of al-Qushayri: "The manuscript [of the Qur'iin] 
was created in all of its component parts. It is entirely un
necessary for it to be eternal merely because it contains the 
recorded words of God, just as a mosque is created and 
should not be considered eternal only because in it one 
serves God" [62]. 

The years, which followed W. Graham's remarks at the 
conference, have been marked by a dramatic rise in the in
fluence of fundamentalism in the Muslim world and a sharp 
reaction in the West to these events. While this has inevita
bly led to an increasing number of publications written in 
the spirit of narrowly tendentious approaches, work along 
the lines suggested by W. Graham continues as well. Thus, 
the attempts to explain the Qur'iin with reference to the 
Qur'iin itself, which is typical, for example, of the work of 
R. Paret, have parallels in the' medieval Muslim tradition. 
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Today they are viewed as the basic means of interpreting 
the Qur'an (a/-Qur 'iin yufassiru ba 'duhu ba 'dan) by one of 
the most interesting contemporary mufassirs, 'A'isha 'Abd 
al-RaI:unan bint al-Shii!i' [63]. She is the widow of Amin al
KhiilI (d. 1967) and has continued his work after his death. 
The latter employed a method he termed the "literary ap
proach to the interpretation of the Qur'an" (a/-minhaj a/
adabf li-1-tafslr). The appearance in the West of a series of 
works on the Qur'an and Islamic ritual is also indissolubly 
bound up with these tendencies [64]. In sum, the undeniably 
innovative works of J. Wansbrough noted above, which 
evoked much serious discussion, are also dedicated to 
problems of Christian-Muslim interaction. Unfortunately, 
the fate of Salman Rushdie, the forced emigration from 
Egypt of the scholar Na~r Abii Zayd occasioned by his pub
lication of research on the Qur'anic text [65], and the 
threats A. Rippin has received from a Muslim fanatic, tes
tify to the development of opposite tendencies in the 
Muslim world. 

Recent years have seen an increased understanding of 
the fact that even the most accurate and appropriate transla
tion of the Qur'an possible today carried out with the deep
est possible penetration into the structure of the work's con
ceptual apparatus would offer readers and scholars only one 
of many possible "Qur'ans". The Qur'an occupied and con
tinues to occupy such a key position in the religious and so
cio-political life of the Arab-Muslim world that its inter
pretation in various historical periods and in various socio
cultural settings is of significant independent interest. Thus, 
translations based on the Muslim tradition which also bear 
traces of the translator's individual character and the culture 
to which he belongs deserve to be made independent ob
jects of study. 

At present, the Qur'iin has been translated into the ma
jority of European and Asian languages and into certain Af
rican languages. This is linked not only to development 
within Qur'iinic studies, but also to the growth of Islamic 
proselytising. The two currents of the Muslim AI:unadiyya 
movement have played an especially important role in 
this. Approximately 250 full and partial translations, many 
of which are available on the Internet, have already been 
published [66]. Muslim countries have been on the forefront 
of issuing electronic editions of the Qur'iinic text and indi
ces to it. The "Cairo edition" put together by Muslim 
authorities is today universally accepted as the textus 
receptus [67]. 

Contemporary Western Qur'iinic studies, which live "in 
the light of James Joyce and deconstruction", display 
a striving characteristic of post-modem reading sensibilities 
"to privilege the reader's experience and to pose a whole 
new set of questions and to speak of things such as poetics, 
rhetoric and ideology of the Qur'iin and to situate the text 
within the mythic context of the Near Eastern religious mi
lieu" [68]. Past decades have witnessed increased attention 
to the discussion of methodological problems [69]. Re
course to new approaches is the only way to achieve new 
results in the analysis of a limited reservoir of basic infor
mation. A. Rippin is now at work on an introduction to the 
scholarly study of the Qur'iin which aims to provide a focal 
point for future research on the scripture in the same way 
that T. Noldeke's famous "Geschichte des Qorans" did 
when it was first published in 1860. The "Qur'iinic Ency
clopaedia" [70] currently being prepared by leading spe
cialists in Qur'anic studies should provide a fine summation 
of the study of the Qur'iin in the twentieth century. 
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