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Abstract

This essay examines the historical and social context surround-
ing Mihajlo Mié¢a Ljubibrati¢’s first translation of the Qur’an into
Serbian, published in 1895 in Belgrade. The article explores the
political and social factors influencing Ljubibratié¢’s decision to
undertake this translation, as well as the reception of his work in
both Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia. It also discusses subse-
quent editions and publications of the translation. Additionally,
the essay analyzes the Russian and French sources used in the
translation and provides commentary on Ljubibrati¢’s stylistic
choices within their sociolinguistic context.
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Introduction

The year 2025 marks 130 years since the publication of the first edition
of Koran (KOPAH), Mico Ljubibrati¢ Hercegovac’s (1839-1889) Serbian
translation of the Qur’an. This is, as far as is known, the first published and
printed complete translation of the Qur’an into the common language of
many Southern Slavs, now referred to as Bosnian, Serbian, Croatian, and
Montenegrin. In 1895, Ljubibrati¢’s translation was published in Belgrade
by the Ilija Milosavljevi¢ Kolarac Foundation. It was printed in Cyrillic
and featured a beautifully designed edition with the title page stating:
“Printing financed by the Foundation of Ilija Milosavljevi¢ Kolarac, State
Printing Office, Biograd, 1895”

Few books published in the Balkans at the end of the 19th century have
garnered such widespread and diverse attention. Ljubibrati¢’s KOPAH
drew interest from political, cultural, religious, and national audiences.
Its publication is accompanied by a fascinating story, not only about the
translator and his wife Mara, who faithfully preserved his work after
his death in 1889, but also about the translation itself, which serves as a
testament to significant national, cultural, religious, and political currents
in Austria-Hungary and the Western Balkans during the late 19th and
early 20th centuries. The first edition of Ljubibrati¢’s KOPAH in Belgrade
was well received by many Muslims in Bosnia and Herzegovina and the
Western Balkans, where it was reported as an unusual and noteworthy
event in the press at the time, though there was some opposition. This
essay sheds greater light on the production of this remarkable translation.

The Life of Mi¢o Ljubibrati¢

Mico Ljubibrati¢ was born in 1839 in the village of Ljubovo near Trebinje,!
in eastern Herzegovina. He completed his Orthodox elementary educa-
tion at the nearby DuZi monastery before continuing his studies at a
general grammar school in Dubrovnik, often referred to as the Italian
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school, where he became proficient in Italian and French. In 1857, amidst
uprisings against the Ottoman Empire in eastern Herzegovina, the
young Ljubibrati¢ joined the insurgency under the leadership of Luka
Vukalovi¢. According to the Serbian encyclopedia, Ljubibrati¢ demon-
strated his commitment to the cause by setting fire to his own house,
signaling to his comrades that he had no home to return to and was fully
dedicated to the fight.?

During the uprisings of the Orthodox population in Herzegovina
from 1857 to 1878, which were directed against the Ottoman Empire
and often against Muslims in the region, Ljubibrati¢ played a key role
in peace negotiations, representing the insurgents in meetings with
Bosnian Muslim representatives in places like Cavtat and Mostar. It was
likely during this period that he conceived the idea of translating the
Qur’an into Serbian, believing such a translation could help persuade
Bosnian Muslims (Bosniaks) to support Serbian national initiatives in
the Western Balkans. Ljubibrati¢ fought against both the Ottoman and
Austro-Hungarian Empires, rallying support from Orthodox, Muslim,
and Catholic communities. His influence extended from Imotski to Italy,
where in 1880 he met Giuseppe Garibaldi.® The only empire against
which he did not lead uprisings was the Russian Empire. To further his
revolutionary goals, Ljubibrati¢ also became involved in Freemasonry.

Ljubibrati¢ proudly fought as an insurgent “for the Serbian national
cause” in the Balkans during the second half of the 19th century.
However, unlike most insurgent leaders of his time, he recognized the
importance of cooperation with Bosnian and Herzegovinian Muslims
and Catholics. His work on KOPAH, the first complete translation of
the Qur’an into a South Slavic language in the Western Balkans, was
a direct consequence of his rebellious actions against the Ottoman and
later the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Information about Ljubibrati¢ as a
translator of the Qur’an remains scarce. In encyclopedic entries, he is
barely mentioned, as noted by Sinan Gudzevi¢, who asked, “Who was
Mihajlo Mico Ljubibrati¢, whose literary work is completely unknown,
and who [...] accomplished a translation feat of translating the Qur’an?™

During the 1857-1862 uprising, it is known that Ljubibrati¢ served
as the secretary to the uprising’s leader, Luka Vukalovi¢. Sparse and
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unreliable sources suggest he lived in Belgrade from 1864, led secret
organizations, was subordinate to Garasanin, and was influenced by
the Italian Risorgimento. The most credible accounts of Ljubibrati¢
during the Herzegovina uprising come from Kosta Gruji¢, who wrote
in September 1875:

Everyone around me is sleeping, only I am awake, partly because
Iam bitten by lice and partly out of desperation, for I can see that
the entire uprising is amiss. The Montenegrins here are mostly here
to plunder, with no discipline, almost like our Herzegovinians, some
of whom are fraternizing with the Turks and working against us,
while others lack courage. The few who are capable are disorganized.
Leaders could not be worse, and there is no central government.
Miéo [Ljubibratic] is opposed everywhere, and he himself, poor
man, is exhausted in body and spirit, for he too has lost all hope in
the progress of our cause. Serbia is not rising, Montenegro does not
dare, and alone, we are not capable of doing anything with such
people. Committees are useless and are only making things worse.
There is no bread, there is nothing. The whole cause has just failed.’

The Serbian historian Milorad Ekmec¢i¢ (1928-2015), in his text
published in Biografije Matice Srpske (Biographies of Matica Srpska),®
described Mico Ljubibrati¢ as follows:

Ljubibratic¢ traveled to Italy to negotiate cooperation with Giuseppe
Garibaldi, staying in Caprera and Rome. The period from 1877 to
the Herzegovina uprising of 1882 marked the development of his
political ideology for Serbian liberation. He devised a project for
reconciliation with the Mohammedans and the conditions that
should be established with the Porte, collaborating closely with a
group of Bosnian beys, particularly with Omerbeg Cemerlic.

Ekmeci¢ emphasized Ljubibrati¢’s strong interest in a political agree-
ment with Bosnian Muslims stating, “Cooperation with Muslims, even
at the cost of sacrificing peasant rights to resolve the agrarian issue by
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dismantling feudal relations, was the foundation of his activity.” Ekmeci¢
added that Mi¢o Ljubrati¢ expressed his political activities toward
Bosnian Muslims in calls for joint cooperation against the Ottoman
Empire:

He wrote many calls to Bosnian Muslims to work together with the
Serbs in liberating Bosnia and Herzegovina from the Turks and in
this regard, he became one of the most significant ideologues of
secret organizations. Under the very recognizable influence of the
Italian Risorgimento, he harmonized Serbian liberation ideology
with the Italian model. In the first place, the starting point was that
ethnic identity is determined by language, so all the inhabitants
of Bosnia and Herzegovina, “regardless of religion, are brothers:
according to God, language and homeland.” Sent to Herzegovina
in order to prepare the joint uprising of Muslims and Orthodox
Christians in 1866, he completed the ideological framework
of this future revolution based on the equality of all religions,
the preservation of the property of the Muslim nobility and the
democratic form of the state.®

According to Muhamed Hadzijahi¢ (1918-1986), a Bosniak historian,
the first complete translation of the Qur’an into one of the mentioned
Slavic languages appeared in 1895 under the title Kopan. HadZijahié
emphasized the significant role of Ljubibrati¢ as a “Herzegovinian upris-
ing leader™ in the 1875 uprising in Nevesinje and its surroundings. He
further elaborated on Mi¢o Ljubibratié¢’s contributions, stating:

The author of [this] translation [of the Qur'an] is a Herzegovinian
uprising leader Mico Ljubibratié, who stood out as a proponent of
fraternal cooperation between Serbs and Bosnian Muslims. The
translation was published after Ljubibratié’s death.”

The uprising against the Ottoman Empire erupted once more in
Herzegovina in 1875, persisting until 1878, when Austria-Hungary, fol-
lowing the Congress of Berlin, forcibly invaded and occupied Bosnia
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and Herzegovina under the pretext of “establishing order” With Austria-
Hungary’s arrival in 1878, Mic¢o Ljubibratié¢’s political aspirations were
dashed.” The Ottoman Empire was ousted, but Ljubibrati¢ now believed
it would be easier to garner support among the Muslims of Bosnia and
Herzegovina to resist the new empire.

Mico Ljubibrati¢ was already known to Austro-Hungarian authori-
ties and their spies before the occupation of Bosnia and Herzegovina in
1878. His insurgent tendencies and pro-Russian ideological leanings were
viewed with suspicion. Some sources indicate that Ljubibrati¢ was arrested
near Imotski in 1876 and subsequently imprisoned for a year in Linz and
Graz. Additionally, his insurgent activities were often undermined by
regional intrigues among rival insurgent groups. Politically, Ljubibrati¢
advocated for a joint uprising of Muslims and Christians against Ottoman
rule. In pursuit of this goal, he maintained contacts with Bosnian Muslim
representatives, such as Omerbeg Cemerli¢, to foster collaboration.

Ljubibrati¢ championed the concept of “Bosnian unitarism,” envi-
sioning Bosnia and Herzegovina as a sovereign state, akin to Serbia’s
independence achieved with Ottoman consent and its subsequent with-
drawal. He aspired for a sovereign Bosnia and Herzegovina to align with
Serbia as an ally in the Balkans during the latter half of the 19th century.
In his work Memoari sa Balkana (Memoirs from the Balkans, 1858—1878),
Martin Gjurgjevi¢ (1845-1913) described Ljubibratié’s political stance:

A certain Miéo Ljubibratié, a native of Herzegovina (possibly
Zubac) who settled in Biograd after the Battle of Grahovac, came
to Herzegovina and played a significant role in the uprising,
acting in favor of the Serbian Obrenovi¢ dynasty. This was met
with disapproval from both Montenegro and Austro-Hungarian
diplomacy. One day, he was apprehended by Austrian gendarmes
in Dalmatia and expelled to Serbia. On this occasion, Ljubibrati¢
declared that he cared little about who governed Herzegovina, as
long as: “The Turk is out!™

In essence, Ljubibrati¢ was open to Bosnia and Herzegovina becom-
ing autonomous and independent, provided the Ottoman Empire was
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expelled from the region. This stance embodied his vision of Bosnian
unitarism. However, during that period, many nationalist factions in
Serbia and Montenegro opposed Ljubibrati¢ and his proposal for an
alliance between Serbs and Bosnian Muslims. These groups advocated
for Bosnia and Herzegovina, or at least a significant portion of it, to be
annexed by Serbia. This opposition likely contributed to Serbia’s delayed
intervention to secure Ljubibrati¢’s release from the Austro-Hungarian
prisons in Linz and Graz.

In Serbian historiography, Mic¢o Ljubibrati¢’s legacy is met with
ambivalence. His socialist tendencies and advocacy for Bosnian unita-
rism were seen as overly ambitious, particularly his calls for Muslims
in Bosnia and Herzegovina to join the uprising against the Ottomans
and, later, Austria-Hungary. During the peace negotiations of 1875
and in discussions between Ljubibrati¢ and the Muslims of Bosnia and
Herzegovina, it remains speculative whether proposals were made to
establish Bosnia and Herzegovina as an independent and autonomous
state or if such demands were intended for the Ottoman Porte in Istanbul.
From this historical distance, it is important to avoid projecting modern
notions of “naive pacifism” onto the second half of the 19th century.
One should not assume that pre-1878 Bosnia and Herzegovina, prior
to the Austro-Hungarian occupation, experienced an “idyllic political
agreement” between Mico Ljubibrati¢’s Serbian insurgent faction and
the Mostar ulama or the broader Herzegovinian bey elite.

In any case, Mico Ljubibrati¢, after his release from prison in Graz,
returned to Belgrade before traveling to Rome in 1879. According to the
limited available sources, such as the online edition of Srpska enciklo-
pedija (Serbian Encyclopedia),” it was during this time in Rome that he
began translating the Qur’an into Serbian. Upon his return to Belgrade,
Ljubibrati¢ continued his insurgent activities, notably participating in the
1882 Herzegovina-Boka Kotorska uprising. His political agitation, along
with that of his associates and Orthodox compatriots, encouraged many
Bosniak Muslims to join this uprising, forging a new alliance with the
Serbs against the Austro-Hungarian government."* However, the uprising
was not without its share of intrigue, deception, and betrayal. Following
the failed uprising, Ljubibrati¢ returned to Belgrade, where he lived out
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the remainder of his life peacefully. It is believed that during his final
years, from 1882 to 1889, he completed his Serbian translation of the
Qur’an. Mico Ljubibrati¢ passed away in Belgrade on February 26, 1889.

Mico Ljubibrati¢'s Translation of the Qur'an

Mico Ljubibrati¢, the man who undertook the challenging task of trans-
lating the Qur’an into Serbian, succeeded in producing a remarkably
eloquent and polished translation. Unfortunately, he did not live to see
his work published, as he passed away in 1889. Nevertheless, his transla-
tion is marked by a strikingly beautiful language and style. Even today,
130 years after its publication, Ljubibrati¢’s work remains a testament to
linguistic richness and clarity. His translation is characterized by vivid
expression and enduring relevance, with many passages untouched by the
passage of time. It is evident that Ljubibrati¢ made the final revisions to
his translation between 1885 and 1889. However, the exact moment when
he decided to begin this monumental task remains a subject of inquiry.

It is challenging to provide reliable and factual answers to this
question. The claim that he decided to translate the Qur’an in Rome in
1879 cannot be corroborated by any documents, relying solely on “sec-
ond-hand” testimonies. According to Muhamed HadZijahic, the idea of
translating the Qur’an into Serbian had been brewing in Belgrade and
Serbia since the mid-nineteenth century, driven by utilitarian and prag-
matic goals. HadZijahié¢ therefore stated that:

[T]he idea of publishing a Serbian translation of the Quran
dates back to 1868, if not earlier. It seems that this project was
motivated above all by political reasons with the aim of building
national-political sympathies among Bosnian Muslims through the
publication of the translation of the Qur'an [... Jovan] Skerli¢ wrote
that in 1868 [the newspaper] Srbija reported that a “learned and
virtuous Serbian priest is translating the Koran into Serbian,” and
[the newspaper] Vila suggested that the United Serb Youth should
publish that translation and “in this way, show its opinion about
its Turkified brothers in the clearest way.’*
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Hadzijahi¢ continued stating that, “It is useful to supplement
Skerli¢’s information with the fact that exactly at this time in Belgrade
Ljubibrati¢ was actively working on the uprising in Bosnia, while count-
ing on winning over the Bosnian Muslims. On May 11, 1867 [Mihajlo
Mico] Ljubibrati¢ also submitted his plan for the uprising to Minister
Garasanin”" It should be pointed out that Muhamed Hadzijahi¢ also
noted that in this period in Belgrade Mic¢o Ljubibrati¢ was spreading
his ideas about the “joint action of Orthodox Christians and Muslims”
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and he assured the then Serbian authorities
in Belgrade that it was possible to win over “our Turkified brothers”
in the fight against the Turks. In order to explain Mi¢o Ljubibrati¢’s
beliefs, Muhamed HadZijahi¢ referred to the work Prilozi za prouca-
vanje hercegovackih ustanaka 1857-1878 (Supplements to the Study of the
Herzegovinian Uprisings of 1857-1878). In the work, Mi¢o Ljubibratic is
quoted stating that, “Reconciliation with the Mohammedans of Serbian
nationality is my idea, which I have been working on since 1861. Since
my arrival to Belgrade in 1867, I recommended this idea to all Serbian
governments up to 1874.”** Hadzijahi¢ added that “in 1867 there were [...]
also some contacts established, so that a deputation of Bosnian Muslims
also came to Belgrade”” Unfortunately, we do not know any further
details about who were the members of this delegation of Muslims
from Bosnia and Herzegovina that traveled to Belgrade in 1867, nor
do we know who received the “Muslim delegation” in Belgrade and
how they were treated. It should also be mentioned that the Srpska
Enciklopedija (online edition) mentions Omer (Omerbeg) Cemerli¢ as
one of Mihajlo Mi¢o Ljubibrati¢’s collaborators working on reconcilia-
tion projects between the Orthodox Christians and Muslims of Bosnia
and Herzegovina.”

Several sources mention that the news about the translation of the
Qur’an into Serbian in Belgrade even spread to other European capitals.
For example, “Revue Britannique,” in 1875, in its 6 volume (pp. 243-244)
mentions the translation, where it says the following in French:

Le Coran a été traduit en slave a Belgrade, a l'usage des musulmans
de cette nationalité, auxquels on offre de rentrer dans le ginon slave
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sans renoncer a leurs croyances. Le fanatisme féroce des partisans
monténégrins, qui massacrent sans pitié les musulmans slaves, a
fait avorter pour le moment la propagande serbe. Mais, comme les
beys n'ont guére moins a se plaindre des Turcs, un accord entre
les Slaves chrétiens et musulmans sur le pied de I'égalité civile
et la liberté des cultes n’est pas aussi éloigné qu’on pourrait le
croire. Il existe d cet égard un précédent, celui des musulmans
de I'lle d’Eubée, qui sont devenus de trés-bons et loyaux citoyens
du royaume hellénique et fournissent a son armée dexcellents
officiers. Il ne faut pas oubler que la traduction du Coran constitue
un schisme séparant radicalement les musulmans qui l'acceptent
du khalifat de Constantinople, et que, si cet exemple était imité,
lislamisme, qui est de sa nature une religion “acéphale’; en d’autres
termes, un protestantisme, ne tarderait pas a prendre rang a la suite
des autres sectes protestantes autour de l'astre du christianisme,
comme l'a fait récemment le mosaisme.”

The Qur’an was translated into Slavic in Belgrade for the benefit of
Muslims of that nationality, who were encouraged to return to the
Slavic fold without renouncing their religion. The savage fanaticism
of the Montenegrin insurgents, who mercilessly massacred Slavic
Muslims, temporarily halted Serbian propaganda. However, as the
beys had little reason to long for the Turks, an agreement between
Christian and Muslim Slavs under the banner of civil equality and
religious freedom was not as implausible as it might seem. There
was a precedent for this in the Muslims of Euboea, who became
loyal citizens of the Greek kingdom and provided excellent officers
for the Greek army. It is important to note that the translation of
the Qur’an marked a schism between radical Muslims who accepted
the caliphate from Constantinople (Tsarigrad). If this example were
to be followed, Islam, which by its nature is “acephalous” (i.e.,
without a supreme leader or head of religion), could become akin
to Protestantism. In turn, it might not be long before it followed
the path of other Protestant sects around the center of Christianity,
much like the Mosaic religion recently did.
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Unfortunately, it must be noted once again that comprehensive
research on the broader reception of KOPAH (i.e., Ljubibrati¢’s trans-
lation) in the Serbian press, as well as within the Serbian literary and
political sphere at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the
twentieth century, has yet to be conducted. What we have so far are
only fragments and limited information about KOPAH and its translator,
Ljubibrati¢. Following the sparse mentions of Ljubibrati¢’s translation
of the Qur’an in the works of Serbian writers, we came across the book
ITocmeowu npopok [The Last Prophet] by Dragutin J. Ilic. Dragutin J.
Ili¢ (1858-1926), the brother of the renowned Serbian writer Vojislav
Ili¢ (1862-1894), wrote a critical review of Ljubibrati¢’s translation of
the Qur’an just one year after its publication. He stated:

It was, first of all, useful to compare Ljubibrati¢’s translation of
the Koran with the Arabic text, because it was not translated from
the original. In 2:209 and 35:9, Ljubibratic¢’s translation reads:
“Bog upucuje koga hoce a ostavlja u zabludi koga hoce” [lit.
God guides whom He wills and leads astray whom He wills], but
Arabic language experts claim that it does not say: “koga” [whom]
but “ko” [who].* In the first version, Free Will [of people] would
be absolutely denied, and in the second it would be absolutely
recognized.”

Occasionally, one might come across some news or references to
the publication of Ljubibrati¢’s translation of the Qur’an in books by
Serbian writers from that era. However, the full scope of the Serbian
literary reception of KOPAH remains unknown. It appears futile to
search the archives and the written legacy of Serbian writers from the
late 19th century and the first decades of the 20th century, as there
is little hope of uncovering anything new that has not already been
published. The publication of Ljubibrati¢’s translation of the Qur’an
was also marked by an incident in 1895, specifically during the time
when KOPAH had already been printed and was awaiting binding at
the printing house in Belgrade. According to details provided by Srpski
Knjizevni Glasnik (Serbian Literary Herald) from November 1, 1931, the
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writer and ethnologist Milan D. Milicevi¢ documented the following in
his memoirs, dated March 14, 1895: “Ljuba Stojanovi¢ came to me and
reminded me that there was a cross on the Koran next to the name of
the late Ljubibratic¢ (the translator) and that this would be a scandal for
Muslims and a convenient opportunity to slander us Orthodox. So, oh
my, I decided to erase the entire cross with a knife. I wrote to Cumié
to urge him to do the same thing on all copies”* Muhamed HadzZijahi¢
commented on this Milan D. Mili¢evié¢’s note thus: “Because of this, if
one looks carefully at the cover sheet and the title page of the edition of
the Qur’an from 1895, what can be noticed on every copy is an erased
part where a cross was printed next to Mi¢o Ljubibrati¢’s name, and on
some of the printed copies the title page was completely replaced with
a newly printed one.”*

The Reception of Ljubibrati¢'s Translation
of the Qur'an in Bosnia and Herzegovina

As mentioned, KOPAH or Ljubibrati¢’s translation of the Qur’an was
published in Belgrade in early 1895, nearly six years after the translator’s
death. News of the “translation of the Qur’an into Serbian” was also
covered by several newspapers outside Serbia at the time. The magazine
Carigradski Glasnik (The Constantinople Messenger), published in Serbian
in Istanbul from January 14, 1895, to 1901, once a week,” reported on the
release of Ljubibrati¢’s translation of the Qur’an in a brief article. When
Mico Ljubibrati¢’s translation of the Qur’an was published, many ulama
circles from Bosnia and Herzegovina, Sandzak, and Montenegro strongly
opposed it. It is possible that someone from these conservative and tra-
ditionalist circles followed the publication of Ljubibrati¢’s translation of
the Qur’an with a note in the “official gazette of the Scutari vilayet,”” as
Hadzijahi¢ described it, which read:

The translation of the Qur’an in the Serbian language that was
published in Belgrade cannot be in the least equal to the original.
It is also stated that they found out that the translation “was sent
to bookstores in Podgorica and it is sold there,” so it is considered
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necessary to issue this warning in case that this translation ends
up in the hands of Muslim citizens and is read by them, whether
they get the translation for free, or they pay money for it

HadZijahi¢ mentioned that he does not know the name of the news-
paper in which these warnings were written. He claims that he found
the note stuck on a copy of Ljubibrati¢’s translation that belonged to
the famous Sarajevo hafiz Ajni Busatli¢ (1871-1946).* The newspaper
of Mehmedbeg Kapetanovi¢ Ljubusak (1839-1902), Bosnjak,* also wrote
about Ljubibrati¢’s translation of the Qur’an and (with reference to the
newspaper Carigradski Glasnik) said: “In its latest issue, Carigradski
Glasnik brings the news that the Cupi¢’s foundation in Biograd had a
translation of the Koran made public, and that the official newspaper of
the Scutari vilayet is angry, saying that the translation will not be correct,
because it is not everyone’s job to translate the Koran and establish its
fundamental statements” In this same issue, the newspaper Bosnjak®
added the following short comment on this news: “To this, we say that it
would be good if the Koran was translated correctly into Slavic, because
then surely all learned people would have a different opinion about the
Koran and Islam, because they would see that Islam was founded on
firm foundations.” The newspaper Bosnjak, probably its editor Mehmed
Beg Kapetanovi¢ Ljubusak, did not provide any broader explanation of
what is meant by “Slavic,” nor was it indicated who are the people who
should translate the Qur’an into “Slavic.”

Among the significant Bosniak newspapers from the first half of the
twentieth century that considered Ljubibrati¢’s translation of the Qur’an,
the ultraconservative magazine Hikjmet from Tuzla stands out for its
response.® In a series of harsh articles directed generally against the
translation of the Qur'an, Hikjmet disparagingly claims that Ljubibrati¢’s
translation is “a watered-down stew”:*!

When direct translations from the Arabic language can be so weak,
hallow and even completely faulty and incorrect, what should then
be said about Ljubibrati¢’s translation into our language, which is,
as our people would say, “a watered-down stew,” because it was



FORUM = 193

translated from Russian, and into Russian from French, which is
often opposed and referred to by our so-called progressives...”

Tuzla’s Hikjmet was not alone in its claim that Ljubibratié¢’s translation
had something to do with the French translation of the Qur'an by Albert
de Biberstein-Kasimirski (1808-1887), which was published in Paris in
1841.% This was also claimed by Mehmed Handzi¢ (1906—-1944), the afore-
mentioned Dragutin J. Ili¢ and others. That there is a possible connection
between Le Coran, i.e., the translation of the Qur'an by Albert de Biberstein-
Kasimirski, on the one hand, and Ljubibratié¢’s translation of the Qur'an, on
the other, can be deduced from the recent research on the influence that
Kasimirski’s translation had in the Ottoman Empire in the mid-nineteenth
century. In his Translating the Qur'an in an Age of Nationalism, Print Culture
and Modern Islam in Turkey,”” M. Brett Wilson argues:

The importance of the French language in late Ottoman intellectual
life should not be underestimated, even in the domain of Islamic
thought. Someone living in nineteenth-century Istanbul could
easily purchace a French translation of the Qur'an, complete and
freestanding, without Arabic text or the glosses of commentators
[...] It is all but certain that the most widely read translation in
the late Ottoman period was the French-language Le Koran by
Albert de Biberstein-Kazimirski, originally published in 1841. It
was in this context that Ottoman Muslim intellectuals began to
discuss the need for a Turkish translation that resembled those in

European languages.®

Here, Wilson sheds new light on Ljubibratié¢’s decision to use Le
Coran, i.e., the French translation by Biberstein-Kasimirski, as the pri-
mary template for his Serbian translation of the Qur’an. It is likely that
Ljubibrati¢ was aware of the popularity of this French translation of the
Qur’an in Istanbul, and indeed on the Ottoman Empire as a whole amid
the tanzimat reforms. And, in keeping with the modernist spirit of the
time, it would likely have seemed natural to translate the Qur’an into

the Serbian language using Le Coran.
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Returning to the reception of Ljubibrati¢’s translation of the Qur'an
by Muslims in Bosnia and Herzegovina, it should be noted that Tuzla
magazine Hikjmet claimed that, “translations of the Quran, due to their
weakness, more or less emptiness and one-sidedness, do not affect the soul
of the reader even remotely as the original, which is very often recited [i.e.,
read] with complete respect even by those who do not understand it.* Due
to this assumption, Hikjmet could not commend the style of Ljubibrati¢’s
translation. However, it is noteworthy that Ljubibrati¢’s translation was
praised by the most traditional Bosnian ulama between the two world
wars, including Ali Riza Karabeg (1872-1944) and Mehmed HandZic¢ (1906—
1944). For example, Mehmed Handzi¢, a graduate of the renowned Islamic
university al-Azhar, noted that Ljubibratié¢’s translation is both linguis-
tically and stylistically elegant: “Ljubibrati¢’s translation—printed forty
years ago—* despite our beautiful language it was written in, contains
many mistakes and mistranslated verses. Furthermore, this translation is
not translated from the original, but it is a translation of a translation”*

As can be clearly seen, Mehmed Hand?i¢ praised Ljubibrati¢’s trans-
lation, describing it as characterized by “our beautiful language,” which
is a significant tribute to its quality. However, despite acknowledging its
merits, Handzi¢ also noted that the translation “contains many mistakes
and mistranslated verses” Unfortunately, he did not specify which parts
were incorrect or provide examples of passages in Ljubibrati¢’s trans-
lation of the Qur’an that were “mistranslated,” nor did he list all the
shortcomings of the translation. In his brochure Prvi prievodi Kur-ana u
svietu i kod nas (The First Translations of the Qur’an in the World and in
Our Country),” after a brief analysis and presentation of Russian, Polish,
Czech, and Croatian—complete or partial—translations of the Qur’an,
Mustafa Busuladzi¢ (1914-1945) turned to the “Serbian” translation of
the Qur’an by Mico Ljubibrati¢:

The Qur’an was translated into Serbian from French by Mico
Ljubibrati¢-Hercegovac, titled Koran (Printing financed by the
Foundation of Ilija Milosavljevi¢ Kolarac, State Printing Office,
Biograd, 1895). Ljubibrati¢’s Serbian language is clear and
sound. Based on Ljubibratié’s Serbian translation, physician M.
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Jovanovic-Batut, a professor at the Faculty of Medicine in Belgrade,
made a selection of passages related to health and published them
as Zivot, zdravlje, bolest i smrt u Kuranu (Life, Health, Iliness, and
Death in the Koran, Published by the Institute of Public Health in
Sarajevo, State Printing House, Sarajevo, 1927).?

Ljubibrati¢’s translation of the Qur’an also influenced some Bosnian
Muslim translators of the Qur’an in mid-twentieth-century Bosnia and
Herzegovina. Mustafa Busuladzi¢ believes that Ali Riza Karabeg (1872-
1944),* the translator of the Qur’an from Mostar, made extensive use of
Ljubibrati¢’s translation: “Along with the translation, Karabeg wrote a
short preface. Karabeg’s translation, which the translator himself claims
to be translated from the Arabic original, is actually an adaptation with
minor changes of Ljubibrati¢’s Serbian translation, although Karabeg
knew Arabic very well”* It should also be noted that Zodijak library
in Belgrade published a selection from Ljubibratié’s translation of the
Qur’an titled Iz Kur'ana casnog — Svetu celom opomene (From the Holy
Qur'an - A Warning to the Whole World).*

The Style of Ljubibrati¢'s Translation of the Qur'an
and the Influence of Kasimirski's French Translation

Some observations have already been made regarding the praise for
the style and language of Ljubibrati¢’s translation of the Qur’an (e.g.,
by HandZi¢ and Busuladzi¢). Furthermore, the fact that, over different
periods, two selections from Ljubibrati¢’s translation of the Qur’an have
been published, along with two new complete editions in Cyrillic script—
in 1990 in Sarajevo and in 2016 in Sarajevo and Banja Luka—speaks
to the readability of the translation solutions offered by Ljubibratic.
Ljubibratié¢’s translation of the first surah of the Qur’an (al-Fatiha)
serves as an excellent prologue to his work. He opts for “ordinary words,”
achieving a sense of closeness in receiving the message of the Qur’an and
effectively conveying the voice of the Qur’an, which suggests to people
that they, like everything else, according to the Qur’anic worldview, have
one and only God, their creator:
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Y ume Bora 6;arora 1 MHJIOCpIHOTA

Crnasa Bory, rociomapy cBera cBujera,

Baaromy, MusocpaaOMY,

Bragapy cynser mana.

Te6e mu o6okaBamo, o Tebe Mu IToMohu mpocumo.
Ynytu Hac Ha IIpaBy CTasy,

Ha crasy oHujex koje cu Tu 06acyo moOpOUUHCTBOM,

N A G W =

He onwmjex, xoju cy Ha cebe HaByKJIU THEB TBOj, HUTU OHUjeX KOjU
oxyme.”

From reception theories, it is understood that every translation of
a literary or religious text is also regarded as the translator’s interpre-
tation of that text. This principle applies to translations of the Qur’an
as well. Each translation of the Qur’an serves as both an interpretation
of the text and a reflection of the translator’s views on Islam, their
perception of the Qur’an, and related matters. In this context, Mic¢o
Ljubibrati¢’s KOPAH is significant from both a theological (particularly
comparative-theological) and a socio-linguistic perspective. Regarding
these viewpoints—both comparative-theological and socio-linguistic—it
is evident that Mico Ljubibrati¢ drew upon his knowledge of the Qur’an
and Islam from his high school education in Dubrovnik, his subsequent
study of Islamic literature, and his interactions with contemporary
Bosnian Muslims in Mostar, Sarajevo, and elsewhere. Even among the
Muslims of Bosnia and Herzegovina (who today identify as Bosniaks),
Islamic terminology in the Bosnian language, as well as its religious
lexicon, developed relatively late—at least in written form, using Latin
and Cyrillic scripts—during the late nineteenth and the first half of the
twentieth century.

It should be acknowledged that Islam, as both a religion and a cul-
ture, has influenced South Slavic languages, particularly those spoken by
Muslims in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, Kosovo, North Macedonia,
and Albania. This influence is also apparent among Catholics and
Orthodox communities in the Western Balkans. Many terms from the
Qur’an have been assimilated into colloquial language, such as zakat
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(giving alms), sadaqah (charity), and hajj (pilgrimage to Mecca). Notably,
the Persian word namaz (performing obligatory rituals, in Arabic
salawat) has played a significant role. Bosnian Muslims adopted the
Persian term namaz as a substitute for the Bosnian word molitva (prayer).
Over time, namaz became perceived as more “Islamic” to them than the
Slavic term molitva. In the sociolinguistics of the Bosnian language, it
is sometimes suggested that molitva signifies a “prayer” of lesser signif-
icance than namaz or salawat. When Bosnians say klanjati namaz (to
perform namaz), it is understood to indicate something higher, greater,
or more valuable than vrsenje molitve (performing prayer). A similar
distinction exists between the words Gospod (Lord) and Gospodar [Lord].
Generally, but not always, Christians use Gospod, while Muslims use
Gospodar. This distinction arises from certain linguistic logic, a subject
studied by sociolinguistics. The translator of the Qur'an Mico Ljubibrati¢
sticks to his Orthodox terminology. He uses the word I'ocnoo (Lord) for
the Qur'anic word rabb and he also uses the word morumsa (prayer)
for the Qur'anic word salat etc. Indeed, in Ljubibrati¢’s translation, the
principle of intelligibility is not violated, although here sociolinguistics
detects a gradual “transition of signs” or “transition of meaning” from
one religious-linguistic area to another religious-linguistic area. There
are thousands of proofs in Ljubibratié’s translation of the Qur’an that the
principle of intelligibility has not been violated. An excellent example is
the surah Ali Tmran (3:7):

Ow je maj xoju mu je 00 c6oje cmpare nOCIAo Kivuzy.
Y woj ce Haxoou Heusmjerugujex cmuxosa, Koju ¢y Kao mMamu Kruee,
U Opyeux Koju cy y npeHOCHUjeM CTUKaMma.

Onu kojux cpya ckpehy ¢ npasoza nyma
mpue 3a NPeHOCHUjeM CITUKAMA,

U3 JHemwe 3a HepedoM U U3 Helbe 3a YMAaUereM;
anu BUX060 mymauerwe HUKO He 3Ha ocum Boea.
Jbyou cmanoeumoe 3Hara pehu he:

“Mu sjepyjemo y 08y Kruzy,
c6e wimo oHa cadpxcu donaszu 00 Hauteza I'ocnooa.”
Jecm, camo wyou pazymom 060apeHu pasmuuLibajy.”
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“Cmuxosu” (verses) instead of ayats (signs), then “I'ocnod” instead
of “Gospodar’—all of this represents Ljubibrati¢’s opting for “Orthodox”
terminology, which a traditional Muslim reader from Bosnia and
Herzegovina notices quite clearly. Of course, KOPAH or Ljubibratié¢’s
translation of the Qur'an contains an abundance of words or syntagms
from the aegis of a Serbian Orthodox reading and understanding of
the Bible. For instance, in addition to translations such as “I'ocnod” and
“cmuxosu,” there are also translations by Ljubibratié¢ such as: “0an sackpca”
(day of resurrection),” then “I'ocnod u anhenn,” (Lord and angels),”® and
“Boe u anherm nowmyjy npopoka” (God and angels respect the prophet).*
Ljubibrati¢’s translation of the word “ucram” [Islam] as “submission to
the will of God” is also interesting, as can be seen in the following trans-
lation: “Koju 200 xcenu 0pyzo 6ozocrysxcerwe 6an nokopasarba 60rvu boscjoj
(ucram), mo 6ozocnyxnere nehe npumumu boe..” (Literally: Whosoever
wants another form of worship outside of submission to the will of God
(Islam), that worship will not be accepted by God).*? Kasimirski’s influ-
ence on Ljubibrati¢ is also evident. Kasimirski translated the word Islam
with the syntagm “submission to the will of God”: “Quiconque désire un
autre culte que la résignation a Dieu (Islam), ce culte ne sera point recu
de lui..”* In fact, Ljubibrati¢ took Kasimirski’s explanation for the word
Islam: “Islam [...)] signifie s’en remettre a la volonté de Dieu.” (“Islam [...]
means relying on the will of God”).*

KOPAH or Ljubibrati¢’s translation of the Qur’an demonstrates how
a translator’s religious and cultural background influences their work.
The translator engages in a dialogue with the style of the Qur’an, bring-
ing their own socio-cultural characteristics into this interaction. This
interplay is often evident in the translation. Ljubibrati¢, an Orthodox
Christian, infused his translation of the Qur’an—a significant contribu-
tion to the history of Qur’an translations into Bosnian (Serbian, Croatian,
etc.)—with his personal style and religious worldview. His translation
shares stylistic constants with other notable works, such as Vuk Karadzi¢
(1787-1864) and DPuro Danici¢’s (1825-1882) translations of the Bible.
This includes not only the archaic language commonly found in such
texts but also the incorporation of specifically Christian terms (e.g.,
T'ocnoo [Lord], anhenu [angels], xayunyx [pilgrimage]). In his rendering
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of Surah al-Baqara (2:1-5), Ljubibrati¢’s spiritual perspective, the ele-
gance of his archaic language, and occasional use of rare words (e.g.,
kaxcunym [a guide]) are particularly striking.

Y ume Bora 6arora 1 MHJIOCpIHOTA

1 A.JL. M. EBo KibuTe 0 K0joj He MOKe OUTU CyMHb€e; OHA je Ka)KUIYT
oHujeM, Koju ce 6oje Tocriona;

2 OHujeM Koju Bjepyjy Yy caKkpUBeHe CTBapH, KOjU YpeIHO CBpIIIaBajy
MOJIUTBY U pa3fajy y IOKIOHUMa qobpa, Koja UM MU AHU]jeIUMO;

3 OmnujeM, Koju Bjepyjy y orkpmha om rope mociara tebu u mpuje
Tebe; OHMjeM KOjU TBPAO Bjepyjy y Oyayhu >kuBoT.

4 Cawmo he ¢ muma 6utu muxos L'ocmroxn, camo he onu Outu 61akeHn.”

It should also be mentioned that in translating the name Allah, the
most frequent name used for God in the Qur’an, Ljubibrati¢ followed
Kasimirski’s example. Namely, just as Kasimirski translated the name
Allah with the French word Dieu, Ljubibrati¢ used the Slavic word oz
(God). The opening segment of the translation of ayat al-kursi (2:255) in
Kasimirski’s translation reads:*

Dieu est le seul Dieu;
il n’y a point d’'autre Dieu que lui,
le Vivant, l’Eternel.”

Ljubibrati¢ faithfully followed in his footsteps:

Boe je jeounu Boe;
Hema 0pyezoe boza ocum weea,
Kueoea, Henpomjenmwueoza.

Kasimirski’s influence on Ljubibrati¢’s translation of the Qur’an
is evident in several aspects. For instance, Ljubibrati¢ closely followed
the pagination of lines and paragraphs used by the French trans-
lator. Additionally, the names of significant figures in Ljubibratié¢’s
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translation—such as Hoj (Noah), Agpam (Abraham), Mojcuje (Moses),
Jom (Lot), Jocu¢p (Joseph), and Benuamun (Benjamin)—reflect the
biblical tradition of the Serbian Orthodox Church. These names are
deeply rooted in the Christian tradition of the Orthodox population in
the Balkans. Muslim readers of the Qur’an, accustomed to the Arabic
equivalents—Nih, Ibrahim, Musa, Lat, Yasuf, and Binyamin—do not
find this nomenclature unfamiliar. However, sociolinguistic differences
in language use highlight cultural nuances, which can be seen as a form
of cultural wealth. Ljubibrati¢’s translation also reflects his Orthodox
Christian background in the way he handles Qur’anic oaths. For exam-
ple, he uses expressions like s6aucmuny (indeed, certainly, verily) and
frequently employs the aorist tense, which aligns with the stylistic con-
ventions of biblical language in the Orthodox tradition.”

Concluding Remarks

Ljubibrati¢’s translation of the Qur’an is a significant achievement
in the South Slavic linguistic and cultural context. Over time, it has
gained recognition and praise as a literary work. Through this transla-
tion, Ljubibrati¢ demonstrated that the universal message of the Qur’an
could be effectively conveyed in Serbian, a language deeply influenced by
Orthodox Christianity. The Serbian orientalist Darko Tanaskovi¢ (b. 1948)
described Ljubibrati¢’s translation as the “best in terms of language and
style, and satisfactory in meaning.”*® Following its publication, the trans-
lation had a positive influence on some Serbian writers who approached
Islamic and Muslim themes with goodwill. For example, Branislav Nusi¢
(1864-1938) wrote Pamasancke seuepu (Ramadan Nights), and Aleksa
Santi¢ (1868-1924) incorporated many Muslim motifs into his poetry. In
terms of style, Ljubibrati¢’s translation is suitable for use in a mosque.
However, its nomenclature and terminology also make it compatible
with an Orthodox Christian context. Sinan Gudzevi¢ was right when
he said the following:

Until someone with a Muslim name turns up and translates at
least something from the Bible, Mic¢o Ljubibrati¢ will not have
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a peer in our language. Today, 120 years after the publication
of Ljubibrati¢’s Koran, it can be said that it is stylistically very
beautiful, that our other translations do not surpass it in terms
of readability, and that there can be no doubt that it was done
with the greatest love. The fact that melek was translated as andeo
[angel], that Bog [God] was sometimes translated as Gospod [Lord],
and poslanik [prophet] as prorok [seer], cannot be held against the
translator, because at that time our language did not yet have a
fully developed Qur’anic terminology. The mistakes in Ljubibrati¢’s
translation are no greater than the mistakes of other translators of
the Qur’an from that period. One had to wait 43 years for the next
translation of the Qur’an into our language, the one by Ali Riza
Karabeg, and it turned out to be merely a superficial reworking of
Ljubibratic¢’s translation.”
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