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From the editors

We hereby present the readers with a critical edition of the first translation of the Qur’an 
into a Slavic language. Regrettably, the original translation, made as early as in the late 
16th or the early 17th century, by Tatars – the Muslims of the former Grand Duchy of 
Lithuania (hereafter GDL; see map on page 614), has not survived until today. Conse-
quently, the edition is based on the oldest (1723) unabridged copy of a Tatar tefsir, i.e. 
a sublinear translation of the Holy Book of Islam into Polish (the variety spoken at the 
north-eastern borderland of the country).1 Due to the place where it is held, this copy is 
referred to as the Alytus Tefsir (TAL, from the Lithuanian town of Alytus). The copy is 
a literary monument2 held by a private person. Only a part of the manuscript has its gen-
esis in the 18th century. The passages that were later corrected, supplemented, or added 
by users date back to the 19th century, specifically to the year 1836, a fact established on 
the basis of colophon.

Comparative material for interdisciplinary research, the results of which are pre-
sented in this edition, comprised of 14 other tefsir copies, which originated from the 17th 
to the 19th centuries:

1. The Minsk Tefsir (TCNB), dated 1686 and held at the Yakub Kolas Central 
Scientific Library of the National Academy of Sciences of Belarus in Minsk 
(reference number П16–18/Ср2 (Р 214)).

2. The London Tefsir (TL), dated 1725 and held at the Francis Skaryna Belarusian 
Library and Museum in London (reference number No. 33264).

3. The Tefsir from the 18th Century, held at the National Library of Belarus (11Рк 
473 (reference number MH 16 1–3) /positive/, 11Рк 474 (reference number MH 
16 1–3) /negative/).

4. The Vilnius Tefsir (TW), dated 1788 and held at the Vilnius University Library 
(reference number F 3–392).

1 In Islam, a tafsir is a commentary to the Qu’ran (Arabic: tafsīr “explanation, interpretation, 
clarification, or commentary – particularly that of or to the Qu’ran”). GDL Tatars use the term tefsir to 
refer to comprehensive manuscripts containing the full text of the Qu’ran with interlinear translation into 
Polish with Belarusian features, recorded in the Arabic script, and supplemented with the exegetical layer.

2 For the purpose of this text, the term "monument" denotes a historical text.
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5. The Tefsir from the Last Quarter of the 18th Century, held at the Institute of 
Oriental Studies of the Russian Academy of Sciences in Saint Petersburg (refer-
ence number D 723).

6. The Tefsir from the Late 18th Century, held at the National Library of Belarus 
(reference number 11Н//230К).

7. The Petersburg Tefsir (TUP), dated 1811–1825 and held at the Library of the 
Faculty of Asian and African Studies of the Saint Petersburg University (refer-
ence number 867).

8. The Novahrudak Tefsir (TN), dated at the early 19th century and held in a private 
collection in Belarus.

9. The Chalil Józefowicz Tefsir (TCHJ), dated at the second half of the 19th century 
and held in a private collection in Belarus.

10. The Ali Jakub Żdanowicz Tefsir (TJŻ) from 1858, held in a private collection.
11. The Tefsir from the Last Quarter of the 19th Century, held at the Yakub Kolas 

Central Scientific Library of the National Academy of Sciences of Belarus in 
Minsk (reference number П19–20/Ср4 (P 223)).

12. The Tefsir from the Late 19th Century, held in the private collection of Ibrahim 
Konopacki in Belarus.

13. The Józefów Tefsir (TJW) from 1890, held at the National Museum of Lithuania 
in Vilnius (reference number НМЛ R-13.012).

14. The Hrodna Tefsir (TG) from the late 19th century, held at the Hrodna State 
Museum of the History of Religion (reference number КП 31388). It is a transla-
tion of the Qur’an into Polish, published in 1858 by Jan Murza Tarak-Buczacki, 
retransliterated into the Arabic script, and provided with the synchronously-
positioned Arabic original. 

Our research included certain fragments of tefsirs in the form of references and 
quotations in several in several Tatar kitabs and chamails: 

1. The Łuckiewicz Kitab from the first half of the 18th century, held at the Wroblewski 
Library of the Lithuanian Academy of Sciences (reference number F21–814).

2. The Milkamanowicz Kitab, dated at the years 1782/1783 and held in a private 
collection.

3. The Kitab from the 19th Century, held at the British Library (reference number 
OR 13020).

4. The Aladdyn Krynicki Kitab, dated 1883 and held in a private collection.
5. The Mustafa Żdanowicz Kitab, dated 1883 and held in a private collection.
6. The Pastavy Kitab from the Second Half of the 19th Century or the Beginning of 

the 20th Century, held in a private collection.
7. The Semi-Kitab from the Early 19th Century, held in a private collection.
8. The Chamail from the Early 19th Century, held at the Hrodna State Museum of 

the History of Religion (reference number ЧЗ 1814).
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9. The Chamail from the Mid-19th Century, held at the Kazan Federal University 
(reference number 3246 ар.).

10. The Sulejman Bajraszewski Chamail, dated 1852 and held in a private collec-
tion in Slonim.3 

The most valuable tefsir manuscripts, which have survived until the present, is the 
Alytus Tefsir, due to the fact that – as it has already been mentioned – it is the oldest 
dated copy, comprising the unabridged translation of the Qur’an into Polish (the north-
-eastern variety of Polish). Hence, the edition and critical commentaries are based on 
this monument. 

The following Qur’anic surahs have been selected and subjected to detailed analyses: 
surah 1 – Al-Fātiḥa, i.e. The Opening; surah 36 – Yā Sīn, i.e. The Heart of the Qur’an, 
and the surahs treating of the Oneness of God – e.g. surah 16 – An-Naḥl, surah 17 – Al-
-Isrā’, i.e. The Bee, The Night Journey and the closing surahs, particularly Al-Iḫlāṣ, i.e. 
Sincere Religion. The reason for such a choice was the subject of these surahs, directly 
connected with the doctrine of Islam.

The task of publishing a critical edition with a philological and historical commen-
tary of the Tatar tefsir, comprising the unabridged text of the monument, i.e. the Slavic 
layer in transliteration4 and the Oriental layer in the ISO transcription, was undertaken by 
an international interdisciplinary team of scholars, within the framework of a project of 
Narodowy Program Rozwoju Humanistyki [The National Programme for the Develop-
ment of Humanities]. The Tefsir project, of which we are the authors, was realised in the 
years 2013–2016 (module 1.2 no. 12 H 12 0041 81) and has been continued in the years 
2017–2022 (no. 11 H 16 0319 84).5 We have invited the vast majority of researchers of 
Tatar writings, who represented various fields of study and specialisations, to collaborate. 
The group has included: Slavists (Polish Studies and Belarusian Studies), Orientalists 
(Turkology, Arabic Studies, and Semitic Studies), historians, literary scholars, cultural 
studies scholars, political science scholars, and lexicographers from 12 academic and 
research centers, from five countries.

The edition is comprised of: a theoretical and commentary volume, containing the 
historical, political science, translation, linguistic, and literary parts – both Slavic and 
Oriental – and the critical edition of the volume. The commentary volume includes: the 
instruction to the edition, the guide to reading the Tatar monuments developed by the 
interdisciplinary research team, the specification of the Alytus Tefsir, and the analysis of 
the watermarks of the manuscript. The critical edition is comprised of: facsimiles, the

3 A plethora of Tatar monuments, including the ones mentioned in this text, are described in cata-
logues, see Bibliography in this part. 

4 The transliteration system of tefsirs was developed by the scholars involved in the Tefsir project: 
Joanna Kulwicka-Kamińska and Czesław Łapicz.

5 To find a detailed description of the Tefsir project, visit: http://www.tefsir.umk.pl/ (last accessed: 
24 May, 2021).
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transliteration of the whole tefsir text, and the transcription of selected fragments of the 
Oriental layer. The tefsir edition is provided with footnotes, including, among others, an 
explanation of the words and larger passages of texts of Oriental origin; an explanation 
of words that today are recognised as archaic, but historically present in the Polish, the 
Ruthenian, and, rarely, Russian, lexical resources; hybrid forms; newly-created forms, 
which do not occur in Slavic languages; as well as the forms which were recorded as 
late as in 19th-century lexicographic sources, but which had been used in earlier copies 
of the monuments of Tatar literature.6

It is worth mentioning that manuscript literature presents rich and varied research 
material, which is of fundamental importance for not only ethnic or national, but also 
European heritage and culture. Consequently, during the implementation of the Tefsir 
project, we have published nine monographs on this topic (see Appendix), dedicated 
two volumes of the „Litteraria Copernicana” journal to Polish-Lithuanian Tatars (see 
Appendix), organised 14 international academic conferences, held in three countries of 
which the Grand Duchy of Lithuania was comprised, i.e. Poland, Lithuania, and Belarus, 
delivered several lectures, e.g. „Co łączy Polskę z Turcją? Przenikanie kultur a granice 
tożsamości. Islam-chrześcijaństwo – czy pokojowa koegzystencja jest możliwa?” [What 
connects Poland and Turkey? The Interpenetration of Cultures and the Limits of Identity. 
Islam and Christianity – Is Peaceful Coexistence Possible?] (2015), „Wielojęzyczność 
w kraju nad Wisłą” [Multilingualism in the Country upon the River Vistula] (2017), „Język 
Tatarów polskich” [The Language of Polish Tatars] (2018), „Tefsiry, kitaby, chamaiły, 
czyli …islam po polsku!” [Tefsirs, Kitabs, Chamails or… Islam in Polish] (2018), „Naj-
nowszy przekład Koranu na język polski” [The Recent Translation of the Qu’ran into 
Polish] (2019), and participated in several television and radio programmes, e.g. V Mię-
dzynarodowy Kongres Azjatycki i XII Międzynarodowa Konferencja: „Kierunek Azja. 
Różnorodność. Odmienność. Dialog” w 100-lecie odzyskania niepodległości Polski 
i niepodległości Azerbejdżanu [The 5th International Asian Congress and the XII Inter-
national Conference: ‟The Direction of Asia. Diversity. Difference. Dialogue” on the 
100th anniversary of Poland’s independence and Azerbaijan independence] (2018), „Ja 
z tatarskich hrabiów pochodzę…”. O filomackim przekładzie Koranu [“I Derive from 
Tatar Counts…” On the Philomath Translation of the Qu’ran] (2020). Moreover, within 
the framework of the exhibitions organised by The Ossolineum Library, titled „Złota 
epoka Jagiellonów 2020” [The Golden Age of the Jagiellon 2020] and the Polish History 
Museum, we prepared modules dedicated to the Tatars of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. 

Thus, we have completed the first and most important task of kitabistics: a critical 
edition of the Tatar tefsir. Moreover, we are working on publishing a transcription of the 
Tatar tefsir, i.e. a transcription of the manuscript in a form similar to modern spelling, 

6 Numerous lexicographic studies were used for the etymological and semantic description of 
language units, see Bibliography.
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while preserving selected essential features of the manuscript language. This will be 
a form of the popularisation of the tefsir, which is crucial in making the oldest translation 
of the Qur’an available to a wider audience. 

In addition, the our research into the Tatar cultural legacy has been expanded to 
encompass comparative studies conducted in the Balkans and Spain. As of 2019, we 
have been carrying out a joint project: ‟Aljamado Literature in Renaissance Europe. 
A Comparative Study”.
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