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Introduction 

The German cleric Nicholas of Cusa (1401-64) was by turns philosopher, theologian, mystic, 

scientist, jurist, and humanist, and also a political reformer who served successively as papal 

legate, cardinal, prince-bishop, and vicar-general. Unlike many medieval Christian scholars 

writing about Islam, his purpose was avowedly unpolemical, even ecumenical, though he 

remained certain of the superiority of Christianity. This approach is particularly clear in his 

Cribratio Alchorani (variously spelled) – literally, ‘the sifting of the Qur’an’. Written in 1461, 

it does exactly what the title suggests: it weighs up and reflects upon the beliefs and rituals of 

Muslims, and compares them, mostly unfavourably though not in unflinching hostility, with 

those underpinning Christianity. It errs in places, and sometimes repeats tired clichés about 

Muhammad’s teachings, but it does not intend to mislead. On the contrary, one senses that 

Nicholas sought to build bridges between the faiths rather than raze the monuments of Islam to 

expose their ramshackle foundations. Where he happens upon a statement entirely or partially 

at odds with Christian teaching, especially on Christological matters, he looks to explain the 

possible causes of such misunderstandings, ever alert if also slightly fussy in tone and style. 

Whatever we make of his explanations, it is beyond doubt that he strove in the first instance 

for comprehension rather than controversy. 

Manifestly the work of a thoughtful, empathetic, and inquisitive mind, the Cribratio 

Alchorani makes clear Nicholas’s acquaintance with earlier Christian works on Islam, most 

notably Robert of Ketton’s translation of the Qur’an from the 1140s. But Nicholas belonged to 

a very different historical moment, and his varied scholarly interests were not cultivated in 

isolation from important real-world events. Once appointed cardinal in 1448, he preached and 
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taught widely until his death, and played a major role in the ongoing and fraught negotiation 

of power relations between the Holy Roman Empire and the Papacy; in the aftermath of the 

fall of Constantinople to the Ottoman Turks in 1453, he composed his De pace fidei (‘On the 

Peace of Faith’), in which he envisioned a heavenly conference attended by all nations and 

religions, agreeing on the existence of a single faith with varied manifestations. The present 

translation offers choice cuts from the first few chapters of Book One of Nicholas’s Cribratio 

Alchorani, together with a short introductory preface to the (rather longer) Prologue, in which 

Nicholas commends Pope Pius II (1458-64) and enjoins him to inspect his work. 
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Translation 

Preface to the Prologue (fol. 1r) 

Accept, most holy father, this small book, compiled with the zeal of faith by your 

humble servant, so that – since, in like manner to his threefold holiness Pope Leo,1 your 

predecessor, who by means of his Apostolic spirit discredited the Nestorian heresy2 with 

angelic genius and divine eloquence, you demonstrate by the same spirit, with like genius, 

and through equal eloquence that the Muhammadan sect, brought forth from that [same 

heresy], is erroneous and must be eliminated – you may readily have at hand certain first 

principles which it is necessary to know. And to your judgement, you who are prince of the 

episcopate of faith, I submit this and everything which I have written or shall write, and also 

my entire self, as befits a faithful servant who will never dissent from your Apostolic throne 

in anything. 

 

Book One 

I  (fols 6v-7r) 

On the Qur’an, and that God is not its true author. 

The book of the law of the Arabs is named the Qur’an because it collates precepts, 

and the Furqan3 on account of its division into discrete chapters. And it has other names. 

Certain observers say that the book is divided into parts, one way in the East, and otherwise 

in the West. Indeed, westerners say that, after the prayer which is positioned at the beginning 

and called ‘the Mother of the Book’,4 the whole book has 123 surahs. Yet easterners assert 

that the first surah continues up to the surah of Amram, which is the fifth chapter in the book 

of the Spaniards. This book, as it is read in Spain, has been seen by us in its Latin rendering, 

 
1  Leo I (440-61). 
2  That Christ had distinct divine and human natures. 
3  Furqan: Arabic الفرقان (‘criterion, proof’). 
4  Al-Fatiha (‘The Opening’). 
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and where we quote something from this book of law, we mean to say that it appears thus in 

that Latin copy.5 Its author seems to be apocryphal. Certain Arabs assert that Muhammad 

himself – an Arabian chap from the tribe of Ishmael – compiled it. But others state that 

Muhammad said that the book descended from God via seven men, who are named. Others 

say that, after Muhammad had died, four different and discordant Qur’ans were composed by 

four men, mutual adversaries, whom they name.6 […] 

 

II (fol. 8r) 

What the Qur’an contains, according to those who extol it. 

The followers of Muhammad say that the Qur’an was written with noble aims, and 

hold that Muhammad was an errant orphan, to wit, an idolatrous pauper, deeply ignorant of 

law and writing, knowing only his native tongue of the Arabs, and having many wives, who 

obtained a rich mercy from God and was made of great heart, capable of fine distinctions, and 

great renown. And God himself established him as the teacher of the wild and idolatrous 

Arab people, created him as his ambassador to them, and put him in charge of them as their 

prophet – though without the revealed power to perform miracles – so that he might lead this 

people entrusted to him away from error, back onto the righteous path. And God granted him 

a revelation, that he might receive the faith of Abraham, a most virtuous man, who withdrew 

from the veneration of gods and worshipped one God alone, Creator of all things, and urge 

that it be received by the Arabs – though without violence or compulsion […]. 

(fol. 8v) 

 
5  See below. 
6  Seemingly the four Rashidun or ‘rightly guided’ caliphs of the Sunni tradition. 
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Now they [the followers of Muhammad] say that the book of the Qur’an descended 

from God, the mother and truest foundation of which book is the faith in one God vouchsafed 

by it, and they affirm the return of all things unto his fearsome judgement. 

 

III (fol. 9r) 

What the Qur’an contains, according to the judgement of the perfect. 

But those amongst the Arabs as well as the Christians who have pursued perfection by 

the gift of God animadvert that [the Qur’an], on the pretext of the eradication of this idolatry, 

alleges that Christ was neither the Son of God nor crucified, and that this repeated claim 

appears to be the purpose of the entire book – that is to say, that it should convince us that 

Christ, the Messiah, was neither the Son of God nor crucified […]. 

 

(fol. 9v) 

We know, however, from the Gospel and likewise from the Qur’an, that Muhammad 

cannot prevail, but rather that Christ is victorious in the end, as will become clear below. And 

indeed, many are the Christians, under rulers of the sect of the Arabs, who serve Christ the 

more devotedly, and infinite are the Christian dissidents, both Arabs and others feigning for 

fear of the sword that they belong to that sect together with those of the same law, who at the 

hour of death declare themselves to be Christian. So, finally, will they all do. 

 

V (fol. 11r) 

That the Gospel is to be preferred to the Qur’an. 

And so, focussing now on particular details, in order that we may arrive at what we 

strive towards (namely that the Gospel must be preferred to the Qur’an), we say that he who 
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has turned the Qur’an into Latin in Spain7 reports that at the beginning of Chapter 5 – that is, 

the surah of Amram – [the text] is understood thus: 

Pious and merciful, living and most high God, besides whom there is no other, who 

has bequeathed to men righteous ways, first the Testament and next the Gospel, has 

last of all provided you from on high a truthful book, to wit the Furqan, as guarantor 

of your law, and it contains certain very robust and unbreakable words, which are the 

mother and substance of this book. 

 

And some other words as well, etc. Behold how it [the Furqan] asserts that the Old Testament 

and the Gospel contain righteous ways and confirms as much. […] 

 
7  Robert of Ketton. 


