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Jelena Dimitrijević: First Serbian Woman Orientalist?

Jelena Dimitrijevi  (1862-1945), a Serbian traveler and writer, 

produced a body of work exploring the private and political lives of Muslim 

women in the Balkans and the Near East. While her Letters from Niš (1897), 

Letters from Salonica (1918), and Seven Seas and Three Oceans: A Journey 

Around the World (1940) have all previously been studied as literary, travel, 

and feminist writings, I argue that her work should also be examined in the 

context of the development of Orientalism as a scholarly discipline in Serbia. 

Looking at the three works mentioned above, I show that the diversity of 

Dimitrijevi ’s topics exceeds the then-dominant understanding of Orientalism 

as a tool of nascent national historiography, and anticipates instead a modern 

set of interests that mark the discipline to this day. Second, while the methods 

Dimitrijevi  used are unorthodox from the point of view of Orientalism as a 

discipline, she found remarkable ways, despite her illiteracy in the Perso-

Arabic alphabet, to convey to the reader knowledge about the Turkish language 

as orientalist knowledge par excellence. Reading closely her Letters from Niš, 

I explore these methods, which include the transcription of the local Turkish 

dialect using the Cyrillic alphabet, the gathering and translation of oral poetry, 

the usage of a hybrid Serbian-Turkish language, and the description of Ottoman 

written documents within a literary text. Finally, I suggest that Dimitrijevi , 

while not an orientalist in the strict sense of the word, should be regarded as 

a pioneer due to her versatile interests and the way in which she produced 

knowledge about the contemporary Muslim world. 

Keywords: Jelena Dimitrijevi , Oriental Studies, Orientalism, 

Turcology, Turkish language 


