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Convergent Identities:  
Mirza Yuhanna Dawud at a National, 

Religious, and Cultural Crossroads

Sivan Lerer

ABSTRACT

Mirza Yuhanna Dawud (also known as Yohanan Ben David; 1884-1969) was a 
Persian Jew who immigrated to England and embraced the Baha’i Faith in his 
twenties. He was also a Jewish believer, a Zionist sympathizer, and a British citizen. 
In this article I examine Mirza Yuhanna Dawud’s life journey across geographical, 
religious, and spiritual paths through primary sources, including personal letters 
and diaries, in the framework of religious pluralism and fluid identity theories. In 
addition, I supply a preliminary survey of some of his works kept in his archive at 
the National Library of Israel. 

Introduction

In 1968, Mirza Yuhanna Ben David Dawud (1884-1969), an Iranian Jew 
who had adopted the Baha’i religion, and made a career as a British Orien-
talist, was visited by the Israeli writer Aharon Meged (then a cultural attaché 
in London) and the numismatist Yaacov Meshorer. They had come to see 
whether there was any truth to the promises that Dawud held art treasures 
and was willing to donate them to the State of Israel. Boasting of his knowl-
edge of historic Islamic antiquities, he had claimed to be “the greatest expert 
in Britain on the subject.”1 But for all his ardent expressions of Zionism, and 
the magnificence of his own reputation, Meged found Dawud bedbound 
and living in poverty. Shocked by the encounter he recorded it: 

On a big iron bed there lay a sick man, covered in an old rag on top of which 
were strewn old newspapers. Next to the bed, on a stool, stood a bottle of 
milk, a saucer with green-moldy yoghurt, and a few slices of stale bread . . . 
although it was mid-November, the room was not heated. Cold [air] and 
the stench of urine filled the air.2
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Meged and Meshorer were baffled by this site; Dawud’s elaborate accounts 
of his possessions and self-aggrandizing narratives stood in stark contrast 
to the pitiful conditions in which he lived. Attempting to ascertain whether 
there was any truth to his claims, they continued to visit him over the fol-
lowing weeks. During that time, Dawud’s health deteriorated further, and 
he was moved, with the help of the Israeli ambassador Aharon Remez, to 
an assisted living residence, where he received nourishment, health care, 
and companionship, all of which were critically needed. There Dawud re-
vealed to the Israeli delegates that he was married and had four children, 
but that his family had been alienated for some time. Eventually, an agree-
ment was reached, and Dawud bequeathed all his possessions to the State of 
Israel. Soon afterwards, on Thursday, January 16, 1969, only a few days after 
signing the legal notice, Dawud passed away in Edgware General Hospital, 
and a funeral service was held in Hendon. His funeral and burial were paid 
for by the United Synagogue who provided a traditional Jewish service. 
Dawud’s remains were later transported to Israel, and on January 22, 1969 
he was buried in the Jewish cemetery in Jerusalem. 

Uncertain about the collection’s contents, Israeli officials acted swiftly in 
the hope of retrieving the materials so they could be transported to Israel. 
After procuring the keys to Dawud’s apartment, they began sifting through 
the debris and squalor that covered the entire place. There they found an 
unexpected sight: 

It was as if the cave of treasure from Ali Baba and the forty thieves was 
opened: gold lay under our feet, trickling from between our fingers, cov-
ering all our surroundings: illustrated books (in Persian, Arabic, and He-
brew), rare manuscripts, carpets and rugs, figurines and statues, coins and 
medals, jewelry and embroidered ornaments, swords, daggers, armors, 
shields, decorative tiles, paintings and miniatures, seals and signet rings, 
religious artifacts, ivory, leather, brass, and silver items.3 

Today, many of these artifacts are on display at the Israel Museum in 
Jerusalem, yet many others remain in storage pending further research and 
restoration. How was it that Dawud, who had lived as a British citizen and a 
leader in the Baha’i movement in Britain, had abandoned his family and his 
faith, and what can his complex understanding of nationality, religion and 
culture teach us about the coexistence of intersecting and layered identities?

Dawud’s Origins

The second half of the nineteenth century was a period of turmoil and 
unrest in Persia, a disquiet that lingered well into the twentieth century. Wars 
and other external threats, foreign involvement in internal affairs, economic 
depression, civil unrest, and messianic expectations are some of the causes 
and effects of this situation.4 To these should be also added the birth and 
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rise of the Baha’i Faith and its predecessor—the Babi movement. These reli-
gious and social reform movements shook the foundations of the old order 
throughout the country, transcending boundaries of ethnicity, religion, and 
gender.5 Although the first Babi (and later, Baha’i) disciples and adherents 
came from among Shiʿi Islam and more precisely from the Shaykhī school, 
later conversions took place in all the religious communities prevalent in 
Persia at the time, including non-Shaykhī Shiʿis, Zoroastrians, Christians, 
and Jews. The mass conversions in the Jewish communities throughout Per-
sia were recorded as early as 1870s, only three decades after the onset of the 
Babi movement and a few years following Bahāʾ Allāh’s declaration that 
he is a Divine Manifestation (maẓhar-i ilahi) and the bearer of a new divine 
message, which resulted in the formation of the Baha’i Faith.6 The first Jew-
ish community to undergo the conversion process was in Hamadan, where 
a Jewish doctor encountered the Baha’i Faith through one of his patients, 
became interested in its ideas and concepts, and ultimately became a Baha’i. 
Family members followed suit, then wider circles that included many com-
munity members.7 Such tribulations in Jewish communities were a cause for 
worry for their leaders, and were perceived as a real threat to their integrity 
and cohesion.

There are several possible explanations for the interest of Persian Jews 
in adopting or converting to the Baha’i religion at the turn of the twentieth 
century, for example, improving socio-economic status, religious tolerance, 
messianic expectations, and internal stagnation of the Jewish community, as 
well as the seemingly continuous attacks and riots against Jews.8 Dawud’s 
story, although special and unique, can shed light on the widespread pro-
cesses that were shared by many of his compatriots and on the tangled pro-
cedures of religious conversion and identity building. His life story illumi-
nates the ways in which fluid religious and cultural identities can converge 
and mutually inform one another.

Biography 

Dawud was born in Kermanshah, Persia on April 6, 1884, to a Jewish 
family whose ancestors were refiners working at the local royal mint.9 His 
surname Tīzābī (“refiner”) reflects this long association with the mint.10 
What little we know of his family, especially in regard to their religiosity, or 
Jewish identity, comes from nuggets of information gleaned from Dawud’s 
later personal writings. For example, he mentions that his father took plea-
sure from reading the Torah, and enjoyed contemplating it night and day 
(laẕẕat-i ū dar Tōrah-i YHWH būd va rūz-o shab dar Torah ū tafakkur nanūda 
shādmānī mī-kard)11 and that his older brother Yekutiel was a deeply religious 
Jew who immigrated to Palestine/Land of Israel out of belief in God’s immi-
nent salvation.12

Dawud benefitted from his father’s connections with both Persian and 
foreign dignitaries, among them Ḥajji Malik al-Kalām (who later became the 
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Persian Minister of Education) and Lord Curzon, a British official and pol-
itician who served as the Viceroy of India (1899–1905). During a six-month 
tour in Persia (September 1889–January 1890),13 Lord Curzon met with 
Dawud’s family and became a friend of his father’s.14 The British Lord lat-
er provided Dawud with a letter of recommendation that helped him gain 
entry into Cambridge University.15 At Cambridge, Dawud met with and be-
friended Professor Edward G. Browne (1862-1926), the undisputed expert in 
Persian studies there. As Dawud’s name does not appear in any official list 
of registered students at Cambridge, and based on subsequent references in 
both his and Browne’s writings, it appears that Dawud participated infor-
mally as a “free listener.” During this time, he assisted Browne by acquiring 
Persian and Baha’i manuscripts and translating them into English.16 Many 
years later, in a 1965 letter addressed to the chief librarian of the National 
Library of Israel, Dawud identifies the exact date marking the beginning of 
his life in England as October 16, 1906.

Dawud remained in Cambridge for three years (1906–1909), and during 
that time, probably sometime in 1908, he encountered the Baha’i Faith and 
began to establish himself as a dominant figure in the Baha’i community in 
England.17 He was the recipient of many tablets from ʿAbdu’l-Bahā (1844-
1921;18 the second leader of the Baha’i Faith); some were addressed person-
ally to him, others were to be delivered through him to other western Ba-
ha’is, as well as to some non-believers, such as Henri Moser, the renowned 
explorer and art collector (d. 1923). Dawud translated several tablets from 
Persian into English and delivered them to their intended recipients. Some 
of these tablets were published, for example, in the Baha’i journal Star of the 
West (vol. 2, no. 17 [1912], vol. 4, no. 17 [1914], vol. 8, no. 8 [1917]).

He then moved to Switzerland where he worked for and with Hen-
ri Moser19 until the end of 1912. Moser, who conducted four grand tours 
and expeditions to central Asia, had established many connections with lo-
cal dignitaries and acquired thousands of artifacts and items that he later 
catalogued and exhibited (and sometimes sold). Dawud’s work for Moser 
mainly involved deciphering inscriptions and cataloguing Moser’s many 
collectables. Together they expanded Moser’s collection of Persian and Is-
lamic artifacts and manuscripts, a collection which was later displayed at 
the Bern Museum. Moser himself acknowledged Dawud’s contribution to 
this project, as he writes in his introduction to the catalogue of his Oriental 
collection:

I engaged the services of a Persian Scholar, who for three years has been 
collaborating with me. Mirza Y. Dawud began by reading and translating 
over 500 Arabic, Persian and Turkish inscriptions from my collection, and 
this has greatly facilitated the classification.20

With Dawud’s help and encouragement, Moser widened the geographical 
spread of his acquisitions to include more distant areas, such as Mongolia, 
Sri Lanka, Malaysia, and more.21 
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The Mosers considered Dawud part of the family, at least from Dawud’s 
point of view. A photograph from his personal archive shows himself with 
Madam and General Moser and other friends,22 with Dawud’s caption: “This 
picture was taken in 1910 in Charlottenfels Castle, Schaffhausen Swiss.” In 
the margins around the photo, he describes the warm welcome and joyous 
emotions he felt during that time.23 Although he spent most of his time in 
Switzerland with the Moser family, Dawud was also a constant visitor in 
England, and on one of these visits (October 1911) he was married to Rāgīna 
Khāṭūn (also named Nūr Maḥal and later still, Rachel) in a ceremony offi-
ciated by ʿAbdu’l-Bahā during his visit to England (4 September–3 October 
1911). Dawud supplied an account of the occasion, which provides a rare 
and intimate description of the event:

On Sunday morning, the 1st of October, 1911, A.D., equal to the 9th Tishi 
[sc. Tishrei] 5972 (Hebrew Era), Regina Núr Mahal Khánum, and Mírzá 
Yuhanna Dawúd were admitted into the holy presence of ʿAbdu’l-Bahá . . . 
After receiving us, ʿAbdu’l-Bahá said, “You are very welcome and it makes 
me happy to see you here in London.” 

Looking at me he said, “Never have I united anyone in marriage before, 
except my own daughters, but as I love you much, and you have rendered 
a great service to the Kingdom of Abhá, both in this country and in other 
lands, I will perform your marriage ceremony today. It is my hope that you 
may both continue in the blessed path of service.” 

Then, first, ʿAbdu’l-Bahá took Núr Mahal Khánum into the next room and 
said to her, “Do you love Mírzá Yuhanna Dawúd with all your heart and 
soul?” She answered, “Yes, I do.” 

Then ʿAbdu’l-Bahá called me to him and put a similar question, that is 
to say, “Do you love Núr Mahal Khánum with all your heart and soul?” I 
answered “Yes, I do.” We re-entered the room together and ʿAbdu’l-Bahá 
took the right hand of the bride and gave it into that of the bridegroom and 
asked us to say after him, “We do all to please God.”24

Despite this seemingly official Baha’i marriage ceremony, a traditional Jew-
ish engagement agreement (Shṭar Tnaʾim) for Dawud and Regina’s betrothal 
from earlier in the year (May 5, 1911), signed in Hamadan is also extant.25 
In this document, the bride is named “Rāgīna Khātūn, daughter of Salmān 
Qaḥṭān.”26 The seeming contradiction between the two ceremonies, a Jewish 
engagement and a Baha’i marriage, can be easily settled: both bride and 
groom had Jewish families in Persia and Iraq, and keeping Jewish tradi-
tion was required as it affected other family members. Moreover, it is well 
known that at the time some Baha’is from Jewish backgrounds upheld Jew-
ish religious rituals as long as they did not contradict the Baha’i ones.27 

What little we know of the bride comes from the description of the wed-
ding in ʿAbd-al-Bahā in London, which mentions that she came to London 
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from Baghdad in order to be married by ʿAbdu’l-Bahā. In addition, her fa-
ther and grandfather were supposedly followers of Bahāʾ Allāh “during the 
time of his banishment,”28 despite the fact that there is no evidence of Jewish 
converts to the Baha’i Faith in Baghdad at the time.29 Thanks to long-stand-
ing commercial and business connections with Jewish communities in 
neighboring Iraq (and more specifically Baghdad) the Jewish community 
in Kermanshah included some Iraqi-born or affiliated Jews, thus enabling a 
direct link even across the border.30 Such ties were probably at the basis of 
the couple’s marriage, either initiated by themselves or, more likely, by their 
families. The fact that the engagements were sealed and signed in Hamadan 
by the young couple’s representatives supports this idea. The close connec-
tion between Dawud and ʿAbdu’l-Bahā continued for some time, and there 
were visits and shared celebrations, as well as a continuous correspondence.
On March 30, 1912, Dawud and Regina visited France, with the purpose 
of meeting with ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, who was then visiting the country. In their 
meeting, ʿAbdu’l-Bahā enquired after the situation of the Baha’i community 
in London, which shows that Dawud was an important member of the com-
munity. At the end of the meeting, Ahmad Sohrab (ʿAbdu’l-Bahā’s personal 
secretary and interpreter during his visits to north America and Europe; d. 
1958) wrote in his diary that Dawud came to visit “as was his habit,” and 
that ʿAbdu’l-Bahā took a stroll with him outside. Sohrab adds that “a baby 
girl was given to him” and that “[b]oth of them are very happy over it and 
the Beloved [i.e., ʿAbdu’l-Bahā] blessed them.”31 

While ʿ Abdu’l-Bahā was visiting England for the second time (December 
13, 1912–January 21, 1913), he again met with Dawud and his family. On the 
eve of December 28, 1912, ʿAbdu’l-Bahā and his company drove to Dawud’s 
house and enjoyed a “Persian feast” together, being served polou (a tradi-
tional Persian rice dish) and other Persian delicacies. During dinner they 
discussed the history of Islam and of Iran, and Dawud talked about Henri 
Moser’s collection of Oriental art, which he helped acquire and catalogue.32 

After spending several years with the Mosers, acquiring both knowledge 
and experience, Dawud became more confident in his own aptitude for art 
appreciation and evaluation. He conducted and mediated many transac-
tions on behalf of Moser and, upon his return to England, he soon became 
a well-known art dealer in London, presenting his collections privately and 
in public exhibitions such as at the Royal Academy of Arts and the Bodleian 
Library. Below is an account of one such encounter, which gives a taste of 
Dawud’s conduct regarding his collections:

The owner of these pictures, Mr. Y. Dawud, Professor of Oriental languages 
and art, has often hospitably displayed them to connoisseurs and friends; 
and when I availed myself of this privilege, roving at leisure, almost at ran-
dom, through some of his valuable Indian and Persian albums in his Lon-
don home, I soon found these as alluring as the Magician’s book, and as 
potent to “call spirits from the vasty deep.”33



229

Sivan Lerer

July 2025, 18(2)

Dawud even helped Moser re-negotiate the terms of the original agreement 
with the Bern Museum in order to provide a better inheritance for Moser’s 
wife by selling several items, mostly manuscripts, to private collectors. 

After his return to London, Dawud received a “naturalization” certifi-
cate in May 1913, which made him a British citizen.34 This formal certificate 
cemented his identity as English, and on a larger scale, belonging to the 
Western world, an identity that he cherished and nurtured all his life. That 
Dawud embraced this new Western identity can be exemplified by his using 
Western names for himself (John David) and his children (Mary, Rachel, 
John, and Lily) along with the Hebrew ones.35 

As he settled into his life in London, Dawud became an advisor and 
translator for various institutes, museums, and private art collectors. His 
diverse talents and knowledge rendered him a valuable asset to academic, 
civil, and military circles, as can be seen from the rich and diversified list of 
occupations and interests he had during this time. In addition to becoming 
an established collector and connoisseur of Islamic art, during World War I 
he also worked for the War and Censors Offices.36 Later, in 1919 he was elect-
ed member of the Royal Asiatic Society.37 Dawud was an active participant 
in the emerging Baha’i community in London, even gaining a place at the 
Baha’i council in 1921 (following the departure of former council members 
who went “pioneering,” that is, relocated in order to spread and the teach 
the Baha’i Faith).38 It is noteworthy that in the same year Dawud became a 
member of the Baha’i council, he resigned his membership in the Royal Asi-
atic Society of Great Britain and Ireland.39 Since he became a council mem-
ber in March and his resignation from the Royal Asiatic Society was noted 
in the April-July issue, we can assume that he wanted to dedicate more time 
to his newly acquired Baha’i commitments.

Emerging Zionist 

Although the Zionist movement sent emissaries and delegates to Persia 
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and the Alliance 
Israélite Universelle was widely active in the Jewish communities through-
out the country, it is as yet unclear whether Dawud encountered the Zionist 
movement before his arrival in England;40 however, there is no doubt that 
he later embraced its ideology. His brother Yekutiel immigrated to Palestine 
in 1920, and spoke highly of the spiritual and national revival and renewal 
there. In London, in November 1925, Dawud met with Dr David M. Ider 
(Eder; d. 1936), the Executive Manager of the Zionist Organization who, in 
a letter thanked Dawud for his “generous gift to the Hebrew University Li-
brary.”41 In the letter’s margins, Dawud added in Judeo-Persian: “a letter 
from a respectful friend doctor Ider, the manager of the Zionist organiza-
tion, London. He is very knowledgeable and treated me with great love and 
kindness.” His support of the Zionist movement is clearly evident in his let-
ters and diaries, with the numerous references to the return of the Children 
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of Israel to their ancestral homeland, and even his personal wish to find 
a new home there for himself. However, it is uncertain whether Dawud’s 
Zionistic zeal stemmed from truly nationalistic aspirations or rather from 
more religious tendencies. 

For several years, Dawud tried to sell or donate his massive collection 
of books, manuscripts, and artefacts to several institutions, among them 
the British Museum and the Israel Museum.42 He was most interested in 
transferring and donating his valuable collection to the Hebrew University 
of Jerusalem, which at that time was also responsible for the National Li-
brary of Israel, a point that, yet again, supports his Zionist inclinations. His 
correspondence with librarians and other position-holders at the Hebrew 
University reveals his particular requests regarding the proper treatment, 
curation, and display of his beloved collectables, requesting, for example, to 
keep his collection as one indivisible unit, to allocate a special curator and 
display areas at the museum, and other requests (or demands) in the same 
vein. It is not implausible that these numerous requests were at least to some 
degree the cause of hinderance in the fulfilment of the process. Moreover, 
they provide a glimpse into Dawud’s troubled personality: on the one hand, 
wishing to interact with and benefit the outside world; on the other hand, 
having difficulties compromising and making an effort to reach an under-
standing with his partners. This could also shed light on his conduct within 
his own family, which might have contributed to its disintegration. Dawud 
did manage to send some items to Israel during the 1920s and 1930s, but 
many others remained in London, and he kept them in his house, not trust-
ing anyone but himself to tend to them. 

Dawud most probably visited Palestine sometime during March–May 
1926. In one of the boxes containing his personal archive is a receipt for 
passage on board the S.S. Sphinx for March 23, 1926 for a “second class 
through ticket London to Alexandria” from the Gellatly Hankey company.43 
Elsewhere he writes that after he returned from “Eretz Israel” (Land of Is-
rael) in May 1926 he received a letter from Lord Balfour, acknowledging 
receipt of Dawud’s letter of June 28, and remarks on the “quite encouraging” 
accounts from Palestine.44 His archive contains many newspaper clippings 
dealing with events in Palestine under the British Mandate, which signifies 
his strong interest and involvement in the events there.

His positive attitude towards the Zionist idea was much strengthened 
after the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948. In many of his writings 
he mentions the strong and special bond between the Israelites, or the “Chil-
dren of Israel,” and the Land of Israel, stressing the promise given to them 
by God through his many prophets or directly to the Hebrew Patriarchs. 
For him, the religious aspect of the connection between the Jewish people 
and their promised land was strongly enmeshed with the newly emerging 
national sentiment proposed and advanced by the Zionist movement. 

The Jewish religious and Zionist national aspirations exhibited by 
Dawud were, to some degree, affected by his own personal troubles. Al-
though Dawud and Rāgīna Khāṭūn had four children during the 1940s, it 
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seems that the marriage broke down and that the couple parted ways. Resi
dence and electoral registries show that the couple lived together until (at 
least) 1939, but that by 1945, they were already residing at separate address-
es, Dawud by himself or as a resident with other families, while his wife and 
children resided elsewhere.45 A glimpse into this unfortunate chain of events 
can be gleaned from Dawud’s letter, dated April 30, 1958: 

I did my best for a relative of my wife, and he was living in my house. But, 
being ungodly, he broke my home up, by giving money to my wife, behind 
my back.

He caused her to leave me in 1940.

Now, in my loneliness I cry out for God’s guidance and look up to Him 
alone. I believe that God’s Will is best for us, and best for those whom we 
most love.46

On the reverse side of this letter, Dawud asks for God’s forgiveness over his 
sins and adds: “For Thine is the glory for ever and ever” (cf. Matthew 6:13).

In another (undated) note, Dawud writes that he 

[m]ust begin again and have a new family who will not forget humility, 
but be obedient to God and to his word of truth. Where are they who have 
stolen away my family?47 

Based on these letters and others, it is evident that a domestic crisis swept 
over Dawud, but the details remain obscure. Since Regina, his wife, came 
from a family of Baha’i supporters, and taking into consideration Dawud’s 
involvement with the Baha’i community, it seems plausible that Dawud’s 
connection with the Baha’i Faith and his later estrangement from it may be 
closely related and linked to his family woes. By the 1960s, two decades after 
the couple’s separation, Dawud seems to have decided to leave England and 
relocate to Israel. In a letter dated (according to the date on the envelope) 
May 19, 1965 to Dr C. Wormann (Chief Librarian, the Jewish National and 
University Library; d. 1991), Dawud wrote that he had “decided to immi-
grate to Israel.” His wife and (by this time adult) children were not willing 
to accompany him “at present” but would later follow him when he had 
settled in Jerusalem. Towards the end of the letter Dawud pitifully adds: 
“All my friends and teachers are dead, I wish to live the rest of my life in 
the holy land.”48 The tone of the letter is both hopeful and gloomy. Dawud’s 
optimistic intent for his wife and children to follow him to Israel is not based 
on firm ground but on rather flimsy aspirations. Indeed, he remained es-
tranged from his family until his death in 1969.

In the final years of his life, his appeals for a suitable repository for his 
collections in Israel grew increasingly frequent and urgent, likely reflecting 
an acute awareness of his declining health. 
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Identity and Religious Fluidity

Dawud’s life story, although personal and unique on many levels, is 
also indicative of many others of similar background and affiliation. Born 
into a Jewish family in Persia, he was well-versed in Jewish scripture and 
religious culture, which he nurtured and expanded throughout his life. In 
addition, Dawud was familiar with the rich culture and literary heritage 
of his homeland. The long-standing Jewish community in Persia had man-
aged, on the one hand, to preserve its own religious and cultural identity 
and, on the other hand, to adapt and use the local culture in the communal 
sphere. Dawud’s linguistic skills which included command of both Hebrew 
and Persian, and later Arabic, English, French, and Turkish, allowed him to 
extend his knowledge and expertise to additional fields, both conceptually 
and geographically. Following his immigration to England and receipt of 
British citizenship, it seems that Dawud whole-heartedly added this new 
identity to his already existing layers of personal identities, as exemplified 
by his adopting Western names for himself and his family members.

Dawud’s converging identities intertwine and intermingle with each 
other; his multiple identities do not negate one another but rather co-exist 
and even enhance each other. In a way, he exhibits what might be referred to 
as a personal “pluralist theology”: instead of an unequivocal hierarchy of re-
ligious beliefs, Dawud incorporates his various religious ideas and concepts 
into a cohesive personal identity.49 Fletcher suggests that, even though the 
traditional notion of conversion necessitates abandoning the old religion in 
favor of the new one, in reality “the indigenous experience suggests a much 
more complex intermixing of those forms.”50 She dubs this new form “hy-
bridity” and maintains that it enables to “dissolve the boundaries between 
‘us’ and ‘them.’”51

Thus, integrating this newly acquired identity did not efface or nullify 
the already existing identities; but rather the various aspects of Dawud’s 
identity were layered and intertwined to create a multi-faceted and complex 
persona. This follows the lines of the fluid identity ascribed to the Jewish 
communities in Iran in relation specifically to the Baha’i religion. As de-
scribed for example by Amanat, Iranian Jews integrated the Baha’i Faith into 
their already existing set of religious beliefs, thus forming a connective bond 
between the two.52 

Dawud’s Jewish origins paved the way to his adopting of the Baha’i 
Faith, and even after he seems to have abandoned it, he continued to uphold 
and keep notions and concepts that can be interpreted as belonging to the 
Baha’i Faith. His wishful aspirations for a universal peace, to a unified hu-
manity that would live in harmony and without enmity or wars sit well with 
both Jewish ideas expressed by the Hebrew prophets such as Isaiah53 and 
Ezekiel54 and with the Baha’i principle of the unity of humanity and religion.

Judging from Dawud’s writings, what appealed to him in the Baha’i reli-
gion was the peaceful and unifying message which went hand in hand with 
the proclamations of the Hebrew Prophets of old. The call for world peace, 
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equality of humankind, and emphasis on the special place of the Israelites 
in the eyes of God are all notions that can be regarded as both Baha’i and 
Jewish, without contradiction or confusion. Even in his later years, after for-
saking the Baha’i Faith and re-embracing Judaism, Dawud continued to use 
terminology and advance ideas that are at the heart of Baha’i thought. In 
other words, the nominal identification of faith—either a Jew or a Baha’i—is 
irrelevant; the concepts and ideas that form the basis of personal and reli-
gious belief defy standard narrow definitions, thus enabling Dawud, as well 
as many other Iranian Jews, to hold a complex and multi-faceted identity.

Translator and Correspondent

As part of his involvement with the Baha’i Faith, especially with its prop-
agation and dissemination, in 1910 Dawud translated ʿAbdu’l-Bahā’s Risā-
la-yi Madaniyya into English, under the title “The Mysterious Forces of Civili-
zation.”55 This treatise, composed originally in 1875 at the request of Bahāʾ 
Allāh, deals with the necessity of creating a fair and unbiased governing 
institution that is divinely guided and therefore infallible. Regarding the 
quality and expertise of the translation, the publisher says that: 

The translation is the work of Mr. Johanna [sic] Dawud, who has endeav-
ored to convey to the reader, not only the deep spiritual significance of the 
master’s [= ʿAbdu’l-Bahā’s] teaching, but to retain, as nearly as the differ-
ence of idiom allows, the wealth of Oriental imagery and metaphor which 
forms so striking a feature of the original.56

Dawud produced another book titled The River of Life: A Selection from the 
Teachings of Bahá’u’lláh and ʿAbdu’l-Bahá, that was published in London in 
1914. This collection is comprised of several tablets and letters by Bahāʾ 
Allāh and ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, which Dawud, with ʿAbdu’l-Bahā’s permission 
and blessing, translated from Persian and Arabic into English. The original 
writings were reproduced at the end of the book, “so that all the Baha’ is in 
the East and West may be equally benefited thereby.”57 

ʿAbdu’l-Bahā and Dawud shared an ongoing correspondence for sever-
al years. ʿAbdu’l-Bahā wrote quite a few letters addressed to Dawud per-
sonally, he also relied on Dawud as an envoy, trusting him to deliver them 
to other people or even whole assemblies.58 The letters mostly relate to the 
development of Baha’i communities in Europe, and especially the need for 
translated Baha’i writings to be distributed and made accessible to the pub-
lic.

The earliest letter is from 1908, addressed to “Mirza Yuhanna son of 
Dawud.” ʿAbdu’l-Bahā acknowledges receipt of Dawud’s letter and his 
book in Persian in Hebrew letters (kitāb-i fārsī be ḥurūf-i ʿibrānī). The letter 
deals with issues of belief or lack thereof, and the leanings of the contem-
poraneous Jewish generation towards the ideas of Voltaire and Darwin. 
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ʿAbdu’l-Bahā instructs Dawud to encourage the Israelites to be faithful and 
teach them divine knowledge:

Now is not the time for the Israelites to dwell on Voltaire’s theories or on 
Darwin’s hypotheses; they should ponder and occupy themselves in the 
divine secrets . . . they should worship (or: follow) the Lord of Unity.59 

An indication of the close relationship and even fraternal feelings between 
the two is evident from ʿAbdu’l-Bahā’s words from a letter written in 1910:

I consider you a close friend and an intimate companion, of the same tune 
and melody (man to-rā ham-damm va ham-rāz dānam va ham āhang va ham 
āvāz).60 

In other letters, Dawud serves as the medium through which ʿAbdu’l-Bahā 
delivers his message to other believers or communities. Among the intend-
ed recipients are notable British community members such as Mrs. Whyte,61 
Mrs. Cropper,62 Miss Buckton,63 Miss Schepel (letter dated 1909),64 the Baha’i 
communities in Stuttgart (letter dated February 21, 1912),65 London (letter 
dated 1914),66 Switzerland and Germany (letter dated 1911),67 and more.

Dawud was also instrumental in translating and propagating Baha’i 
scripture. In a letter addressed to Ethel Rosenberg, the first English woman 
to adopt the Baha’i Faith in England,68 dated January 9, 1909, ʿAbdu’l-Bahā 
requests that she delivers several tablets to Tehran, with Mirza Yuhanna 
Dawud’s assistance; the tablets are: Ṭarāzāt, Tajaliyyāt, Kalimāt [Firdawsiyya], 
Bishārāt, and Ishrāqāt.69 He then adds: “send Mr. Yuhanna Dawud my best 
regards, I always pray for his success.”70 

ʿAbdu’l-Bahā insistence that certain tablets should be translated and 
propagated is repeated in other letters, for example, in a letter dated June 
1910, he asks Dawud to translate the Tablets of Ṭarāzāt, Tajaliyyāt, Kalimāt, 
Ishrāqāt, Bishārāt, as well as other writings of ʿAbdu’l-Bahā dealing with the 
unity of mankind and the union of the East and the West (baʿẓī az nāma-hā-
yi mufaṣṣal-i ʿAbdu’l-Bahāʾ ki dar vaḥdat-i ʿālam-i insānī va ittiḥād va irtibāṭ-i 
sharq va gharb).71 A few years later, in 1913, ʿAbdu’l-Bahā replies to Dawud’s 
report that some tablets had already been translated and published, and 
others were being prepared. He asserts that if indeed Monseiur Moser in-
tends to build an Oriental library – then the Baha’i scripture would be their 
crowning glory (kutub va ṣuḥuf va rasāʾil va alvāḥ-i ḥażrat Bahāʾ Allāh va ḥażrat 
nuqṭa-yi ūlā zīnat-i ān kitābkhāna khwāhad būd).72

Many letters deal with the growing Baha’i community in Britain, and 
ʿAbdu’l-Bahā instructs Dawud as to which subjects should be prioritized. 
For example, in a letter dated June 1910, ʿAbdu’l-Bahā writes:

I was gladdened to read about the unity and attention of the Friends in Brit-
ain . . . there should be friendship and love among all people . . . we should 
strive towards world peace and cooperation, unity among mankind, equal-
ity and justice.73 
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The Baha’i Faith steadily grew in numbers after its arrival in Britain at the 
end of the nineteenth century, with ʿAbdu’l-Bahā’s active encouragement. 
Similar efforts were made to establish and encourage the growth of Baha’i 
communities elsewhere in Europe, either through the fieldwork of Baha’i 
believers or by the dissemination of Baha’i scripture.74 It was therefore of the 
utmost importance to have the original Persian and Arabic texts translated 
into English, French, German, etcetera. Dawud fulfilled this capacity suc-
cessfully, both through travel and translation. Moreover, from a symbolic 
point of view, he himself embodied the bridging of the East and West, thus 
actualizing his multitude of identities.

Dawud’s Personal Archive at the National Library of Israel

Not many academic libraries hold Dawud’s writings, whether trans-
lations or other items. The British Library holds a few items by Dawud, 
both texts he transcribed and his own original works: Ruba’iyat by Omar 
Khayyām, Qol David, Tsemach David,75 and “The Ten Commandments.”76 
University College of London holds some papers by Dawud in its Mocat-
ta manuscript collection, among them are Yekutiel Ben David’s sayings 
translated into English by Dawud77 and Dawud’s papers and miscellaneous 
items.78 Also in their possession are “The Ten Commandments,”79 “Persian 
Jews and Their Literature,”80 and “Bible Texts.”81 Leiden University also 
holds a large collection, including the “Kitāb-khāne-ye Mīrzā Dawud,” 
which contains personal letters and tablets written by ʿAbdu’l-Bahā.82

There is no doubt that the most extensive collection by far is held in 
The National Library of Israel. This collection includes approximately one 
hundred manuscripts which he donated during the first half of the twen-
tieth century, and his personal archive, comprised of numerous items he 
bequeathed to the library and to the Israel Museum; these are the items that 
were gathered hurriedly from Dawud’s home in London in 1969 following 
his death.

The archive is stored in several boxes, and to this day remains uncata-
logued and unprocessed. A few “books” have been scanned and are avail-
able online, among them (in chronological order) are “Commentaries of 
Various Biblical Verses” (1906-7); “Prophecies of the Prophets” (Risāla-yi 
nubuwat neviʾim; 1913-4); “World Peace and the Salvation of the Human 
World” (Risāla-yi ṣulḥ ʿumūmī va najāt-i ʿālam-i insānī; 1914-5); “A Concise 
History of the Israelites” (Risāla-yi khulāṣa-i taʾrīkh-i qawm-i Isrāʾīl; 1916-7); 
“Mission and Services of the Israelites” (Risāla-yi baʿthat va khidmat-i qa-
wm-i Isrāʾīl, 1916-7); “Meditation on Psalms 23, in Judeo-Persian” (ca. 1930); 
“Booklet in Memory of Yekutiel Ben David” (1937); “David’s Tabernacle” 
(Ohel David; 1950?); and “Way of Life: The Meditations and Studies of Yo-
hanan Ben-David” (Derekh he-ḥayyim: kitāb surūr va munājāt ha-tzaʿīr Yoḥanan 
Ben David; n.d.).83
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The archive boxes contain a plethora of items, including complete books, 
manuscripts, personal diaries, newspaper clippings, post-cards, letters and 
invitations, receipts and memos, paintings, and other artistic items. The 
archive is yet to be catalogued, arranged, digitized, and made accessible.84 
Dawud was a prolific writer, writing down ideas, verses, and thoughts 
whenever and wherever inspiration struck him. There are numerous tiny 
scraps of paper with a biblical verse written on them, sometimes with addi-
tional instructions: “read again,” “ponder,” “add to Shabbat.” It is clear that 
Dawud used to collect these ideas and later arrange, edit, and use them in 
his writings.

Other items include bound books or booklets that Dawud no doubt pre-
pared himself. For example, he prepared a memorial booklet, bound in dark 
cloth, in honor of Prof. F.W. Thomas, who passed away on May 8, 1956; Lord 
Curzon, who was a good friend of his father, introduced them in 1909 when 
he (Dawud) was working as a librarian at the India Office Library. Thom-
as had helped Dawud with his studies and research and became a close 
friend of his. Another such item is the Book of Esther in a bi-lingual format 
(Hebrew-English), bound in silver paper. In the introduction to this book, 
Dawud relates that his paternal grandmother was named Esther. Dawud’s 
craftmanship and passion for binding books is also seen in his treatment of 
a letter he received from Prof. D.H. Baneth,85 dated November 22, 1946. In 
the letter Baneth thanks Dawud for sending a second shipment of books and 
other materials, and writes that he is looking forward to Dawud’s arrival in 
Palestine (Erez Israel). In his preservation of the letter Dawud added a note 
that the first shipment was sent in 1925 and the second in 1935. He mentions 
his hope that Jerusalem, “the City of Peace,” will soon become the “Paradise 
of the world.” Although the letter and accompanying note are of no appar-
ent artistic or collectable value, they were bound in index card paper, form-
ing a sort of book-like artifact. The inspiration for this unique hobby prob-
ably stemmed from Dawud’s work and friendship with Henri Moser. Part 
of Moser’s collection is comprised of “souvenir albums”: bound volumes of 
newspaper clippings, photographs, notes, and other ephemera, which Mos-
er apparently prepared himself.86 These bear a striking resemblance to many 
of Dawud’s items in the National Library in Jerusalem. 

One of the crown jewels in the archive is undoubtedly Ohel David (Da-
vid’s Tabernacle), a monumental album prepared by Dawud which is com-
prised of family photographs, certificates, drawings, and letters. It is beau-
tifully bound in leather, with brass clasps and thick golden-edged pages; as 
befits such work, the binding was not prepared by Dawud himself, but rath-
er by a professional binder, the famous August Klein Binding Studio.87 This 
album is similar to the “souvenir albums” in Henri Moser’s collection and 
is clearly a work of art as well as a family heirloom and an autobiography. 
On the margins of each page Dawud had written captions, commentaries, 
and notes in his own hand, referring to the items in each page or narrating 
related events and ideas. For example, on page 28, the main item is a dec-
orative rendition of Psalm 23: the Hebrew verses are framed by a colorful 
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floral border, with Judeo-Persian commentary written above and below. In 
these lines, Dawud mentions that he learned and memorized this Psalm 
in his childhood and expresses gratitude to God for keeping him safe and 
never abandoning him. By doing so Dawud intertwines the public with the 
personal, emphasizing his individual understanding or personal meaning 
he reads into the scripture. It is this personal understanding and attitude 
towards religious belief that enables Dawud to maintain an inner network 
of complementing identities that do not negate one another. It also mirrors 
his position as a mediator between cultural and geographical spheres: using 
different languages and artistic methods to create a wholesome unit that 
encompasses his complex point of view.

Treatise on World Peace and Salvation

The Risāla-yi ṣulḥ ʿumūmī va najāt-i ʿālam-i insānī is a short treatise (31 
pp.) held at the National Library of Israel that was written in 1915, during 
World War I, and deals mainly with the special place and function of the 
Israelites within God’s plan for humankind. Like many of Dawud’s writings, 
it was written in Persian in Hebrew letters, with some Hebrew quotations 
of the Bible. It opens with a direct citation of Isaiah 2:1-6 in Hebrew. This is 
a well-known prophecy, envisaging a utopic future in which all the peoples 
of the world would cease their fighting and wars, convert the instruments of 
war into useful and beneficial tools and stop all war mongering. However, 
following this vision, Dawud immediately describes the state of war and 
enmity that has accompanied humankind from past times until the pres-
ent. He laments the fact that in every generation, more violence and more 
hostility are spread, and refers to the ongoing war in a heartfelt and pained 
manner:

In these days . . . every day hundreds, even thousands, of innocent people 
are targets for cannon-balls and gun-bullets and their homes are demol-
ished; good and honest people and children are killed. Disbelief and evil, 
darkness and enmity—which are against the divine will—are increasing.88 

These terrible events are then explained as being signs foreshadowing the 
upcoming future: the sunrise of the end of days that was promised in the Bi-
ble by the prophets of Israel.89 God has promised to his people and to all the 
peoples of the world that days of peace and quiet shall arrive, and that all 
animosity will disappear. It is God’s eternal will that not only the Children 
of Israel but all the peoples of the world will be enlightened and blessed by 
his shining light.90

Dawud explains that God has determined that Israel will be instrumen-
tal in bringing and achieving world peace and uniting all the nations of the 
world. According to the holy scripture, he maintains, this is the highest as-
piration of the Israelites according to the will of God. Eventually, all the peo-
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ples of the earth will agree on one language and one religion.91 World peace 
and salvation will be achieved through the people of Israel, and when they 
return to the Land of Israel, the remainder of the prophecies of the Book of 
Books will be fulfilled as well.92

The treatise ends with a quotation of Psalms 117 in Hebrew, followed by 
the concluding invocation in Persian:

O Lord, bestow on the people of the world true peace and tranquility and 
bless all the people. Amen and amen (khodāyā ṣulḥ va salāmatī ḥaqīqī be-ahl-i 
ʿālam ʿaṭā firmā va jamīʿ-i insāniyān-rā mubārak nimā. Amin va amin).93

Even though the word bahā’ (“glory” or “splendor”) is not mentioned even 
once in this treatise, the text can easily be read as Baha’i-inspired. For exam-
ple, the concept of a united world, with one shared language and religion, 
as well as the aspiration for world peace, go hand in hand with well-known 
Baha’i concepts. Bearing in mind the religious fluidity exhibited by many 
Jewish Baha’is, especially of Persian origin, 94 there is no doubt that at that 
time Dawud regarded himself a Baha’i. 

Commemoration 

Although items from his collection are regularly displayed at the Israel 
Museum, Mirza Yuhanna Dawud remains almost anonymous in Israel. A 
few years ago, his story caught the eye of the artist and researcher Katya 
Oicherman, and she created an exhibition based on the final stage of his life, 
called “Rendering of Writings.” Later she created “The Collector’s Room,” 
an exhibition which was displayed at the Janco Dada Museum in Ein Hod. 
What captured Oicherman’s imagination in relation to Dawud was mainly 
his “abuse” of the collectibles: Dawud used to cut, slice, link, and re-attach 
various items, destroying them from a collector’s or archival perspective, 
but creating something new and exciting – from the artist’s point of view. 
Her exhibitions were thus created by cutting and re-assembling materials 
such as paper, textile, cardboard, and metal.95

Concluding Remarks

The life story of Mirza Yuhanna Dawud demonstrates the fluid and dy-
namic nature of identity. His journey through national, religious, and cul-
tural boundaries illustrates the complex inter-connectedness of personal be-
liefs, cultural affiliations, and socio-political contexts. It is not only Dawud’s 
personal experience that is of interest here but also the broader insights 
regarding the processes of religious conversion and identity formation. 
Dawud stood as a mediator between his ancestral religious and cultural 
heritage and his newly adopted one; moreover, Dawud utilized his back-

[2
16

.1
21

.2
01

.2
01

]  
 P

ro
je

ct
 M

U
S

E
 (

20
25

-0
9-

26
 0

1:
01

 G
M

T
)



239

Sivan Lerer

July 2025, 18(2)

ground in advancing his “new” life, for example, by working and translat-
ing for Moser, Browne, or government offices. It is interesting that the least 
represented layer of Dawud’s identity is his Persian/Iranian one. Although 
he uses his skills as translator and art collector to his benefit, it seems that 
the national sentiment is fulfilled by both his Jewish/Zionist affiliations and 
his newly received British citizenship. As far as his diaries and letters reveal, 
he is not troubled nor interested in maintaining an “Iranian” identity, but 
rather nourishes and emphasizes his religious beliefs and cultural interests, 
which intermingle both in his personal life and in his career.

Dawud’s diverse, convergent identities challenge simplistic dichotomies 
and highlight the possibility that multiple cultural and religious elements do 
not necessarily contradict but rather enrich each other. His ability to main-
tain his Jewish heritage while embracing the Baha’i Faith is indicative of the 
possibility that individuals manage to navigate and even harmonize seem-
ingly conflicting identities. Of course, such a process is not guaranteed to be 
easy, simple, or without any conflict; however, it allows for more flexibility 
and complexity in the human experience. This understanding contributes 
to the discourse on religious pluralism and the construction of hybrid iden-
tities, suggesting that such fluid identities can foster greater understanding 
and cohesion within multicultural societies.

Notes

1.	 Meged, “Dawu’s Treasure,” Yedi’ot Aharonot (October 8, 1984): 7.
2.	 Meged, “Dawu’s Treasure,” 6.
3.	 Meged, “Dawu’s Treasure,” 28.
4.	 Maryam Dezhamkhooy, “The Pre-Revolution Struggles and the Emergence of New 

Classes,” in Women and the Politics of Resistance in the Iranian Constitutional Revolution, ed. 
Maryam Dezhamkhooy (Cham: Springer Nature Switzerland, 2023), 23–24, https://doi​
.org/10.1007/978-3-031-28097-9_3. Nikki Keddie and Mehrdad Amanat, “Iran under the 
Later Qājārs, 1848–1922,” in The Cambridge History of Iran, ed. C. Melville, G. R. G. Hambly, 
and P. Avery (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 7:174–212, https://doi.org​
/10.1017/CHOL9780521200950.006.

5.	 For the formation and development of the Babi-Baha’i religion, see Juan Ricardo Cole, 
Modernity and the Millennium: The Genesis of the Baha’i Faith in the Nineteenth-Century Middle 
East, Studies in the Bábí and Bahá’í Religions (Los Angeles: Kalimát Press [u.a.], 1998); Ab-
bas Amanat, Resurrection and Renewal: The Making of the Babi Movement in Iran, 1844-1850, 
(Los Angeles: Kalimat Press, 2005).

6.	 Susan Maneck, “The Conversion of Religious Minorities to the Baha’i Faith in Iran,” The 
Journal of Baha’i Studies 3 (1991): 36.

7.	 Maneck, “The Conversion of Religious Minorities,” 38–39.
8.	 Mehrdad Amanat, Jewish Identities in Iran: Resistance and Conversion to Islam and the Ba-

ha’i Faith (London; New York: I.B. Tauris, 2011); J.-F. Faü, “Juifs et Baha’ïs En Iran, 1844-
1920,” Revue Des Études Juives 163, no. 1-2 (2004): 257–71, https://doi.org/10.2143/REJ.163​
.1.504723; Maneck, “The Conversion of Religious Minorities.”

9.	 Yohanan Ben David, Indo-Judaic Studies: Some Papers (Northern Book Centre, 2002), 109.
10.	 Ben David, Indo-Judaic Studies, 109.
11.	 Yuhanna Dawud, Ohel David (1950), 29.
12.	 Yuhanna Dawud, “In Memoriam Yekutiel Ben David” (1937), https://www.nli.org.il/he​

/manuscripts/NNL_ALEPH990000448950205171/NLI.



240

Convergent Identities

Journal of Jewish Identities 

13.	 Many impressions from this tour are included in Curzon’s famous travelogue: George 
Nathaniel Curzon, Persia and the Persian Question (London; New York: Longmans, Green 
& co., 1892).

14.	 In 1903, Curzon went on a boat trip in the Persian Gulf, along with his wife and several 
attendants. A picture from that tour shows young Yuhanna Dawud standing behind Lord 
Curzon (he must have been 18 at the time). Picture credit: Qatar Digital Library, Public 
domain, via Wikimedia Commons.

15.	 Meged, “Dawu’s Treasure,” 28; Ben David, Indo-Judaic Studies, 109–10. A letter from pro-
fessor Frederick William Thomas of the India Office library mentions Curzon’s request 
and recommendation of Dawud (Letter dated November 20, 1909, in Ohel David, p. 34.).

16.	 Ben David, Indo-Judaic Studies, 110 n11. Edward G. Browne, A Descriptive Catalogue of the 
Oriental Mss. Belonging to the Late E. G. Browne / by Edward G. Browne, Completed & Edit-
ed with a Memoir of the Author and a Bibliography of His Writings by Reynold A. Nicholson. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1932), 96, https://wellcomecollection.org/works​
/ytm2wsyt/items.

17.	 On the Baha’i Faith in Britain, see Adam Thorne, Moojan Momen, Janet Fleming Rose and 
Earl Redman, The History of the British Bahá’í Community, (Oxford: George Ronald, 2023).

18.	 The term “Tablet” in Baha’i context refers to divinely revealed writings, mostly by the 
prophet-founders of the Bahai Faith—the Bāb and Bahā’u’llāh—and ʿAbdu’l-Bahā. These 
writings are relatively short and cannot be considered “books.”

19.	 About him, see Roger Nicholas Balsiger, “Honoring Henri Moser Charlottenfels: From 
Silkworm Exporter to Explorer, Diplomat and Collector: The Illustrious Life of Henri Mos-
er,” in À l’orientale: Collecting, Displaying and Appropriating Islamic Art and Architecture in the 
19th and Early 20th Centuries, ed. Francine Giese, Mercedes Volait, and Ariane Varela Braga 
(BRILL, 2019), 1–7, https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004412644_002.

20.	 Henri Moser, Oriental Arms and Armour Collection Henri Moser--Charlottenfels (Leipzig: 
Karl W. Hiersemann, 1912), 5, https://libmma.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection​
/p16028coll4/id/48254/.

21.	 von Alban Stockhausen, “‘Our Aim Is to Perform Something That Remains after We Are 
Gone’: The Oriental Collection Henri Moser Charlottenfels at Bernisches Historisches Mu-
seum,” in À l’orientale: Collecting, Displaying and Appropriating Islamic Art and Architecture 
in the 19th and Early 20th Centuries, ed. Francine Giese, Mercedes Volait, and Ariane Varela 
Braga (BRILL, 2019), 190–91, https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004412644_017.

22.	 Among them was also Shāh-Zādeh Sālār al-Dawla, the exiled Qajari prince; see Kam-
biz Eslami, “Abū L-Fatḥ Mīrzā, Sālār al-Dawla,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, THREE (Brill, 
December 1, 2008), https://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/encyclopaedia-of-islam​
-3/*-COM_26288.

23.	 Dawud, Ohel David, 13.
24.	 Abdul Baha, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá in London (UK Bahá’í Publishing Trust, 1982), 77–78, https://​

reference.bahai.org/en/t/ab/ABL/abl-38.html. Abdul Baha, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá in London (UK 
Bahá’í Publishing Trust, 1982), 77–78, https://reference.bahai.org/en/t/ab/ABL/abl-38​
.html.

25.	 Two dates are written on the document: the Hebrew date is Iyyar 5671, and the Gregorian 
date is 15 May 1911. The engagement agreement is signed by many witnesses, among 
them Dawud’s brother Yekutiel, who served as his representative in the betrothal agree-
ment.

26.	 Ohel David, 10. It is noteworthy that although Dawud’s bride and later on wife is named, in 
both the Baha’i narrative and the Jewish document, “Regina,” in the caption of the picture 
on the opposite page of the engagement agreement, Dawud wrote her name as “Rachel.” 
It was a common practice among Jews to have two proper names, so this duality is not 
surprising. 

27.	 Amanat, Jewish Identities in Iran, 92–93.
28.	 ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá in London, 77.
29.	 Moojan Momen, “The Early Years of the British Baha’i Community (1898-1911),” in The 

Baha’i Community of the British Isles 1844-1963, ed. Adam Thorne et al. (Oxford: George 
Ronald, 2023), 124.

30.	 Daniel Tsadik, “Jews in the Pre-Constitutional Years: The Shiraz Incident of 1905,” in Iran, 
Israel, and the Jews: Symbiosis and Conflict from the Achaemenids to the Islamic Republic, ed. 



241

Sivan Lerer

July 2025, 18(2)

Aaron J. Koller and Daniel Tsadik (Eugene, Oregon: Pickwick Publications, 2019), 307–66; 
Nahid Pirnazar, “KERMANSHAH viii. THE JEWISH COMMUNITY,” in Encyclopædia 
Iranica, 2017, www.iranicaonline.org/articles/kermanshah-08-jews.

31.	 Ahmad Sohrab, “Sohrab’s Diary” (US Baha’i Archives, December 5, 1912), 9, 17.12.1912. 
Ahmad Sohrab, “Sohrab’s Diary” (US Baha’i Archives, December 5, 1912), 9, 17.12.1912.

32.	 Sohrab, “Sohrab’s Diary,” 6–8, 28.12.1912.
33.	 W.E. Gladstone Solomon, “Mughal Pictures in London. Mr. Y. Dawud’s Collection,” Islam-

ic Culture 12 (1938): 365–67.
34.	 I thank Dr Moojan Momen for sharing with me a copy of the certificate. 
35.	 See, for example, Ohel David, pp. 12, 15, 17, 19 for the children’s certificates of “Young 

Israel” League.
36.	 Ben David, Indo-Judaic Studies, 110.
37.	 “I. General Meetings of the Royal Asiatic Society,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great 

Britain & Ireland 51, no. 2 (April 1919): 307–8, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0035869X00053004.
38.	 Lil Osborn, “Religion and Relevance: The Bahá’ís in Britain, 1899-1930” (London, Univer-

sity of London, 2003), 203, https://bahai-library.com/osborn_religion_relevance.
39.	 “Notes of the Quarter (April-July, 1921),” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain 

and Ireland, no. 3 (1921): 481–99.
40.	 Avraham Cohen, “Iranian Jewry and the Educational Endeavors of the Alliance Israélite 

Universelle,” Jewish Social Studies 48, no. 1 (1986): 15–44; Amnon Netzer, “ALLIANCE IS-
RAÉLITE UNIVERSELLE,” in Encyclopaedia Iranica, Vol. I, accessed March 10, 2025, http://​
www.iranicaonline.org/articles/alliance-israelite-universelle.

41.	 Dawud, Ohel David, 14.
42.	 See below, “Dawud’s Personal Archive at the National Library of Israel.”
43.	 This was a famous British company (established 1862) based in the Red Sea.
44.	 Dawud, Ohel David, 27.
45.	 I thank Dr. Moojan Momen for sharing this information with me.
46.	 Dawud uncatalogued archive at the National Library of Israel (ARC. Ms. Var. 517).
47.	 Dawud archive, NLI (ARC. Ms. Var. 517).
48.	 Dawud archive, NLI (ARC. Ms. Var. 517).
49.	 Jeannine Hill Fletcher, “Religious Pluralism in an Era of Globalization: The Making of 

Modern Religious Identity,” Theological Studies 69, no. 2 (May 2008): 401, https://doi.org/10​
.1177/004056390806900209. Jeannine Hill Fletcher, “Religious Pluralism in an Era of Glo-
balization: The Making of Modern Religious Identity,” Theological Studies 69, no. 2 (May 
2008): 401, https://doi.org/10.1177/004056390806900209.

50.	 Fletcher, “Religious Pluralism in an Era of Globalization,” 406. 
51.	 Fletcher, “Religious Pluralism in an Era of Globalization,” 407. 
52.	 Amanat, Jewish Identities in Iran.
53.	 Dawud, “World Peace,” 17, quoting Isa. 66:12-13 tr. into Persian; p. 21, quoting Isa. 32:18 

in Hebrew. Yuhanna Dawud, “Treatise on World Peace and Salvation,” 17, accessed May 
30, 2024, https://www.nli.org.il/en/manuscripts/NNL_ALEPH990000450150205171/NLI, 
quoting Isa. 66:12-13 tr. into Persian; p. 21, quoting Isa. 32:18 in Hebrew. 

54.	 Dawud, 32–33, quoting Ezek. 34:25-26. Dawud, 32–33, quoting Ezek. 34:25-26. 
55.	 London: Cope & Fenwick, 1910. First published in 1910, and again in 1918. Marzieh Gail 

later translated it under the title Secret of Divine Civilization (Wilmette, 1957), which be-
came the widely accepted and used title.

56.	 Baha’i News 1, no. 1 (1910), 20.
57.	 Yuhanna Dawud, The River of Life (London: Cope & Fenwick, 1914), 5, https://bahai-library​

.com/dawud_river_of_life.
58.	 These letters can be found in ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, Makātīb Ḥaḍrat ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, 3:438–70.
59.	 ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, Makātīb Ḥaḍrat ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, 3:458–59. 
60.	 ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, Makātīb Ḥaḍrat ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, 3:460.
61.	 Jane Elizabeth Whyte was one of the early Baha’is in Scotland; see Lil Osborn (Abdo), “Re-

ligion and Relevance” (PhD, London, University of London, 2003), 166–67, https://bahai​
-library.com/osborn_religion_relevance.

62.	 Mary Virginia Thornburgh-Cropper, an American living in London, was one of the very 
first Baha’is in England; see “Mrs. Thornburgh-Cropper”, The Bahai World 8 (1938-1940), 
pp. 649-651.



242

Convergent Identities

Journal of Jewish Identities 

63.	 Lil Osborn, “Alice Buckton: Baha’i Mystic” (ABS Seminar, Newcastle England, July 25, 
2014), https://bahai-library.com/osborn_alice_buckton.

64.	 ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, Makātīb Ḥaḍrat ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, 3:456.
65.	 ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, Makātīb Ḥaḍrat ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, 3:442.
66.	 ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, Makātīb Ḥaḍrat ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, 3:452.
67.	 ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, Makātīb Ḥaḍrat ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, 3:457.
68.	 See Robert Weinberg, Ethel Jenner Rosenberg: The Life and Times of England’s Outstanding 

Bahá’ı́ Pioneer Worker (George Ronald, 1995).
69.	 ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, Makātīb Ḥaḍrat ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, 3:441.
70.	 ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, Makātīb Ḥaḍrat ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, 3:442.
71.	 ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, Makātīb Ḥaḍrat ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, 3:446.
72.	 ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, Makātīb Ḥaḍrat ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, 3:456.
73.	 ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, Makātīb Ḥaḍrat ʿAbdu’l-Bahā, 3:445.
74.	 Momen, “The Early Years of the British Baha’i Community (1898-1911).”
75.	 Or 12189-91.
76.	 Or 14692. A list of his items in the UK is available through Fihrist: https://www.fihrist.org​

.uk/catalog/person_f4427.
77.	 MS Mocatta 57.
78.	 MS Mocatta 58.
79.	 MS Mocatta 21.
80.	 MS Mocatta 29.
81.	 MS Mocatta 59. https://archives.ucl.ac.uk/CalmView/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog​

&id=MS+MOCATTA%2F21.
82.	 Or. 6131.
83.	 Yuhanna Dawud, “Yuhanna Dawud Archive,” 1906, https://www.nli.org.il/he/archives​

/NNL_ARCHIVE_AL990028011370205171/NLI. Yuhanna Dawud, “Yuhanna Dawud Ar-
chive,” 1906, https://www.nli.org.il/he/archives/NNL_ARCHIVE_AL990028011370205171​
/NLI.

84.	 Dr Samuel Thrope, the Curator of the Islam and Middle East Collection at the National 
Library of Israel, is working towards remedying the situation, and intends to have the 
archive catalogued, digitized, and accessible.

85.	 D. H. (David Hartwig) Baneth (1893-1973) was a scholar of Arabic and Judeo-Arabic at the 
Hebrew University of Jerusalem, and is considered as one of the “founding fathers” of the 
field of Oriental Studies there. He also worked at the National Library until 1936.

86.	 Stockhausen, “‘Our Aim Is to Perform Something That Remains after We Are Gone,’” 
197–98.

87.	 On August Klein and his successful binding studios, see Germanisches Nationalmuseum 
Jahresbericht 2014, n.d., 290–94, and “Klein von Ehrenwalten, August,” in Österreichisches 
Biographisches Lexikon 1815-1950, 1965, https://apis.acdh.oeaw.ac.at/person/70985.

88.	 Dawud, “World Peace,” 8–9.
89.	 Dawud, “World Peace,” 10.
90.	 Dawud, “World Peace,” 23.
91.	 Dawud, “World Peace,” 26–27.
92.	 Dawud, “World Peace,” 30–31.
93.	 Dawud, “World Peace,” 36.
94.	 Amanat, Jewish Identities in Iran.
95.	 Katya Oicherman, “Rendering of Writings,” Oicherman.art, August 1, 2004, https://www​

.oicherman.art/k-art-index/rendering-of-writings; Katya Oicherman, “The Collector’s 
Room,” Oicherman.art, September 1, 2008, https://www.oicherman.art/k-art-index/the​
-collectors-room. See also the catalogue prepared by Nina Schwartz and Sasha Okun, 
Katya Oicherman, collector’s room, Catalogue (Muzeon Janco Dada) (Ein Hod: Janco-Dada 
Museum, 2007) (Hebrew and English).




