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Abstract

The Zabur Dawid is an Islamic pseudo-scripture, the “Psalms of David” reimagined
and rewritten along Qur’anic lines by an ascetic Muslim preacher in the 8th or 9th
century CE. The original collection of 100 psalms, now lost, was modified and
expanded by editors and copyists over the following centuries, resulting in ten
different recensions that are extant today in libraries around the world, many of
them in 18th-century Ottoman collections. This presentation will introduce the
contents of the Zabur Dawid using the first “sira,” which is partly based on the
Biblical Psalm 1 and partly a new composition in Qur’anic style. We will then
compare the visual presentation of that siira in two manuscripts from Ottoman
collections that were produced 400 years apart and reflect very different
understandings of the text’s significance. The first was made in 1303 and
subsequently annotated with profuse interlinear and marginal glosses and Qur’anic
parallels; four centuries later it was bequeathed by Nevsehirli Damat ibrahim Pasha,
grand vizier of Ahmed III, to the library he established in Istanbul in 1720. The
second copy was made in 1755 in Jerusalem by a scribe at the Haseki Sultan waqf for
Ahmed Agha, chief eunuch and supervisor of wagfs under Osman III, who saw
David’s Zabur while visiting Jerusalem and requested a copy; it was later bequeathed
by Abdul Hamid I to the library he built in 1780. This copy’s detailed gilded
illumination suggests that by the 18th century the text was no longer perceived as
material for pious meditation but as a collectible relic, an ancient scripture worthy
of a place in a Sultan’s collection of antiquities alongside David’s sword and

exquisite copies of the Qur’an.
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century Muslim rewriting of the “Psalms of David.”



Islamic Psalms of David — psalm 1 from Core text

(1.1) Blessed is the man who walks not in the way of
the wicked, nor stands in the stations of sinners, nor
sits in the seats of scoffers; but in the law of the Lord
he studies night and day. He is like a tree by the
water’s edge, whose leaves are not scattered and
whose fruit does not fail. But few are those who act
thus! A hypocrite is not so, for God knows the way of
hypocrites and the way of sinners: a hypocrite is full
of deception, given to licentiousness, a breaker of
covenants. And God knows the way of the God-
fearing: they have the rank of the truthful, and they
say nothing that their actions do not bear out.

(1.2) David, command the Children of Israel not to
drive away the poor or cast out the orphan, but let
them arise in the dark of night with fearful hearts
and tearful eyes. Have they not roamed the earth
and contemplated the fate of those who came before
them—people more numerous than they and
stronger, forming greater communities, yet torment
seized them unawares? Do they not realize that I am
the Lord in whose hand is complete dominion, who
delivers, but from whose hand none can deliver? Do
they not realize that I am the Lord who knows the
hidden secrets of heaven and earth? I am not
unmindful of what the evildoers do.

Biblical Psalm 1, Revised Standard Version

Blessed is the man who walks not in the
counsel of the wicked, nor stands in the
way of sinners, nor sits in the seat of
scoffers; but his delight is in the law of the
Lord, and on his law he meditates day and
night. He is like a tree planted by streams of
water, that yields its fruit in its season, and
its leaf does not wither. In all that he does,
he prospers. The wicked are not so, but are
like chaff which the wind drives away.
Therefore the wicked will not stand in the
judgment, nor sinners in the congregation
of the righteous; for the Lord knows the
way of the righteous, but the way of the
wicked will perish.
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