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Overview of the Course
1. Discoveries in the Dead Sea. What are the scrolls?  Pre-1947 find stories. Finds, figures and 
characters from 1947-1952. Translating and publishing the scrolls. The scrolls and the State of Israel.

2. Assembling, Appending and Retelling: The Dead Sea Scrolls and the Bible. What is the 
relationship of the scrolls to biblical scholarship? The Hebrew Bible canon.  Second Temple Texts and 
Genres: Rewritten bible and pesher.

3. Remarkable Beyond all the Other Tribes: The Essene Community of the Scrolls. Khirbet Qumran. 
Essene lifestyle, beliefs and observance.  Data from contemporary sources. Place within Second 
Temple Judaism. Evidence for the Essene hypothesis.

4. Angels, Demons, Prayer and Praise: The Dead Sea Scrolls and Jewish Life. Second Temple 
apocalypticism. Messianic expectations. Fate and free will. Revelation and the interior life.  The 
worship life of the Essene community.

5. Mysteries, Secrets and Lies: Controversies of the Scrolls. The scrolls and Early Christianity. Legends 
and conspiracies.  Thefts, fakes and forgeries. Possession, cultural patrimony and identity politics.  
The scrolls in the 21st century.



In Today’s Session
1. The Dead Sea Scrolls: Lost

2. What are the Dead Sea Scrolls?

3. The Dead Sea Scrolls: Found



The Dead Sea Scrolls: 
Lost





A Last Minute Decision?

● In 70 CE, the Jewish War has been raging for 3 years. Jewish rebels 
have taken refuge in the region of the Dead Sea and the Romans are 
pursuing them.

● Alone in the desert north of En Gedi, a community of 50-100 men, 
celibate, lives a life of prayer and anticipation of the coming war 
between darkness and light…  Is their expectation now becoming a 
reality?

● War is on the horizon. Hastily the group relocates its prized 
possession, a library of hundreds of parchment scrolls, into caves up 
in the hills…

● And never returns for them.



The First Jewish War
● In 66 CE, disagreements between the 

Jerusalem community and the 
Roman government, already at odds, 
breaks out into violence

● Roman governor Gessius Florus
responds by plundering the Second 
Temple; conflicting Jewish groups 
unite and declare independence

● Romans lay siege to Jerusalem and, in 
70 CE, sack it and destroy the Second 
Temple

● The war continues in the north and in 
the desert, culminating at Masada in 
73 CE



The Late Second Temple World
● Centuries after Alexander the Great, 

Judea is fully integrated into Hellenistic 
world

● Large Greek-speaking diaspora in Asia 
Minor, Egypt

● Jewish self-rule (Maccabean kings) 
gives way to Herodian dynasty and 
then direct rule by a Roman governor

● Second Temple is operating, well-
supported by Jews around the world, 
renovated by Herod the Great

● Period of rapidly developing 
technology, literacy, internationalism, 
new ideas



The Late Second 
Temple World
● Torah and prophetic books have taken their 

final shape; other writings (Ether, Daniel) still 
emerging

● Widespread feelings of nationalism, nostalgia 
and an increasing concern for personal piety 
and religiosity

● Broad agreement about the necessity of 
following the Torah, but what does that 
mean?

● Disputes about
○ Fate and Free Will
○ Life after Death
○ Body and Ritual Purity
○ Messianism/Apocalypticism



Jewish Groups of the 
Late Second Temple Period

Sadducees Pharisees Zealots Jesus MovementEssenes



The Essenes

For three forms of philosophy are pursued among the Judeans: the members of 
one are Pharisees, of another Sadducees, and the third [school], who certainly 
are reputed to cultivate seriousness, are called Essenes; although Judeans by 
ancestry, they are even more mutually affectionate than the others. Whereas 
these men shun the pleasures as vice, they consider self-control and not 
succumbing to the passions virtue. And although there is among them a disdain 
for marriage, adopting the children of outsiders while they are still malleable 
enough for the lessons they regard them as family and instill in them their 
principles of character: without doing away with marriage or the succession 
resulting from it, they nevertheless protect themselves from the wanton ways of 
women, having been persuaded that none of them preserves her faithfulness to 
one man. Josephus, Jewish War 8



Khirbet Qumran

On the west side of the Dead Sea, but out of range of the noxious exhalations of the 
coast, is the solitary tribe of the Essenes which is remarkable beyond all the other 
tribes of the whole world as it has no women and has renounced all sexual desire, has 
no money, and has only palm trees for company. Day by day the throng of refugees is 
recruited to an equal number by numerous accessions of persons tired of life and 
driven there by the waves of fortune to adopt their manners. Thus, through thousands 
of ages (incredible to relate) a race in which no one is born lives on forever- so prolific 
for their advantage is other men’s weariness of life!  Lying below the Essenes was 
formerly the town of Engedi, second only to Jerusalem in the fertility of its land and in 
its groves of palm trees, but now like Jerusalem a heap of ashes. Next comes Masada, 
a fortress on a rock, itself also not far from the Dead Sea. This is the limit of Judaea.  
Pliny, Natural History 5







Khirbet Qumran
● “Monastery”-like complex on 

plateau between sea and 
Judean mountains

● Supported a community of 50-
100 people

● Cemetery of 100+ male burials
● Built 100s BCE; Destroyed ~70 

CE
● Surrounded by limestone cliffs 

riddled with caves
● Headquarters of the Essene 

movement



Qumran 
Caves
● Hundreds have been surveyed 

within 4 km of Khirbet Qumran
● Closest is only 200 m from site
● Some only accessible through the 

Qumran monastery complex
● Scrolls found in 12 of the caves
● Pottery, leathergoods and human 

remains from the Second Temple 
period also found



What are the Dead Sea Scrolls?



What are the Dead Sea Scrolls?
● Whole documents or fragments of 

950+ manuscripts
● Written from about 200 BCE to 50 

CE
● Mostly in Hebrew, many in Aramaic, 

some in Greek
● Charcoal ink on parchment (sheep, 

goat, gazelle)
● Extremely high quality, ‘archival’ 

manuscripts and handwriting
● Evidence that some skins were 

produced on site





Composition of 
the Scrolls

● 25-30% biblical manuscripts
○ Every biblical book except 

Esther is represented
● 15-20% known Second Temple-

period writings (Enoch, Jubilees, 
etc.)

● Remaining 50% are sectarian 
works of the Qumran 
community
○ Rewritten Bible
○ Interpretation
○ Community Rules and 

Compositions
○ Miscelania (Copper Scroll)



Why the Scrolls 
Matter?
● By far the earliest manuscripts 

we have of all three divisions of 
the Tanakh - Torah, Prophets 
and Writings

● Numerous other early Jewish 
writings previously known only 
in Christian translations or 
quotations

● Rich window into the religious 
life of the late Second Temple 
world that gives birth to both 
Rabbinic Judaism and early 
Christianity



The Dead Sea Scrolls:
Found



The First Discovery (1947)

At some point rather early in the spring of 1947, a Bedouin boy called Muhammed the 
Wolf was minding some goats near a cliff on the western shore of the Dead Sea. 
Climbing up after one that had strayed, he noticed a cave that he had not seen before, 
and he idly threw a stone into it. There was an unfamiliar sound of breakage. The boy 
was frightened and ran away. But he later came back with another boy, and together 
they explored the cave. Inside were several tall clay jars, among fragments of other 
jars. They took off the bowl-like lids; a very bad smell arose; this turned out to arise 
from dark, oblong lumps which were found in all of the jars. When they got these 
lumps out of the cave, they saw they were wrapped up in lengths of linen and coated 
with a black layer of what seemed to be pitch or wax. They unrolled them and found 
long manuscripts, inscribed in parallel columns on thin sheets that had been sewn 
together. Though these manuscripts had faded and crumbled in places, they were in 
general remarkably clear. The character, they saw, was not Arabic. They wondered at 
the scrolls and kept them, carrying them along when they went. (New Yorker, 5/6/1955)



The First Discovery (1947)

● The boys bring the four scrolls to an antiquities dealer in Bethlehem, who 
considers them to be forgeries.  They approach another dealer,  Khalil Eskander 
Shahin (Kando), who shows interest and tells them to go back to the cave to see if 
there are more.  They go back and find three additional scrolls.  They return to 
Kando and sell him the first four scrolls for $4, then go to another antiquities 
dealer Sahili, who buys the other three.

● Kando (with the four scrolls) has a Syrian Christian friend in Jerusalem who thinks 
that his Bishop, Athanasius Yeshue Samuel might be interested.  Kando sells his 
four scrolls to the Bishop for $64.

● Bishop Athanasius contacts John Trevor, President of the American Schools of 
Oriental Research (ASOR), and delivers the scrolls to him for evaluation.  Trevor 
opens the first, recognizes it as the Book of Isaiah, sees that it is written in an 
ancient script and considers it unique, perhaps the oldest existing manuscript of a 
biblical book.  He photographs the four scrolls and send the photos to biblical 
scholar W. F. Albright in Boston, who recognizes them as a significant 
archaeological find.



The First Discovery (1947)

● Meanwhile, Hebrew University Professor Eliezer Sukenik hears that 
Sahili has the three other scrolls and sneaks across the British 
partition line from Jerusalem to Bethlehem to see them.  He 
immediately recognizes the scrolls as ancient Hebrew Scriptures 
and purchases them.

My hands shook as I started to unwrap one of them. I read a few 
sentences. It was written in beautiful biblical Hebrew. The language 
was like that of the Psalms, but the text was unknown to me. I 
looked and looked, and I suddenly had the feeling that I was 
privileged by destiny to gaze upon a Hebrew Scroll which had not 
been read for more than 2,000 years. (Eliezer Sukenik)



A Turbulent Year



● In 1954, Bishop Samuel puts his 
scrolls up for sale in the US

● Archaeologist, IDF chief of staff and 
son of Sukenik Yigal Yadin buys the 
scrolls on behalf of the State of Israel 
for $250,000

● Mossad agents visit Kando and 
‘coerce’ him into selling the 
remaining scrolls in his possession

● Both of these acts are widely 
believed to be ruses to provide 
political cover for continued 
cooperation among players from 
warring communities

● Hebrew University scholars publish 
the materials within their possession.

On the Israeli Side: 
The Seven Original Scrolls



● In 1949, the Jordanian Department of Antiquities 
led by Gerald Lancaster Harding and Roland de 
Vaux undertake the first excavation of Cave 1.  

● Two years later (1951), de Vaux, a team from ASOR 
(American Schools of Oriental Research) and 
Bedouins excavate the village of Qumran.

● From 1951-1956, 10 other caves are discovered by 
de Vaux and his teams.

● From 1951-1957, all the scrolls and fragments are 
transferred to the Palestinian Archeological 
Museum (Rockefeller Museum) in East 
Jerusalem (Jordan).

On the Jordanian Side: 
ASOR Excavations



● Between 1952-1967, the scrolls and scroll 
fragments are assembled, studied and 
translated, by a small international team 
of 8 scholars, led by de Vaux.  These 
scholars kept the scrolls from the rest of 
the scholarly world.  

● In 1967, after the Seven Days War, the 
entire collection comes under the 
control of the Israelis and is moved to 
West Jerusalem.  

● Still the same 8-person team continues 
to exert tight control, until during the 
1980’s, under intense international 
pressure, the scrolls are increasingly 
made available to the broader 
international academic community.

On the Jordanian Side: ASOR Excavations





The Beginnings of a 
Conspiracy Theory
● The Rockafeller team continues to hold the 

materials closely into the 70s/80s
● Photographic plates of the fragments are 

archived at a university library in the US, and are 
not subject to US copyright laws

● Hershel Shanks from Biblical Archaeology 
Review arranges to have photographic plates 
published

● But not before a whole range of conspiracy 
theories surrounding the scrolls had emerged
○ De Vaux’s connections with the Catholic 

church become merged with other popular 
Vatican conspiracy theories of the 70s-80s…



The Dead Sea Scrolls Today

● 950+ manuscripts
● 15,000+ fragments
● Almost all reside in the ‘Shrine of 

the Book’ at the Israel Museum in 
Jerusalem

● Copper Scroll, other pieces still 
held by National Museum in 
Amman

● New technology being used to 
computer match fragments and 
read invisible texts



Extras



תֵא ,םיִה.ֱאאָרָּב ,תיִׁשאֵרְּב
ץֶרָאָהתְֵאו ,ִםיַמָּׁשַה
 ,ּוֹהָבוּוֹהתהְָתיָה ,ץֶרָאְָהו
ַחּוְרו ;םֹוהְתֵינְּפ-לַע ,>ֶֹׁשְחו

ִםיָּמַהֵינְּפ-לַעתֶפֶחַרְמ ,םיִה.ֱא
In the beginning God created 
the heaven and the earth. 
Now the earth was unformed 
and void, and darkness was 
upon the face of the deep; 
and the spirit of God hovered 
over the face of the waters.



Pre-Modern Discoveries

On Origen’s translation of the Psalms:

In his days, as I said before, the books of the 
Fifth edition were found in large jars in 
Jericho having been hidden with other 
Hebrew and Greek books…. In the midst of 
these years [Alexander, the son of Mamaia; 
218–222], the Sixth publication was found and 
it had been hidden in jars in Nicopolis, the 
one near Actia. (Epiphanius Mens. 18; 4th 
century CE)

We have learnt from certain Jews who are 
worthy of credence, who have recently been 
converted to Christianity, that ten years ago 
some books were discovered in the vicinity of 
Jericho, in a cave-dwelling in the mountain. 
They say that the dog of an Arab who was 
hunting game went into a cleft after an 
animal and did not come out; his owner then 
went in after him and found a chamber 
inside the mountain containing many books. 
The huntsman went to Jerusalem and 
reported this to some Jews. A lot of people set 
off and arrived there; they found books of the 
Old Testament, and, apart from that, other 
books in Hebrew script. (Letter of Syrian 
Patriarch Timothy I, 9th century CE)


