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Preface

several people have helped me over the years to formulate my ideas on how the 
dead sea scrolls might be read. it is always invidious to name names, lest some-
one important be forgotten, but i think that any book that attempts to make a 
contribution to debates about method should in some way name those who have 
been significant influences or sparring partners, so that the reader can all the 
more readily see where much of what is written in this book is coming from.

two Philips deserve a special mention. in a long-standing academic friend-
ship Philip davies has forced me to stand back from the details that have often 
interested me most to ask questions about questions; he is a master at posing 
good questions based in sound method, and many of his methodological insights 
are all the more enduring as a result. a collegial friendship of almost equal length 
with Philip alexander has challenged me from the other end of the spectrum; an 
expert philologist and reader of texts, as well as a major religious historian, in fact 
a walking encyclopedia on the Bible and its reception in both Judaism and chris-
tianity, he has challenged methodological superficiality with encouragement to 
look again at texts in context. Though it is not always apparent in the footnotes 
in what follows, i owe both of them much as i have tried to make my own way 
with the study of the dead sea scrolls and related compositions from antiquity.

The list of editors of the books and journals where many of the studies were 
first published indicates those who have invited me to make contributions of var-
ious kinds and to them all i am grateful. several of the papers in this book were 
first presented in conferences or symposia, and the numerous conversations that 
followed often sharpened and improved my thinking; my interlocutors all helped 
bring focus to what is here. Most of the essays are republished with only minor 
changes and corrections. chapter 10 is previously unpublished. chapter 13 has 
been extensively revised.

The most important and senior contemporary voice of methodological 
insight into the study of the dead sea scrolls and many other texts is that of 
carol newsom. Though i have often tried to cover topics other than those that 
she has so incisively treated, i myself and the whole field owe her much. in recent 
years i have also learned much from a somewhat less senior group of schol-
ars, whose works i admire greatly, not least for their methodological rigor and 
insight. among them are Maxine grossman, charlotte hempel, hindy najman, 
and Judith newman, to name but the most influential.

Judith newman has been encouraging in several other ways too, not least as 
the former editor of the sBl series early Judaism and its literature who commis-

-xiii-
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sioned this collection. she has also facilitated its preparation through encourag-
ing some of her own students to refine some of the details of what is written here. 
i owe a special debt of gratitude to nathalie lacoste, who has assisted with the 
overall consistency of the manuscript and compiled the concluding bibliography 
that makes a contribution of its own for those who want to think a little about 
what they are doing when they read texts. to my mind it certainly enhances the 
value of a collection like this, as do the indexes. i am grateful, too, to rodney 
Werline, the current editor of the series, for his gentle prodding and encourage-
ment. My thanks, too, to the sBl staff and hK scriptorium who have been most 
helpful, prompt, and meticulous.

other people have challenged me to articulate my ideas clearly too, especially 
my colleagues in Biblical studies at the University of Manchester: adrian curtis 
has consistently demanded common sense, todd Klutz has insisted on sensitivity 
to lexical choices and the way words work, and Peter oakes has provided ways 
for understanding how social contexts are reflected in texts. in addition to the 
conference venues where several of the chapters were first heard, the ehrhardt 
seminar at the University of Manchester has been a regular forum where many 
of my ideas have been discussed by kind colleagues, generous honorary research 
fellows, and inquisitive postgraduate students. Many audiences have listened to 
me giving either academic or popular lectures on the scrolls and have then posed 
questions that have helped me clarify what i was trying to say. My wife, Jane, and 
the family have encouraged and supported, teased and cajoled, and it is to our 
three children, Peter, david, and rachel, and their spouses, sonia, louise, and 
leon, that i dedicate this book.

 Manchester
 March 2013



introduction

This book contains a collection of my essays on how some of the dead sea scrolls 
might be read and analyzed. There was a time when the field of biblical studies 
was in the vanguard of the formation and application of innovative methodol-
ogy. over the last two generations or so, it has tended to be the case that the field 
more broadly has been a follower rather than a leader. Within the discipline of 
the study of the dead sea scrolls and its many specialist subdisciplines, this has 
been even more the case, with the study of the scrolls lagging behind in many 
ways even the study of the books of the Bible and their contexts.

The majority of members of the first generation of scholars interested in the 
dead sea scrolls focused primarily on the reading and editing of the many frag-
mentary manuscripts from the Judean wilderness. somewhat surprisingly, in my 
view, they barely kept in mind their formal training in various disciplines of 
biblical studies as they read and studied the scrolls. This was evident, most obvi-
ously, in the tendency to read history straight off the pesharim, as if that was an 
appropriate way to read texts that did not even pretend to be historiography. it 
was obvious, too, in the way that few compositions were assessed closely in terms 
of source and redaction criticism. as with many things, there were significant 
exceptions, even among first-generation scholars, but it is taking some time for 
students of the dead sea scrolls to catch up with their colleagues in biblical stud-
ies, let alone with students in other areas of the humanities and the social sci-
ences.

More recent exceptions are now there to be seen in relation to many texts. 
attention to reading strategies is evident in several publications, most notably, 
in carol newsom’s work of several kinds,1 and in both the monograph and the 
edited collection of essays by Maxine grossman,2 as well as the less innovative 
but persistent collection of studies edited by Michael t. davis and Brent strawn.3 
This volume complements those works and attempts to draw attention both to 
how the scrolls can be illuminated by various features of methodological practice 
and also to how in turn those practices can be called into question by the evi-

1. see especially c. a. newsom, The Self as Symbolic Space: Constructing Identity and 
Community at Qumran (stdJ 52; leiden: Brill, 2004).

2. M. l. grossman, Reading for History in the Damascus Document: A Methodological 
Study (stdJ 45; leiden: Brill, 2002); eadem, ed., Rediscovering the Dead Sea Scrolls: An Assess-
ment of Old and New Approaches and Methods (grand rapids: eerdmans, 2010).

3. M. t. davis and B. a. strawn, eds., Qumran Studies: New Approaches, New Questions 
(grand rapids: eerdmans, 2007).
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dence of the scrolls. nobody can be an expert across multiple approaches, and 
some of the essays in this volume suffer from my own inadequate appreciation 
of all the implications of the methods being used; nevertheless, i have concluded 
that it is better to attempt to bring the scrolls into dynamic interaction with ques-
tions and methods, both old and new, than to be confined to ever narrower spe-
cialist concerns, even though those of course serve a purpose.

The studies collected here are clearly not exhaustive of what could be said on 
method and the study of the dead sea scrolls, but they cover a range of topics, 
often with very specific agendas or worked examples. several of them concern 
my long-term grappling with issues having to do with midrash and pesher. These 
studies could have been ordered in several different ways. i hope in the short 
remarks that follow to indicate briefly why they are now ordered in the way they 
are as well as to explain one or two of the most significant features of each essay.

There is no better place to start than with the fragmentary manuscripts 
from the Judean wilderness and the compositions that they contain. all texts 
go through processes of composition and have afterlives, sometimes short, 
sometimes long. The first essay is an attempt to refocus the concern of textual 
criticism, a discipline that has commonly thought of itself as concerned almost 
exclusively with the afterlives of compositions, not least as errors creep in during 
the processes of scribal transmission. as a result, the canons of textual criticism 
have generally been formulated in relation to manuscript evidence that is many 
years, if not several centuries, distant from the production of the literary com-
position itself, and so, as a disciplined approach to manuscript data, it has com-
monly been understood to function best when largely independent from those 
literary production processes. such a distinction applies especially to canonical 
texts, not least those of Jewish and christian traditions.

The first essay is really concerned to point out the possible overlapping conti-
nuities between the processes of composition and the processes of transmission, 
and so to request a fully respected place for textual criticism among other critical 
approaches that are often more concerned with the ways texts are formed rather 
than transmitted. But there is really no clear or sharp dividing line between the 
processes of formation, production, and transmission. The essay argues that text 
critics should not shy away from asking larger literary questions. 

Just as textual criticism should be repositioned so as to contribute to the 
manuscript evidence that belongs to the transmission of texts that are of increas-
ing authority, so it is important to present a frame of reference for understanding 
how literary traditions form, develop, influence other traditions, and sometimes 
decay. Thus, in the second essay, i have attempted to indicate some of the com-
plex workings of literary traditions, especially those that seem to accrue a greater 
authority than others. This complexity is illustrated by considering several com-
positions that themselves seem to have complicated histories. in particular the 
chapter pays attention to what might be taking place in such compilations as 
1 enoch and 4 ezra as well as in some of the sectarian and nonsectarian dead 
sea scrolls. little has been written on the overarching character of tradition. The 
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second essay seeks to plug that hole, in particular by reference to the coherent 
picture of the topic that emerges when the writings and perspective of one mod-
ern scholar are described, assessed, and analyzed.

inasmuch as the study of tradition is the study of texts within the webs of 
social history, so a third essay considers how and why it is that any particular 
individual might be likely to identify with one set of traditions and interpreta-
tions of tradition rather than another set. in this study some aspects of deviance 
theory, as developed in the social sciences, are used to describe and explain how 
any individual might make the transition from a more common or general atti-
tude to authoritative scriptural texts within widely accepted social norms toward 
a particular or deviant reading of those same texts. although commonly con-
cerned with contemporary social contexts, the application of deviance theory 
enables one to see how individuals, often but not always members of elite groups, 
come to locate themselves in a particular way in relation to a variety of traditions. 
it is suggested that a web of social interactions are as important as any particu-
larly convincing interpretation of an authoritative scriptural tradition.

Three essays then develop the idea that traditions can be molded to appeal 
to various audiences for a wide range of reasons. deviance theory might help to 
describe and explain how and why a particular reader comes to identify with a 
certain tradition and its interpretation. however, another set of ideas can be used 
to understand some of the processes that are inherent in the transmission and 
development of literary traditions that are based on earlier authoritative texts 
and use that authority for their own purposes. chapter 4 considers the role of 
memory in the transferral of tradition. not much has been done from this per-
spective on the composition of the dead sea scrolls. The concern of this chapter 
is to underline how both individual scribal memory and also some sense of col-
lective memory play significant roles in such transmission. individual scribes use 
their memories in the transmission process, a factor that sometimes lies behind 
the emergence of some variant readings, but they also pay attention to wider 
issues of cultural memory as they contribute to the creative adaptation of those 
compositions on which they work for their own contemporary purposes. The 
understanding of collective memory as applied to a range of texts in antiquity 
can also be used to provide some focus concerning why there are certain devel-
opments, even embellishments, in the increasing textualization of tradition, and 
that sometimes those embellishments deliberately distort the tradition. in addi-
tion, observations can be made on how and why various institutions use selected 
traditions to bolster their authority, and on why some aspects of cultural tradi-
tion are sometimes forgotten, often perhaps deliberately.

Many factors come into play as those responsible for their composition 
develop texts that will pay attention to the traditions to which they belong and 
yet make them contemporary and relevant for a new audience, so that new read-
ers are encouraged to think that it is those they leave behind who are deviant, 
not they themselves. so the essay that is chapter 5 grapples with the complicated 
matter of how authors and editors come to construct new compositions that are 
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closely based on earlier authoritative models. With the notion of literary hyper-
textuality it is possible to recognize in several of the “parabiblical” compositions 
that survive from second temple times an intense set of concerns that both 
respect the integrity and authority of the textual tradition that is being reworked 
and rely on that integrity and authority to move the tradition into a new phase, 
sometimes both in time and place.

The use of the notion of hypertextuality moves the methodological discus-
sion of this collection of essays toward consideration of the more explicit ways in 
which literary compositions are created, assembled, and edited. Much of the con-
sideration of the role of memory and of the notion of hypertextuality is related 
to the so-called rewritten or reworked compositions in which the use of earlier 
authoritative tradition is generally implicit. in chapter 6 the explicit and implicit 
uses of literary echoes from the past are the focus of a study on hierarchies within 
intertextuality. intertextuality as literary process has been applied in some areas 
beyond its own usefulness, but if attention is paid to the specifics of citation and 
allusion, then a case can be made for its methodological retention and application 
in two respects. on the one hand, it is often possible in Jewish compositions of 
the second temple period to identify earlier texts that are cited or alluded to by a 
subsequent author. simply listing citations and allusions is worthy in itself as an 
indication of what kinds of tradition an author or editor or scriptural interpreter 
wishes to identify with. But, on the other hand, it is often possible to say more 
about how such intertexts are being used, since some will appear to have greater 
authority than others. sometimes such greater authority is visible in the way a 
single intertextual pericope can be used several times by a later author, perhaps 
with a structural purpose in mind or so as to form a thread upon which the beads 
of other less significant intertexts can be threaded.

in all this it is always necessary for scholars to consider carefully what labels 
will best describe not only the literary objects that they are studying but also the 
processes through which they attempt to identify and control their own subjec-
tive readings. chapter 7 considers the specific terms pesher and midrash. Both 
terms evidently have a technical role in at least some of the literary compositions 
in which they are used. in order to appreciate their specific uses, it is necessary 
to ensure that the terms are placed both within a suitable trajectory of early Jew-
ish traditions and also within a wider map of semitic philology. as this is done 
and the sources for comparison are assembled, so a range of choices have to be 
made about which comparative materials should be given priority. For exam-
ple, is it more suitable to prioritize akkadian or aramaic evidence for the better 
appreciation of the term pesher, and what might a decision for one or the other 
say about the likely settings that might inform scriptural interpretation? or, in 
relation to the term midrash, is it more appropriate to work forward from scrip-
tural materials that might have a range of meanings concerning “explanation” 
or “interrogation,” or to work back from subsequent sources and understand the 
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term as meaning something like “study”? Whatever the case, modern readers 
need to be sensitive to how they construct meaning.

chapter 8 follows on elegantly from the semantic discussion of pesher and 
midrash. it is an essay that considers what advantages might be had from applying 
to the same categories what some literary theorists have to say about genre, since 
the terms are often taken in context as describing some kind of interpretative 
processes but then are used in a more general fashion of the genres of interpreta-
tive literature in which they occur. This is problematic, and the chapter attempts 
to move the discussion forward by analyzing the nature of the problem. For the 
understanding of genre to be salient, the literary corpus that supposedly defines 
it needs to be delimited while also being open to the addition of new members 
that both cause a redefinition and indicate that all genres have porous bound-
aries; there are few, if any, pure examples of texts, not least because all genres 
evolve and such evolution introduces instability into generic definition. Perhaps 
one should begin with a single composition and look for comparable texts or per-
haps one should begin with a much larger corpus of compositions that all share 
an agenda of being concerned with the interpretation of authoritative traditions. 
if the latter option is the case, which seems reasonable to me, then pesher compo-
sitions certainly need to be set in a much larger framework of interpretative texts, 
such as might include the so-called rewritten scriptures in which the interpreta-
tion is largely implicit, so that the significant elements of explicit interpretation 
become all the clearer. From the broader perspective it then becomes possible to 
identify aspects of form, content, setting, and function each of which can reflect 
particular matters of authorial intention, historical or literary contexts, the text 
as artefact, or the likely assumptions of first readers. in all this, cross-cultural 
analogies can be of assistance too, just as with lexical definitions.

two essays then consider features of the functions of texts that have gener-
ally been overlooked. one aspect of the function of a text concerns the places 
where it is or might be used. in chapter 9 i have asked a basic question of the 
explicit running commentaries from caves 1 and 4 at Qumran, which seem to 
reflect the views of the group at least part of which lived and worked at Qumran 
itself. The question concerns whether any of those running commentaries reflect 
in any way the spaces where they might have been used for various didactic pur-
poses. it seems to me to be worth considering, for those and other compositions, 
whether the particular places and spaces where the texts were read influenced the 
content of the interpretation in any way, as preachers might refer to the buildings 
where they are performing, or influenced the dynamics of the performance and 
its reception in any discernible way. What size of room was used? how was the 
seating for teachers and students arranged? can the texts be linked in any mean-
ingful way to the site where some of them might have been composed, taught, 
edited, copied, and transmitted? in fact little or no local information of direct 
influence can be discovered in these compositions. This gives rise to a further set 
of considerations concerning the absence of such contextual reference, and more 
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importantly it allows the modern reader to speak more clearly about what spatial 
features are indeed to be found in the texts. in many ways the continuous run-
ning commentaries encourage their students to conceptualize place and space 
as having to do with things other than where they study; the study of the com-
mentaries from the perspective of space enables the modern reader to perceive 
how those texts point their students beyond their immediate circumstances. all 
this is important for those who would read such continuous pesharim as chiefly 
concerned with the historical circumstances of the teacher of righteousness and 
his flight to Qumran.

in chapter 10 i have asked a rather different set of questions about the func-
tion of the continuous running pesharim, questions that have implications for 
the understanding of several other sectarian compositions too. in this previously 
unpublished chapter i have attempted a psycho-dynamic reading of the exegesis 
in the pesharim. Building on common agreements about the date, form, struc-
ture, genre, and language of the pesharim, i move to consider other aspects of 
these interpretative compositions. First, i discuss how they overcome the experi-
ence of the silence of god, perhaps even a sense of divine abandonment, in their 
understanding of the ongoing processes of prophecy. interpretation not only 
releases the meaning of earlier prophetic texts, but it also has a prophetic charac-
ter itself, since it claims to be conveying the secrets of the texts being interpreted, 
secrets that cannot be read off the surface of the earlier prophetic oracles. second, 
the ambivalent attitude to Jerusalem and the temple is, on the one hand, a strong 
description of all that seems to be wrong with other Jews and their handling of 
the tradition, but it is also, on the other hand, the locus of eschatological hope, 
of restoration and the reestablishment of security. The melancholic experience of 
abuse and abandonment is overcome in part at least through the interpretation 
of the same prophetic texts that describe the destruction of the maternal Jerusa-
lem and its temple. Third, the human participants in the drama, the sectarians 
themselves, are full of self-justification in order that in the construction of an 
alternative view of the world there is a self-understanding that is full of strategies 
for coping with disenfranchisement.

The literary compositions from the eleven caves at and near Qumran con-
stantly cause modern readers to think again about the categories they use to 
describe and analyze them. While there has been some considerable debate 
around the notions of apocalypse, wisdom, prophecy, and liturgy, there has been 
little observation about the place of history in the compositions found in the 
Qumran scrolls. chapters 11 and 12 address issues of historiography. in chap-
ter 11 i have attempted to describe something of the variety of historiographies 
apparent in both the sectarian and the nonsectarian scrolls; it soon becomes 
apparent that the events of the past are engaged in many ways, but not in any 
extensive fashion that attempts to fill out a linear political history of the centuries 
immediately preceding the establishment of the sect at some time in the second 
century b.c.e. There are alternative ways of constructing time and of appreciat-
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ing the moment for which the elect have been chosen. chapter 12 is an attempt 
to expose and expound the assumptions that lie behind the use of the label “his-
torical” to describe both the contents and the genre of a small group of composi-
tions found in the Qumran caves. it soon becomes clear that modern scholars 
have used and abused the label, imposing a twin set of assumptions on highly 
fragmentary textual remains. The first assumption is that the label “history” is 
particularly suitable for people and events arranged in a linear fashion; the sec-
ond is that the term can be readily applied to those people and events that are 
seen as elite or pivotal. Both those assumptions can be challenged when the few 
fragmentary texts that have been assigned the label are set in a broader historio-
graphical context.

a final essay pays particular attention to the way that the dead sea scrolls 
contribute to, complicate, and qualify the role of the theological reading of the 
Bible as a whole, especially the old testament as a complete unit, about which 
more theologies have been constructed than for the hebrew Bible as such. The 
discipline exercised by old testament theologians commonly works with an 
assumption that it is finely controlled by historical considerations. Those con-
siderations are grounded in historical exegesis that has been characteristic of the 
last two hundred and fifty years or more in the West and are all to do with the 
formation of textual traditions, usually many centuries before certain text forms 
of those traditions became authoritative or canonical. Upon such considerations 
an edifice is built that seeks to identify the coherence of the collection of com-
positions that form a scriptural canon. But the scrolls from the eleven caves at 
and near Qumran show clearly that what is now contained in the Masoretic text 
has had a very long compositional and editorial history. it might be possible to 
describe the developing theological views of any one biblical book as it is passed 
on in the second temple period, but the construction of a theology for the old 
testament as a whole is really possible only as a canonical exercise for a later time.

These essays thus cover a range of topics from textual criticism to the writ-
ing of theologies. on the way, there is considerable attention to how texts come to 
be composed and to the traditions that they re-present. There is consideration of 
several different aspects of genre, especially matters to do with generic labels and 
the place of function in appreciating genres. There is also much attention to the 
readers and writers of the sectarian commentaries. it is the multiple references 
to the various forms of scriptural interpretation in the sectarian and quasi-sec-
tarian literature that give some overall coherence to this collection of essays and 
that also indicate that there are still many methodological questions to be asked 
of those and other sectarian texts for their better understanding. 




