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Chapter 1
The Dead Sea Scrolls as
cultural icon

Many people have heard of the Dead Sea Scrolls, but few know
what they are or the significance they have for our understanding
of the Old Testament or Hebrew Bible, ancient Judaism, and the
origins of Christianity. Since their discovery in 1947, and
especially from 1991 when all the remaining, unedited scrolls
were released to the world at large, there has been a surge of
publications, ranging from the popular to the technical. The
technical works are inaccessible to most people apart from
specialists, and the popular books vary in quality, from the
sensational blockbusters (often involving a Vatican conspiracy
theory) to the sound and reliable.

In this Very Short Introduction to the Dead Sea Scrolls, T will
discuss the discovery, the controversies and personalities involved
in the scholarly debates, the legal actions, the politics, and the
vested religious interests. Moreover, I will introduce traditional
and specialist studies of Jewish history and thought between

200 BCE and 70 CE, the archaeology of the Khirbet Qumran
(the area where the scrolls were discovered), palaeography
(‘study of old handwriting’), textual criticism, philology, linguistics,
and ancient biblical exegeses. There will also be a discussion of
the most recent scientific techniques, often neglected by
introductory textbooks. In keeping with the aims of this series,
the treatment of each topic will necessarily be brief and selective;



zﬁf.\,

The Dead Sea Scrolls

the intention is to whet your appetite and to pique your interest
rather than to provide a comprehensive introduction to the Dead
Sea Scrolls.

A newspaper headline in The Independent on 12 November 2004
read ‘Afghanistan wants its “Dead Sea Scrolls of Buddhism” back
from UK. The article, written by Nick Meo, reported that Dr
Sahyeed Rahneen, the Minister for Culture and Information of
Afghanistan, was attempting to restore the collection of the Kabul
Museum and would be formally requesting the return of the
Kharosti scrolls from the British government. The Kabul Museum
had been ransacked during the war that ousted the Taliban
government and the collection of sixty fragments of scrolls, written
on birch bark and in the ancient script of Kharosti, disappeared into
the antiquities market before resurfacing at the British Library in
1994 (Figure 1).

Notable is the way the newspaper headline used ‘the Dead Sea
Scrolls’ to signify a collection of ancient manuscript finds. The
Kharosti texts are Buddhist scrolls dating to the 1st century CE and
have no historical connection to Judaism. They are significant for
the study of the early development of Buddhism and the search for
the historical Buddha. The comparison, suggested by the staff of the
British Library, was intended to underscore their great antiquity
and importance. The peculiar usage of the name in a national
newspaper is evidence that the Dead Sea Scrolls have taken on a
symbolic status. They are no longer just the scrolls of a Jewish sect

Buddhist ‘Dead Sea Scrolls’
uncovered by British Library

BY DALYA ALBERGE, ARTS CORRESPONDENT

1. A newspaper headline in The Times on 6 June 1996 using the ‘Dead
Sea Scrolls’ symbolically to represent ancient and important
discoveries



that lived by the Dead Sea, but represent any important discovery of
ancient manuscripts.

In transcending, so to speak, the historical context of Second
Temple Judaism (515 BCE to 70 CE), the Dead Sea Scrolls have
become a cultural icon. Popular fiction, such as the bestseller The
Da Vinci Code by Dan Brown, peppers its narrative with references
to them in order to add intrigue and mystery to the story. Or again,
in an earlier novel called The Mandelbaum Gate, published in 1965
by Muriel Spark, the well-known author of The Prime of Miss Jean
Brodie, the fiancé of the main character works as an archaeologist
excavating Khirbet Qumran. How did the scrolls become so
popular?

The media and the scrolls

The reasons for the popularity of the Dead Sea Scrolls are not far to
find. From their initial discovery by two Bedouin shepherds in 1947
to the ‘battle for the scrolls’ in the late 1980s and early 1990s, the
media have always been involved in reporting the finds, the politics,
the personalities, and the academic squabbles, to an interested
public. Some of the reporting trades on sensationalism, with or
without the backing of one or more academics; other reports offer
sound coverage of the latest developments in scrolls research; and
there is, moreover, a whole range of other types of publicity between
these poles. In any case, the involvement of the media -
newspapers, television, and radio — have ensured that the public,
especially in the United Kingdom, United States, Canada, and
Australia, would have read or heard about the Dead Sea Scrolls.

Early in my own academic career, I experienced first hand the role
the media played in popularizing the scrolls. In 1991, I had just
finished my doctorate on the scrolls in Oxford and had become the
Kennicott Hebrew Fellow at the Oriental Institute. It was during
that time that access was being sought to the remaining unedited
scrolls from Cave 4, in what has been described as ‘the battle for the
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