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What Ancient Scrolls Teach Us about the Torah’s Formation
Examining ancient Egyptian papyri, as well as scrolls from animal skins in Levantine sites such as Deir Alla and Qumran, highlights how scribes would add text to preexisting scrolls and showcases the limited size of scrolls intended for regular use.
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Papyrus Chester Beatty I ca. 1160 B.C.E. (verso, cropped). The Hieratic scroll includes the contendings of Horus and Seth on the recto, and on the verso, an encomium to Rameses V, a hymn to Amun, a record of the sale of a bull and other business matters.
When trying to understand how biblical texts were produced, Bible scholars have long been influenced by the publication media familiar to them. For instance, the first generations of source-critical scholars in the 19th century focused on the idea that the Pentateuch may have begun as independent texts which were then combined by an editor acting as a modern publisher to produce a unified document.
In the mid-twentieth century, the possibility that the Pentateuchal stories have oral traditions at their core took strong hold among Bible scholars. This approach was inspired by how historians understood the transmission-history of Icelandic and other European cycles of oral traditions.
Over the past few decades, an older idea that Pentateuchal texts were formed through the accretion of layer upon layer of scribal supplements (now often termed “redactions”), has become extremely popular. The increased popularity of this model in recent times may result from the fact that this model of multi-layer revision of an existing text is reminiscent of the mechanics of contemporary computer word-processing, where an author, or multiple authors, can add new materials to an otherwise unchanged earlier computer file.
Each model illuminates important aspects of the literary development of the Pentateuch and other biblical books. Nevertheless, I would suggest that we need to look at a more ancient set of data, specifically the material dimension of ancient reading and writing.
Biblical Scrolls
Ancient Israelites and their neighbors utilized multiple media for writing, depending on the type of composition. Pottery sherds were used for letters and other sorts of compact records and exercises, and writing boards were used to record somewhat larger texts, at least temporarily.[1] In contrast, scrolls, whether made of papyrus reeds or of treated leather skins, provided a larger writing surface on which longer texts could be written.
Some previous scholars, such as Lajos (Ludwig) Blau (1861–1936) and Menahem Haran (1924–2015), tried to think through the implications of writing specifically on scrolls. These early studies, however, focused primarily on limited data found in the Bible itself and rabbinic literature.[2]
[bookmark: _ftnref3]Archaeological finds, however, offer another important entry point to this discussion. We now have a wealth of information from scholarship on existing, preserved scrolls from Egypt (Hieratic, Demotic, Jewish-Aramaic, early Greco-Roman literary scrolls), Levantine sites like Deir ʿAlla, and the scrolls found near the Dead Sea. These documents bear directly on questions regarding the composition history of biblical texts. We will look at two of these implications below.[3]
Revision by Extension
[bookmark: _ftnref4]Adding new material to the end of a composition on a scroll—a phenomenon I call “revision by extension”[4]—is easy to execute, and is well-attested in ancient examples. In Egypt, we see the example of Papyrus Chester Beatty I, where a scribe (or scribes) successively added unrelated texts to the same scroll over time; the scribe probably didn’t own these scrolls, so he copied them from an archive onto the blank part of the papyrus he owned.[5] We must remember that both papyrus and parchment were expensive and required extensive treatment before they could be written on, and thus scribes preferred to use whatever blank space they had before attempting to acquire new scrolls. Revision by extension was also used for adding addenda to the main text.[6]
The inscription of this and other papyrus scrolls started on the “recto” side of the scroll, where the fibers run parallel to the text. If someone wanted to add text to such a scroll, they would continue until they filled the recto, and then turn it over and write on the “verso” side.
[bookmark: _ftnref7]We can see the same process in Qumran scrolls, although writing on the verso was more difficult for scrolls made from processed animal skins (an early form of parchment).[7] These were typically inscribed on the formerly hairy side of the skin, while the flesh side was rarely written on, as the writing would not come out well. With papyrus, however, the option to write on the other side was utilized when necessary.
Biblical Examples: The Addendum to Leviticus
Leviticus 27 provides a good illustration of revision by extension in a biblical text that originally ended with Leviticus 26, a chapter consisting of blessings and punishments (26:1–38) followed by a final set of promises regarding YHWH’s ongoing commitment to those that remain in exile (26:39–45).[8] This makes sense as the ending to the book, and the chapter’s final verse then affirms that all of the recorded laws were given by YHWH to Israel through Moses at Mount Sinai:
ויקרא כו:מו אֵלֶּה הַחֻקִּים וְהַמִּשְׁפָּטִים וְהַתּוֹרֹת אֲשֶׁר נָתַן יְ־הוָה בֵּינוֹ וּבֵין בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל בְּהַר סִינַי בְּיַד מֹשֶׁה.
 
Lev 26:46 These are the decrees, laws and teaching which YHWH set between him and the Israelites at Mount Sinai by the hand of Moses.

After this apparent conclusion, Leviticus 27 introduces a new speech report of YHWH to Moses (Lev 27:1) וַיְדַבֵּר יְ־הוָה אֶל מֹשֶׁה לֵּאמֹר “And YHWH spoke to Moses,” with a command for him to speak to the Israelites (Lev 27:2a) דַּבֵּר אֶל בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל וְאָמַרְתָּ אֲלֵהֶם “Speak to the Israelites and say to them,” and deliver a detailed set of instructions on how several specific sorts of vows can be discharged (Lev 27:2b–33).
As has long been recognized by scholars, this set of laws represents a new, distinct body of material added to the rest of the book.[9] Apparently, the author of these materials wanted to make clear that these instructions, like those in Leviticus 1–26, belonged to the legislation given by Moses to the Israelites at Mount Sinai. So, he concluded this chapter with a resumptive repetition (Wiederaufnahme),[10] restating the conclusion to Leviticus 26:
ויקרא כז:לד אֵלֶּה הַמִּצְוֹת אֲשֶׁר צִוָּה יְ־הוָה אֶת מֹשֶׁה אֶל בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל בְּהַר סִינָי.
 
Lev 27:34 These are the commandments which YHWH commanded Moses at Mount Sinai for the Israelites.

Other Examples
Several other biblical texts have additions or appendices with are examples of revision by extension:
Judges 17–21; Following the stories of Israel’s judges is an appendix with two stories framed by the phrase “in those days there was no king in Israel.”
Numbers 33–36; Following the narrative about Gad, Reuben and part of Manasseh settling the Transjordan, Numbers has four chapters of addenda, including an itinerary list, and various laws dealing with geography and inheritance.
2 Samuel 21–24; Following the story of Sheba’s rebellion and how it was quelled, Samuel ends with several stories, poems, and lists relevant to an earlier period in David’s career.
Psalm 151 (Greek tradition)/Psalms 151–155 (Syriac Psalters); Psalm 150 is a clear ending psalm, listing the musical instruments that are to accompany the recitation of hymns. Some traditions add extra psalms after this.
Jeremiah 52 (MT); at the end of MT Jeremiah, a section is copied from the book of Kings (2 Kgs 24:18–25:30) describing the destruction of Jerusalem, thereby showing the fulfillment of his prophecy of doom.
Isaiah 36–39; At the end of the early section of Isaiah, attributed to the 8th century prophet of that name, three chapters from the book of Kings appear, which narrate this period of time, including some of Isaiah’s actions (2 Kgs 18–20). This is now followed by the work of a different prophet, Deutero-Isaiah (beginning in chapter 40), which describes the early Persian period, but the original scroll first ended with some form of ch. 35, to which this addendum was added.
Non-biblical scrolls feature similar examples, such as
Papyrus Amherst 63 includes the Egyptian Tale of Two Brothers on the last few columns (columns xviii–xxiii).[11]
The Qumran Community Rule; different editions of this text offer different endings.[12]
Scholars have long agreed on the secondary character of these materials. What many have not recognized is the way this sort of revision by extension is particularly characteristic of scroll media. In other words, these evident additions to the ends of Leviticus and multiple other biblical and other ancient books are reflections of the fact that these compositions were inscribed on a certain sort of ancient media: scrolls, which allowed for the easy use of revision through extension.
Scroll Length and Capacity
Theoretically scrolls could be made to virtually any length, and we have at least one example from ancient Egypt, the Harris scroll, that is over forty meters long. This huge scroll contains a copy of the “Book of the Dead,” a collection of mortuary spells that was intended to be buried and read by the gods, not for living human beings who would actually open the text and use it.
Many wide and long scrolls in Egypt contain administrative records; their large format allowed for the recording of a maximum number of transactions. Such administrative scrolls were too unwieldy for any kind of regular reading, but they provided a written record that could be consulted later in the case of a dispute.
Scrolls used for reading texts, however, were a more modest size. Indeed, many literary scrolls in Egypt are repurposed administrative scrolls that were cut to half-width, erased with a wet rag, and reinscribed, thus creating a “palimpsest.” The narrower scroll format provided a reader with a scroll of more manageable width scribes could hold in their laps to read and study. As the French historian Jacques Monfrin (1924–1998) wrote regarding page format in Egypt and the Levant (translation mine),
From the beginning, the limits of the human visual field imposed a distribution of writing in columns. The height of the sheet defined the vertical dimension while the width [of the column], for its part, was determined by the surface that a reader’s two hands could easily unroll before their eyes and by the length of a series of signs that an eye can cover without mixing up the parallel running lines above and below.[13]
Especially insofar as some ancient readers may have been of smaller stature than well-nourished contemporary Western males, large scrolls with column heights surpassing around 20 centimeters would have been difficult for the average ancient scribe to read and manipulate.[14] This column size limit for texts meant for ongoing reading has to do with the materiality of the human body—the arms that hold a scroll and the eyes that read sections of it.
Body size, the limits of arm reach, and the mechanics of handling scrolls also impose some limits on the length of literary scrolls intended for ongoing reading. My survey of literary scrolls across diverse ancient cultures (e.g., Egypt, Greece) suggests that scrolls bearing such texts were usually less than 10 meters in length.[15] These limits correspond roughly to the modest size of most scrolls found at the Dead Sea. The exceptions are a handful of large format, mostly Pentateuchal scrolls, that share features with Greek De Luxe scrolls designed more for display than for ongoing reading.[16]
In sum, preparing inscribed scrolls for use by human readers compels some constraints on size and format. Mundane and technical investigations of scroll length have a direct impact on theories regarding the formation of important Hebrew texts like the Torah.
Implications of a Material-Historical Scroll Approach for Biblical Studies
The limits on (literary) scroll length in the ancient world likely led to the division of the Torah into five scrolls, referred to as חומשים “fifths” in many ancient rabbinic texts or “Pentateuch” (literarally “five scrolls”) in Latin.[17] It also could explain the basic book divisions found in the continuous narrative of the biblical historical books, leading to what we know as the free-standing books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings, etc., came to be transmitted on separate scrolls, many concluding with “revisions by extension” of the sort discussed above.
Considerations of typical literary scroll length could also inform more speculative theories surrounding the sources of ancient biblical books and the process by which they were collected. Though biblical scholars often postulate the existence of larger prebiblical sources, like a Priestly work or Deuteronomistic History, they have not considered the extent to which these hypothesized works actually could have fit on a typical-length literary scroll. My initial investigations, using scroll-density figures from well-preserved Dead Sea Scrolls, suggests they would not have.
Of course, there remains the possibility that such works may have been transmitted across multiple scrolls, much like the Homeric epic tradition (Iliad and Odyssey) was. I myself think this is likely for the Priestly tradition, with potential marks of early scroll divisions (in P) in an apparent scroll introductory section in Exod 1:1-5 (P) and possible marks of early endings of early Priestly scrolls, e.g., in the evident appendices to the Sinai pericope that now appear midway through the book of Numbers (Numbers 5-10). Nevertheless, as pointed out years ago by Menahem Haran, such multi-scroll compositions were the exception rather than the rule in the ancient world.[18]
It would be helpful for biblical scholars to know whether the text of the sources they are postulating once existed could have been inscribed on one scroll. The issue is yet more acute when we realize that the Dead Sea Scrolls, written as they were in a much smaller script than that used in the Iron Age and Persian periods, likely could contain far more text per square centimeter than scrolls written in pre-Hellenistic periods.
[bookmark: _ftnref19][bookmark: _ftnref20]Indeed, we need to investigate the possibility that the major shift in the density of writing, that occurred sometime in the late Persian or early Hellenistic periods, led to the gathering of separate written collections onto single scrolls.[19] It may be that bodies of related traditions that previously had been written on separate scrolls up through the Persian period (e.g. psalm collections or prophecies associated with Isaiah or Jeremiah) could later be joined and written (in smaller script) on single, larger Hellenistic-period scrolls.[20]
A Scrolls Approach
A wealth of ancient scroll data now make it possible to collect, measure and compare literary scrolls from diverse periods and loci, and this work is already underway by the present author and others.[21] This work on what might be termed a “material historical, scroll approach” to the Bible has much potential to inform future research into the sources and processes that produced the Pentateuch and other important biblical compositions.[22]
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1. An excellent survey of scribal tools and media is now available in Philip Zhakevich, Scribal Tools in Ancient Israel: A Study of Biblical Hebrew Terms for Writing Materials and Implements (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2020).
2. For broader survey of work on this question, see my article, “From Source, Tradition and Redaction to a Scroll Approach,” ZAW 132 (2020): 594–621, including listings in notes 1 and 3 (594–595) of some scholars who already have made important contributions from archaeological work on ancient scrolls to study of the formation of the Bible.
3. For more implications, again see my “Rethinking the Materiality of Biblical Texts”, 604–619.
4. This term is modelled on Sara J. Milstein’s term “revision by introduction,” coined and used effectively in her Tracking the Master Scribe: Revision Through Introduction in Biblical and Mesopotamian Literature (New York: Oxford, 2016).
5. Chloé Ragazzoli, Scribes: Les artisans du texte de l’Égypte ancienne (1550–1000) (Paris: Les belles lettres, 2019), 98.
6. If a scribe wished to add new material to a text’s beginning or middle, the entire text needed to be rewritten to ensure a seamless, attractive text. To be sure, we have documented examples of the addition of words or phrases in the margins or between the lines of existing scrolls. Yet these types of changes are of limited scope and character. In addition, gluing a new piece of parchment or papyrus to the beginning was not generally done, perhaps for aesthetic reasons. For a survey of examples of such secondary connection and gluing, see Idan Dershowitz, The Dismembered Bible: Cutting and Pasting Scripture in Antiquity, FAT 134 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2021). As becomes evident across his discussion, even his overview only finds a small number of ancient examples, even as these isolated instances are gathered from highly diverse areas (ancient Egypt, later Hellenistic Egypt, Qumran). The closest analogies to the sorts of mechanics of redaction presupposed in contemporary source hypotheses are actually neither “scripture” nor ancient, but “modern analogues” in Dershowitz’s discussion.
7. The term “processed animal skins” used here for scrolls produced from animal skins rather than “parchment,” since the process used to make parchment, a particular kind of writing material made from processed animal skins, was not developed until the third century C.E. For more on this and methods for preparation of scrolls from animal skins, see Ira Rabin, “Material Analysis of the Fragments,” in Gleanings from the Caves: Dead Sea Scrolls and Artefacts from the Schøyen Collection, ed. Torleif Elgvin, Kipp Davis, and Michael Langlois, LSTS 71 (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2016), 61–71; and Ira Rabin, “Building a Bridge from the Dead Sea Scrolls to Mediaeval Hebrew Manuscripts,” in Jewish Manuscript Cultures: New Perspectives, ed. Irina Wandrey, Studies in Manuscript Cultures 13 (Berlin: DeGruyter, 2017), 309–322 (at 310–313).
8. In this way, the chapter reinforces the diverse decrees, commandments, and teaching seen across Leviticus 1–25. We see something similar towards the end of Deuteronomy (ch. 28).
9. For a recent overview, see Julia Rhyder, Centralizing the Cult: The Holiness Legislation in Leviticus 17–26, FAT 134 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2019), 42–43 (especially note 68).
10. Editor’s note: For more on this phenomenon, see Zev Farber, “The Resumptive Repetition (Wiederaufnahme),” TheTorah (2013).
11. Karel van der Toorn, Becoming Diaspora Jews: Behind the Story of Elephantine, ABRL (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2019), 65 (also p. 76).
12. Psalm in 1 QS IX:26b–XI:22 versus 4QOtot in QSdVIII:10ff.
13. Jacques Monfrin, “Preface,” in Mise en page et mise en texte du livre manuscrit, ed. Henri-Jacques Martin and Jean Vezin (Paris: Editions du Cercle de la librairie-Promodis, 1990), 9–14.
14. We see similar size limits of page size imposed on contemporary book media of diverse types that are not scrolls, such as dedicated digital books readers (like the Kindle) that technologically could easily be larger. For a survey of the rapid growth in average height of men over the last century, especially among wealthy males in North America and Europe, see Frederick Wu, et al. “A Century of Trends in Adult Human Height,” Elife 5 (2016). Doi: 10.7554/eLife.13410.
15. This (preliminary, unpublished) survey covered 120 preserved Bronze Age Egyptian scrolls bearing literary texts that are listed in the standard overviews of Bronze Age Egyptian literature by Egyptologists, starting with Georges Posener, “Les richesses inconnues de la littérature Egyptienne (recherches littéraires I), Revue d’ égyptologie 6 (1950): 27–48, and including numerous subsequent discussions of the category of “literature” in Egypt and considerations of what should be included in it. See especially Richard B. Parkinson, “Teachings, Discourses and Tales from the Middle Kingdom,” in Middle Kingdom Studies, ed. Stephen Quirke (Surrey: SIA Publishing, 1991), 91–122 and the essays collected (and earlier works cited) in Verena M. Lepper and Roland Enmarch (eds.), Ancient Egyptian Literature: Theory and Practice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013). My initial conclusion is that none exceeded 8–10 meters in length, and all but eight were 4 meters or less in length.
16. For application of the concept of a De Luxe scroll with large margins, fine script, few or no corrections, and/or unusually large size (originally created in the study of Greek classics) to Qumran texts, see the important book by Emanuel Tov, Scribal Practices and Approaches Reflected in the Texts Found in the Judean Desert, STDJ 5 (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 124-129. This book, along with Tov’s specific essays on the topic, forms a crucial resource for a contemporary scroll approach to the Bible.
17. Initial reflections along these lines were offered already in Menahem Haran, “גודלם של ספרים במקרא והיקפם של ספרי תורה ונביאים: היבטים פליאוגראפיים וקומפוזיציוניים בסידור האסופה המקראית” [The Size of Books in the Bible and the Division of the Pentateuch and the Deuteronomistic Work], Tarbiz 53 (1984): 329–352. Editor’s note: See also discussion in Elaine Goodfriend, “Why Is the Torah Divided into Five Books?” TheTorah (2018).
18. Haran, “The Size of Books”, esp. 329-330.
19. On this shift, see Drew Longacre, “Comparative Hellenistic and Roman Manuscript Studies (CHRoMS): Script Interactions and Hebrew/Aramaic Writing Culture,” Comparative Oriental Manuscript Studies 7 (2021): 7–49 (at 22). Asaf Gayer and this present author are engaged in a project to further explore this shift, with a preliminary report to be given as a paper, “Use of Digital Imaging Software to Determine Shifts in Script Density Distribution in Egyptian and Levantine Scrolls” at the 2022 Annual Meeting of the Society of Biblical Literature.
20. Indeed, Julio Trebolle, Emanuel Tov, Mika Pajunen, and Nathan Mastnjak have noted text-critical evidence from the Septuagint and from Qumran manuscripts suggesting that large subsections of some biblical books (Samuel-Kings, Jeremiah, Isaiah, Psalms) may have been written on separate manuscripts well into the Second Temple period. Julio Trebolle,”Samuel/Kings and Chronicles: Book Divisions and Textual Composition,” in Studies in the Hebrew Bible, Qumran, and the Septuagint (FS Eugene Ulrich), ed. Peter W. Flint, Emanuel Tov, James VanderKam (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 96-108; Emanuel Tov, “The Coincidental Textual Nature Of the Collections Of Ancient Scriptures” in André Lemaire (ed.), Congress Volume: Ljubljana 2007 (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 153–169; Mika S. Pajunen, “Perspectives on a Single Authoritative Book of Psalms in the Late Second Temple Period,” JSOT 39 (2014):139-63; Nathan Mastnjak, “Jeremiah as Collection: Scrolls, Sheets, and the Problem of Textual Arrangement,” Catholic Bible Quarterly 80 (2018): 25–44; idem. “The Book of Isaiah and the Anthological Genre,” Hebrew Studies 61 (2020):49–72.
21. On this, see above, note 1.
22. This article synthesizes and preliminarily reports on an ongoing research project on use of material history, particularly on scrolls, to study the formation of the Bible. This work was preliminarily published in Carr, “Rethinking the Materiality of Biblical Texts.” The term “material history” was used earlier for such study in David Stern’s book, The Jewish Bible: A Material History (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2017).
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