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FOREWORD

TO THE NEW EDITION

[image: image] Scholars are frequently challenged by a new perspective on an old idea or an innovative hypothesis that re-examines a traditional model. When such an exciting event happens it is crucial to discern the possibility and then the probability of truth in this new perspective. To view Robert Feather’s new hypothesis regarding the Copper Scroll and related issues of ancient Israelite tradition constructively, one must look at the whole picture through his worldview and model. In so testing, one can see that Feather’s book offers a legitimate new hypothesis, which is heuristically sustained by the evidence he presents.

Scholarship requires that all the disparate details of a new model be considered as a whole. Some of the individual aspects may not seem to make sense when taken by themselves. However, when all the facets of a model are taken together, they frequently paint a new picture on an old canvass. This new picture often is much more illumining than the traditional or familiar one, as in the case of Feather’s treatment of the Copper Scroll. His hypothesis manages all the data as a coherent whole somewhat better than previous attempts at interpreting this very enigmatic document. Feather’s hypothesis offers a novel, enlightening, and interesting way to look at the relevant phenomenon.

Feather has assembled here numerous strands of argumentation and a great variety of data, previously unnoticed or inadequately addressed. The manner in which all this converges, in confirmation of the author’s general hypothesis about major Egyptian relationships with and influences upon the Qumran community, produces a coherent whole that manages the data quite effectively—better than any other model advanced to date. Thus, Feather’s proposal is persuasive.

The Copper Scroll is a unique type of document among those found in the caves near Qumran. Two other kinds of documents were found there, namely, those that describe the ideology, outlook, theology, and history of the Jewish people after their return from exile in Babylon 500 BC, and those that pertain to the rule and worldview of the cloistered community of Qumran–Essenes. The Qumranites preserved this library of Dead Sea Scrolls.

The Copper Scroll is mysterious and there is a considerable variety of opinions on how it should be translated. Two problems lead to the difficulty of translation. First, not all of it can be read very clearly. It is quite apparent, from the scroll, that the people who copied it onto copper did not in every instance understand the language that they were copying. Thus, not all of the letters are as clear as we would like. Second, there are Greek characters inserted into the text that seem to have very little to do with the content of the Copper Scroll itself.

This mystery has not really been explained in any comprehensive sense, except by the hypothesis that Robert Feather develops in his book. He introduces novel ideas that come from completely unexpected and surprising directions. He forces us to view the Dead Sea Scrolls, and particularly the Copper Scroll and its relationship to the Qumran community, in a completely new way. In doing so he has opened up some patterns of insight and trajectories of inquiry that will, in the long run, be enormously fruitful in understanding both the Copper Scroll and ancient Judaism before the time of Christ and Qumran. These ideas relate to complex and intriguing Qumran links with Egyptian sources that may well hold the key to discovering the treasures described in the Copper Scroll.

The notion that we are onto some intriguing discovery of ancient treasure is in itself magical and exciting. However, much more importantly, is the possibility that this Copper Scroll sets forth a link between ancient Judaism, post-Exilic Judaism and Egyptian religion. Remarkably, a better understanding of the Copper Scroll may demonstrate that significant ideas and movements within ancient Judaism were a direct result of developments in ancient Egypt going back as far as Abraham, or the Israelite bondage, or the Exodus under Ramses II and the life of Moses. To be able to establish that Judaism and hence Christianity, which started as a form of Judaism, has its roots in or links to Egyptian culture and monotheistic religion would be quite interesting and intriguing in the extreme.

Feather’s detailed analysis of the weights and numbering systems used in the Copper Scroll and his finding that they are Egyptian in origin, and, therefore, point to an Egyptian connection, seem basically correct. The set of Greek letters inserted at peculiar places at the end of sections in the scroll have for many years been completely impossible to figure out. Feather’s argument unveils a crucial insight into this problem. He contends that if those Greek letters are read in the sequence in which they stand in the scroll, they clearly spell out a reference to the ancient Egyptian king Akhenaten. This claim anchors an element of Feather’s hypothesis, that the Copper Scroll has something to do with that king, the great monotheistic Pharaoh and his temple at Amarna.

Feather argues that the Copper Scroll text suggests that it incorporates a code and that the code is also incorporated in a document that was hidden in a specific place, near some of the treasure listed in the scroll. The location is purportedly in either Palestine (Israel), near Jericho or Gerizim, or in a comparable location in Egypt. Interestingly, the places in Israel are apparently minor historic sites, and the major ones probably lie in Egypt. If I were to undertake an archaeological investigation following up on Feather’s hypothesis, I would certainly spend a considerable amount of time, energy, and budget in Egypt, primarily at Amarna, and I would take a careful look at the monotheistic site of the Jewish or pseudo-Jewish Zaddokite temple at Leontopolis, near Cairo.

The huge time gap of twelve hundred years between Pharaoh Akhenaten and his Holy City of Amarna, on the one hand, and the community at Qumran, on the other, presents major difficulties in making the connection Feather undertakes to establish. Add to that the distance of 600 km and one has a very complicated scenario. This is a point at which I differ somewhat from Feather’s hypothesis. I doubt that the Copper Scroll was created by the Qumranites. I think that the Egyptian numbering, the archaic Greek lettering inserted in the columns of text, the quality of the copper material, and the archaic nature of the Hebrew language as it is transmitted in the scroll make it highly likely that the copper scroll came into the possession of and was preserved by the Qumranites, but that it was obtained from another much earlier source community that had copied the text from a standard papyrus or vellum scroll to the copper sheet. It was then rolled up in the manner of the original scroll. The original source might even be an ancient Akhenaten Egyptian from the time of Moses. The difficulty that those who transmitted the information to the Copper Scroll had with distinguishing, for example, between a Hebrew bet and dalet, or between a tav and a vav, indicates that they were dealing with a language, or an archaic form of a language, that was not altogether familiar to them. This interpretation would solve the problem of the gap in time and distance.

Feather contends, however, that there are other indications, within other Dead Sea Scrolls, of possible Qumran connections to Egypt, including the community’s extreme reverence for light and use of a solar calendar. But it is likely, as the traditional perspective proposes, that the issues around such concepts as light, the kingdom of light, the source of light, the association of light with deity, the nature of the light in the temple, and the like, reflect Persian Zoroastrian influence. It is even possible that these notions derive from Hellenistic sources, or that they were generated within the theological ideology of the Qumran community itself, or are taken from standard Israelite traditions. There seems to have been a generalized orientation toward central religious notions about the importance of light and the sun throughout the Mediterranean Basin in ancient times, and these notions seem to have cross-fertilized each other in all adjacent cultures. The interactions are already evident in the early centuries of encounters between Egypt and Greece (sixth century BCE and before), and especially during the Hellenistic Era, with its interaction between Greece, Syria, Persia, Palestine, and Egypt.

Moreover, religious concepts about light seem to generate rather naturally in most religious settings. American Indians were sure that God was represented in the universe as the great translucent spirit who was associated with the sun. The strength of this facet of Feather’s model is not in the claim that this veneration of light is in itself persuasive evidence of Egyptian influence, but rather that the concatenation of multiple strains of enormously suggestive data that Feather assembles, including the role of light and the sun, urges one to consider seriously a substantial Egyptian connection with the Qumran community and its temple-describing scrolls. Thus, within this very suggestive model, the information we have about Qumran notions regarding light fit in well. Once fitted in, they illumine the other aspects of the total model.

As noted above, reverence for light includes reverence for the sun. Certainly the way in which Akhenaten at Amarna conceptualized the deity in his monotheism was to associate it with the rising and setting sun. However, it was-n’t a conceptualization that focused on the sun as a divine object, it was more a focus on the sun as an expression of the beneficence or presence of the transcendental spiritual deity that inspired the people to worship. Feather indicates the emphasis at Qumran upon light phenomena demonstrates a similarity between Amarna and Qumran. That assumption is somewhat precarious because one cannot rule out what most in the field, prior to Feather’s book, thought was a clear-cut relationship between the Qumran preoccupation with the duality of light and darkness, the sons of light and darkness, and so forth, and Zoroastrian worship of Ahura Mazda in Persia. Zoroastrian influences were believed to have entered into the thinking of the Israelites while in exile in Babylon and to have been carried back from Babylon upon the return from exile.

However, there has been an excessive willingness in the scholarly world to associate the Israelite tradition with Babylon or Mesopotamia, and a resistance against associations with Egypt. This resistance has risen primarily from two sources. One is that the relationship between Zoroastrianism, with its emphasis upon light and darkness and various other kinds of theological notions, and the sort of magical Judaism is called apocalyptic Judaism, in which the Qumran community stood, always seemed so obvious that there was no need to further develop new hypotheses that would connect Qumran with Egypt. The other is that in the modern era there has been a basic antipathy to the notion that the Israelites would have a significant dependency for the origins of their religion upon Egyptian sources, considering that the Egyptians are the bad guys in the Exodus tradition and the Exodus tradition has shaped most of Israelite thought from the beginning of its formal development to this day.

The Exodus was a process, about which certain concrete things can be said. There was a move of a major population from Egypt. That is hardly assailable. That move was under the influence of a major leader. There is no reason to discount the notion that that leader was a person named Moses. Whether that was a forty-year enterprise or a forty-day enterprise, there is no way of knowing with certainty. However, there really is not any good reason to gainsay the biblical record that a kind of nomadic migration over a number of decades took place on the part of a relatively primitive community of people moving from Egypt to what later became, or was known then as, Canaan and became the location of the Israelites. Who the Israelites were, how many there were, whether they picked up nomadic bands or tribes along the way to join them, and whether they found other agrarian nomadic people in Canaan and joined up with them, are all peripheral questions. Certainly so defining was their Exodus tradition that it was to become the theological, cultural, and historical master story of a community of people with the specific identity that the Israelites developed, and a story that one cannot easily set aside.

Feather’s argument very adequately describes why and how this migration of Israelites from Egypt during the Exodus happened to be carrying with them treasure and a treasure map. The possibility exists that part of this treasure was the actual wealth of Moses himself as the prince of Egypt, probably also the wealth of the monotheistic priest caste that still existed at the time of Moses and with which he identified. That in turn would constitute a reason for Moses to initiate the Exodus and, of course, have with him some of the temple treasure of the monotheistic priest caste, who probably were preserving the treasure of the ancient Amarna temple.

The idea that the monotheism established by Akhenaten, in the company of Joseph and Jacob, was preserved within this priestly caste, is not a surprise. Unless you completely eradicate an ideology by exterminating everybody associated with it, any repression of an ideology only reinforces it. There is an old adage that the blood of the martyrs was the seed of the church. That principle has always been true in history. If people have broken through to a great insight and someone attempts to repress that or exterminate the community that only causes the insight or the idea to go underground and expand and eventually resurge. That may very well be what happened, and for that to continue over a 1,200-year period would not be a complete surprise.

In fact, at Armana a system of religion and a city were destroyed, and that period of history erased. So all the elements, in the repression of monotheism, exist for exactly the kind of situation that would guarantee the underground perpetuation of that ideology. Certainly the community that was covertly or overtly holding on to that great idea and that great tradition would be holding on as strongly as possible to the artifacts of that tradition. They would have been holding on to the liturgies, the documents, and certainly the accoutrements of their religious practices and their treasure. Therefore, they would have gone to great lengths, even in creating a copper scroll, to record whatever they could record of these things.

For these reasons, Robert Feather’s hypothesis works, when his argumentation is taken as a unitary whole. In that context, the details seem adequately supportive of the whole. The hermeneutical circle is inevitably involved in all legitimate scientific hypothesizing. The hermeneutical circle is the essence of the scientific method of data gathering, hypothesizing, analyzing and testing of the sample data, expanding the sample, drawing general applications from it, and then reviewing the hypothesis and data-adducing process in terms of what seems to manage the data best. Thereafter, one can draw conclusions and propose laws. Robert Feather has done this appropriately and thoroughly. Therefore, his proposal should be taken seriously as one that manages the data adequately. It should get much exposure so that it is not overlooked, just because it is novel, innovative, or not derived from the prime centres of academe and the mainstream academic authorities.

Every possible perspective gained on the moment in the ancient world that was so generative of all the influences that have shaped the western world needs to be addressed seriously. Here is a moment in history, maybe 500 to 800 years, of the return from exile in Babylon until the rise of Rabbinic Judaism that has had a greater effect than any other era of ethical or religious influence. If that moment can be better explained or understood by a careful study of Feather’s work, such attention should be the scholarly imperative.

For my own part, upon the basis of independent personal research since reading Robert Feather’s book, I have been able to confirm heuristically a large part of his findings and conclusions. I am persuaded that his work moves along the most helpful scholarly research trajectory so far available to this area of inquiry.

PROFESSOR J. HAROLD ELLENS

Research Scholar in Middle Judaism and Christian Origins

Department of Near Eastern Studies

University of Michigan



FOREWORD

TO THE FIRST EDITION

[image: image] The Dead Sea Scrolls have played a part in popular imagination for over fifty years. Their public appeal stems from a distinct combination of factors. Reflecting some of the highest human aspirations, they were found in caves near the lowest place on earth, in an area where it was thought no ancient manuscripts could have survived. Against the odds the scrolls speak to us from 2,000 years ago. They tell us of the time when the Pharisees established their dominance and formed the religion that was the immediate predecessor of the Rabbinic Judaism, which in many ways is still with us. They describe for us much of the background of Christianity, in their portrayal of views of the end times and their expressions of messianic hope. They fill a void that historians and theologians of many generations have tried to sketch in vain.

Of all the Dead Sea Scrolls, however, none is more fascinating than the famous Copper Scroll. Here is what seems to be a list of buried treasure, perhaps in quantities that would impress even the richest person today, engraved peculiarly on copper pieces, written in a Hebrew that is difficult to decipher, with several coded elements in Greek. After over a generation of study by some of the best modern detectives of the ancient world it still refuses to yield all its secrets.

Robert Feather’s study represents the best work of the English amateur, a tradition of research that is based on asking common-sense questions from a variety of angles, and then pursuing the answers doggedly so as to take the discussion forward. The great enthusiasm with which the work is written may result in more being said than the sceptic might allow, but there are some nuggets of insight here that even the authors of the Copper Scroll might well have recognized.

From the outset the debate about the meaning of the Copper Scroll was focused on whether the treasure was real or fantastic. To begin with, those on the side of realism were few and far between. They were argued against vociferously by some experts whose principal evidence was that the weights of the gold and silver mentioned in the scroll were simply incredible – producing a total of precious metal that exceeded all that had been smelted in the world until then. The realists could only argue back that to inscribe a fantasy on expensive copper plates with such care and with elements of code seemed to being playing a game too far.

Nevertheless, in recent years the reality of the treasure has become increasingly accepted by the experts, but always with qualified remarks about the quantities. Now Robert Feather, from his own background expertise as a metallurgist, offers us a very intriguing interpretation of the troublesome signs for weights, by reading them in light of Egyptian systems of a somewhat earlier time. The results may not convince everybody, but as far as understanding the system of weights and measures in use by the authors of the scroll is concerned, they are a valuable contribution to the ongoing, weighty debate.

Significantly too, Robert Feather recognizes almost instinctively that the Dead Sea Scrolls deserve to be set in a broader context than that of the desolate desert domicile of the Qumran-Essenes. The scrolls can no longer be marginalized by historians and theologians alike. More than any other evidence, the biblical manuscripts from Qumran tell us about the transmission of what were to become the official canonical books of the Hebrew Bible in the three centuries before the Romans destroyed the Jerusalem Temple in 70 CE. Furthermore, the manuscripts that describe the life of what most take to be the Essene sect show them not to be a narrow-minded group of bigots, but sharing much in common with their Jewish neighbours and thoroughly involved in the arguments and debates of the period.

Most significantly, however, over half of the manuscripts found in the caves near Qumran describe Judaism more broadly than their sectarian traditors may have supposed: here to be rediscovered by us today are the wisdom texts, the prayers and the poems, the biblical interpretations, the astronomical calculations, and the best-loved stories of a golden age of Jewish literature. The comparable flourishing of Jewish literature in Egypt in the late Second Temple period is an obvious, but seldom recognized, place to start looking for evidence that might help in the better appreciation of the Dead Sea Scrolls themselves.

Robert Feather’s work is also stimulating for the way it raises acutely a major historiographical problem. Put simply, the issue is about how two apparently similar phenomena should be related. Some scholars naturally tend to split all the evidence into minute pieces and, in so doing, to stress the differences between things; however similar things may seem, they can rarely be directly associated with one another. Other readers of the same evidence will tend to put things together and in so doing emphasize the similarities; differences are explained away through acknowledging that the evidence comes from alternative times and contexts, but the similarities remain and often suggest a direct causal relationship between the two phenomena. Those who read this book will be faced with placing themselves in one school of thought or the other.

This same historiographical issue has bedevilled Qumran scholarship of late. Some voices have shouted loudly that the scrolls found in the caves have nothing to do with the people who lived at Qumran, but were placed there by others from another place. Others have highlighted the differences between the classical descriptions of the Essenes in the writings of Philo, Pliny and Josephus and the descriptions in the scrolls of the community and the wider movement of which it was a part. All the evidence is split up and emphasis put upon how little can be known. Other scholars have argued forcefully that what the site of Qumran, the manuscripts in the caves and the descriptions of the Essenes in the classical sources have in common, far outweigh some few discrepancies that can be accounted for relatively simply. Neither side has yet won the argument.

Here is a book that spans times and places in its own challenging, historiographical way. We are forced to ask many questions. Was the treasure real? Has some of it been found? Is there still some located in the places suggested? Are the scrolls pointing us to temples and priests further away from Qumran in time and place than previously imagined? Should we view not only the Judaism of the late Second Temple differently, but even the very origins of Israelite monotheism? Is this synthetic reading of such varied evidence more fabulous than the enigmatic Copper Scroll itself? Let the reader decide.

GEORGE J. BROOKE

Rylands Professor of Biblical Criticism and Exegesis

The University of Manchester



CHAPTER ONE

THE COPPER SCROLL – TWO THOUSAND YEARS IN HIDING

[image: image] Three-and-a-half hours of bumping across the rolling sandy hills of the Judaean Desert is not the easiest way to approach Qumran from Jerusalem. Passing picture-book monasteries in a bleak landscape dotted with rock-strewn mounds and occasional makeshift shelters, you see scenery that has not changed for thousands of years. Stopping on a high point of Mount Muntar to view the pastel shades of Mar Saba Monastery, you turn to find two small, dusky, Arab children and a donkey, who have appeared from nowhere to beg alms and stare wide-eyed at these invaders of their lonely land. When your open truck finally shudders to a halt, perched high on a cliff overlooking the Dead Sea, the heat is oppressive, your back is aching, and you wonder if it was really all worthwhile. The breath-taking view that meets your eyes soon dispels all doubts! (see Plate 1.)

Below lies a vast beige-hued, flat coastal plain, cut by a dark strip of road, and patched by green rectangles of cultivation, sparse outcrops of boulders and scraggy trees. Beyond, in the far distance, you can almost taste the salty indigo thickness of the Dead Sea as it merges from violets and mauves into soft blue skies.

Here is where my story begins, and where I saw for the first time the ruins left by a mysterious lost ‘community’ of pious, frugal, religious ascetics – the ‘Qumran-Essenes’ – who lived on the shores of the Dead Sea in the Biblical land of Judaea. The famous Dead Sea Scrolls, concealed in caves overlooking the Dead Sea, comprise the oldest collection of Biblical documents ever discovered.1 Documents of immense importance to biblical scholars, and with profound implications for all the major western religions.

It was the start of a journey of enquiry that would take me back to the time when many of the Scrolls were written down and copied out – the era of Jesus. Back a further 1,500 years to the time of Abraham and Sarah and their encounter with an Egyptian pharaoh, to the time of Jacob and Joseph and their meeting with the most enigmatic of pharaohs, and to the time of Moses, Prince of Egypt, as he led his people to the promised land of Canaan.

As I scrambled about the rock-strewn wadis and rolling foothills behind Qumran, my guide, Avner Goren, pointed out two low-lying caves, one of which he referred to as ‘Cave 3’, where the Copper Scroll of the Essenes had been found back in 1952. I had read about this strange artefact, but now saw for the first time the place where the Qumran-Essenes had hidden perhaps their most precious of scrolls, some 2,000 years earlier.

As a metallurgist, with a Jewish background and knowledge of Hebrew, I found the Copper Scroll of special interest and was, quite naturally, intrigued by the unusual use of this material as a means of record. Even more tantalizing was the fact that this scroll contains a list of hidden treasure, none of which had previously been found. Conventional translations of the Copper Scroll seemed to me to give totally unrealistic numerical values and weights relating to the treasure, contrary to all my knowledge of metallurgy and experience in the refining of precious metals. So I began to question these traditional interpretations.

I had studied metallurgy at university, almost as a random choice. Several of us at Marylebone Grammar School had decided to go to London University simply because we were friends, and I spent many happy hours in the warm basement of Sir John Cass College trying to extract metals from their ores, or purifying gold by scorification.2 I eventually qualified as a professional metallurgist and subsequently became a Chartered Engineer, working initially on the refining and assaying of precious metals, and later for the then British Iron and Steel Corporation. When the call of clattering typewriter keys called me to journalism, I joined Steel Times as Assistant Editor, and then edited The British Foundryman. Later I launched a journal for the Institution of Metallurgists, and a magazine on metrology.3


COINCIDENCE OR MIRACLE?

There are conflicting accounts of the finding of the first of the Dead Sea Scrolls, but what we can be certain about is that they were found by Arab Bedouin,4 and that the date was early 1947.

The story of how the original seven major scrolls*1 found by Mohammed edh-Dhib and his brother in what became known as Cave 1, and were bought on behalf of the State of Israel, prior to 1967, is strange in itself. After passing through the hands of various intermediaries, three of the scrolls found by the Bedouin were finally acquired by Professor E.L. Sukenik, of the Hebrew University of West Jerusalem, on the very day the United Nations voted for the re-creation of the State of Israel – 29 November 1947. The recovery into Jewish hands of this first ‘treasury’ of lost documents has about it an almost miraculous co-incidentality after they had lain hidden for almost 2,000 years in a dusty cave. It is almost as if God said, ‘Let’s start again and here is a reminder of My words and some of My words that you have never seen. Also I will give you back your Promised Land this very same day!’ The other four major scrolls from Cave 1 were recovered by Professor Sukenik’s son, Yigael Yadin, in 1954.

At the time of the finding of Cave 1 the territory was part of the British Mandate of Palestine, but after Israel’s War of Independence in 1948–49, it became part of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. Between 1949 and 1967, Bedouin and archaeologists under the jurisdiction of the Jordanian Antiquities Department (led by Father Roland de Vaux, Head of the Dominican École Biblique et Archéologique Française, in Jerusalem), between them recovered all the known contents of the remaining ten caves, except for one major scroll from Cave 11. This latter ‘Temple Scroll’ was recovered by the Israelis during the 1967 Six-Day War.




DATING THE DEAD SEA SCROLLS

The general consensus of opinion amongst historians is that the Dead Sea Scrolls from Qumran were written or copied between 350 BCE**2 and 68 CE. These conclusions are based on archaeological studies of associated artefacts, palaeological comparisons of ancient writing, and scientific analysis using radiocarbon dating and Accelerator Mass Spectroscopy (AMS).5

Radiocarbon analysis is a particularly useful tool in dating carbonaceous materials and, with modern techniques, can provide dates accurate to within tens of years. The principle on which it works is based on the presence of the Carbon 14 isotope in all organic materials, such as parchment, papyrus, leather, or linen. When a living organism dies it stops taking in Carbon 14 from the atmosphere; the radioactivity bound in the isotope decays at a precisely measurable rate, with a predictable half-life of 5,730 years. (See Glossary, Carbon Dating.) Given this predictable rate of decay, scientists are thus able to calculate the age of the material being tested.

Until the early 1990s radiocarbon dating required several grams of organic material for a measurement, but AMS has reduced the sample requirement to under 2mg, and much more use is now being made of the technique. A recent sample test, for example, at the AMS facility of the Institute für Mittelenergiephysik, Zurich, Switzerland,6 dated the Isaiah Scroll to 205–200 BCE. Other tests done in 1994 at the Arizona AMS Laboratory, University of Arizona, in Tucson,7 gave results of between 400–200 BCE for the Testament of Kohath Scroll, 100–0 BCE for the Temple Scroll, 80–0 BCE for the Genesis Apocryphon Scroll and 75 BCE–60 CE for the Thanksgiving Psalms Scroll.

In theory, radiocarbon dating is more accurate than any other form of dating (with its accuracy being confirmed by correlation with palaeographic studies, which are, to some extent, subjective). The Standard Deviation (SD) for radiocarbon dating for the period of the Scrolls is ±40 years, with a best achievable result of ±25 years. Radiocarbon dating’s main weakness is that it does not determine when the text was actually written, but only the earliest date the writing base material was made. Analyses of ink media can, however, give additional information, and this is a subject we will return to later.

In their entirety, the Dead Sea Scroll collection comprises many almost complete scrolls, together with some 80,000 individual scroll fragments, that form part of about 830 different documents. They are generally attributed as being part of a library kept by a small, secretive, monastic sect, the Qumran-Essenes, who are known from archaeological evidence and historical records to have inhabited the area between 150 BCE and 68 CE. Many of these documents are now thought to have been copied, or originally written, by the Essenes.




THE CONTENTS OF THE SCROLLS

The scrolls include extracts of writings from all the Books of the Old Testament (except the Book of Esther), apocryphal and pseudepigraphic texts, Biblical commentaries and expansions, and sectarian writings of the Qumran-Essenes describing activities peculiar to them – such as descriptions of their ritual immersion in water and initiation ceremonies (See Glossary – Dead Sea Scrolls.)

The scrolls constitute a definitive record of early Jewish life and religious beliefs, untrammelled by the subsequent editing and mistranslations of later copied documents. Nor have the contents of the scrolls been subjected to the Rabbinic and Christian censorship of later mediaeval documents. They have, however, been subjected to modern partisan interpretation and delays in publication, mainly for reasons of personal aggrandisement, which means that 30% of the texts still await official publication.8 I am not going to open that particular cupboard of ‘skeletons’ at the moment, but we will look in later on, when it is germane to the story.

From what has been published, it is clear that the scrolls throw new light on the early days of Judaism and Christianity, on the surrounding culture, and on the strange activities that took place at Qumran.

The excitement these finds generated, both in the public and in academic circles, was unprecedented and, if anything, has increased with the passing of time. As the oldest known collection of Biblical texts ever discovered, they predate all previous Hebrew written texts by almost 900 years.

There are very different views as to the origins of those of the Dead Sea Scrolls that are thought to be original works of the Qumran-Essenes, like the War Scroll. Some scholars take the view that they are rooted in the post-First Temple*3 period of the prophets Ezekiel and Habakkuk, around 600 BCE. Others consider the texts to have been based on second or first century BCE experience. All are convinced that they are of immense importance in evaluating the early beliefs of the Jewish and Christian faiths and, subsequently, the Muslim faith.




WHO WERE THE QUMRAN-ESSENES?

Although the affiliations of the people that lived at Qumran are mentioned by contemporary commentators, such as Josephus, Pliny the Elder and Philo,9 their ‘eye-witness’ reports vary in important details and are quite sketchy. These commentators are assumed to be talking about a sect of the Essene movement that existed in Judaea at the time of the Second Temple, around the second century BCE, and who survived into the first century CE. As Josephus describes:
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They assemble themselves together again into one place; and when they have clothed themselves in white veils, they then bathe their bodies in cold water.10

Pliny the Elder has the ‘Esseni’ living in the Judaean desert above En-Gedi and following a celibate lifestyle,11 whilst Philo says of them:

They have shown themselves especially devout in the service of God, not by sacrificing living animals, but by deeming it proper to prepare their own minds as befits their sacred calling.12

Recent excavations at Qumran, conducted in late 2001 and early 2002, under the direction of the Israel Antiquities Authority, coordinated by Yuval Peleg and Itzhak Magen, have uncovered evidence of a perfume or oil manufacturing operation immediately adjacent to the ruins and extending some 10m in the direction of the main cemetery area. This find seems to confirm the external description by the contemporary historian Pliny that the Essenes were engaged in some kind of perfume making at their locations by the Dead Sea. It is firm evidence that further excludes any possibilty that the site at Qumran was occupied by any group other than the Essenes.

Excavations have so far included discovery of fourteen large white sealed storage vessels, and a large three-hole basin of unknown usage. Contents of the storage jars that have been opened show that they contain a red stained earthy material. Analysis of the contents is currently underway at the Weitzman Institute. It would be interesting if traces of madder are found in the residues as this medicinal vegetable extract has been detected in the bones of several of the skeletons excavated in the main cemetery and is displayed in the form of red stains on the skulls. One conduit running from the work site comes up inside the south-east corner of a mikvah (ritual washing basin) nearest the works, indicating some kind of ritual usage of the manufactured product.

The Qumran-Essenes practised a form of Judaism quite different from that of the rest of the people. They eschewed personal wealth, living a very simple life, and devoted themselves to religious observance. They disapproved of the Temple in Jerusalem – the very heart of Jewish worship – believing it to be wrongly constructed, its priests to be ‘sons of darkness’ and the festivals the priests celebrated to be held at the wrong times of the year! This last point was based on the fact that the Essenes used their own solar-based calendar, rather than the more usual lunar calendar. They believed in a final apocalypse when two good Messiahs would come to save the world at the end of time. Their dead were buried naked, without adornments, in simple unmarked graves. They believed in the immortality of the soul and in some form of afterlife, but not in their own physical resurrection.

Modern historians disagree on the origins of the Qumran-Essenes and aren’t even sure as to what they were really doing at Qumran. Their arrival and departure are shrouded in mystery. Archaeological evidence indicates that they were settled on the shores of the Dead Sea at least by 150 BCE. Their tranquil way of life was abruptly shattered by an earthquake in 31 BCE, and they temporarily left the area. They returned in 4 BCE13 – interestingly, in the year accepted by most scholars as that of the birth of Jesus – or am I just letting my fondness for coincidences run away with me! By 68 CE they were gone, no-one knows where, although a few seem to have turned up defending the last stronghold against the Romans, at Masada.

As I explored the ruins of Qumran I could still see the remains of a large room with low ledges around the walls. This is known as the ‘scriptorium’, where twenty or so scribes must have laboured at their work of copying and writing the Dead Sea Scrolls.14 The materials they wrote on were parchment, papyrus, leather and clay. However, on 20 March 1952,15 a very strange scroll was unearthed, one which was engraved on almost pure copper – the so-called Copper Scroll.

The Copper Scroll was discovered in a cave, some 2km north of Qumran, by an archaeological group led by Henri de Contenson working for the American School of Oriental Research, the École Biblique et Archéologique Française de Jerusalem and the Palestine Archaeological Museum. The roof of the 10m-deep cave had collapsed, sealing it with a large boulder. Within the 3m-deep chamber that remained, lying against the northern wall, were two pieces of copper scroll – one on top of the other (see Plate 3.)

Why on earth would the Qumran-Essenes have had a scroll of copper?

Its contents and nature have never been fully explained and, to this day, over fifty years after its discovery, they remain an enigma for conventional historians. Experts in the field do not agree about the scroll’s origins, its dating, its translation, or even its reason for existing, and they remain baffled by its confusing contents. As I set about unravelling its mysteries it became increasingly clear that this apparently incongruous scroll is not only a catalogue of fabulous ancient treasures, but also an historical document with momentous implications for our understanding of modern religions and beliefs.





CHAPTER TWO

BULLION BY THE BILLION

[image: image] My increasing interest in the Dead Sea Scrolls was further sparked in 1996, when I visited the ‘Genizah’ collection of arcane texts held at the University of Cambridge and heard that some of these manuscripts, found in Cairo at the end of the 19th century, were common to the much earlier texts of the Qumran-Essenes. I also learned that a three-day international conference, specifically devoted to the Copper Scroll, was due to be held at Manchester in September. I could not resist attending as my metallurgical curiosity was aroused by the idea that copper was used as a writing medium 2,000 years ago.

I was soon to discover that many thousands of researchers, scholars, academics, historians and theologians were beavering away around the world, deciphering and analysing the voluminous contents of the Dead Sea Scrolls. Most of these people were also interested in the Copper Scroll.

When the Copper Scroll was discovered it was in an highly oxidized condition and had broken into two separate rolled up sections. In its original state it measured 0.3m in width, 2.4m in length, and was about 1mm thick. No-one knew quite how to open it up without damaging the text. One lunatic suggestion was to try to reduce the copper oxides with hydrogen, or even electrolysis, to recover the copper! After considerable preparatory research, John Allegro of Oxford University, a member of the original international translation team working on the Dead Sea Scrolls in Jerusalem,1 persuaded Lankester Harding, Director of the Department of Antiquities of Jordan, and Father Roland de Vaux, Head of the École Biblique in Jerusalem, to let him take one of the copper pieces to England. There the first piece of scroll was finally ‘opened’ by Professor H. Wright Baker at Manchester College of Science and Technology (now UMIST) in 1955, followed by the second piece in 1956. The technique Wright Baker used was to coat the outside of the scroll with Araldite adhesive and then slice the scroll, using a 4,000th/inch-thick saw, into twenty-three separate sections (see Plate 2 (bottom)). (Ever since that time Manchester has retained a special interest in the Copper Scroll.)


THE LANGUAGE OF THE COPPER SCROLL

In academic circles the Copper Scroll is known, rather prosaically, as 3Q15, the 3Q indicating that it was found in Cave 3 at Qumran. The scroll was written in an early form of Hebrew – a square-form script – and has been shown to have linguistic affinities to pre-Mishnaic Hebrew and Aramaic (see Glossary), with some terms only comprehensible through study of Arabic and Akkadian cognates.2 Other Dead Sea Scrolls were written in square-form Aramaic script, or the so-called ‘Paleo-Hebrew’ script, derived from ‘Proto-Canaanite’ – itself an evolution from ‘Ugarit’, Egyptian hieroglyphs and ‘Phoenician’.3

There are many unusual things about the Copper Scroll, but the language in which it is engraved is one of the major puzzles for scholars. The Hebrew palaeography (style of script) and orthography (spelling) in the Copper Scroll is quite unlike anything found in other texts of the time, from Qumran or from elsewhere. Palaeographic analysis shows the style of writing to be relatively crude, partly because the artisans working on the scroll had to tap the shapes out with fairly primitive tools, and partly because they appear to have had difficulty in reading some of the material from which they seemed to be copying.

The scroll doesn’t fall into the category of being a religious or literary document, unlike other Dead Sea Scrolls. It contains words, particularly architectural terms, which are not found in any other of the scrolls. The Copper Scroll is truly a ‘one off’, totally unlike any of the other Qumran scrolls. It has, nevertheless, been almost unanimously classified as one of the Dead Sea Scrolls, and now resides in the Archaeological Museum of Amman, in Jordan.

I knew from my experience in handling non-ferrous metals that engraving on copper, at the period before 68 CE (the terminus ante quem for its production4), would have been an extremely expensive and laborious process. Its use indicates the importance the Qumran-Essenes attached to this text and their determination that it should not deteriorate easily – unlike parchment or papyrus.

The next step, obviously, after its opening was to decipher and translate the scroll’s contents. Not such an easy task in view of the ‘odd’ nature of the writing, style and language. So difficult, in fact, that different versions are still coming out to this day, and scholars argue relentlessly about how best to read individual letters!5

It was because of these differences in scholarly interpretations that I felt I had something to contribute to the debate, by bringing a scientist’s view to the problem. Virtually all those currently working in the field of Dead Sea Scroll research are linguistic scholars, historians, theologians or archaeologists attached to learned institutions. They tend not to be highly numerate; there are almost no engineers and, to my knowledge, no metallurgists studying the problem. Little did I know then that metallurgy would provide the lever to prise open the secrets of the Copper Scroll.




DECIPHERING THE COPPER SCROLL

In essence the Copper Scroll contains a list of sixty-four locations,*4 spread over a wide geographical area, where large quantities of gold, silver, jewellery, precious perfumes, ritual clothing and other scrolls were said to be buried. Because of their relative rarity, all these materials would have been of considerable value in the ancient world. Perfumes, oils and unguents, for example, were sought after items that could have come from distant lands, whilst ritual clothing would have been heavily embroidered with gold and silver thread.

The first translation of the Copper Scroll was done by John Allegro in Manchester, and the first published translation (in French) was by Father J. T. Milik, in 1959.6 John Allegro, a member of the original translation team, strongly disagreed with the content of this published translation, but his superiors in Jerusalem would not permit him to publish his version. They liked to keep a tight control on everything in their possession and make sure that their official stamp was on all related publications.

The mixture of frustration and excitement soon became too much for John Allegro as he began to realize that there were other – more sinister – reasons for the strictures that were being put on him. In particular, the Copper Scroll contents tended to undermine the official line that the Qumran-Essenes were not interested in worldly goods. He relieved his frustration by mounting two archaeological expeditions to Jordan hoping to find some of the treasure mentioned in the Copper Scroll, in December 1959 and again in March 1960. Like many who get lost in the desert, he wandered around in a circle, eventually coming back to where he started from, having found absolutely nothing.

John Allegro’s frustration with the École Biblique team in Jerusalem was only vented when he disregarded his ‘masters’ orders’ and published an English version of the translation in 1960, under the title The Treasure of the Copper Scroll.7 The reasons put about after his book came out for trying to delay its publication, and for not allowing him to use photographs of the scroll text, were that the Jerusalem ‘team’ feared an invasion of treasure hunters storming down to the area of Qumran and interfering with their serious work. A more probable explanation was that the Copper Scroll’s listing of vast treasures conflicted with the already committed view that the Qumran-Essenes were an impoverished, spiritual community that eschewed wealth of any kind.

Scholars, notably Father Roland de Vaux, Head of the École Biblique et Archéologique Française de Jerusalem, and Father Jozef Milik, a member of the original Dead Sea Scrolls translation team, denounced John Allegro’s translation as defective and even cast doubts on the authenticity of the Copper Scroll’s contents, assigning them to folklore. Others were not so sure.

The Jerusalem team’s translation finally came out in 1962, entitled ‘Les “Petites Grottes” de Qumran’ in the Discoveries in the Judaean Desert series. Although this is the ‘official’ version, there is no accepted ‘definitive’ translation of the Copper Scroll to date, and all of the numerous editions that have been published have many significant variations.

Most scholars, however, are now convinced that the Copper Scroll was engraved by the Qumran-Essenes and that it forms part of the Dead Sea Scrolls.9 Nevertheless, opinion still differs as to whether the Copper Scroll was an original piece of work by the Qumran-Essenes. Some scholars suggest that it was copied, possibly from an earlier document. I tend towards this latter view and, later on, I will put forward my own arguments as to the origins of the Copper Scroll.

In conventional translations of the Copper Scroll10 the weight of gold mentioned in the various locations is generally given as adding up to a staggering twenty-six tonnes, with sixty-five tonnes of silver,11 although different understandings of the terms for gold and silver allow totals of approximately forty-four tonnes of gold and twenty-three tonnes of silver.

When the weights of the treasures itemized in the Copper Scroll are added up, we reach the following:



	Gold
	1,285 Talents
	 



	Silver
	666 Talents
	 



	Gold and silver
	17 Talents
	 



	Gold and silver vessels
	600 Talents
	 



	Mixed precious metals
	2,088 Talents, 21 Minas, 4 Staters
	 




Items with unspecified weights are as follows:



	Gold ingots
	165
	 



	Silver bars
	7
	 



	Gold and silver vessels
	609
	 




In Biblical Talent terms, the sheer weight of the gold and silver is enormous. One Talent is estimated to have weighed about 76lb or 34.47kg, a Mina about 0.5kg, whilst a Stater was a coin (equivalent to a half Shekel) weighing about 5g.12

Where weights are given of the listed treasures, the approximate amounts of precious metals, using a Biblical Talent weight of 34.47kg, are as follows:



	Gold
	44.3 tonnes
	today worth approx. £414 million



	Silver
	22.9 tonnes
	today worth approx. £3 million



	Mixed precious metals
	93.2 tonnes
	today worth approx. £583 million




In addition, there are lists where no weights are given but enormous quantities of precious materials are mentioned. These lists are divided into twelve columns and itemize the location and type of treasure hidden.

The Copper Scroll seems to be referring to precious metals worth around $1.5 billion at current prices, but whose intrinsic historic value would be many, many times this figure!

Measuring some 2.4m (8 feet) in length, the Copper Scroll was engraved in twelve vertical columns, each of between thirteen and seventeen lines of right-to-left reading text, some 30cm deep.
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Where numerical amounts of precious materials are given in the text of the Copper Scroll these are indicated in the Table. The asterisks indicate where only a more general description of precious materials is mentioned in particular columns of the text.




WHOSE TREASURES WERE THEY?

The scroll does not reveal by whom, or when, the treasures were buried, let alone why. But from some of the recognizable place-names mentioned, the treasures are generally assumed to have been hidden within Judaea or near to Mount Gerizim in Samaria (both parts of modern Israel), and to relate to treasures of the Second, or possibly First, Temple of Jerusalem. Both temples were known to be places where considerable wealth was accumulated through donations of sacrificial gifts and tithes.

The First Temple of Jerusalem was built by King Solomon, around 950 BCE, to house the Ark of the Covenant containing the Ten Commandments, and to be the central place of worship for the Israelites. After its destruction by the Babylonians in 586 BCE, it was partly rebuilt some 50 years later and became known as the Second Temple. Its reconstruction continued until a final reconstitution was undertaken by Herod the Great around 30 BCE. It was subsequently destroyed by the Romans in 70 CE.

The Copper Scroll makes no mention of the Qumran-Essenes, nor does it contain any of their sectarian style of terminology.13 Controversy over the origins of the treasures listed in the Copper Scroll has led to the proposition of almost as many conspiracy theories as those put forward for President Kennedy’s assassination. There are, however, five main theories held by modern scholars.

These are that the treasures were:

a) hidden by the Qumran-Essenes and came from the Second Temple in Jerusalem just prior to its destruction by the Romans in 70 CE

b) hidden by predecessors of the Qumran-Essenes and came from the First Temple in Jerusalem at the time of its destruction by the Babylonians under Nebuchadnezzar

c) hidden by the Qumran-Essenes before 68 CE and belonged to them

d) not real, and that the Scroll was a hoax perpetrated by the Qumran-Essenes14

e) from the Second Temple, but were hidden by priests or others coming out of Jerusalem, and that the Qumran-Essenes did not write the Dead Sea Scrolls.15

(There is another theory, that the treasures were collected and hidden in Jerusalem, after the destruction of the Second Temple, suggested some 35 years ago by Manfred Lehmann and some others,16 but there is little following for that idea today.)

There are counter-arguments to all these theories; the main elements of these are listed below in the same order:

a) the Qumran-Essenes held the priests and those attending the Second Temple unworthy and even contemptible (a theme taken up by Jesus in his ministry). Relations would hardly have been consistent with the Second Temple priests entrusting the Qumran-Essenes with any treasures. The testimony of Josephus17 on the antipathy between Jerusalem and the Qumran-Essenes also conflicts with this possibility

b) the intervening period is too long; the Qumran-Essenes were not established at Qumran for another 400 years

c) an impoverished small community would not have been able to acquire such priceless treasures

d) engraving on copper was an expensive and difficult business – the scroll was obviously intended to have some permanency. The ‘realism’ in the style and content of writing, so unlike any other ancient legends, and the lack of any sensible explanation of why the Qumran-Essenes would invent such information tends to refute this idea. Who would they be trying to fool? The Qumran-Essenes were the people of righteousness and truth. Elaborate and expensive frauds were not their style

e) the close connection between the Copper Scroll and the Qumran-Essenes, and the difficulty in imagining how or why vast Temple treasures were hidden prior to 68 CE, before the Temple came under threat.

The majority of scholars, such as John Allegro, Kyle McCarter, Judah Lefkovits, Michael Wise, David Wilmot and Al Wolters,18 now favour the theory that the treasures came from the Second Temple and were hidden by the Essenes (or others), just before its destruction. Part of their justification for this theory is that the Triumphal Arch of Titus, in Rome, depicts items of treasure, such as trumpets and the seven-branched candlestick, carried off by the Romans when they captured Jerusalem. Whilst the Copper Scroll describes other items of Temple treasure, it makes no mention of any of the items depicted on the Arch of Titus, so there is a sort of logic in absentia.

Most scholars discount the theory of the First Temple as being the source of the listed treasures. There are two protagonists of the theory, however, Conklin and Andrea,19 who have expounded a curious idea known as ‘Jeremiah’s Wheelbarrow’, which has the Prophet Jeremiah wheeling the treasures of the First Temple around the countryside to hide them, before fleeing to Egypt having confided their locations to ‘caretakers’ in the Qumran hills. Some seventy years after the destruction of the Temple, Ezra,20 a relative of Jeremiah, and Nehemiah return from forced exile in Babylon but are not given the information about the locations of the treasure by its guardians. Personally, I find this theory extremely seductive as an explanation of from where part of the treasures described in the Copper Scroll may have come.

Some French scholars and others21 tend toward the view that the treasures came from the wealth of the Qumran Community itself, on the basis that new members gave all their worldly goods to the Community on joining.

Arguments that the contents of the Copper Scroll are fiction were initially propounded by Father de Vaux and his Polish colleague, Father Jozef Milik. They met bitter opposition from John Allegro and, increasingly, other scholars have come round to the view that they were wrong.

The remaining theory, that the treasures came from and were hidden by Second Temple personnel, and that the Qumran-Essenes had nothing to do with it, is a pet theory of Professor Norman Golb of the University of Chicago. It finds limited support.

However, there are over-riding problems with all of these theories that, until now, have not been resolved. Scholars have all puzzled over how so much gold could have come from either the First, or the Second, Temple of Jerusalem, let alone could have come into the ownership of an ascetic, relatively impoverished sect like the Qumran-Essenes.

Another major stumbling block for all of the current theories is that not one of them has led to the discovery of any of the treasures listed in the Copper Scroll.

Well, that last statement is open to challenge by a certain Mr Vendyl Jones, who is sometimes portrayed as the role model for Indiana Jones in Steven Spielberg’s film Raiders of the Lost Ark. I will briefly digress to deal with his claims. He was born on 29 May 1930 and grew up in the State of Texas. By the age of sixteen, Vendyl knew that his life was to be dedicated to doing God’s work, and he eventually founded the Institute of Judaic-Christian Research (now known as the Vendyl Jones Research Institute, based in Arlington, Texas).

I first met Vendyl in September 1996 at the Conference on the Copper Scroll held in Manchester. He appeared a friendly, larger-than-life Dead Sea Scroll enthusiast, with a fierce white Mormonesque beard, who asked rather too many awkward questions. When I met him again, in July 1997 at a Conference in Jerusalem, we had a long chat about his ‘discoveries’. Vendyl had done a lot of digging in Israel, and from 1967 onwards had concentrated his efforts on the area around Qumran. He claimed that in April 1988 he found the anointing oil from the Second Temple of Jerusalem, and in 1992, the spices mentioned in the Copper Scroll. I was suitably impressed, especially as I had never heard of, or seen any report on anything being found from information given in the Copper Scroll. As we talked another Conference delegate walked by and, en passant, delivered a verbal assault on Vendyl.

Not surprisingly I was a bit non-plussed, but subsequently learned that Vendyl was banned from digging in Israel by the Antiquities Authority. No-one in scientific circles takes his claims seriously, and no learned journal has confirmed the authenticity of his claims.

I returned from the Jerusalem Conference in July 1997, reinvigorated with some of the information I had learned and by the people I had talked to, and excited with the theory that was beginning to form in my mind – of how the puzzle of the Copper Scroll might be solved, and from where the treasures might have originally come.

My own view is rather different from other scholars. I do not believe the treasures came from the Second Jerusalem Temple, as the Qumran-Essenes were violently opposed to this Temple and its priestly activities. Whilst part of the treasures may possibly have come from the First Temple at Jerusalem, as descriptions in the Copper Scroll certainly refer to Temple-associated objects, when we have unravelled the secrets of the Copper Scroll it will become patently clear that another Temple is described – and that the Qumran-Essenes were guardians, not just of treasure, but also of secrets that belonged to a much earlier time and a very distant place.

The scroll had been engraved on a thin copper sheet in an unusual form of ‘cursive’ ancient Hebrew script. Although (from palaeographic studies), it is now thought to have been copied at a date between 150 BCE and 70 CE, a number of scholars, notably John Elwolde,22 (who is working on a Hebrew Dictionary Project at the University of Sheffield), have pointed out that there are enigmatic passages in the Copper Scroll that correspond to early Biblical Hebrew – which dates back to 800 or 700 BCE – and that the scroll contains many unique word constructions not in use in mainstream Judaism at the time of its copying.

The presence of Greek letters interspersed at the end of sections of the text had aroused my interest. Their meaning was not understood and they appeared to be some kind of cryptic code.*5 Although Greek influences were pervasive at the time of the engraving of the Copper Scroll, the only texts of the Dead Sea Scrolls written in Greek are of Biblical passages relating to the Old Testament. Greek does not appear in Qumran-Essene sectarian texts, so why should Greek letters be included in the Copper Scroll?

Many theories have been put forward to explain these apparently random letters. They are variously considered to be made by scribes as reference marks of some sort, initials of place-names, entry dates, or location directions, but none of these explanations is accepted as conclusive, and they remain a puzzle.

The numbering units given in the text, which relate to the amounts of treasure, are also not clearly understood by modern translators. The numerals are in an unsophisticated long-hand form, involving apparently unnecessary duplication.23

There were other ‘anomalies’ for which there appeared to be no satisfactory answers. My metallurgical experience kept on bringing me back to these unanswered questions: Why should a non-materialistic community go to such trouble to preserve this information on a copper scroll? Where did they get the copper from? How could they afford its very high cost? No other Dead Sea Scroll was engraved on copper, nor were any known Hebrew texts from anywhere else, prior to this period.

The questions were beginning to mount and I started looking for scientific, rather than scriptural, ways of analysing the content and material of the scroll. I decided to concentrate first on the metallurgy, the technique of fabrication and the metrology of the Copper Scroll.





CHAPTER THREE

METALLURGY AND METROLOGY

[image: image] The first thing I decided to do was to look more closely at the listings of treasure in the Copper Scroll, and the various translations of the text, and to try and bring an inter-disciplinary, or lateral-thinking type of approach to the unresolved problems.

For each of the sixty-four locations*6 listed in the Copper Scroll, the description of each item of treasure follows a set pattern: a geographical and, sometimes, a directional clue; an instruction to dig; a measurement in cubits;1 a weight amount, invariably translated as Talents; and the type of treasure.

The unit of weight, given in the Copper Scroll as a ‘K’, is assumed by modern scholars to refer to the Biblical Talent. This is known to be equivalent to about 76lb or 35kg – a huge unit of weight to use when dealing with small items such as gold earrings, weighing 30–40g. Remember that the tonnages of precious metals given in the conventional translations are twenty-six tonnes (26,000kg) of gold and sixty-five tonnes (65,000kg) of silver!

All my metallurgical and scientific experience told me that, with the relatively primitive metal refining techniques that would have been available over 2,000 years ago,2 the units of weight in use for precious metals would have to have been many orders of magnitude less than those assumed by modern translators.


GOLD AND SILVER

I started looking at historical references relating to precious metals and found, from a 1993 NATO Conference on ‘Prehistoric Gold’ and various other references,3 that the list of treasures in the Copper Scroll, based on the conventionally translated units of weight, would have accounted for more than 25 per cent of the world’s entire supply of gold at that time, and the sixty-five tonnes of silver would have accounted for the stock of the entire world!


[image: image]

Figure 2: Graph showing the cumulative amounts of gold mined throughout the world between 4000 BCE and 68 CE.

The graph in Figure 2 shows that even at the time of Jesus, the total tonnage of gold existing in the world was no more than about 150 tonnes, and silver was, prior to about 900 BCE, rarer than gold.4 The big surge in gold production came between 1850 and 1900 (with the Californian gold rush), when more gold was mined in fifty years than in the previous 5,000. Up to 1850 no more than 10,000 tonnes of gold had ever been mined. Even today, the total gold mined throughout history only totals about 130,000 tonnes.

This last figure may seem rather surprising when one thinks of today’s widespread use of gold in jewellery, industry, dentistry, decorative furnishings, space vehicles, electronics, or just held as bullion and coinage. But gold is one of the most malleable and ductile of all metals. One ounce can be beaten into an area covering 100sq. feet – so thin (5 millionths/inch or 0.0000127cm) that it can transmit green light – or be drawn into wire 80km in length!


[image: image]

Figure 3: Graph showing cumulative amounts of gold mined throughout the world between 68 and 1998 CE.

For a quarter of the world’s supply of gold to have been in either the First or Second Temples at Jerusalem, let alone to have survived after their sacking, seems extremely unlikely. Similarly, it is hard, if not impossible to believe that an isolated ascetic sect like the Qumran-Essenes could have, on their own account, acquired such vast resources.

Something was seriously wrong with the conventional translations of the weights given in the Copper Scroll!




PROVENANCE OF THE COPPER SCROLL

I decided to investigate the background of the scroll in detail, focusing first on the aspect I knew about most – the metal itself.

It is well known that the Romans and Greeks used bronze (an alloy of copper and tin) as an engraving medium, but the use of copper on its own was restricted to non-literary texts. The few referenced examples of the use of copper – such as the Lex Coloniae Genetivae Juliae,5 inscribed in 43 BCE – are, on examination, found to be bronze engravings.

The use of copper as a writing material was, in fact, unknown in Judaea at or before the time of the Qumran-Essenes. Its use was also unknown in other Middle Eastern countries but, significantly, it was not unknown for ancient Egyptian texts to be engraved on copper. One of the rare surviving examples, said to be of a copper alloy plaque, was found at Medinet Habu,6 known in ancient times as Djamet and located at the southern end of the Theban west bank opposite Luxor. Engraved in Egyptian demotic writing,*7 it dates from the Roman period of first century-BCE Egypt, and is similar to the Qumran Copper Scroll, being a temple inventory.

A much older example of copper engraving, on an Egyptian temple of the time of Ramses III, c.1156 BCE, is described in the Harris Papyrus, which was also found at Medinet Habu, and is now in the British Museum. This remarkable document measures 133ft in length, and is the longest Egyptian papyrus ever discovered. It recites the lifetime achievements of Pharaoh Ramses III, who reigned 1189–1156 BCE, and also gives an inventory of all his possessions. In these lists we find mention of stocks of copper being used for engraving.7

I made for thee great tablets of silver, in beaten work, engraved with the great name of thy majesty, carved with the graver’s tool, bearing the decrees and the inventories of the houses and temples which I made in Egypt, during my reign on earth; in order to administer them in thy name forever and ever. Thou are their protector answering for them.

I made for thee other tablets of copper in beaten work, of a mixture of six [parts], of the colour of gold, engraved and carved with the graver’s tool with the great name of thy majesty, with the house regulations of the temples; likewise the many praises and adorations, which I made for thy name. Thy heart was glad at hearing them, O lord of gods.8

This is the only known reference to copper tablets or plaques being used for engraving in Egypt. The Egyptians of this period were well able to distinguish between copper and bronze, as the two metals are referred to quite separately in the Harris Papyrus.9

This early Egyptian example, and the lack of any other known examples of engraving on copper outside Egypt before the time of the Qumran-Essenes, make it even more surprising that this strange, isolated sect were able to make use of such a rare and expensive metal. The only place in the Middle East where copper was used, albeit rarely, was in Egypt. There is clear evidence that engraving lists on copper was being practised as early as 1200 BCE, and relatively pure copper was available from the bronze age onwards, 1550–1300 BCE (Eighteenth Dynasty).

Where did the Qumran-Essenes get the copper from then? Why did they use it in the first place? It was not used in Judaea at the time of the Qumran-Essenes, and would have been very difficult to obtain, not to mention extremely expensive. How did they learn the engraving skills and rivetting techniques that were applied to the Copper Scroll?

The logical place for learning such skills would be Egypt, as the Egyptians had an established tradition of advanced metallurgical knowledge. There had been a long association between the Hebrew tribes and Egypt. Could it be possible that the expertise and copper materials were brought out of Egypt with the Hebrews when Moses led them out of slavery?




ASPECTS OF ANCIENT COPPER TECHNOLOGY

It is quite reasonable to assume that the format of copper tablet production in the time of Ramses III had changed little with time, and was similar in the period of Ramses II – the pharaoh generally assumed to be ruling at the time of the Hebrew Exodus. In fact it would be quite usual for a pharaoh’s son to inherit his father’s possessions. If the raw material for the Copper Scroll came out of Egypt, it would almost certainly have been in the flat, beaten copper format described in the Harris Papyrus.10

Three separate pieces of flat copper were joined together to form the Copper Scroll. The equal sizes of the pieces indicates that this joining was done after its engraving, to produce one long scroll, rather than as a repair to breaks in the material. By the turn of the millennium brazing, welding and soldering were still not common techniques available to the metal fabricator.11 So it is not surprising that the Copper Scroll was joined by rivetting, but it is the use of copper rivets, the neatness, hole size and straight-line nature of the rivetting that is of interest. It is identical to the type of rivetting in use at the time of the Egyptian Eighteenth Dynasty.12 The significance of this will become clear later.

Apart from the scroll’s mechanical form, the other two main characteristics that I considered might enable a comparison to be made of the copper materials from Egypt and those from Qumran are its chemical composition and weight.

Chemical composition

The ancient Egyptians were highly skilled in metalwork, and their expertise in smelting and working copper can be traced back to at least 3000 BCE. For me, as a metallurgist, there is a certain thrill in looking into the face of the ‘oldest known metallurgist in the world’, preserved in all his long-bearded solemnity for over 3,000 years on a cartonnage*8 above a ‘mummy’ in the Museum of Cairo.13

The cupriferrous ores**9 available to the Egyptians came from the Eastern Desert, Nubia and Sinai and were readily reducible from their combined states, enabling very pure and easily workable copper to be produced. A typical analysis of an early Dynasty copper dagger, shows it contained 99.5 per cent copper, 0.39 per cent arsenic, 0.08 per cent iron, and a trace of lead.14 By the time of the New Kingdom and the Eighteenth Dynasty (c.1350 BCE), the technique of smelting using crucibles and reed blow-pipes had been refined, and leather-enclosed clay vessels with an inserted blow-pipe were being utilized. This technique enabled very pure copper – of the order of 99.9 per cent pure – to be produced.

Chemical analysis of the Copper Scroll has shown it too to have originally been made from very pure copper (99.9 per cent), with traces of arsenic, tin and iron – almost identical in chemical composition to the copper being produced in the Eighteenth Dynasty!15

Weight

I then started to think about what the actual weight of the Copper Scroll might have been in its original state. In its present form the scroll is heavily corroded – during its 2,000-year sojourn in a dank, warm cave near to the salty environment of the Dead Sea, it had become almost fully converted from copper into copper oxides. The original uncorroded copper material is estimated to have been 1mm thick, and each of the three sections it was made from measured 30cm x 80cm.16 The total weight of the pure copper on which the scroll was originally engraved would therefore have been:

3 x (30 x 80) x 0.1 x 8.93 = 6,429.6g

where 8.93 is the density of copper in g/cc

So where did this large chunk of extremely pure copper come from? Can it possibly be from a batch of copper described in the Harris Papyrus?

The weight of each of the copper tablets described in the Harris Papyrus as being part of the ‘stock’ held by Pharaoh Ramses III, is given as 205.5 Deben, and there were four tablets in all.

The British Museum Dictionary of Ancient Egypt17 gives the Deben as a unit of weight, used for weighing metals such as copper, as 93.3g. From this we can calculate that each of the copper tablets weighed:

205.5 x 93.3g = 19,173.15g, or 42.3lb

Weighing around 42lb, when it came to actually engraving a copper tablet and carrying it around, it would almost certainly have been reduced into more convenient smaller, equal weights. A more convenient size would have been 1/10 or 1/9 of the original – typical divisors known to have been used by the Egyptians when dealing with the weighing of copper. If the original tablet weight was, in fact, divided into nine equal sections, each section would weigh:

19,173.15/9 = 2,130.35g

If three of these smaller sections were then rivetted together (comfortably accommodating the text needed to describe the sixty-four locations of treasure mentioned in the Copper Scroll), the final weight would be:

2,130.35 x 3 = 6,391.05g

This is remarkably close to the estimated weight of the Copper Scroll in its original state, of 6,429.6g.

To summarize, the correspondences between the Copper Scroll and copper material available in Egypt at the time of the Hebrew Exodus, are as follows:



	 
	Egyptian Copper
	The Copper Scroll



	 
	c. 1200 BCE
	c. 100 BCE



	Mechanical Format
	Flat, beaten
	Flat, beaten



	Method of joining
	Rivetting, straight-line
	Rivetting, straight-line



	Chemical composition
	99.9% Copper, traces of Arsenic and Iron
	99.9% Copper, traces of Arsenic and Iron



	Unit Weight
	6,391g
	6,429g




The closeness in weight of the Copper Scroll to exact sections of the copper tablets described in the Harris Papyrus would not seem to be just coincidence. It is within 0.6 per cent, indicating we can be 99.4 per cent certain, in terms of weight correlation alone, that the Copper Scroll came from a piece of ancient Egyptian copper, similar to those once in the possession of Ramses III.18 When other factors – relating to physical and chemical characteristics of the materials – are compared, the connection becomes irresistible.




NUMBERING AND WEIGHING SYSTEMS

What about the form of writing and units of measurement used in the Copper Scroll – do they have any comparable Egyptian overtones, particularly the numbering units of Talents, Minas and Staters mentioned previously? I began comparing the contents of the Copper Scroll with Egyptian texts, dating back from 500 BCE, and came to another startling conclusion. The numbering units and weights used in the scroll were not of Canaanite or Judaean origin, where the Qumran-Essenes resided, but Egyptian! Indeed, the numbering system in the Copper Scroll is typical of that in use in Egypt around 1300 BCE. The Egyptian system used repetitive single vertical strokes, up to the number nine, combined with repetitive decimal units for larger numbers. A good example of this can be seen in Column 6 of the Copper Scroll (see Plate 3), where repeated single down strokes are used to represent the number seven. (See also Appendix, column 6, line 13.)

I returned again to the problem of the weights generally ascribed to the treasures by modern translators of the Copper Scroll. This time I applied an Egyptian perspective.

The ancient Egyptians had developed a system of weights specifically designed for weighing precious metals. This system was based on the ‘Kite’, a unit weighing approximately 10g, but sometimes used as a double unit (KK) of 20.4g. I believe that it is no coincidence that the ‘hard ch’ sound of the weight term used in the Copper Scroll text equates to the Egyptian ‘K’ in ‘Kite’! When I used these ancient Egyptian weight units, typical of the period prior to 1000 BCE, to calculate the quantities of gold, silver and jewellery mentioned in the scroll, I obtained rather more realistic weights than those given earlier. The approximate totals of precious metals mentioned in the scroll now became:



	Gold
	 
	26kg



	Silver
	 
	13.6kg



	Mixed precious metals
	 
	55.2kg




(There are also hundreds of gold and silver bars, and pitchers of precious metals, where weights are not specified.)

We are now looking at weights that are a fraction of those given in modern translations of the Copper Scroll, but they are at least plausible values, quite consistent with the amounts of gold and silver in circulation for the period. For example, if we look again at the Harris Papyrus it gives the total gold holdings accumulated over a thirty-one-year period by Egypt (by far the most wealthy country in the ancient Middle East), as 387kg. The downside is that the value of our treasure has diminished somewhat! However, we are still talking about hundreds of millions of dollars in real terms.

So what can we make of all these calculations? The logical conclusion is that the weighing and numbering systems used in the Copper Scroll are based on ancient Egyptian systems.

When I applied this conclusion to calculations of precious metals and locations described in the Copper Scroll, they started to point in the direction the treasure hunt should begin to take and, perhaps, the location of where much of the treasure can be found.




A SECOND OPINION

I sought a second opinion on the ancient Egyptian numbering and weighing systems from Dr Rosalie David, Keeper of Egyptology at The Manchester Museum. She confirmed that, although the type of numbering system used in the Copper Scroll might have persisted in Egyptian temple writing for some time after the Greek conquest of Egypt (in 330 BCE), its use ‘was always specific to Egypt and it was not in use outside Egypt, except in the period of Egypt’s campaigns in Canaan from 1400 to 1100 BCE’.19

According to Dr David, the use of the ancient Egyptian system for weighing metals ‘died out around 500 BCE and had previously always been specific to Egypt’.

Dr David’s views raised yet more questions for me. Why would a document, ostensibly written by a devout, unorthodox Jewish community living near the Dead Sea in Judaea around the time of Jesus, have so many Egyptian characteristics? And why would the writing material, numbering system and system of weights used be typical of Egyptian usage from a period at least 1,000 years earlier?

A first answer would seem to be that, although the Copper Scroll may have been copied in the first century BCE, some of its contents originated from a period perhaps as many as 1,200 or 1,300 years earlier.

As my researches continued, I became convinced that this conjecture was right, and that at least part of the Copper Scroll was not originally written by the Qumran-Essenes, but was copied by them from something much more ancient: something written in Egyptian, something written perhaps as early as 1300 BCE.

As far as I know, no-one has tried to trace a direct connection between the ancient Egyptians of the thirteenth and twelfth centuries BCE and the Qumran-Essenes of the second and first centuries BCE. The Copper Scroll was undoubtedly a document of enormous importance to the Qumran-Essenes, considering the trouble and expense they must have incurred to produce it.20 If its contents do have a connection to Egypt, that connection would have to have been extremely noteworthy to the Qumran-Essenes…and might be a key to other secrets.

If the pre-1000 BCE Egyptian period had left its technological mark on the Copper Scroll, why not other influences? What cultural or religious parallels could there be between this period and that existing in Judaea around the time of Jesus and, more specifically, with the practices of the Qumran-Essenes as authors of the Copper Scroll?

The next step, therefore, in my journey of detection was to examine what other relevant connections there might be between Egypt and Israel. To do that I needed to focus on Ancient Egypt and to see how its culture and religion might have interacted with early Judaism.
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