Dr. Esther Eshel—Academic Profile

I am involved in two main areas of research: (1) the late books of the Hebrew Bible, as part of an interest in Jewish literature of the Second Temple period, including early Jewish exegesis; and (2) epigraphy. 


As a member of the international team formed in 1991 to publish the Dead Sea Scrolls, I was responsible for the publication of 13 scrolls that were found in Cave 4 at Qumran. These scrolls deal with a variety of subjects, some historical, such as a text containing a prayer for the welfare of King Alexander Jannaeus, or another briefly summarizing the life of Antiochus IV, apparently used as a source of Daniel 12:7; or various texts that shed light on the worldview of the Qumran sect; a passage reciting the prayer said before immersion in a ritual bath; a text containing a list of transgressions by members of the sect; and a passage that includes a hymn written in the name of the High Priest who will lead the sect at the End of Days. I also published an ostracon from the first century CE, which records, as it seems, the transfer of property from a new member to the Qumran sect. Recently I published 14 small fragments of Dead Sea Scrolls that had been in the hands of various antiquities collectors. They are primarily biblical verses, but include also a papyrus fragment of an additional manuscript of the Book of Enoch. 


I am interested in the Second Temple period interpretations of the Hebrew Bible, specifically those on the Book of Genesis. In this area of study I have published, together with Prof. Michael Stone and the late Prof. J. C. Greenfield from the Hebrew University, an annotated scientific volume on the “Aramaic Levi Document,” which records the life of Levi son of Jacob. Fragments of the document were found at Qumran, in the Cairo Geniza, and in a Greek manuscript translated from Aramaic. I have also studied the different versions of biblical texts uncovered at Qumran, and their use as a basis for sectarian exegesis; as well as the apocryphal psalms from the Second Temple period. 


As an epigraphist, I have published a number of important inscriptions, including a Hebrew inscription from the seventh century BCE unearthed at Maresha; a juglet bearing a Phoenician inscription from the Persian period from Jaffa; an Idumaean marriage contract from 176 BCE from Maresha; scribal exercises written on bowls from the Hellenistic period, including fragments of previously unknown Edomite wisdom literature; and an assortment of documents found at Ketef Jericho recording economic transactions during the time of the Bar Kokhba Revolt. 


Soon to be released is a monograph presenting 65 Hellenistic ostraca discovered at Maresha, written in Aramaic, Phoenician, and Idumaean, with my translations and commentary. Lately, I have received for publication over 200 ostraca from the same period, most written in Aramaic, found recently during excavations at Maresha. These inscriptions are to be published in an additional monograph. 


I have also published 34 Hebrew and Aramaic inscriptions from the First and Second Temple periods, discovered by the late Professor Nahman Avigad in the Upper City excavations of Jerusalem.


Over the last two years I’ve been working with Prof. Shmuel Ahituv of Ben Gurion University on the preparation of a scientific volume on the Hebrew and Phoenician inscriptions found at Kuntillet ‘Ajrud (some 50 km south of Kadesh-Barnea). A total of 40 inscriptions were uncovered at the site, some relatively long and complete, others short and fragmentary. My paleographic analysis has shown that the inscriptions can be divided chronologically into two groups: the main group dates to the eighth century BCE, which corresponds to the single period of occupation at the site; and three others, written in stone, are from the end of the tenth or the beginning of the ninth century BCE. The Kuntillet ‘Ajrud corpus includes dedicatory inscriptions on stone basins, parts of blessings copied onto large pithoi, remains of unknown hymns written on the plaster of walls, and a number of abecedaries copied by various scribes. The pithoi inscriptions are written in the Hebrew script and spelling, and appear to have originated in the Northern Kingdom. The inscriptions in ink on plaster, on the other hand, display clear Phoenician traits, but the spelling is Hebraic: it is defective spelling as was common in Phoenicia, there are separation dots between the letters, and the script is not continuous, as is found in most Phoenician inscriptions. 


Analysis of the archaeological finds from the site has shown that the vessels and organic materials are provenanced to various regions in the Land of Israel, some in the highlands of the Northern Kingdom, including the heavy stone basins, apparently brought from afar. These results go hand in hand with the contents of the inscriptions, which have been attributed to the Kingdom of Israel on the basis of the mention of Samaria and the use of theophoric Israelite private names. The connection of this southern site to the Northern Kingdom fits well with biblical traditions on Elijah’s journey from Samaria to Mt. Horeb (1 Kings 19:1–14). 


The corpus of Hebrew inscriptions originating in the Northern Kingdom is quite small in size, and thus the Kuntillet ‘Ajrud group offers a significant contribution on a number of fronts: first and foremost, on Israelite religious beliefs in the Biblical period; on paleographic, orthographic, and linguistic studies; on its previously unknown additions to the period’s onomasticon; and on the question of the extent of literacy in ancient Israel. Yad Ben Zvi accepted the Hebrew version of the volume for publication, and presently the final emendations are being made. Simultaneously, we are now preparing an extensive volume in English, including the detailed archaeological report of the site. 


I have recently committed to the publication of an official volume on the Genesis Apocryphon from Cave 1 at Qumran; only portions of this scroll have as yet been fully published. The Genesis Apocryphon was among the first scrolls discovered in 1947 at Qumran. It is written in Aramaic and includes adaptations and elaborations on the stories of Genesis from the days of Enoch, Noah, and Abraham, with many additions, omissions, and changes that reflect scribal interpretation. It is commonly held that the work was composed in the second or first centuries BCE, but this date should likely be pushed back to the third century BCE. It appears not to have been the work of the Qumran sect. Twenty-three columns of the Genesis Apocryphon remain; their preservation quite poor. The five complete columns were published soon after their discovery, and only in the 1990s, with the help of modern photographic technology, were the remains of the other columns of the document published. But this publication is brief and preliminary, and does not include photographs. 


With the aid of new photographs entrusted to me, I have been engaged over the last few years in the renewed reading and the interpretation of the entire scroll. I have written a number of articles (some of which are already published, while others are now in press) related to an assortment of topics having to do with this scroll, including an early conception of the world division among Noah sons as reflected in the Genesis Apocryphon and as it compares to the Book of Jubilees and to Josephus’ Jewish Antiquities; and to visions attributed to Noah in the Genesis Apocryphon and a clarification of their scriptural background. During my sabbatical at Oxford in 2007, I was able to write a substantial part of the edition to the Genesis Apocryphon, to be published in the DJD series. This book will include a renewed reading of the document and a thorough commentary, as well as photographs of the surviving columns. 


It is my hope that these three books—the Hebrew monographs on the Maresha inscriptions and the Kuntillet ‘Ajrud inscriptions, and the volume on the Genesis Apocryphon—will be published in the next few years, while the second monograph on the newly found ostraca from Maresha will be released not too long afterwards.
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