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The archaeological site at Khirbet Qumran is situated on a plateau above caves (both natural and man-made) to the North-West of the Dead Sea in what is now the disputed West Bank territory in Israel. It was first excavated in 1873 by Clermont-Ganneau and has subsequently been excavated on a number of occasions (Hachlili, 2011:2). Centred around a large building with a central courtyard of Hellenistic style which was at some point destroyed (possibly by an earthquake in 31BC), it was subsequently redeveloped and appears to have been in use throughout the Hasmonean era, although there may also be evidence of earlier, Iron Age settlement patterns (Hachlili, 2011:1). Its significance has been greatly enhanced since 1947 with the discovery of the ‘Dead Sea Scrolls’ in the caves below and adjacent to the site (deadseascrolls.org (n.a.), 2020).

The site comprises the living and working quarters (a ‘scriptorium’) of what are believed to have been a reclusive religious sect (possibly the Essenes) and an associated cemetery. It is believed that site was devoted to the production of copies of sacred texts and the scrolls, comprising writings of the Jewish Bible, apocrypha and religious teachings from the period, were hidden in the caves during the destruction of the site by the Roman rulers of Judea in AD63 (v. Peursen, 2001:242). 

The scrolls began to be discovered in 1947 after Bedouin shepherds who had been searching for goats had accidentally discovered a cave which contained both complete scrolls, fragments and storage vessels. Eleven caves were discovered (between 1947 and 1956) to contain these documents (deadseascrolls.org (n.a.), 2020:3). In 2017, archaeologists found a twelfth cave, which had previously been looted. In it was a storage jar containing a scroll remnant in preparation for being used various associated finds including a Carnelian stone seal and also prehistoric stone arrow heads (Schuster, 2017).

The cemetery was surveyed in 2001 using Ground Penetrating Radar (GPR) and  was found to contain around 1200 graves. It is located around 35m to the East of the site and is thus accepted as being attached to the site (Hachlili:2011:3). The cemetery is notable for burial practices differing from large parts of Judea and Jewish culture of the period, largely comprising shaft graves with a loculus at the base, containing individual burials with the head to the South (i.e. facing North) (Hachlili, 2011:8,10). This alignment appears to relate to the belief in bodily resurrection; it was believed that the dead would be resurrected and, with their faces to the North, walk forward to the Heavenly Jerusalem (Hachlili, 2010:39).

This demonstrated belief in bodily resurrection was not fully held among the rest of the population of the period; indeed it has been described as “emerging” and “peripheral” although Elledge, at the same time, also cites 2 Macabbees as describing resurrection as “integral” to the faith of Jewish martyrs in resisting Hellenism (Elledge, 2017:1;4). Resurrection was written about in earlier Jewish teaching (Isaiah and Ezekiel) and may have originated in the Zoroastian culture of the Exile. It was believed (at least by the sect at Qumran) that resurrection would not just be to the life experienced before death, but to a “glorious new mode of human existence” (Elledge, 2018:1).

Controversy exists as to the make-up of the community. However, as v. Peursen points out, whilst it has been generally held that they were a community of Essenes, both Josephus and Philo write that the Essenes were a widespread and national group, whereas both practices and writings at Qumran were somewhat specific to the isolated site (v. Peursen, 2001:242). Following the publishing of material from Cave 4, Boccaccini suggested that the writers followed a path of “Ezekielianism”, indicating a movement highly influenced by the book of Ezekiel (v. Peursen, 2001:244). Boccaccini links this with ‘Enochism’ – a suggestion that the book “1 Enoch” was also central to the beliefs of the sect (v. Peursen, 2001:246). However, v. Peursen suggests that the sect were, more simply, a fundamentalist off-shoot of the Essenes, the split being caused by differences regarding the calendar, purity and the origins of evil (v. Peursen, 2001:252).

The sites have provided a much greater understanding of both Second Temple-era Judaism and the development of the early Christian religion and both archaeological and interpretive scholarship will be on-going for many years to come.
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