Antony Perrot

Reading an Opisthograph at Qumran

The opisthograph manuscripts from Qumran, scrolls written recto and verso, have al-
ready received some attention in the history of research. Scholars such as Wise,* Tov,?
Brooke,? and most recently Falk* have proposed lists and in-depth studies of these
texts. However, none of them really dwelt on the reading of this corpus in Qumran.® Is
it possible to know how the reading of these particular manuscripts was “performed”
at Qumran? Based on Falk’s article, the most recent to date, we would like to propose
a typology of the reading of opisthograph texts based on voluminological aspects.®

1 Defining an Opisthograph

The term “opisthograph” comes from the Greek word 6mofoypé@og which means
“written on the back”. This term is generally used to refer to a parchment or papyrus
written on the recto and verso.” In papyrology, the contours of this phenomenon are
defined differently according to the researchers who apprehend it. For Turner, the
“true” opisthographs are “simple sheets or rolls of papyrus, the content of which be-
gin on the front, and then continue on the back”.® More recently, Tiziano Dorandi
has defined the opisthograph in a very different way: “In modern usage [...], the term
opisthographos is used only when a papyrus scroll or a fragment consisting of only
one leaf had new text written on the verso shortly after the inscribing of the recto,

1 Wise 1994.

2 Tov 1999; Tov 2004.

3 Brooke 2011.

4 Falk 2014.

5 See Falk 2014; Brooke 2011.

6 “Codicology” is misleading and anachronistic. We will use the term “voluminology” as Johnson
2004, 3.

7 “In papyri, the inscribed side, on which the fibers run horizontally, is named the recto; the verso,
usually uninscribed, is the side on which the fibers run vertically. [...] In documents written on leather
(skin), the term recto represents the hairy, usually inscribed, side, while the verso indicates the unin-
scribed flesh side.” Tov 2004, 64.

8 Turner 1978, 60.
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usually without bearing any relation to the latter.”® According to the recent publica-
tions and papyrological databases, it seems that Turner’s definition has won the ap-
proval of researchers.™®

In fact, this lack of clarity in trying to define the opisthograph goes back to antiq-
uity. When ancient authors such as Pliny,™ Lucian®? or Ulpian® refer to this phenom-
enon, it is very difficult to know what practice they are referring to.'* Moreover, one
can find this scribal practice described without the proper name dmofoypdog being
used. For example, in Ezekiel 2:10, the prophet receives a vision where he sees a scroll
“written on the recto and verso—7inNK] 0718 121N2”. The book of Revelation borrows
this same imagery in 5:1, when the seer sees a scroll “written on the recto and verso
(BowBev xai 6madev)”.

This difficulty in defining the opisthograph is also shared by the Qumranic stud-
ies. While all agree that this is an extremely rare phenomenon in Qumran and that
this corpus consists of relatively low-grade scribal work, everybody counts a different
number of opisthographs.” Beyond the fact that it is sometimes difficult to know if
certain tiny fragments belong to this or that scroll,*¢ it is not clear whether tefillin or
texts with titles on the verso should be considered opisthographs. Very recently, on
the basis of the new images provided by the IAA, Daniel Falk suggested to count 13 to
18 opisthographs. He justifies his selection as follows:

For the purposes of this study, I will not include the following cases of manuscripts inscribed on
both sides. First, the writing of signatures or titles on the reverse, whose purpose is to be visible
on the outside of the closed scroll, is not relevant to the present study. Second, a number of the
tefillin found at Qumran are inscribed on both sides, but since these are not intended to be read as
texts but are sealed up to be worn as amulets they represent a different phenomenon and will be
treated separately as a special case. They will not be included in the statistics on opisthographs.”

This distinction seems very meaningful and coincides with the definition of opistho-
graphs made by the ancient sources and the great majority of modern papyrologists.
The tables prepared by Falk will therefore be largely used for this study.*®

9 Dorandi 2006.

10 Trismegistos; CEDOPAL.

11 Plinius Caecilius Secundus 1961, 108.

12 Lucianus 1992, 20.

13 Ulpianus 37,11,4.

14 On the opisthograph phenomenon in the classical period, see Manfredi 1983; Bastianini 1994.

15 Wise 1994, 133, counts 16 opisthographs; Tov 1999, 12, counts 14 opisthographs; Tov 2004, Appen-
dix 3, 295-297 counts 21 opisthographs.

16 E.g.1Q70, 4Q250 c,d; e,f.

17 Falk 2014, 46.

18 In these tables “h” signifies a flip to the horizontal, as one can turn a book page; “v” a reversal to
the vertical, where the verso is upside-down vis-a-vis the recto; “p” a perpendicular flip at 90° degrees.
The arrows - and \ indicate the orientation of the fibers of the papyrus.
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2 The “True” Opisthograph:
4Q504 “Words of Luminaries®”

Considering Turner’s definition, the only true opisthograph found at Qumran is 4Q504
Words of the Luminaries® dated to the middle of the 2nd century BCE. Interestingly, Falk
has considered this manuscript as an opisthograph only since 2014. It consists of a sin-
gle work starting at the recto of the parchment and ending on the verso. There is little
doubt that this manuscript represents a personal copy. Indeed, it is relatively unkempt
on several levels. First, it is obvious that it is the mismanagement of space by the scribe
that resulted in this manuscript being an opisthograph. A survey of the size of the in-
ter-columnar margins illustrates that the scribe gradually decreased the width of the
margins. In all probability, he realized that he would not be able to write his whole text
on this scroll. Thus, for lack of space, he decided to turn the manuscript horizontally to
write the end of his text on only 3 cm. An experienced scribe would not have committed
this mismanagement of space. The ductus, meanwhile, is very irregular. Also, the irreg-
ular alignment of the lines between two columns leaves the impression, once again,
that the scribe was not experienced. Moreover, this manuscript contained at least six
marginal signs. Some of them are corrections of errors'® and others materialize new
sections,?® in what is certainly a very poor personal copy for liturgical use. On the tex-
tual plane, finally, Tov reports no less than 34 interventions from the scribe,?* which
makes this manuscript the fourth most corrected manuscript at Qumran.

I suggest considering 4Q504 as a starting point, the anchor point of our typology,
which hopefully will illuminate the formatting of the other opisthographs. Being the
only “true opisthograph” according to Turner’s definition, it can serve as a reference
scroll for several reasons. First, and in this case only, it is certain that this opistho-
graph—recto and verso—is the result of the work of only one scribe. The time separat-
ing the writing of the recto and verso is insignificant. It, thus, allows us to apprehend
the Sitz im Leben of this composition. On a voluminological level, the scribe chose to
continue his work from the recto to the verso by folding back the left margin of the

Tab. 1: The “true” opisthograph.

Scroll Support Name of Text  Orient. Script Date
Recto 4Q504 Parchment  Words of the Hasm. semi-formal Mid 2nd
Luminaries? c. BCE
Verso Frag 2 End h Same hand

19 Col1V, 1. 3; Col. V, 1. 2; Col. VI, 1. 2.
20 Col. VII, 1. 4; Col. VII, L. 11.
21 Tov 2004, 170.
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manuscript, like a book. Moreover, it is clear that this opisthograph scroll was in-
tended to be read on a particular occasion, and that this arrangement was considered
the best option for the scribe and the reader, after realizing the obvious lack of space.
If the scribe had written the end of his text upside down vis-a-vis the recto, he would
have been forced to roll up the scroll and return to the beginning of the composition.
Moreover, the reader would have had to turn the scroll vertically to continue reading
this text, an option that would have required more handling. Starting from the exam-
ple of 4Q504, where the verso arranged horizontally with respect to the recto reveals
the same Sitz im Leben, what can be said of the connection between the arrangement
and the dating of the other opisthograph scrolls from Qumran?

Fig.1: The end of the recto of 4Q504. The black vertical lines were added to mark the inter-columnar
margins. PAM M43.611 and PAM M43.612 merged.

Fig. 2: The beginning of the verso of 4Q504. PAM M43.613.
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3 Documentary Texts on the Verso of Literary Texts

The second category concerns manuscripts where a documentary text is written on
the verso of a literary text. The first example of this category contains on the recto
the beginning of the first copy of the book of Enoch in Aramaic (4Q201) and on the
verso what Tov considers as a possible genealogical list (4Q338). The title given by
Tov, however, seems somewhat ambitious since one can read nothing more than two
mentions of the verb 7'9171 and some traces of letters on 4Q338.2 Nevertheless, it is
certain that the writing on the verso is of a different and later hand, a century later
according to Falk.”

The next two scrolls are cases of re-use of literary or para-literary texts for the
writing of accounts: on the verso of Mishmarot C (4Q324), an account in Hebrew or
Aramaic (4Q355), and on the verso of fragment 9 of Narrative Work and Prayer, an
account in Greek. While the Semitic account of the verso of the first parchment is not
dated—but certainly later than its recto—the Greek account on the verso of the second
parchment was written about two centuries later, probably by the Romans.?*

One should note that all the documentary texts on the verso of literary texts are
arranged upside-down vis-a-vis the recto. All are cases of re-use of parchments and
the two compositions were certainly not intended to be read together. The text on the
verso is always written by a different—and much later—hand than that of the recto.

Tab. 2: Documentary Opisthographs on the Verso of Literary Texts.

Scroll Support Name of Text Orient.  Script Date

Recto 4Q201 Parchment  Enoch®ar. Hasm. semi-formal 200-150BCE
col. I-111

Verso 4Q338 Genealogical List v ca.1c. later

Recto 4Q324 Parchment ~ Mishmarot C Late Hasm. orearly 50-25BCE

Herod. bookhand

Verso  4Q355 Account Car. or v Cursive Not dated
heb.

Recto 4Q4609 Parchment  Narrative Work Late Hasm. or early 75-1BCE
and Prayer Herod. semi-formal

Verso 4Q350 Account gr. v Late 1stc. CE?

22 Tov 2000, 290.

23 Falk 2014, 49.

24 Yardeni expressed serious doubts about the origin of the manuscripts from 4Q342 to 4Q360, see
Cotton/Yardeni 1997, 283-317.
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With the exception of 4Q338,%* which is too fragmentary to say anything, it is certain
that the use of the verso has supplanted that of the recto. Somehow, this arrangement
constitutes the extreme opposite of the example of 4Q504, the “true opisthograph”.
Having considered these two cases at the opposite extremes, I suggest turning to the
other opisthograph rolls, beginning with those with a horizontal reversal.

4 Horizontal Orientation in Literary Opisthographs

In addition to 4Q504, there are two papyrus rolls where the verso is arranged hor-
izontally to the recto. The first scroll has on the recto Daily Prayers (4Q503) and on
the verso Ritual of Purification B (4Q512). According to Baillet, the hands of these two
compositions are contemporary and date from the first quarter of the first century
BCE (100-75BCE).2® While Baillet argued that the two compositions were written
by different scribes, others defend that this is not necessarily so. Falk highlights the
similarities between the two manuscripts: “They also share similar scribal features.
Neither is ruled, and they have uneven letter size, line spacing, column width, and
left margin. They show a similar full orthography, and both make similar use of the
hook-style paragraphos marker.”?” Although uneven, the ductus of both sides of this
manuscript is very similar. The few differences could be explained by the impact of

Tab. 3: Horizontal Orientation in Literary Opisthographs.

Scroll Support Name of Text Orient.  Script Date
Recto 4Q504 Parchment  Words of the Hasm. semi-formal ~ Mid-2nd
Luminaries® c. BCE
Verso Frag 2 End h Same hand
Frag 8 Title p Different hand
Recto>  4Q503 Papyrus Daily Prayers Hasm. semi-formal  100-75BCE
Versov  4Q512 Ritual of h Hasm. semi-formal  100-75BCE
Purification B
Recto>  4Q499 Papyrus Hymns/Prayers Hasm. semi-formal  ca.75BCE
VersoV  4Q497 War Scroll-like h Hasm. semi-formal ca.50BCE
Text A (different hand?)

25 Tov 2000, 290 suggests that the Genealogical List on the verso is possibly linked to the patriarch
Enoch on the recto.

26 Baillet 1982, 119, 262.

27 Falk 2014, 52.
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fiber orientation, especially in the vertical side, on the ductus of the scribe. Be that as
it may, it should be emphasized that the two texts are contemporaneous and arranged
horizontally one from the other. Rituals of purification and prayers are often associ-
ated in Qumran.?® Moreover, on the content level, it is very likely that these two com-
positions, which certainly constitute a personal copy, were read together.?

The second scroll with a horizontal arrangement contains on the recto Hymns/
Prayers (4Q499) and on the verso probably a copy of the War Scroll (4Q497). While
the first composition is dated around 75 BCE, the second is dated just 25 years later
(50 BCE). In fact, in Qumranic paleography, nothing can justify such a precise gap of
25 years. Regarding 4Q497, Falk added the commentary “different hand?” in his table.
Despite the fragmentary nature of this scroll, it is possible, once again, to consider
that it is the same hand that wrote the texts on the recto and on the verso. On the volu-
minological level, Brooke notices that “the writing on the back is in the same position
as on the front”.2® While this is true for some fragments, many others seem to contra-
dict this observation. However, this is always true for a scroll that we will consider
later (see 4Q415/4Q414, p.109).

In summary, the opisthographs where the verso is arranged horizontally with re-
spect to the recto are probably the product of the same hand. When there is any doubt
about the origin of the hand, less than one generation separates the two sides of the
roll. Thus, the two compositions have the same Sitz im Leben and the two sides of a
scroll were possibly read either directly after the other or with connection to the other,
for instance on the same liturgical occasion. In order to verify these hypotheses, it is
necessary to study the manuscripts in which recto and verso are arranged vertically.

5 Vertical Orientation in Literary Opisthographs

The oldest manuscript arranged vertically is 4Q255 (Serekh ha-Yahad®), a text in-
scribed on the verso of a scroll of papyrus, where the fibers are vertical {, thus con-
stituting the verso of 4Q433a (Hodayot-like Text B). While scholars do not agree on
which of these two texts is the “recto”,3! it is certain that the two texts are paleograph-
ically distant of about fifty years and they are not of the same hand. Very different

28 Falk 2014, 56.

29 4Q503 shares common structure and linguistic features with 4Q512, see Falk 1998, 23.

30 Brooke 2011, 131.

31 In the very precise case of 4Q255, the editors consider that it forms the verso of 4Q333a, in accor-
dance with the vertical orientation of the fibers of the manuscript (see Alexander/Vermes 1998, 28).
On the basis of paleographic considerations, Milik proposed that 4Q255 is the recto (see Milik 1988).
As Schuller 1999 more recently underlined, “in accordance with the view of many papyrologists that
the vertical or horizontal direction of the fibres has little to do with which side was written first, this
terminology has been avoided in our discussion”.
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Tab. 4: Vertical Orientation in Literary Opisthographs.

Scroll Support Name of Text Orient. Script Date
Versod  4Q255 Papyrus Serekh ha-Yahad? Early Hasm. 125-120BCE
Cursive
Recto> 4Q433a Hodayot-like v Hasm. semi-formal ca. 75 BCE
Text B
Recto> 4Q509 Papyrus Festival Prayers Late Hasm. ca.70-60BCE
semi-formal
(4Q505) Papyrus (Words of the Late Hasm. ca.70-60BCE
Luminaries®?) semi-formal
VersoV  4Q496 Milhamahf v Late Hasm. After 50 BCE
semi-formal
4Q506 Words of the Late Herod. Mid-1st c. CE
Luminaries® semi-formal
Recto 4Q415 Parchment Instruction® Early Herod. 30-1BCE
formal
Verso 4Q414 Ritual of Purifica- v (Late) Herod. and 30BCE-68 CE
tion A different hand
(thick lines)

in nature and separated by two generations, “the compositions on both sides are
associated with the Maskil, the authoritative instructor and liturgical master of the
community”.>

The second scroll with a vertical arrangement is what papyrologists consider to
be a composite roll. Baillet>* and more recently Chazon?* believe that the side with the
horizontal fibers contains two separate works written by the same hand: 4Q509 (Fes-
tival Prayers) and 4Q505 (Words of Luminaries). Others, such as Garcia Martinez,*
Falk®® and Lange/Tigchelaar® believe that this face actually contains only one com-
position, the Festival Prayers of 4Q509. Whether the recto of this papyrus is composite
or not, there is no doubt that the verso is. 4Q496 (Milhamah’) was added shortly after
the work(s) of the recto on the verso. On the same face, almost a century later, 4Q506
was written in the middle of the first century CE by a different hand. Although 4Q496

32 Falk 2014, 55.

33 Baillet 1982, 184.

34 Chazon 2012.

35 Garcia Martinez 1984.
36 Falk 1998.

37 Tigchelaar 2002, 315.
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was written shortly after 4Q509 (+ 4Q505), the composite nature of this manuscript
makes it less likely that it would have been read continuously. Nevertheless, this man-
uscript was certainly a collection of liturgical texts.

4Q415 (Instruction®) and 4Q414 (Ritual of Purification A) are written on the two
sides of an opisthograph parchment scroll. While the dating of the hand of 4Q415 is
relatively accurate (30-1BCE), that of the verso is looser and could extend over al-
most a century (30 BCE-68 CE). Falk considers the hand of 4Q415 as “early formal
Herodian” and, distinguishing possibly later features, the hand of 4Q414 as “(late)
Herodian”.*® Whether the hands of these two compositions are contemporary (around
30 BCE) or not, two manifestly different hands have written this text. The first hand,
on the recto, is careful unlike the second one on the verso. Moreover, we notice more
than a simple arrangement to the vertical since the scribe of 4Q414 has made all the
margins of its composition correspond to that of 4Q415, like a codex.*® This unique
scribal feature is peculiar to this scroll and has not been pointed out so far. This care-
ful layout of the verso attempting to match the recto perhaps indicates that the verso
scribe was still valuing and therefore read the text of the recto.

Unlike manuscripts with both sides arranged horizontally, the two faces of verti-
cally arranged manuscripts are certainly not of the same hand, and usually, are sev-
eral decades apart. In the case of 4Q509/4Q505?/4Q509/4Q509 and 4Q496/4Q506, the
composite nature of the scroll would explain its vertical arrangement. For all these
cases, it is very unlikely that the texts of the two sides were read side by side or con-
tinuously in a joint Sitz im Leben. However, contrary to the opisthograph documen-
tary texts, these manuscripts are not simple cases of re-use but more likely private
collections or €ékAoyr. In all these examples, the reading of the recto was not de facto
rejected by the adding of the verso. The second scribe had certainly thought it useful
to associate his text with that of the recto for liturgical reasons.

In order to test the typology of reading presented so far, we must also examine the
unidentified opisthograph papyri.

6 Unidentified Opisthograph Papyri

With the exception of a few isolated studies on Qumran papyri or opisthographs,
the work on 1Q70/1Q70a has poorly evolved since Milik’s original editio princeps in
DJD 1.“° Milik already recognized that the two groups contained on the recto a lit-
erary or calligraphic writing, and on the verso a more cursive handwriting.** The

38 Falk 2014, 49.

39 See fragments 1i + 2ii, 1ii, 3, 5, 6, 9, 10i + ii, 11, 21, 27 and 29.
40 Barthélemy/Milik 1955, 149.

41 Barthélemy/Milik 1955, 149.
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Tab. 5: Unidentified Opisthograph Papyri.

Scroll Name of Text Orient.  Script Date

Recto »> 1Q70 Unknown Calligraphic Not dated
1-10

Verso Vv 1Q70 Unknown (different \ Cursive Not dated
1-10 hand/work)

Recto > 4Q250 Cryptic, unidentified Cryptic A semi-formal 2nd c. BCE
c,d text, Text I, K

Verso ¥ 4Q250 Cryptic, unidentified h Same hand? 2nd c. BCE
e,f text, Text ), L

Recto > 4Q518 Unclassified 2+ different hands Not dated
1-20

Verso v 4Q519 Unclassified h Different hand Not dated

Recto > 4Q518 Unclassified 3+ different hands Not dated
21-62

Verso Vv 4Q519 Unclassified v Different hand Not dated

Recto > 4Q518 Unclassified Indeterminate Not dated
63-68

Verso Vv 4Q519 Unclassified p Indeterminate Not dated

distinction of two very different hands argues in favor of two separate works for the
recto and verso of 1Q70. However, one can note that this papyrus is precisely arranged
vertically.

With regard to the small cryptic opisthograph fragments of 4Q250 c,d and 4Q250
e,f published by Pfann,*? it is very likely that these four fragments actually belong to
one and the same scroll. Based on a paleographical examination of the ten letters at-
tested, Pfann qualifies the entire writing of 4Q250 as a “semi-formal hand with some
semi-cursive traits; second century BCE”.** In two other examples, the fragments
published by Pfann as belonging to different manuscripts were afterwards consid-
ered as one and only. First, Ben-Dov, Stokl Ben Ezra, and Gayer have shown that what
Pfann considered to be additional fragments of 4Q249a are actually fragments of the
same copy of 4Q249a (pap cryptA Serekh haEdah).** Second, Ratzon and Ben-Dov*®
demonstrated that the presumed six different copies of a calendrical scroll in cryptic

42 Pfann 2000a.

43 Pfann 2000a, 684.

44 Ben-Dov/St6kl Ben Ezra/Gayer 2017.
45 Ratzon/Ben Dov 2017.



Reading an Opisthograph at Qumran = 111

script (4Q324d-1), according to Pfann’s edition in DJD XXVIII,*¢ actually belong to the
same scroll now called 4Q324d. There is therefore every reason to believe that 4Q250
¢,d and 4Q250 e,f is a single scroll in cryptic script. One can note that this manuscript
is arranged horizontally, so that it could be the work of the same hand, as other opist-
hographs arranged in this manner.

4Q518/4Q519 gathers fragments of an unidentified papyrus with writing on both
sides and whose verso is arranged either horizontally (frags 1-20), vertically (frags 21—
62), or even perpendicularly (frags 63-68). The few dozen small fragments arranged
horizontally certainly belong to one or more known rolls with this particular arrange-
ment, and the same is true for the vertical ones. By their arrangement, their grouping
under 4Q518/4Q519 is not justified, insofar as they cannot belong all to the same roll.
The arrangement between the recto and the verso of each of the 4Q518/4Q519 frag-
ments is a criterion which will have to be considered in the future for their association
with a known text. The last group of six fragments contains only a few (traces of)
letters. For fragment 66, Baillet noted “large letters, which are supposedly partly de-
stroyed. Fragment of a title?”.*” Baillet’s assumption was certainly correct since most
of the titles in Qumran are written perpendicularly vis-a-vis the recto.

7 4Q343/4Q343 and the Perpendicular Orientation
of the Verso

Before concluding, a last type of arrangement, consisting in writing the verso per-
pendicularly in relation to the recto, needs to be considered. By choosing this type
of layout, the space available for writing is obviously smaller than when flipping the
papyrus horizontally or vertically. This explains why, with the exception of many te-
fillin,*® this system is used almost only for titles in Qumran. There is no literary text
arranged perpendicularly in Qumran, with the exception of 4Q343/4Q343. The Naba-
taean Letter of 4Q343, which continues perpendicularly to the verso, could contradict
the typology deployed so far. However, as noted by Eshel, the Qumranian origin of
this manuscript is now more than doubtful.*’ By the swing of the pendulum, the ty-
pology of opisthograph manuscripts of Qumran supports Eshel’s assumption. Thus,
there is no opisthograph manuscript that continues on the verso at the perpendicular.
The inscriptions at the perpendicular were not intended to be read in connection with
the text of the recto but only by the librarian of the manuscript.

46 Pfann 2000b.

47 Our english translation of Baillet 1982, 309.

48 4QPhyl A,B,G,H,,J,K, M, O, P, Q, R, U et XQPhyl 4.
49 Eshel 2001.
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8 Concluding Remarks

To summarize, I would like to recall the elements of the typology deployed so far.
Opisthograph manuscripts arranged horizontally, like a book, have certainly been
written by the same hand and/or written in the same period for a liturgical occasion.
They therefore most likely have the same Sitz im Leben. The vertical manuscripts are
divided into two groups: cases of re-use and collation. They have two Sitze im Leben
or even more. For literary texts, the addition of a text on the back does not necessarily
mean that the text on the front was no longer considered “but more likely [that] the
owner added another text on the reverse of a scroll he owned and still valued”.>® On
the other hand, it is unlikely that these recto and verso texts were read continuously.
In short, the more a manuscript must be manipulated to read both sides, the less
likely it is that both sides are read continuously. At Qumran already, all continuous
reading was done according to what will later become the codex.>*
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