
Introduction to the Textual History of the Bible

Manuscript finds such as the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Cairo Genizah manuscripts, the discoveries at Nag
Hammadi, andmanymore have radically changed our knowledge of the textual history of the Jewish and
Christian Bibles. These new insights have led to several noticeable paradigm shifts in the field of textual
criticism. Textual witnesses are no longer regarded as quarries for textual variants but are studied as texts
and traditions in their own right. For instance, the study of the Septuagint is today a blossoming field of
its own, with other versions of the Bible following suit. The biblical scrolls from Qumran testify to the
plurality of the biblical texts during Second Temple times. Their study has also taught us that prior to
the canonization of the Hebrew Bible, and, in some cases, even after it each biblical book had a textual
history of its own. Textual critics focus not only on the reconstruction of a supposed biblical Urtext but
aimequally to reconstruct the entire textual histories of thebiblical books. Inmany cases, the early textual
history of a biblical book also sheds light on its late redaction history, which leads to a merging of the so-
called higher and lower criticisms. Biblical texts and translations are furthermore studied as a part of the
reception history of the Bible.
In light of this new situation, when I wrote the first volume of my Handbuch der Textfunde vom Toten

Meer (Vol. 1:DieHandschriftenbiblischerBücher vonQumranunddenanderenFundorten [Tübingen:Mohr
Siebeck, 2009]), I soon recognized that the biblical Dead Sea Scrolls should not be treated in isolation
but need to be understood in the context of the textual history of the Hebrew Bible as a whole. But not
only was it often difficult to locate studies on a textual version of a given biblical book, in many cases
(especially with the secondary versions) very little or even no research was available at all. The same was
and remains true for such basic things as a comprehensive history of research on the textual history and
textual criticism of the Hebrew Bible. The idea for the four volumes of the Textual History of the Biblewas
born as a result of this need.
In addition, the new text finds and the paradigm shifts in textual criticism open not only new ways

to study the biblical texts but result also in the desideratum of a new reference work that answers old
and new questions. Examples include: How does one find information about the Vulgate of Qohelet,
the Septuagint of Esther, or the Targum of Jeremiah? Which biblical book was translated into which
languages? What is the manuscript evidence and the text-critical value of each language tradition? Such
information is readily available for some books and translations, but more often it is not. Overviews of
recent research on a given textual version tend to be far from systematic and are prone to miss crucial
information. In addition, many relevant studies are published in languages that few scholars can read
or that can be accessed only in remote locations, for example, studies of versions in the less common
languages. In textual criticism today, the study of the versions and of different manuscript traditions has
become fragmented. For example, specialists in theHebrew or Greek texts of theHebrewBible cannot be
expected to be experts in the Old Slavonic or Arabic versions.With such fragmentation of expertise come
boundaries that make communication between the various subfields of textual criticism increasingly
difficult.
Therefore, the purpose of volume 1 for the Hebrew Bible and volume 2 for the deuterocanonical

literature is to answer these questions.
Volume 1 (The Hebrew Bible, editors Armin Lange and Emanuel Tov) covers the books of the Hebrew

canon. The volume opens with a series of overview articles on the history of the Jewish and Christian
canons and on the ancient Hebrew and Aramaic texts. These entries are followed by articles on the
different primary translations (Greek, Aramaic, Syriac, Latin, and Arabic) as well as the secondary
translations (Latin, Coptic, Ethiopic, Syriac, Armenian, Georgian, Christian Palestinian Aramaic, Old



introduction to the textual history of the bible

Church Slavonic, and Arabic), most of which were sourced from the Greek. The main body of volume 1 is
structured according to the sequence of the Hebrew canon, with entries on the Pentateuch, the Former
Prophets, the Latter Prophets, Psalms, Job, Proverbs, the Five Scrolls, Ezra–Nehemiah, and First and
Second Chronicles. For example, the Pentateuch section begins with articles on the ancient Hebrew texts
of the Pentateuch, and on themedievalmt. It then discusses the primary translations (themultipleGreek
versions, the Targumim, the Peshitta, Vulgate, and Arabic translations) and the secondary translations
(the Vetus Latina and the Coptic, Ethiopic, Late Syriac, Armenian, Georgian, Old Slavonic, and Arabic
translations). thb aims at providing the reader with comprehensive information about all available
versions of each biblical book, with a discussion of the extant manuscripts, the modern editions, the
specific characteristics of each version, and their text-critical significance. thb 1 concludes with a series
of articles on the biblical text as it is attested in the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha, in Josephus, Philo,
the New Testament, rabbinic literature, the Greek church fathers, the Latin church fathers, the Syriac
church fathers, and the Coptic church fathers.
Volume2 (Deuterocanonical Scriptures, editorMatthiasHenze) is dedicated to ancient Jewish literature

that is not part of the Hebrew Bible but that was or is held in canonical esteem by at least one of the
Christian churches. In some cases, such texts might have enjoyed scriptural authority in Judaism during
the SecondTemple period. The following deuterocanonical Scriptures are included: 1–2 Baruch, 4 Baruch,
Letter of Jeremiah, Prophecy of Pashur, Additions to Daniel, Ben Sira, 1 Enoch (+ Book of Giants and 2–
3 Enoch), Additions to Esther, 3–6 Ezra, Jubilees, Judith, 1–4Maccabees, the Ethiopic book ofMaccabees,
Prayer of Manasseh, Psalms 151–155, Psalms and Odes of Solomon, Tobit, and Wisdom of Solomon. As
in thb 1, there will be an entry for each version of these books in addition to an article surveying
their textual histories. In contrast to the Hebrew Bible, the translations of the deuterocanonical texts
do not always form a coherent translational version such as the Vulgate but are more fragmented. The
overview articles for thb 2 are therefore structured according to language only (Hebrew Texts, Aramaic
Texts, Greek Texts, Syriac Texts, Latin Texts, Ethiopic Texts, Coptic Texts, Armenian Texts, Georgian Texts,
Slavonic Texts, Arabic Texts). One of the biggest surprises and discoveries was howmany different textual
versions of the deuterocanonical texts are preserved. The existence of these versions was known at most
to only a few specialists. thb 2 will introduce all versions of the deuterocanonical texts for the first
time.
However, beyond the scope of its first two volumes, the Textual History of the Biblewants to be the first

comprehensive referencework for the textual history and textual criticism of theHebrewBible. Volume 3
(A Companion to Textual Criticism, editors Sidnie W. Crawford, Russell E. Fuller, Armin Lange, Hannah
Tervanotko) will therefore cover a range of other matters that pertain to modern textual criticism. The
student of text criticismmight ask:Whenwas the idea of anUrtext first suggested?What is a homoiarkton
andwhydoes it occur?Whenwas a certain codexwritten, andwhat exactly does it contain?Which scribal
materials and tools were used at a given time? How can the date of a manuscript be determined? Do
biblical manuscripts employ a Hebrew idiolect? thb 3 attempts to address these and related questions.
Its entries will span the history of research of textual criticism from antiquity until today. It will include
entries on modern Bible editions, on textual criticism and textual transmission, on texts, manuscripts,
codices, and manuscript collections, on issues of science and technology, and on various languages and
their linguistics. thb 3 addresses thus the history of research and the editorial histories of the Hebrew
Bible, as well as other aspects of text-critical research and its auxiliary fields, or Hilfswissenschaften, such
as papyrology, codicology, and linguistics.
The history of research on the textual criticism and textual history of theHebrewBible and its versions

as well as their editorial histories are good examples to illustrate the purpose of thb 3. It is often difficult
to find information about the early editions of the Hebrew Bible or its versions. Little information is
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available as to what motivated them or even on which manuscripts they were based. Surprisingly, no
comprehensive history of the textual criticismand textual history of theHebrewBible has beenpublished
to date; only isolated studies exist. This situation leads to severalmisconceptions, such as the idea that the
archetype theorywas first formulated by Lagarde, while in reality the first to propose it was Eichhorn, as a
response to Kennicott’s edition.1 Similarly Aptowitzer2 is regarded as the pioneer of the textual criticism
of rabbinic biblical quotations, but in fact he was preceded by Strack3 and others.
In addition to the text-specific issues addressed in thb 1 and 2, and the issues addressed in thb 3, the

fourth volume of thbwill contain Indices andManuscript Catalogues.
The Textual History of the Bible will be the first comprehensive reference work to cover all aspects of

the textual history and textual criticism of the Hebrew Bible and its deuterocanonical Scriptures. The
aim of thb is not to create a single coherent argument beginning with the earliest Hebrew manuscripts
from Qumran addressed in volume 1 and ending with the contemporary history of research described
in volume 3. Rather, thb is a reference work that allows for room for scholarly disagreement among its
contributors. An example are the articles on the Hebrew and Greek texts of Jeremiah that understand
either the consonantal text of mt-Jer (→ i.7.2.2) or the Greek text of lxx-Jer (→ i.7.3) as secondary. thb is
thus both an encyclopedia and a handbook. It covers the textual transmission of both the Jewish canon
and its deuterocanonical Scriptures in their original texts as well as in their translations. In addition, thb
includes information about all other issues related to the textual criticism and textual history of these
biblical texts. However, thb does not give practical instructions on how to do textual criticism or provide
editions of biblical texts.

The above description shows that the thb is a multipurpose reference work that seeks to address the
whole rangeof topics andquestions related to the textual history and textual criticismof theHebrewBible
and its deuterocanonical Scriptures. Two examples will illustrate the treasure of the information that
the thb is able to provide and show how further conclusions can be reached based on the information
included in the individual entries of the thb.
1) For the first time, the thb allows us to sketch a textual history of the Hebrew text of the Bible from

its earliest documentation in manuscripts and employments of biblical texts in non-biblical literature
through the master codices of the Ben Asher family. The individual articles on the Qumran manuscripts
(→ 2.2.1; → 3.2.1; → 4.2.1; → 5.3.1; → 6.2.1; → 7.2.1; → 8.2.1; → 9.2.1; → 10.2.1; → 11.2.1; → 12.2.1; → 13.2.1; → 14.2.1;
→ 15.2.1; → 16.2.1; → 17.2.1; → 18.2.1; → 19.2.1; → 20.2.1) as well as article → 1.2.2 leave no doubt that until the
reign of Herod the Great, and even beyond that time, the transmission of the Hebrew biblical text was
dominated by textual plurality with non-aligned biblical manuscripts providing the largest group of
textual witnesses. However, only few manuscripts attest to texts that are close to the Hebrew Vorlage
of lxx (4QLevd, 4QDeutq, 4QSamb, 4QJerb, Nash Papyrus; → 2.2.1.6, → 2.2.5.2, → 5.3.1.3, → 5.3.3, → 7.2.1.3,
→ 7.2.3.1) or to pre-Samaritan manuscripts (4QpaleoExodm, 4QNumb; → 2.2.1.3) that are related to the
later Samaritan Pentateuch (→ 1.2.3). The predominance of texts that do not align with mt in the Second
Temple period is underlined by the non-mt base texts of various rewritten Scripture compositions
(→ 21.1.1, → 21.2.1, → 21.2.2.3; cf. → 2.1.5).

1 Kennicott, *1776–1780.
2 A. Aptowitzer, Das Schriftwort in der rabbinischen Literatur (5 vols.; Vienna: A. Hölder [vols. 1–2] and Verlag der Israel.-Theol.

Lehranstalt [vols. 3–5], 1906–1915; reprint: New York: Ktav, 1970).
3 H.L. Strack, Prolegomena critica in Vetus Testamentum Hebraicum quibus agitur i) de codicibus et deperditis et adhuc

exstantibus, ii) de textu bibliorum Hebraicorum qualis Talmudistarum temporibus fuerit (Leipzig: J.C. Hinrichs, 1873), 70–72,
133.
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Beginning with the creation of the Jewish canon in the late first century b.c.e. (→ 1.1.2.1) and its proto-
Masoretic standard text at the same time (→ 1.2.2.4.2), the manuscript evidence of the non-Qumranic
sites around the Dead Sea as well as the few preserved late ancient and early medieval Hebrew biblical
manuscripts document a coherent transmission of the proto-Masoretic biblical texts. The late ancient
manuscript evidence is a corrective for the apparent textual variety of the Jewish Scriptures during the
rabbinic period that is seemingly reflected in rabbinic quotations of the Jewish Scriptures (→ 21.6) and
underlines that most of their readings do not reflect biblical variant readings but go back to scribal errors
in the transmission of rabbinic texts or are due to the exegetical license with which the rabbis treated
the quoted text. In Judaism, the increasing predominance of the proto-Masoretic text after the late first
century b.c.e. is underlined by the fact that most primary translations and revisions of the Old Greek
text are based on mt (→ 1.3.1.2, → 1.3.3, → 1.3.5, → 1.3.6).
2) The individual articles on the (proto-)Masoretic text demonstrate that mt is a heterogeneous text

whose textual character and quality varies from book to book. Inmany if notmost cases, the consonantal
text of mt reflects a good text with a limited number of secondary readings, while in other cases it
documents either a corrupt text or even a variant literary edition. Any exegetical study that is based on the
consonantal text of mt needs to take its textual character into consideration or risks reachingmisleading
conclusions. The articles in thb 1 on the Hebrew biblical text illustrate the heterogeneous character of
proto-mt and provide important information about the textual character of the proto-Masoretic text of
each biblical book. Article → 7.2.2 argues that mt-Jer represents a variant literary edition that developed
in several stages and that Egyptian Jews of the early third century b.c.e. were responsible for the bulk
of the text. An earlier variant literary edition is preserved in lxx-Jer. Article → 14.2.2 shows that, despite
a small number of scribal errors and a limited amount of linguistic and harmonizing editing, mt-Cant
is very close to the supposed Urtext of Canticles. Only “4QCanta points to an earlier textual stage of
Canticles that employed asyndesis more often as a stylistic device and used rare Hebrew expressions
and unusual constructions” (→ 14.2.2.5). mt-Qoh is also close to the Urtext of mt-Qoh but is most likely
the result of an orthographic revision. Its secondary readings “attest to harmonizations, linguistic and
stylistic corrections, as well as interpretative readings” (→ 15.2.2.3).
The articles of thb allow not only for similar and different observations for each textual version of

each biblical and deuterocanonical book but also provide a wealth of additional information.

Armin Lange
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