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Naḥal Ḥever 
 
Naḥal Ḥever is a stream in the Judaean Desert that runs toward the Dead Sea, about 3 
kilometres south of En Gedi. The stream became famous because of important manuscript 
finds in two caves at the head of the stream.  

During an initial survey in 1953, Yohanan Aharoni found ten caves and two Roman 
siege camps above two of them (Caves 5/6 and 8). The Bedouin had already searched these 
caves before the archaeologists excavated them. Nevertheless, Aharoni found fragments of 
the Greek Minor Prophets scroll in Cave 8, which indicates that the main section of this scroll 
discovered by the Bedouin came from this cave. In 1991 David Amit and Hanan Eshel found 
an additional, eleventh, cave in the western part of Naḥal Ḥever.The Seiyal texts are now 
regarded as coming from Naḥal Ḥever, but their exact cave provenance cannot be established 
anymore (hence the use of X before the siglum Hev/Se for these manuscripts). 

Cave 5/6, in which nineteen skeletons were found, is situated on the northern bank of 
Naḥal Ḥever. It is also called the Cave of Letters, because in 1960 Yigael Yadin found a 
leather flask with fifteen letters sent by Shimon bar Kosiba (Bar Kokhba). Cave 8 lies 
opposite Cave 5/6 on the southern bank of Naḥal Ḥever. It is called the Cave of Horror 
because Aharoni found more than forty skeletons. Three ostraca were found bearing names of 
the deceased placed on top of the skeletons. The evidence—two Roman camps and skeletal 
remains of men, women, and children—evidently points to violence and refuge as the context 
of deposition for the manuscripts at the caves in Naḥal Ḥever.  

The texts from the Cave of Letters that were found in controlled excavations point to 
at least four different collections, representing private archives: thirty-five legal papyri 
belonging to Babatha and written in Greek, Aramaic and Nabatean-Aramaic; six legal papyri 
written in Greek, Aramaic and Nabatean of Salome Komaise; six legal papyri in Hebrew and 
Aramaic of Eliezer bar Shemuel; fifteen papyri in Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek from Bar 
Kokhba. These documentary texts are extremely important because they shed new light on 
various historical, social, and cultural aspects of Judean society during the first and second 
century CE. In addition, two fragmentary biblical texts—one from Numbers (a late Herodian 
bookhand dated to the middle of the first century CE) and another from Psalms (dated by Ada 
Yardeni to the early first century CE)—were found, that later were matched with fragments 
that the Bedouin had purportedly found at Seiyal (Naḥal Ṣeʾelim), but the original deposition 
context of the two biblical manuscripts remains unclear.  

From the Cave of Horror comes the important Greek Minor Prophets, whose two 
scribes are dated to the latter half of the first century BCE. Apart from a few other very small 
fragments, three small fragments of parchment of a prayer text (8Ḥev 2) were found during 
the excavation of an untouched grave; it is possible that this text was placed next to the dead. 

Although the texts from the caves at Naḥal Ḥever are predominantly of a documentary 
nature, they also attest to the spread of literary texts across different strata of ancient Jewish 
society, albeit at different levels of engagement.  

Regional or local elites, wealthy families from villages such as those of Babatha or 
Salome Komaise, may indeed have owned some of the literary manuscripts found in the caves 
at Naḥal Ḥever. This means that access to and possession of literary texts was not limited to 
urban centres such as Jerusalem. Babatha and Salome seem to have been illiterate, as was 
Salome’s brother. However, Babatha’s second husband was literate and apparently also had 
the practiced hand of an experienced writer. Perhaps those who were literate read from the 
texts to those who were not able to read, perhaps in the social context of family or friends, or 
even in the larger social context of the village, as we know from anthropological evidence. 

However, we may assume that the manner in which such people engaged with these 
literary texts was different from some of those behind the Dead Sea Scrolls from Qumran, or 



from Ben Sira or Flavius Josephus for that matter. The latters’ level of engagement was of a 
different nature, studying, commenting, copying and writing texts. We need to reckon with 
different levels of literacy.  

Finally, the texts, documentary and literary, also throw important light on the level of 
multilingualism or bilingualism. The private archives from Naḥal Ḥever show a multifaceted 
engagement with different languages in the different settings of everyday life. For example, 
with regard to the Bar Kokhba letters there is the famous letter in Greek (5/6Ḥev 52) in which 
the writer, Soumaios, apologizes for not having written it in Hebrew, which, scholars suggest, 
may have been expected from him. The manuscript finds from Naḥal Ḥever seem to agree 
with recent research on bilingualism in the Roman Near East and Egypt that argues for stable 
bilingualism in the countryside, where local languages were used alongside Latin and Greek, 
and a monolingual urban context, with speakers proficient in Latin or Greek (or both) but 
often not in the local vernaculars. 
 
Mladen Popović 
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