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Abstract

Assembling the textual witnesses to a single verse of the Hebrew Bible—the Masoretic Text, the
Septuagint, the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Samaritan Pentateuch, the Peshitta, and the Vulgate—
ordinarily means consulting several specialist editions and commanding several scripts. This short,
methodological communication demonstrates a digital tool that gathers them into one view: the
BibCrit Ancient Witness Bridge. For a requested verse the tool retrieves the word-tokens of each
tradition from a normalized corpus, passes them with a fixed, versioned prompt to a large language
model (Anthropic’s Claude), and returns a structured comparison—each witness’s reading, a
classification of the differences, and a synthesizing assessment with a heuristic confidence figure.
The article first describes that procedure and the discipline of reading its output—every reading,
siglum, and judgement is verified against the critical editions, and the text-critical decision remains
the scholar’s—and then demonstrates it on two variants: the familiar “light” reading at Isaiah 53:11,
and a deliberately lesser-known divergence at Deuteronomy 8:7, where a Qumran scroll, the
Samaritan Pentateuch, and the Septuagint align against the Masoretic Text. Its behaviour is then
surveyed across a sample of twenty-nine variants. This is a demonstration, not a statistical
validation: a sample of this size cannot establish reliability, and none is claimed. What the survey

shows is a consistent shape—the tool is dependable for surfacing variants and their broad direction,
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and undependable for the finer determinations: the exact classification of a difference, the
attribution of an agreement to the right tradition, and, in two cases, the internal consistency of its
own output, where its structured verdict contradicted its prose. All of these must be checked against
the editions. The contribution is not a textual result but a reproducible procedure for assembling
and comparing the evidence, usable as a first-pass orientation on any verse where the witnesses

diverge.

Keywords: textual criticism of the Hebrew Bible; Dead Sea Scrolls; Samaritan Pentateuch;

Septuagint; digital humanities; multi-tradition collation; large language models; tool criticism

Hebrew is transliterated throughout according to the academic style of The SBL Handbook of Style.

1. Introduction

This article is a short, methodological communication. Its aim is to demonstrate how the witnesses
to a verse can be assembled and compared by digital means, in a tool—the BibCrit Ancient Witness
Bridgel—that retrieves the text of each tradition for a given verse, places the readings side by side,
and produces a structured, reproducible comparison. It first describes the corpus and the method,;
it then demonstrates the tool on two variants—a familiar one at Isaiah 53:11 and a lesser-known
one at Deuteronomy 8:7—Dbefore surveying its behaviour across a wider sample, which is where
its characteristic errors appear. What is demonstrated is the collation method, not any textual claim,

and the text-critical judgement throughout remains the reader’s.

The need for such a tool is easily felt, for the witnesses to a verse rarely sit on one desk. The Dead

Sea Scrolls reshaped the discipline’s picture of the early history of the Hebrew text,? and the

! The BibCrit Ancient Witness Bridge is available at https://bibcrit.app; the Isaiah 53:11 and Deuteronomy 8:7
analyses discussed here may be opened directly at https://bibcrit.app/dss?ref=Isaiah%2053%3A11 and
https://bibcrit.app/dss?ref=Deuteronomy%208%3A7. The application, including the versioned analysis prompt
reproduced in Appendix B, is archived at Zenodo, https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo0.19358424.

2 Frank Moore Cross, “The History of the Biblical Text in the Light of Discoveries in the Judaean Desert,” in
Qumran and the History of the Biblical Text, ed. Frank Moore Cross and Shemaryahu Talmon (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1975), 177-95; Arie van der Kooij, “The Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible before
and after the Qumran Discoveries,” in The Bible as Book: The Hebrew Bible and the Judaean Desert Discoveries,
ed. Edward D. Herbert and Emanuel Tov (London: British Library; New Castle, DE: Oak Knoll Press, 2002), 167—
77.
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variants they brought to light—debated since the first studies of the great scrolls>—must be
weighed against the Masoretic Text, the Septuagint, the Samaritan Pentateuch, the Peshitta, the
Targum, and the Vulgate, each in its own edition and script. To see, for a single passage, what
every tradition reads, a reader consults the Discoveries in the Judaean Desert volumes for the
scrolls, the apparatus of Biblia Hebraica for the Masoretic tradition, the Gottingen or Rahlfs
editions for the Greek, and separate editions again for the Aramaic, Syriac, and Latin. The evidence
is not difficult to assemble in principle; in practice it is laborious to gather and to lay side by side.

Assembling witnesses side by side is not in itself new. In print, The Dead Sea Scrolls Bible
translates the biblical scrolls into English with running notes that flag their variants against the
Masoretic Text, the Septuagint, and, where relevant, the Samaritan Pentateuch; and software
environments such as Accordance and Logos already place tagged texts of the Hebrew Bible, the
Septuagint, and the versions in parallel and allow morphological search across them.* What the
present tool adds is narrower, and 82 sets it beside these resources directly (Table 1). It is not a new
corpus, nor a fuller apparatus than these, but an automated first pass that, for a single verse, gathers
the readings of several traditions into one view and proposes a structured classification and
synthesis of their differences for the scholar to check. What it offers that the established software
does not is a fixed, versioned prompt and a cached, re-runnable result, so that a given analysis can
be cited and reproduced exactly. It sits upstream of the critical editions and of the established
software, and replaces neither.

The undertaking sits within a wider Digital Humanities conversation. The assembling and side-by-
side representation of witnesses belongs to the tradition of digital scholarly editing, which has
theorized how an edition changes as it moves from the printed page to a computational model.>
The insistence on describing exactly what the tool does, and on holding its output to verification

3 Millar Burrows, “Variant Readings in the Isaiah Manuscript,” BASOR 111 (1948): 16-24; Eduard Yechezkel
Kutscher, The Language and Linguistic Background of the Isaiah Scroll (1QIsa*), STDJ 6 (Leiden: Brill, 1974).

4 Martin Abegg Jr., Peter Flint, and Eugene Ulrich, The Dead Sea Scrolls Bible: The Oldest Known Bible Translated
for the First Time into English (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1999); for the software environments, the
parallel-text and morphological-search features of Accordance (https://www.accordancebible.com) and Logos
(https://www.logos.com).

® Elena Pierazzo, Digital Scholarly Editing: Theories, Models and Methods (Farnham: Ashgate, 2015); Patrick
Sahle, “What Is a Scholarly Digital Edition?,” in Digital Scholarly Editing: Theories and Practices, ed. Matthew
James Driscoll and Elena Pierazzo (Cambridge: Open Book Publishers, 2016), 19-39,
https://doi.org/10.11647/0BP.0095.02.
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against the critical editions, is an exercise in what the field calls tool criticism—the reflective
scrutiny of the instruments of computational research as part of the research itself.° And the corpus
rests on the now-established practice of treating the Hebrew Bible as data; its Dead Sea Scrolls
component is drawn from the ETCBC Text-Fabric datasets that have made the biblical text

computationally tractable.’

More particularly, the tool belongs to the current discussion of Al-assisted scholarship. Large
language models can summarize, classify, and restate text fluently, but the same fluency makes
them prone to producing confident statements unsupported by any source—the failure the literature
now calls hallucination—and to reflecting the silences and biases of their training data.® For a text-
critical instrument this is not a marginal risk but the central one: a model asked about a manuscript
can in principle return a plausible reading that no edition contains. In the sample surveyed here the
tool did not do so—where it erred it misjudged real readings rather than inventing them (85)—but
the risk of invention is structural to the method, and the response to it must be structural too. The
response taken here is methodological rather than technical. The tool is treated as a comparator that
restates and types the evidence it is given, never as a source of manuscript data; readings drawn
from the corpus are kept separate from, and labelled differently than, anything the model supplies
from training; and every reading the tool emits is verified against the critical editions before use.
That discipline—stating exactly what the instrument does and holding its output to external

verification—is tool criticism applied to a generative model.

2. Corpus and Method

Behind the analysis lies a corpus assembled from eight manuscript traditions—the Masoretic Text,
the Septuagint, the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Samaritan Pentateuch, the Peshitta, the Greek New

® Karin van Es, Maranke Wieringa, and Mirko Tobias Schéfer, “Tool Criticism: From Digital Methods to Digital
Methodology,” in Proceedings of the 2nd International Conference on Web Studies (WS.2 2018) (New York:
Association for Computing Machinery, 2018), 24-27, https://doi.org/10.1145/3240431.3240436.

" Dirk Roorda, “The Hebrew Bible as Data: Laboratory — Sharing — Experiences,” in CLARIN in the Low Countries,
ed. Jan Odijk and Arjan van Hessen (London: Ubiquity Press, 2017), 211-24, https://doi.org/10.5334/bbi.18.

8 On the capabilities and risks of large language models generally, Emily M. Bender, Timnit Gebru, Angelina
McMillan-Major, and Shmargaret Shmitchell, “On the Dangers of Stochastic Parrots: Can Language Models Be Too
Big?,” in Proceedings of the 2021 ACM Conference on Fairness, Accountability, and Transparency (New York:
Association for Computing Machinery, 2021), 610-23, https://doi.org/10.1145/3442188.3445922; on hallucination in
particular, Ziwei Ji et al., “Survey of Hallucination in Natural Language Generation,” ACM Computing Surveys 55,
no. 12 (2023): art. 248, https://doi.org/10.1145/3571730.
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Testament, the Targums of Onkelos and Jonathan, and the Latin VVulgate—each recorded word by
word, with every word’s reference, surface form, lemma, morphology, and manuscript. The corpus
totals roughly 2.29 million word-tokens. Its Dead Sea Scrolls component comprises four
manuscripts—the Great Isaiah Scroll (1QIsa?), 4QSam?, 11QPaleoLeviticus, and 4QDeut—so that

a Qumran witness enters the comparison wherever one of these covers the passage.

The model that performs the analysis is a general-purpose large language model: Anthropic’s
Claude (model claude-opus-4-7), a system trained on a broad text corpus to continue and transform
text on instruction. It is used here not as a repository of manuscript data but as a structured
comparator—an instrument that restates, aligns, and classifies the readings it is handed and writes
a short synthesis of them. It is given text and instructions, not manuscript images or a critical

apparatus, and it is never asked to establish the text.

Verse reference
(e.g. Isaiah 53:11)

v

[ Corpus retrieval — word-tokens of each tradition ]

MT - LXX - Dead Sea Scrolls - Samaritan Pentateuch - Peshitta - Vulgate

v

Language model (Claude)
+ fixed, versioned prompt — cached, reproducible result
Structured output: per-witness alignment - divergence classification
- synthesis - “BibCrit Assessment” + heuristic confidence

v

[ Scholar verifies against the critical editions ]

Figure 1 — The Ancient Witness Bridge workflow: from a verse reference, through corpus retrieval and a versioned

language-model analysis, to a structured output the scholar verifies against the critical editions.

The analytical step is deliberately bounded, and its workflow is summarized in Figure 1. When a
verse is requested, the system retrieves the word-tokens of the Old Testament witnesses the Bridge

collates—the Masoretic Text, the Septuagint, the relevant Dead Sea Scrolls, the Samaritan
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Pentateuch, the Peshitta, and the Vulgate—and passes them, with a fixed, versioned prompt that
names the text-critical approach to be applied (that associated with Tov and Ulrich), to the model.
What the model returns is a structured comparison: each witness’s reading, a classification of the
variant from a fixed vocabulary, an estimate of the direction of change, and a synthesizing

assessment. The full prompt is given verbatim in Appendix B.

Two features of the output need to be stated exactly, because the rest of the article turns on them.
The first is the confidence figure. Each alignment, and the overall assessment, carries a number
between 0 and 1. It is assigned by the model against a fixed rubric set out in the prompt (Appendix
B): high where the text is clearly legible and the reading commands scholarly consensus, low where
it is fragmentary or speculative. The figure is therefore the model’s judgement of how solid the
evidence and its scholarly footing are—not a calibrated probability, and, crucially, not a measure
of whether the tool’s own analysis of that evidence is correct. The two are distinct, which is why,
as 85 shows, the figure does not track correctness: a verse may be perfectly legible and uncontested,
and so draw high confidence, while the model still misreads the variant within it. It is a flag on the

state of the evidence, not a warranty on the analysis.

The second is the provenance of the readings, where three situations must be kept apart. A reading
may be a corpus reading—the manuscript’s actual word-tokens as held in the datasets. It may be
model-supplied: because the corpus holds only four scrolls, the prompt permits the model to supply
a major scroll it knows to be relevant where the corpus lacks one, at reduced confidence, and the
tool labels every such card explicitly as model-supplied and not a corpus witness (Figure 2). Such
a reading is not a witness but a claim about a witness, to be verified before use; and the label is set
by the system, from what the corpus actually provided for the verse, not taken on the model’s own
report. Or it may be a fabrication—a reading present in neither the corpus nor any edition (nor,
reliably, in anything the model was trained on). The labelling separates the first case from the
second, but it cannot detect the third: a fabricated reading carries no marker to distinguish it from
a sound one, and could in principle appear even in the analysis of a tradition the corpus did supply.
We did not observe an outright fabrication of this kind in the sample (85); but it is a documented
failure mode of language models, and against it—as against the lesser errors the sample did show—
the only safeguard is verification against the critical editions, which is therefore required of every

reading the tool emits, without exception.
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The procedure is built to be reproducible. The prompt is kept under version control, and each result
is cached under a key derived from the verse, the prompt version, and the model version, so that
an identical query returns an identical output, citable and reproducible. Every reading, siglum, and
classification reported in this article was verified against the printed critical editions, and where the
model’s output diverged from them, the editions governed. The aim is to bring the evidence into a
single view for a first pass, and to point the user on to the specialist editions where finer judgement

IS required.

Table 1 sets the Bridge beside the resources a scholar would otherwise use. It is poorer than all of
them in corpus depth and has no morphological search; what is particular to it is the combination

of an automated, structured first-pass classification with a versioned, cached, citable result.

Table 1. The Ancient Witness Bridge in relation to existing resources.

Resource Multi-tradition Morphological Automated Versioned, citable,
parallel view search classification + reproducible

synthesis output

The Dead Sea Yes (English, with No No (editorial notes) | n/a (print)

Scrolls Bible (print) | notes)

Accordance / Logos | Yes Yes No (manual) No

ETCBC / Text- Programmatic Yes (queries) No (user-coded) Datasets versioned,;

Fabric analysis user-coded

BibCrit Ancient Yes (per verse) No Yes (model- Yes (versioned

Witness Bridge generated; to verify) | prompt + cached

result)

3. A Familiar Variant: Isaiah 53:11

The first verse is chosen because its evidence is familiar. The Masoretic Text, as vocalized in the
Leningrad Codex, reads va» x> w91 Snyn (mé ‘amal napsé yir’eh yisba °), “out of the trouble of
his soul he shall see, he shall be satisfied”—two finite verbs with no object. The Great Isaiah Scroll
(1QIsa?) places M ("or), “light,” between them (vaw> MK 1R, yir 'eh ‘or yisba °), and so does the
Old Greek, whose dei&ot ovtd MG, “to show him light,” presupposes the same word; the Masoretic
Text, the Peshitta, the Vulgate, and the later Greek revisers lack it. Both the reading and the case

for it are long established, and most recent editors and translations have adopted the longer reading,
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though the shorter Masoretic text retains defenders.® The interest here is not which way the question

is decided, but how the evidence for it can be gathered and shown.

% The variant and the case for the longer reading are discussed from the first studies onward; see Emanuel Tov,
Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible, 3rd ed., rev. and expanded (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2012); Eugene Ulrich, The
Dead Sea Scrolls and the Origins of the Bible (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999). For the Qumran Isaiah readings,
Eugene Ulrich and Peter W. Flint, Qumran Cave 1.11: The Isaiah Scrolls, 2 parts, DJID XXXII (Oxford: Clarendon,
2010), and Patrick W. Skehan and Eugene Ulrich, “Isaiah,” in Qumran Cave 4.X: The Prophets, DJD XV (Oxford:

Clarendon, 1997), 7-143; for the Greek, Joseph Ziegler, ed., Isaias, Septuaginta X1V (Géttingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1939).
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Isaiah 53:11

VERSE TEXTS A Hide
HEBREW (MT)
2920 X7 DAY 12030 7 TRV POTE PN VAYT 2 DAl AR W01 PRy »

GREEK (LXX)
Qo Toh TOVOL THG Yuyig cbtod detlol aiTd GpOS %ol TAGoOL TH oUVESEL dtnoudoot dixawov b
dovieovta TOALOIG KOl TG AUOQTIOG AVTMY AUTOS GVOLOEL
DSS (1QISAR)

21207 R17 QNN 1 0727 7 738 PYTX PUTRY INYT 2 VAW MK IR W1 Yy o
PESHITTA (SYRIAC)
~oau@m\ia Kr<ada am <KAas =Kaiald Kavo Kas o snomia il Aran KA a

Mooy am

1QlsaA Great Isaiah Scroll SIDESWITHLXX  95% 4

912D XN DNNY 1021 9072 PYIN PP INYT 2 YA NI NN W) Yny n

# MT LXX Dss TYPE IMPLICATION

4 nxy SeTEal auTd Rl et plus 1Qlsa@ contains the word x (light’) after nx, which is absent in MT but reflected
(he Pwg (to (he shall in LXX (¢&g). This is one of the most famous DSS variants and strongly suggests
shall show him see light) that the LXX Vorlage contained qix, with MT having suffered haplography or
see) light) deliberate omission. The reading is also attested in 1QIsab and 4Qlsad.

10/sa¢ preserves the crucial reading ux nx1' (he shall see light’) against MT, agreeing with LXX. This is widely regarded by text
critics (Tov, Barthélemy, Ulrich) as the original reading, with the MT having lost ux by haplography or as a theological
softening. The variant has major implications for understanding the Suffering Servant’s vindication as a vision of light (possibly

resurrection imagery).
1QlsaB Hebrew University Isaiah Scroll ( model-suppliedwerifg:} SIDES WITH LXX 85% ¥

4QlsaD 4Qisaiahd (model-supplied - verify )  SIDES WITH LXX ~ 80% ¥

—
Figure 2 — The Ancient Witness Bridge output for Isaiah 53:11: the corpus witness 1QIsa® aligned to the Septuagint
onthe "light” plus, with the further Qumran copies 1QIsa’ and 4QIsa“ shown but labelled "model-supplied” — returned
from the model's training, not the corpus, and flagged for verification.

Run on the verse, the Bridge returns the comparison in the form it presents to a user (Figure 2).
Each witness is reported with its alignment and the difference typed from the fixed vocabulary—
orthographic, morphological, lexical, syntactic, plus, minus, theological. The scroll 1QIsa? is
placed with the Greek, the addition registered as a plus, “he shall see light” against “he shall see,”

while a purely orthographic difference—the scroll’s plene 720> (yisb6l) for the Masoretic %29

9
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(visbol)—is marked as such and set aside; the Peshitta and the Vulgate are placed with the
Masoretic Text. Every part of this output is the model’s structured restatement of the evidence, and
the alignment for 1QIsa? carries a confidence of 0.95—an internal, heuristic figure, in the sense set

out in 82, not a probability.

This verse also illustrates the provenance distinction directly. The corpus holds one Isaiah scroll,
1QIsa?; the cards the model additionally returns for two further Qumran copies (1QIsa® and 4QIsad,
likewise placed with the Greek) are supplied from its training, not from the corpus, and the tool
labels them as such (visible in Figure 2). They are therefore exactly the part of the output to verify
against the editions before use, as they were here. The Bridge closes with a synthesis and a “BibCrit
Assessment”: for this verse, the headline “Three Hebrew Scrolls Restore ‘Light’ to the Servant,” a
short statement of the finding, and an overall confidence of 0.95—reported to document what the

tool emits, not to settle the question, which remains the scholar’s.

4. A Lesser-Known Case: Deuteronomy 8:7

Isaiah 53:11 is a famous verse, chosen because its arguments are familiar. A fairer measure of the
tool is an ordinary divergence on a verse few would single out, and one whose principal scroll the
corpus actually holds. Deuteronomy 8:7 offers such a case, with an advantage Isaiah cannot give:

because it is Torah, the Samaritan Pentateuch joins the comparison.

There the Masoretic Text reads “a good land, a land of brooks of water.” The Qumran manuscript
extra word it is joined by the Samaritan Pentateuch and by the Old Greek, whose yfv dyadnv kol
moAv, “a good and large land,” renders the Hebrew 1207 (rehabd) with molnv exactly as the
Greek does for the same phrase at Exod 3:8; the Peshitta and the Vulgate, with the Masoretic Text,
lack it. Run on the verse, the Bridge places 4QDeut?, the Samaritan Pentateuch, and the Septuagint
together against the Masoretic Text, the Peshitta, and the Vulgate, and types “broad” as a plus
(Figure 3). It also reads the evidence with care: its synthesis observes that the convergence of a
Qumran Hebrew manuscript with the Greek Vorlage and the Samaritan text shows the plus to have
“existed in a genuine Hebrew textual stream and is not a Greek translator’s expansion,” yet judges
the longer reading the more likely secondary—a textbook case of harmonization toward the stock

phrase ‘good and broad land’ (cf. Exod 3:8),” with the shorter Masoretic text “likely earlier.” The

10
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accompanying assessment is headed “4QDeut" confirms LXX-SP ‘broad land’ plus,” at a

confidence of 0.82.

Deuteronomy 8:7

VERSE TEXTS A Hide
HEBREW (MT)
19723 gRR 2 DOREY NARN A Y D7 M PN TR PR 8 TN TR M 2
GREEK (LXX)
& yap niplog 6 OedS ou elodyel o i YAV ayadNy xol ;o AV o yeipapot D8ETWY Rol Tyl
aptoowy éxmopevdueval dut TOV medlwv xai S TV OQéwv
DSS (4QDEUTN)

97721 VPR OORYY MM MY 0% 771 TR 72071 7210 PR 9X TR0 '|"r'ﬂl7N oD

SAMARITAN PENTATEUCH (SP)

97721 P22 OORY MIAKIN MY 0% 201 PR 72071 720 PR R N an TR 7 0D

PESHITTA (SYRIAC)

~Kpadmha KraAma mHn KARNHET AR dal, = r) lan el <A N\

<Aoa\Pa Khadas unain
4QDeutn 4QDeuteronomyn SIDESWITHLXX  85% 4
N2 NYPI11 DR TN My om "M YAIN N2NM N2V YIX YN N an '|‘|_\'I'JN mn* 2
# MT LXX DSS TYPE IMPLICATION
5 yw'w  eigyiv YRR plus 4QDeutn adds nani (and broad/wide’”) after na1v, matching the LXX’s kai
nam ayabnv kai mio ToAV and the standard formula 'a good and broad land’ found elsewhere
TIOAARV nani (e.g., Exod 3:8). MT lacks this adjective in 8:7, but the scroll and LXX share an
expanded Vorlage.
3 o 0 Bedg oou IR orthographic Plene spelling with waw ('n17x for 1'n'7x), typical of late Second Temple

orthography at Qumran; no semantic difference.

40Deutn preserves an expanded reading ‘a good and broad land’ that agrees with the LXX’s kai moAArjv against MT’s shorter
text. This is a significant agreement that suggests the proto-LXX Vorlage circulated in Hebrew at Qumran, and the
harmonization to the common biblical formula (Exod 3:8; Neh 9:35) may be secondary, though the scroll’s reading could also

be earlier than MT.
Figure 3 — The Ancient Witness Bridge output for Deuteronomy 8:7: 4QDeut", the Samaritan Pentateuch, and the
Septuagint aligned against the Masoretic Text on the "and broad" plus.

That reading is sound, and the scholar’s task is to confirm it against the editions and to add what
the tool did not weigh. Each reading was checked against the editions—the Cave 4 Deuteronomy
volume for the scroll, the Goéttingen Septuagint for the Greek (which the Bridge itself loads only

11
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in the Rahlfs edition), the Samaritan edition for its text'>—and the harmonization verdict is
reinforced by something the witnesses alone do not show: 4QDeut" is not a full Torah scroll but an
excerpted, liturgical text—the “All Souls Deuteronomy,” whose passage on the good land underlies
the blessing after meals—Ilong recognized to have undergone harmonistic editing.* Its agreement
with the similarly expansionist Samaritan tradition is thus less a second independent witness than
a second instance of the same pull toward a familiar phrase. The tool gathered the six traditions
and proposed the right reading of them; the editions and the manuscript’s known character secure
it.

There is one revealing slip even on this sound case. The Bridge credits the “broad” agreement
primarily to the Septuagint, although the Samaritan Pentateuch carries the identical Hebrew word
and is the closer partner of the scroll. The reading is right; the attribution of the agreement is

imprecise—an early instance of the pattern the wider sample makes plain (85).

5. Behaviour across a Sample of Variants

To see how the tool behaves beyond two worked examples, its output was examined on a sample
of twenty-nine variants drawn from across the corpus’s four Dead Sea Scrolls—the Great Isaiah
Scroll, 4QSam?, 4QDeut?, and 11QPaleoLeviticus. The sample was obtained by scanning the
corpus for verses where a scroll genuinely diverges from the Masoretic Text—pluses, minuses, and
lexical substitutions—spanning all four manuscripts and every type of difference. Each output was
scored against the published editions and transcriptions and against the parallel tradition-texts of

the corpus.*? This is a demonstration of behaviour, not a statistical validation: a sample of this size

10 The scroll is edited by Sidnie White [Crawford], “41. 4QDeut?,” in Qumran Cave 4.1X: Deuteronomy, Joshua,
Judges, Kings, ed. Eugene Ulrich, Frank Moore Cross, et al., DIJD XIV (Oxford: Clarendon, 1995), 117-29, pls.
XXVII-XXIX; the Greek in John W. Wevers, ed., Deuteronomium, Septuaginta: Vetus Testamentum Graecum I11.2
(Géttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1977); the Samaritan text in Abraham Tal and Moshe Florentin, eds., The
Pentateuch: The Samaritan Version and the Masoretic Version (Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv University Press, 2010).

Y onits excerpted, liturgical, and harmonistic character, Esther Eshel, “4QDeut"—A Text That Has Undergone
Harmonistic Editing,” HUCA 62 (1991): 117-54; Sidnie White Crawford, Rewriting Scripture in Second Temple
Times (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 24—26.

12 The twenty-nine verses were checked against the published scroll editions and transcriptions (Eugene Ulrich, The
Biblical Qumran Scrolls: Transcriptions and Textual Variants, VTSup 134 [Leiden: Brill, 2010]; the relevant DJD
volumes), the Gottingen Septuagint, the Samaritan Pentateuch (Tal-Florentin), and Biblia Hebraica, together with
the parallel tradition-texts held in the corpus; the full list is given in Appendix A.

12
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cannot establish reliability, and no such claim is made. What they show is the shape of what the

tool gets right and what it gets wrong.

That shape is consistent. The tool’s identification of which tradition a scroll sides with—the central
judgement—was correct in the large majority of cases. Scored more strictly across alignment,
divergence classification, and the one-line assessment together, twenty-one of the twenty-nine
outputs agreed fully with the editions, six were partially correct, and two were in error (Table 2;
the full list is in Appendix A).

The shortfalls fall into two recognizable kinds. The larger is over-specification: the tool finds the
variant and its broad direction but over-classifies or mis-weights the difference, or credits the
Septuagint for an agreement whose closer Hebrew partner is the Samaritan Pentateuch, as at
Deuteronomy 8:7. The two outright errors are of one telling kind—the tool’s structured alignment
field contradicting its own prose. At Isaiah 53:3 it records the scroll as siding with the Masoretic
Text while its assessment foregrounds the scroll’s active “knowing” reading—y7> (vodéa °) for the
Masoretic 317 (yadia )—which in fact sides with the Greek; at 1 Samuel 1:27 it again records
“sides with the Masoretic Text” while its synthesis states plainly that the scroll reads ¥ (‘a/) against
the Masoretic %X (’el). In each the underlying analysis is sound and the structured label is wrong—
a defect a reader catches by reading the output against itself, and then against the editions. The
sample produced no outright fabrication: where the tool erred, it misjudged or mislabelled real
readings rather than inventing them.

Two further observations bear on how the output is to be read. First, the confidence figures do not
track correctness: the tool reported high confidence (0.82-0.90) on the two erroneous cases as
readily as on the sound ones, so the figure documents the model’s assurance and not the reliability
of the result. Second, the sample deliberately tested the scrolls the corpus holds; the model-supplied
readings discussed in §§2—3—scrolls not in the corpus, returned from the model’s training and now
labelled as such—are a separate and higher-risk category, and must be verified against the editions

before any use.

The sample therefore supports a modest, precise description. The Bridge is a dependable instrument
for surfacing the variants of a verse and orienting the reader to the broad shape of the evidence,

and an undependable one for the finer determinations: the classification of a difference, the
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attribution of an agreement to the right tradition, and the verdict on a reading. Those remain the

scholar’s to make, against the critical editions.

Table 2. A sample of the validation set: the Bridge’s output and the verified verdict. The full twenty-nine-verse list is

given in Appendix A.

Institute for Hebrew Language and Literature Belgrad

Verse Sides with Type Bridge’s Verdict
(alignment) assessment
(abridged)
Isa 53:11 1QIsa® + LXX vs plus scrolls restore agree
MT “light”
1Sam 1:24 4QSam® + LXX vs lexical / plus 4QSam vindicates agree
MT LXX
1Sam 2:2 4QSam® + LXX vs plus confirms LXX’s lost | agree
MT tricolon
Lev 11:31 scroll with MT (vs orthographic proto-MT; SP-LXX | agree
SP + LXX) share a variant
Deut 8:7 4QDeut" + (SP) + plus confirms LXX plus | partial — SP the
LXX vs MT “and broad” closer partner
Isa 53:3 1QIsa? with MT morphological recovers active error — assessment
“knowing” vs. alignment
1 Sam 1:27 4QSam® “with MT” | lexical “versions unite ... error — alignment
(sic) %y (‘al) against MT | vs. assessment
2% (Cel)”

6. Limitations

Several limits must be stated plainly. The Bridge is not a critical edition and is no substitute for
one: it does not replace the Discoveries in the Judaean Desert volumes, the apparatus of Biblia
Hebraica, the Gottingen Septuagint, or the other specialist editions, and any reading or judgement
it surfaces must be checked against them before it is relied upon—as every reading in this article

was.

Its coverage is partial. The scroll component holds four manuscripts, and for Isaiah the corpus
carries 1QIsa? only from chapter 7 onward; further scrolls are returned only because the model is
prompted to supply them from its training, and these are now labelled as model-supplied rather
than presented as corpus witnesses, so that their readings are confirmed against the published
editions rather than taken on the tool’s word. The Greek the Bridge loads is the Rahlfs edition
rather than the fuller Goéttingen text, a first comparison and not a critical determination where the

inner-Greek history is complex.
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Two further limits concern the model itself. Its output is not deterministic in the way a database
query is: it can misclassify a difference, misattribute an agreement, or contradict itself—recording
one alignment in its structured fields while arguing the opposite in its prose (85)—and it does so
with no drop in its reported confidence, which is a heuristic self-rating and not a measured
probability. Outright fabrication of a reading, though not observed in the sample examined here, is
a documented failure mode of language models and cannot be excluded. And the corpus data are
drawn under a non-commercial research licence, which restricts their reuse accordingly. The

mitigation for all of these is the same and is not optional: verification against the critical editions.

7. Conclusion

What this communication has demonstrated is not a textual result but a procedure, shown on two
verses of different kinds—a celebrated variant at Isaiah 53:11 and an ordinary divergence at
Deuteronomy 8:7—and set within a wider survey of twenty-nine variants. None of the textual
judgements is new; what is shown is that the evidence behind them can be assembled in one
structured, citable step, and that the same step can produce a confident erro—most tellingly, a
structured verdict at odds with its own reasoning—so that the assembling is a beginning and not an

end.

The procedure is not tied to these verses, or to the famous cases. The Masoretic Text, the
Septuagint, the Peshitta, and the Vulgate cover the Old Testament throughout, the Samaritan
Pentateuch joins them across the Torah, and a Qumran witness is brought in wherever one of the
corpus scrolls reaches the passage; so a scholar weighing a known crux and a student meeting a
minor variant for the first time can each call up, for the verse before them, what every available
tradition reads, set side by side and typed by the kind of difference it shows. In each the tool remains
what it is here—an instrument for an initial, reproducible orientation, always to be carried on into

the critical editions, never a substitute for them.

The task is a small and recurring one—to see what each witness reads, here, now—>but it has until
now required several volumes and several scripts, and it is the kind of task that a structured digital

collation, used with its limits in view, can usefully consolidate.
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Appendix A. The Sample of Twenty-Nine Variants

The twenty-nine variants surveyed in §5, in corpus order, with the Bridge’s alignment of the scroll

and the verified verdict (A = agrees with the editions; P = partially correct; E = error).

# Verse Scroll Variant Bridge Verdict
alignment

1 Isaiah 8:1 1QIlsa? spelling only sides with MT A
(no substantive
variant)

2 Isaiah 10:16 1Qlsa? plene spelling/ | sides with MT A
word division
only

3 Isaiah 12:6 1Qlsa? no variant sides with MT A
(stable)

4 Isaiah 15:5 1QIsa? plene spelling/ | sides with MT A
word division
only

5 Isaiah 16:7 1QIsa? plene spelling/ | sides with MT A
word division
only

6 Isaiah 38:19 1QIsa? word order in sides with MT P
the final clause

7 Isaiah 49:13 1QIlsa* plus: a fourth sides with LXX | A
colon (with
LXX)

8 Isaiah 53:3 1QIsa? active sides with MT E
“knowing” vs.
MT passive

9 Isaiah 53:11 1QIsa? plus: “light” sides with LXX | A
(with LXX)

10 1 Samuel 1:11 4QSam? plus: nazirite sides with LXX | A
vow (with LXX)

11 1 Samuel 1:17 4QSam? plus: “to you” sides with LXX | P
(with LXX)

12 1 Samuel 1:23 4QSam? “your mouth” sides with LXX | A
vs. MT “his
word” (with
LXX)

13 1 Samuel 1:24 4QSam® “three-year-old | sides with LXX | A
bull” (with
LXX)

14 1 Samuel 1:25 4QSam? “Hannah the sides with LXX | P
mother” for MT
“the boy” (with
LXX)

15 1 Samuel 1:27 4QSam® 9y (‘al) for MT | sides with MT E
oK (el); LXX
VIEP

16 1 Samuel 1:28 4QSam® °n (hay) “living” | sides with LXX | A
for MT 1

(haya); LXX Ciy
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# Verse Scroll Variant Bridge Verdict
alignment
17 1 Samuel 2:2 4QSam® plus: tricolon sides with LXX | A
“none righteous
as our God”
(with LXX)
18 1 Samuel 2:8 4QSam® proto-MT sides with MT P
19 Deuteronomy 4QDeutn plus: waw “and | sides with LXX | A
5:8 any likeness”
(with LXX, SP)
20 Deuteronomy 4QDeutn Sabbath sides with LXX | A
5:15 command
harmonized to
Exodus (with
LXX)
21 Deuteronomy 4QDeutr “love” for “fear” | independent P
8:6 (scroll alone)
22 Deuteronomy 4QDeutn plus: “and sides with LXX | P
8.7 broad” (with SP,
LXX)
23 Deuteronomy 4QDeut" plene spelling; sides with MT A
8:9 minor waw plus
24 Leviticus 4:24 11QPaleoLev proto-MT (SP, sides with MT A
LXX: plural
verb)
25 Leviticus 11:27 | 11QPaleoLev N (gahon) independent A
“belly” for
MT/LXX “paw”
26 Leviticus 11:31 | 11QPaleoLev proto-MT (SP, sides with MT A
LXX:
preposition)
27 Leviticus 13:5 11QPaleoLev orthographic sides with MT A
only
28 Leviticus 18:30 | 11QPaleolLev plus: “for” (with | independent P
SP)
29 Leviticus 22:21 | 11QPaleoLev proto-MT (LXX | independent A

reads ‘festivals”)
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Appendix B. The Analysis Prompt

The instruction portion of the versioned prompt sent to the model for the Ancient Witness Bridge
is reproduced below (the placeholders in double braces are filled at run time with the corpus word-
tokens of each tradition). The prompt then specifies a JSON output schema—the per-manuscript
alignment, confidence, and divergence fields shown in 83, together with the Samaritan, Peshitta,

and Vulgate witness blocks and the synthesis and assessment.

The complete prompt is archived in the BibCrit software deposit (Zenodo,
https://doi.org/10.5281/zen0d0.19358424).

You are a specialist in Dead Sea Scrolls textual criticism with deep expertise in the
biblical scrolls from Qumran, applying the methodology of Emanuel Tov (Textual Criticism
of the Hebrew Bible) and Eugene Ulrich (The Dead Sea Scrolls and the Origins of the Bible).

TASK: Compare the passage {{REFERENCE}} across MT, LXX, relevant Dead Sea Scrolls
manuscripts, the Samaritan Pentateuch (SP), and the Peshitta (Syriac OT). For each DSS
manuscript that covers this passage, assess how it aligns with or diverges from the
proto-MT and proto-LXX traditions. Analyze SP and Peshitta as independent ancient
witnesses where applicable.

ALIGNMENT CLASSIFICATIONS (use exactly):
sides_with_mt | sides_with_Ixx | sides_with_sp | sides_with_pesh | sides_with_vul |
independent | absent

DIVERGENCE CLASSIFICATION TYPES (use exactly):
orthographic | morphological | lexical | syntactic | plus | minus | theological

CONFIDENCE: HIGH ©.75-1.0 (extant text clearly legible, scholarly consensus) |
MEDIUM ©.45-0.74 (partially preserved or debated) | LOW 0.00-0.44 (highly
fragmentary or speculative)

REFERENCE: {{REFERENCE}}

MT TEXT: {{MT_TEXT}}

LXX TEXT: {{LXX_TEXT}}

DEAD SEA SCROLL TEXT (word-level corpus data for the Qumran biblical manuscript that
covers this passage; the scroll varies by book): {{DSS_TEXT}}

SP TEXT (Samaritan Pentateuch - word-level corpus data): {{SP_TEXT}}

PESHITTA TEXT (Syriac OT - word-level corpus data): {{PESH_TEXT}}

VULGATE TEXT (Latin Clementine - word-level corpus data): {{VUL_TEXT}}

If {{DSS_TEXT}} is non-empty, it is the corpus text of the Qumran biblical scroll that
covers this passage - use it as the primary, authoritative source for that scroll's
reading, whatever the biblical book, and set verse_present to true. Do NOT mark the
scroll absent when this corpus text is provided. The provided text is prefixed with the
manuscript's siglum in parentheses (e.g. "(4QDeutn) ..."); use that exact siglum
verbatim. If {{DSS_TEXT}} is empty, the corpus does not cover this passage: you may draw
on training knowledge for any major scroll that covers it, at reduced confidence,
clearly flagged.

For manuscripts where the verse is genuinely NOT extant (no corpus text provided above
and not known from the published editions), set verse_present to false and leave dss_text
empty. Do not fabricate readings.

Return JSON (no fences, no prose): { ... output schema ... }
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