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Abstract

In this scholarly interview, Professor Emanuel Tov discusses his current research on the textual
history of the Pentateuch and his effort to reconstruct the earliest recoverable form of the Torah
through the combined study of the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Septuagint, the Samaritan Pentateuch,
and other textual witnesses. He reflects on the revised second edition of Scribal Practices and
Approaches Reflected in the Texts Found in the Judean Desert, explaining how new evidence,
corrections, developments in material analysis, and computer-assisted handwriting research have
influenced his understanding of Qumran scribal practices.
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The interview also examines Tov’s interpretation of the historical position of the Masoretic Text.
He emphasizes that the proto-Masoretic tradition was originally one textual form among several
and only later became the dominant textual tradition within Judaism. Particular attention is given
to the principle of precise textual preservation that distinguished the Masoretic tradition from other
ancient textual forms.

Tov further discusses the scribal habits represented in the Aramaic Qumran texts, the contribution
of scientific and material analyses to future Dead Sea Scrolls research, and the need for a
comprehensive database containing technical information about every manuscript and fragment.
He considers future research on the linguistic features, material background, scribal production,
and literary relationships of the scrolls with the Hebrew Bible, the New Testament, and
intertestamental literature.

The interview concludes with advice to scholars submitting research to the European Hebrew
Journal and with Tov’s reflections on publication, teaching, scholarly collaboration, academic
decision-making, and the development of his career in textual criticism and Dead Sea Scrolls
studies.
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Editorial Note

The interview was conducted online on 10 July 2026 by Zeljko Stanojevi¢ on behalf of the Institute
for Hebrew Language and Literature and the European Hebrew Journal. The transcript was
prepared from the recorded interview and edited to remove verbal fillers, repetitions, false starts,
and minor grammatical irregularities. Certain questions and responses were lightly adjusted for
readability and coherence, without altering their substantive meaning.

Professor Emanuel Tov reviewed and approved the final edited transcript before publication. The
video recording remains the primary record of the original spoken conversation.
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INTERVIEW WITH PROFESSOR EMANUEL TOV

Zeljko Stanojevié: Professor Tov, thank you very much for joining us today at the Institute for
Hebrew Language and Literature in Belgrade, Serbia. It is a great honor to speak with you,
especially after ScholarGPS recognized you as a Highly Ranked Scholar and ranked you first
worldwide in Biblical Studies for your lifetime scholarly contributions. Professor Emanuel Tov,
welcome.

Professor Emanuel Tov: Thank you very much. Good morning. Boker tov.

Zeljko Stanojevié: Professor Tov, what are you working on these days, and what is the main focus
of your research at the moment?

Professor Emanuel Tov: | am working on textual criticism. | have been working on textual
criticism—I do not want to say for how long, but it is probably sixty years. My latest book was
published about half a year ago. It was a seven-hundred-page book on the scribes of Qumran, but
| am not working on that topic anymore.

I am now writing a new book. | do not yet know what it will be called, but it concerns the textual
history of the Pentateuch, the Torah. | am trying to determine the textual origins of this book—not
exactly the original text, but something close to it: the earliest text that we can reach with the aid
of all the texts at our disposal.

It is therefore a kind of archaeological search, and it makes me very happy. It combines everything
I have done so far on the Torah: the study of the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Septuagint, the Samaritan
Pentateuch, and theoretical thinking. I am now in the middle of this work.

Zeljko Stanojevi¢: Very interesting. In 2025, you published the revised second edition of your
book Scribal Practices and Approaches Reflected in the Texts Found in the Judean Desert. What
are the most important new ideas or discoveries that you included in this edition compared with
the first edition?

Professor Emanuel Tov: That book is more or less a handbook. It is intended for anyone dealing
with the small details of the scrolls, and it addresses all their technical aspects. What is a scroll,
and what did the scribes do? I try to enter the mind of a scribe. What does a scribe do when facing
the text that he has to copy?

I wrote the first edition in 2004, and a great deal has happened since then. For one thing, | had
made quite a few mistakes in matters of detail, and many things have changed. I have also changed
my views concerning the writing material. 1 no longer simply call it leather; | now use the more
general terms “skins” or “skin-based material.” I have also stabilized my views on what | call
Qumran scribal practice.
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Even in that small area, criticism has arisen, but there has also been much welcome support,
including support from fields | would never have expected, such as artificial-intelligence research.
In a project in the Netherlands, a researcher found that eight scrolls had been written by the same
scribe. | believe that seven of them used the same type of spelling, corresponding to what | call the
Qumran scribal practice. That was a welcome confirmation.

Ideas such as these, as well as matters about which | changed my mind, have been incorporated
into the new edition. | also now have a clearer idea of the different types of scrolls found at
Qumran.

Zeljko Stanojevié: In your recent study “Holy and Unholy Texts of Hebrew Scripture,” you discuss
the differing status of biblical texts in antiquity. Could you explain this idea to our viewers and tell
us why it is important for understanding the Hebrew Bible?

Professor Emanuel Tov: You are referring to a recent paper. It is interesting that my thinking
sometimes advances through invitations to scholarly meetings. | was invited to that meeting to
think about the holy and the unholy in the transmission of the text, and I then continued reflecting
on aspects of textual transmission in the areas in which | specialize.

The paper basically concerns the Masoretic Text. The Masoretic Text is what we now conceive of
as the central text of the Hebrew Bible, but it was not always the central text. Today, when we
open the Hebrew Bible, this is the Bible we see—the Masoretic Text. This is our central text. It
was certainly the central text of the Jewish people from the first century of the Common Era, and
probably already from the first century before the Common Era.

In this paper, | considered the great innovation represented by this text. At Qumran, we find many
different textual forms, not simply the Masoretic Text in its pure form. What is the Masoretic Text?
It is the text that we know from medieval manuscripts. The same textual tradition is also found
among the Judean Desert texts. Outside Qumran, it appears at sites such as Murabba‘at and
Masada.

These sites were associated with different kinds of Jews. Calling them “very religious Jews” is
difficult, because the people at Qumran were also very religious, but in a different way. At Masada,
they had only one textual form: the Masoretic Text, or what we now call the proto-Masoretic text.
The same textual form is also found at Murabba‘at and elsewhere. At Qumran, therefore, we
encounter many textual forms, whereas at the other Judean Desert sites we find only the proto-
Masoretic text.

When | consider the entire transmission of the biblical text, | think about the great innovation of
the Masoretic Text. What distinguishes the Masoretic tradition from all the other texts? The
difference is that the Masoretic Text introduced a new principle: no change was to be introduced
into the text.
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No change in relation to what? In relation to the text of the previous generation, and the generation
before that, and the generation before that. It was a holy text for everyone, but for the people who
created and preserved the Masoretic Text, this principle was fundamental. The Masoretic Text was
not always transmitted with such precision, but from a certain point onward its transmission
became extremely precise.

| am now focusing on the Torah, where the transmitters preserved certain ancient features. They
even preserved the small dots found in the text. This was something like a revolution.

That is the holy aspect of the Masoretic Text. In recent years, | have understood this more clearly
than | did before. In retrospect, the Masoretic Text was only one textual form among many in
ancient Israel. It later became the main text, but that was the result of historical circumstances,
because the other texts were no longer supported by any group within Judaism. The Qumran
community had disappeared. The Samaritans had their own text, but they were no longer Jewish.
The textual forms underlying the Septuagint also passed into the Christian sphere.

Consequently, only what the Masoretic Text represented became the main text, and it was adopted
by the rabbis. This is what happened within Judaism. We misunderstand the historical situation if
we assume that the Masoretic Text was the main text from the very beginning. It was not.

Zeljko Stanojevié: Thank you. In another recent study, “Scribal Habits of the Aramaic Qumran
Texts,” you examine the habits of the scribes who copied the Aramaic scrolls. What can those
scribal habits tell us about the people who produced these manuscripts?

Professor Emanuel Tov: What exactly is your question?

Zeljko Stanojevié: In this 2025 study of the scribal habits found in the Aramaic Qumran texts, did
you discover anything new or develop any new ideas?

Professor Emanuel Tov: At Qumran, most of the Semitic texts are Hebrew, and they display
various scribal systems. These systems, however, have much in common; they were the systems
used during that period.

The Aramaic texts likewise reflect the scribal systems of the period. I discussed a few small details
that stood out and that had something in common with the Qumran scribal system. These
observations do not change the overall picture; they concern relatively small details.

Zeljko Stanojevi¢: After so many years of studying the Dead Sea Scrolls, which questions do you
think are still awaiting convincing answers? What questions will future researchers need to
answer?

Professor Emanuel Tov: If you follow the news, you have probably read about a new research
project in the Netherlands led by Mladen Popovi¢. This is a very important project. It is not related
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to his previous project, which dealt with the analysis of handwriting. The new project is a technical
and scientific investigation of the materials. | do not know all the details, but it certainly examines
the material on which the scrolls were written. | do not know whether the researchers are also
analyzing the ink, but chemical analysis is definitely involved.

Through this independent analysis, they hope to determine where the scrolls were written. | am
naturally interested in certain very specific questions, such as whether the scrolls that I ascribe to
the Qumran scribal system differ materially in some way from other scrolls. One important
question, therefore, is whether the natural sciences can bring us closer to answering questions of
this kind.

We also need a database. In a small article that has not yet been published, I argue that we need a
database containing all the technical data for every scroll. We do not currently possess such a
resource, and it is very much needed. At present, we are often guessing. With better data, we could
learn more about links between scribes and resolve doubts about whether a particular fragment
belongs to one scroll or another. These technical issues should be addressed in future research.

As for questions of content, | cannot identify one specific issue at the moment. | believe that
linguistic studies of the scrolls, including research now being conducted by a colleague at the
Hebrew University, will provide some answers.

Research should also continue on the background of the scrolls and their relationship to the Hebrew
Bible, the New Testament, and other works of intertestamental literature. We will undoubtedly
find more parallels between the scrolls and intertestamental literature. Another colleague has
written extensively about the scrolls and the New Testament, and this type of research should
continue.

Taken together, all these developments show that research on the Dead Sea Scrolls is still
flourishing and that we are far from reaching the end of it.

Zeljko Stanojevié¢: Many of our viewers are university professors, researchers, and PhD students.
As a member of the Editorial Board of the European Hebrew Journal, published by the Institute
for Hebrew Language and Literature in Belgrade, Serbia, what message would you like to give to
scholars who are considering submitting their work to the journal?

Professor Emanuel Tov: You are asking what advice | would give to colleagues who wish to submit
a paper to the journal—is that correct?

Zeljko Stanojevié: Yes.

Professor Emanuel Tov: In general, | would advise them, as far as possible, to base their work on
the original languages—Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek—rather than on translations.
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Zeljko Stanojevié¢: Thank you. To conclude our interview, I would like to ask: if you were
beginning your academic career today, what would you do differently?

Professor Emanuel Tov: That is a very interesting question, and | had not thought about it before.
The fact is that | have always been fortunate. Our profession is governed by what is sometimes
called “publish or perish”: if you do not publish, you do not succeed.

A young colleague once told me, “You have to publish before you are thirty.” So I began
publishing before | was thirty. One of my teachers helped me, and my first publications were in
French, on Qumran, | believe, and on textual criticism.

Since then, I have written a great deal. | now have close to twenty books, and | am approaching
four hundred research papers. | have also been very fortunate at the Hebrew University, which is
truly an excellent university. We have been allowed to teach subjects within our own fields of
expertise. | was therefore able to develop papers in conjunction with my research interests and to
prepare one or more papers alongside my teaching.

At the beginning of my career, | wrote one paper and then another. In later years, | worked on two
papers at the same time, and during the past several years | have sometimes worked on five or six
simultaneously. When | write a paper, | prepare a draft and put it aside. After a month, | return to
the draft, read it again, and rewrite it.

| also do not like to give the same lecture twice. When | give a lecture, | usually publish it
afterward.

Returning to your question, | would have to think very hard, because nothing immediately comes
to mind that | would do differently in the overall course of my career. | have been fortunate at
every stage of my academic career. | was also the editor-in-chief of a large project devoted to
publishing the Dead Sea Scrolls.

| have made friends, but I have also made several enemies. | had difficulties with those enemies,
and there were difficult situations. I have been diplomatic, but not always. In certain situations—
without going into detail—I would have acted differently.

In my next life, 1 would make different decisions in certain specific cases. | would have accepted
a particular research project, even though I did not like it, and then tried to change the direction of
that project. Accepting it would have been the best thing to do, rather than declining it as I did.

Thus, 1 would probably follow the same general academic career, but | would handle certain details
differently.

Zeljko Stanojevi¢: It is perhaps a slightly vague answer.
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Professor Emanuel Tov: Yes, perhaps.

Zeljko Stanojevié: Before this interview, I was thinking about your first name and surname,
because I am a modest researcher in biblical onomastics. Your first name, Emanuel, means “God
is with us,” while your surname, Tov, means “good.” It was therefore easy for you to become one
of the world’s leading scholars of the Dead Sea Scrolls—simply because of your name and
surname.

Professor Emanuel Tov: Thank you very much.
Zeljko Stanojevi¢: Professor Emanuel Tov, toda raba—thank you very much—for this very
enjoyable interview. | hope that, when you publish your new book, we can conduct another

interview, if you are interested.

Professor Emanuel Tov: Thank you very much.
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