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Fig. 1. Photograph of Moses Wilhelm Shapira.



1. Introduction

In 1883, more than half a century before the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls,
some intriguing manuscripts came to light that were greeted with considerable
public excitement.1 Written in Paleo-Hebrew script and consisting of a handful of
leather fragments, the text presented a short narrative that had much in common
with the biblical book of Deuteronomy. The British Museum was on the verge
of purchasing the fragments from their purveyor, the antiquities dealer Moses
Wilhelm Shapira. (See fig. 1.) The sale was abruptly called off, however, after the
manuscripts were declared to be forgeries, with Shapira himself the immediate
suspect. Since that time, the manuscripts have fallen out of circulation; it is un-
known whether the fragments still exist, or where they might be.

In this introductory chapter, I review the history of the manuscripts and pro-
vide a fresh analysis of the reasons they were initially judged forgeries. In light
of our current knowledge, none of the original reasons for dismissing the frag-
ments can be considered valid. More recent objections to the authenticity of the
manuscripts on paleographic grounds are likewise found to be untenable. In chap-
ter 2, I present overlooked archival material that severely undermines the verdict
of Shapira’s guilt.

In chapter 3, I show that the literary structure and content of the text itself
– which I call the Valediction of Moses, or “V” – constitutes evidence that the
manuscript fragments are bona fide ancient documents. Moreover, rather than
being a secondary abridgment of Deuteronomy, as has been assumed, V was
composed prior to the canonical book of Deuteronomy. Indeed, Deuteronomy
evolved out of V itself – or out of a very similar text. As such, V offers a priceless
key for illuminating the compositional history of this Pentateuchal text.

I explore intertexts betweenV and various biblical passages in chapter 4. These
intertexts suggest that V’s traditions were familiar to several biblical authors.
Conclusions and future directions are presented in chapter 5. An excursus co-
authored with Na’ama Pat-El (chapter 6) examines V’s linguistic profile, which
we find to be consistent with a First Temple–era text. Chapters 7–9 contain an
annotated critical edition of V, an English translation, and a reconstruction of
the Paleo-Hebrew text.

1 A separate discussion of the material covered in this chapter is published in Idan Der-
showitz, “The Valediction of Moses: New Evidence on the Shapira Deuteronomy Fragments,”
Zeitschrift für die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 133, no. 1 (2021).
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The Valediction of Moses is an extraordinary textual specimen with far-
reaching implications for biblical studies, particularly in its capacity to shed light
on the development of the book of Deuteronomy.

1.1. History of Discovery and Initial Assessment

The prominent antiquities andmanuscript dealerMosesWilhelm Shapira (1830–
84) was born to a Jewish family in the city of Kamianets-Podilskyi, in present-day
Ukraine. He converted to Christianity when he was twenty-five years old and
moved to Jerusalem, where he would open a shop on Christian Quarter Street
in the Old City that offered miscellaneous souvenirs for sale, as well as valu-
able manuscripts and other antiquities. Shapira traveled extensively to acquire
his wares, many of which he sold to prominent international collectors and insti-
tutions.

According to Shapira, in 1878 he learned about several leather fragments that
Bedouins had reportedly found in a cave on the eastern side of the Dead Sea,
near Wadi al-Mujib (Arnon; see fig. 2). On a shelf or a ledge in the cave were
several linen-wrapped bundles that contained strips of blackened leather. (See
fig. 3.) One of the Bedouins took the strips, allegedly because he thought they
might bring good luck. These leather strips had a sticky black substance on the
back that looked like bitumen, to which the brittle remains of linen fabric were
stuck.2 With the assistance of a local sheikh, Shapira managed to procure from
a member of the Bedouin Ajayah tribe sixteen leather strips – manuscript frag-
ments of varying length and condition – for a very modest price. Upon further
examination, it became clear that the fragments represented three manuscripts
of the same text (namely, V): One of the manuscripts was almost complete and a
second was somewhat fragmentary. What little remained of the third manuscript
was in very poor condition.3

In the summer of 1883, Shapira traveled to Europe and sought to have the
manuscripts evaluated by experts who were best equipped to assess their value
and authenticity. Shapira succeeded in gaining an audience for his fragments
in Berlin, where a number of eminent scholars gathered to analyze them. As re-
ported in The Times of London:

The committee met at the house of its convener, Professor Lepsius, on the 10th of July last;
and, while Mr. Shapira, of Jerusalem, was waiting in expectant trepidation in an adjoining
room, spent exactly one hour and a half in a close and critical investigation into the char-
acter of his goat-skin wares. At the end of the sitting they unanimously pronounced the

2 British Library Ms. Add. 41294, “Papers relative to M. W. Shapira’s forged MS. of
Deuteronomy,” 3.

3 Ibid., 29. I refer to the first of these manuscripts as Va, and the second as Vb.
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Fig. 2. Map with Wadi al-Mujib (Arnon) marked. From Mitchell’s New General Atlas (Philadel-
phia: Mitchell, 1874). Image courtesy of the David Rumsey Historical Map Collection.
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Fig. 3. Two photographs of Fragment E, columns 1–2, and one unknown fragment. In the top
image, Fragment E is folded in half, with column 4 (verso) partially visible behind column 1
(recto). The image of the unknown fragment is cropped at the bottom. By permission of the
British Library (Ms. Add. 41294).
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alleged codex to be a clever and impudent forgery. There was some thought of calling in
a chemist… [but they] deemed it unnecessary to call for further proof.4

At around the same time that the Berlin committee conducted their brief
evaluation, another biblical scholar, Hermann Guthe, worked to decipher the
manuscripts in Leipzig with the historian Eduard Meyer. Guthe and Meyer were
able to spend several days with the texts in Shapira’s hotel room, but even this
was not sufficient time to undertake a thorough analysis of the manuscripts. The
leather fragments were severely blackened and became blacker by theweek. Since
most of the text, written in black ink, was illegible against this dark background,
and infrared photography was not yet in use, Guthe andMeyer resorted to brush-
ing alcohol on the leather tomake the ink shine against the light. Guthe described
their method as follows:

We were only able to read small parts without any kind of aid. Usually, we applied some
alcohol (spirit) with a small brush to sections of the manuscript and then tried to identify
the letters that glistened from the moisture. Unfortunately, this was not always possible,
even with help of a magnifying glass. This explains the various large and small gaps that
the reader will encounter when reading the text of the leather manuscript.5

Due to summer thunderstorms, the light was too poor to allow the scholars to
confirm their preliminary transcription of certain columns. Guthe nonetheless
published his findings the following month.6 Although he initially thought the
fragments to be authentic,7 Guthe eventually became persuaded that they were
forgeries.

Despite the initial unfavorable reception of the manuscripts in Germany,
Shapira persisted in his quest. He traveled from Berlin to London, where he
reportedly offered to sell his fragments to the British Museum for one million
pounds.8 Having already acquired many valuable manuscripts from Shapira,9
the British Museum seriously considered purchasing these fragments from him
as well, pending their authentication by the scholar Christian David Ginsburg.
Ginsburg devoted several weeks to studying the manuscripts, regularly publish-
ing updates and translations of the text in The Athenæum, a London weekly liter-

4 “The ShapiraManuscripts,” The Times (August 28, 1883), 5. According to the same article,
“This committee consisted of Professor Dillmann, of the Hebrew Chair; Professor Sachau, the
distinguished Orientalist; Professor Schrader, the celebrated Assyriologist; Professor Ermann,
another Hebrew scholar; and Dr. Schneider” (ibid.).

5 Hermann Guthe, Fragmente einer Lederhandschrift enthaltend Mose’s letzte Rede an die
Kinder Israel (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 1883), 21. (My translation.)

6 Ibid.
7 “Mr. Shapira’s Manuscript,” The Times (August 8, 1883), 11.
8 BL Ms. Add. 41294, 24; The Times (August 3, 1883), 9.
9 George Margoliouth, Catalogue of the Hebrew and Samaritan Manuscripts in the British

Museum, vol. 4 (London: The British Museum, 1935), viii–ix.



6 1. Introduction

arymagazine.10 While awaitingGinsburg’s verdict, the BritishMuseum exhibited
two of the fragments, which attracted large crowds. Among the curious onlookers
was none other than the prime minister, William Gladstone, who also met with
Shapira to learn more about the manuscripts.11

Another noteworthy visitor to the British Museum at this time was the French
Orientalist and diplomat Charles Simon Clermont-Ganneau, a longtime neme-
sis of Shapira’s.12 Clermont-Ganneau arrived in London and requested access
to the fragments, which he already believed must be forgeries.13 Ginsburg per-
mitted him a few minutes with “two or three” fragments,14 on the condition
that Clermont-Ganneau refrain from publishing anything on the matter until
Ginsburg published his own report.15 And yet the very next morning, Clermont-
Ganneau declared his opinion to the press that the fragments were forgeries.

Afterward, Clermont-Ganneau was denied further access to the fragments.
But this did not prevent him from making further claims regarding Shapira’s
manuscripts. As Clermont-Ganneau himself noted:

In these circumstances, the object of my mission became extremely difficult to attain, and
I almost despaired of it. I did not, however, lose courage. I set to work with the meagre
means of information which were at my disposal: – (1) The hasty inspection of two or
three pieces which M. Ginsburg had allowed me to handle for a few minutes on my first
visit; (2) the examination of two fragments exposed to public view in a glass case in the
manuscript department of the British Museum – a case very ill-lighted and difficult of
approach, owing to the crowd of the curious pressing round these venerable relics.16

Based solely on “these meagre means of information,” Clermont-Ganneau man-
aged to craft a theory regarding the method by which the forgery was carried out.
He argued that the forger had obtained the leather fragments by cutting off the
lower margins of Torah scrolls, noting underhandedly that “Mr. Shapira must be
well acquainted with [such scrolls], for he deals in them.”17 Soon after Clermont-
Ganneau made his declaration, Ginsburg too announced the results of his assess-

10 Christian David Ginsburg, “The Shapira Ms. of Deuteronomy,” The Athenæum 2911 (Au-
gust 11, 1883), 178–79; idem, “The Shapira Ms. of Deuteronomy,” The Athenæum 2912 (Au-
gust 18, 1883), 206; idem, “The Shapira Ms. of Deuteronomy,” The Athenæum 2913 (August 25,
1883), 242–44; idem, “The Shapira Ms. of Deuteronomy,” The Athenæum 2915 (September 8,
1883), 304–5.

11 “The Shapira Manuscript,” The London Evening Standard (August 14, 1883), 3.
12 See §1.2.2.
13 Charles Simon Clermont-Ganneau, “Mr. Shapira’s Manuscripts,” The Times (August 21,

1883), 8: “I will not conceal the fact that I entertained in advance, most serious doubts as to
their authenticity, and that I came here in order to settle these doubts. But I thought it my duty
to pronounce no opinion until I had seen the originals.”

14 Ibid.
15 “From our London Correspondent (by Private Wire),” The Manchester Guardian

(September 6, 1883), 5.
16 Clermont-Ganneau, “Mr. Shapira’s Manuscripts,” The Times (August 21, 1883), 8.
17 Ibid.
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ment,18 which were much the same. Ginsburg highlighted two primary reasons
for his forgery verdict: First, in line with the theory that the manuscripts had
been cut from the margins of scrolls,19 Ginsburg stated that the fragments were a
perfect match for Yemenite Torah scrolls. Second, Ginsburg observed that there
were various errors in the Hebrew text, several of which he believed could have
beenmade only by someone of European Jewish extraction.20 AlthoughGinsburg
did not explicitly accuse Shapira of forgery, his statement on the matter left little
room for doubt: Not only was Shapira of European Jewish extraction, but it was
well known that he was also the primary, if not only, dealer of Yemenite Torah
scrolls at the time. A cartoon published in the magazine Punch on September 8,
1883 depicts Shapira as a stereotypical Jew, with the ink of his devious forgery
still dripping from his fingers. The dubious character is held in a firm grip by
Ginsburg, who is shown valiantly apprehending Shapira in front of the British
Museum.21 See fig. 4.

In light of Ginsburg’s authoritative ruling, the BritishMuseum declined to buy
the fragments, which were apparently abandoned by the devastated Shapira. In a
letter to Ginsburg dated August 23, 1883, Shapira expressed his abjection and a
sense of betrayal, clinging to his avowed belief that the manuscripts were authen-
tic:

Dear Dr. Ginsburg!
You have made a fool of me by publishing & exhibiting things that you believe to be false.
I do not think I will be able to survive this shame. Although I am yet not Convinced that
the M.s. is a forgery unless Ganneau did it!
I will leave London in a day or two for Berlin.
Yours truly,
M W Shapira22

Word of this letter seems to have reached The Times, which published the follow-
ing statement: “[Shapira] is so disappointed with the results of his bargain that
he threatens to commit suicide. This, we venture to think, he will not do.”23 But
Shapira never returned to his wife and daughters in Jerusalem. After spending six

18 Ginsburg’s letter to Edward Bond of the British Museum, dated August 22, 1883, was
published in The Times (August 27, 1883), 6; Ginsburg then published his final installment on
the manuscripts in The Athenæum: “The Shapira Ms. of Deuteronomy,” The Athenæum 2915
(September 8, 1883), 304–5. In both publications, Ginsburg designated the manuscripts forg-
eries.

19 It is possible that Ginsburg initiated this theory rather than Clermont-Ganneau. For the
controversy regarding which of these scholars first developed the idea that the manuscripts
were excised from the margins of eastern Torah scrolls, see “From our London Correspondent
(by Private Wire),” The Manchester Guardian (September 6, 1883), 5.

20 The Times (August 27, 1883), 6.
21 Punch, or the London Charivari (September 8, 1883), 118.
22 BL Ms. Add. 41294, 16.
23 The Times (August 27, 1883), 7.
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Fig. 4. Cartoon of Ginsburg apprehending Shapira.
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months wandering through Europe, Shapira committed suicide in a hotel room
in Rotterdam, Holland, where his body was found on March 9, 1884.

Shapira’s manuscripts eventually made their way from the British Museum to
Sotheby’s, where they were purchased in July 1885 by the bookseller Bernard
Quaritch. (Quaritch’s namesake bookshop still exists in London.) Quaritch went
on to sell the fragments in 1898 or 1899 to Philip Brookes Mason, a naturalist,
doctor, and avid collector.24 Their subsequent fate is unknown.

1.2. Reasons for Forgery Verdict

Beyond the primary reasons given byGinsburg, whichwill be discussed at greater
length below, why were Shapira’s fragments judged forgeries in 1883? It appears
that several factors conspired to seal their fate. First, very simply, the Dead Sea
Scrolls had not yet been discovered. The manuscripts that Shapira offered to the
scholarly world were thus entirely without precedent. Second, Shapira’s record
was tarnished due to a previous scandal involving suspect artifacts. Third, the
discipline of biblical studies was very much in its infancy, and little was known
about the composition history of Deuteronomy. Other factors, including ram-
pant anti-Jewish (and anti-Arab; see below) sentiments, surely played a part as
well. After all, despite having “fair hair and blue eyes; not the least like the or-
dinary Polish Jew,” Shapira would always remain a Hebrew who “converted to
Christianity but not to good works.”25

1.2.1. An Unprecedented Discovery
The distinguished philologist Archibald Sayce stated his opinion on Shapira’s
fragments in August 1883:

It is really demanding too much of Western credulity to ask us to believe that in a damp
climate like that of Palestine any sheepskins could have lasted for nearly 3,000 years, either
above ground or under ground, even though they may have been abundantly salted with
asphalte from the Vale of Siddim itself.26

Another commentary published two years later in the St. James Gazette (Jan-
uary 2, 1885) expresses a similar view on Shapira’s manuscripts: “Every one re-
members the announcement of the original copy of Deuteronomy: how people

24 Charles Francis Thornewill, “Obituary Notice of Philip Brookes Mason,” Journal of Con-
chology 11 (1904): 104–5, at 105. See also Patricia Francis, “Philip BrookesMason (1842–1903):
Surgeon, General Practitioner andNaturalist,”Archives of Natural History 42, no. 1 (2015): 126–
39.

25 Walter Besant, Autobiography of Sir Walter Besant (London: Hutchinson, 1902), 162.
26 Archibald H. Sayce, “Correspondence: The Shapira Mss. of Deuteronomy,” The Academy

589 (August 24, 1883), 116–17, at 117.
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who knew anything about leather and linen, and damp caves, and Arabs, and
Jerusalem curiosity-dealers, laughed at the whole thing.”

In fact, the details of Shapira’s scorned discovery story were so similar to those
of the Dead Sea Scrolls in 1946–47 that some scholars initially concluded the
latter were also a hoax. Like Shapira’s manuscripts, the Dead Sea Scrolls were said
to have been accidentally discovered by Bedouins in caves around the Dead Sea,
andmanywere alsowrapped in linen and coveredwith a bituminous substance.27

In 1949, Solomon Zeitlin, an expert on the Second Temple period and editor
of the Jewish Quarterly Review, cited Shapira’s manuscripts as evidence that the
Dead Sea Scrolls must likewise be forgeries:

Professor Burrows seems to have forgotten the affair of Shapira, who produced a
manuscript of the Book of Deuteronomy, written on parchment in archaic Hebrew script.
He stated that he procured it from a Bedouin who told him that he found it in a cave
(again a Bedouin and a cave). Scholars and experts of the BritishMuseumwere convinced
of its authenticity until it was discovered to have been produced by Shapira himself over
a period of twenty years. Thus “the Bedouin and the cave” became a myth.28

In retrospect, Zeitlin’s judgment on the matter was incorrect. The Dead Sea
Scrolls were soon confirmed to be genuine, and they marked a watershed in the
field of biblical studies. Had Shapira’s manuscripts come to light after the veri-
fication of the Dead Sea Scrolls, his texts certainly would have been judged dif-
ferently. Moreover, the details of discovery as reported by Shapira – which are
almost identical to the circumstances surrounding the unearthing of the Dead
Sea Scrolls – must now be regarded as strong evidence supporting the validity of
Shapira’s fragments.29 Indeed, the presence of a bituminous substance on both
the Shapira fragments and many Dead Sea Scrolls provides even more support

27 See, e.g., Naama Sukenik, “The Temple Scroll Wrapper from Cave 11. MS 5095/2, MS
5095/4, MS 5095/1,” in Gleanings from the Caves: Dead Sea Scrolls and Artefacts from the
Schøyen Collection, ed. Torleif Elgvin, Kipp Davis, and Michael Langlois (London: T&T Clark,
2016), 339–50; Roland de Vaux, “Post-Scriptum: La Cachette des Manuscrits Hébreux,” Revue
Biblique 56, no. 2 (1949): 234–37; Joan E. Taylor, “BuriedManuscripts and Empty Tombs: The
QumranGenizah Theory Revisited,” in “Go Out and Study the Land” (Judges 18:2): Archaeolog-
ical, Historical, and Textual Studies in Honor of Hanan Eshel, ed. Aren M. Maeir, Jodi Magness,
and Lawrence H. Schiffman (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 269–315, at 280, 314–15.

28 Solomon Zeitlin, “The Alleged Antiquity of the Scrolls,” Jewish Quarterly Review 40, no.
1 (1949): 57–78, at 67.

29 Several scholars have made a case for the authenticity of Shapira’s manuscripts (as post-
biblical Hellenistic documents) in light of their affinity to the Dead Sea Scrolls, but these ar-
guments have not been widely accepted. See, e.g., Jacob L. Teicher, “The Genuineness of the
Shapira Manuscripts,” The Times Literary Supplement (London) (March 22, 1957), 184; Mena-
hem Mansoor, “The Case of Shapira’s Dead Sea (Deuteronomy) Scrolls of 1883,” Wisconsin
Academy of Sciences, Arts and Letters 47 (1958): 183–225; John Marco Allegro, The Shapira
Affair (New York: Doubleday, 1965); Helen G. Jefferson, “The Shapira Manuscript and the
Qumran Scrolls,” Revue de Qumrân 6, no. 3 (1968): 391–99; Shlomo Guil, “The Shapira Scroll
Was an Authentic Dead Sea Scroll,” PEQ 149, no. 1 (2017): 6–27; Yoram Sabo, The Scroll Mer-
chant: In Search of Moses Wilhelm Shapira’s Lost Jewish Treasure (Hebrew) (Bnei Brak: Hakib-
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