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Once, maybe around the time Jesus was alive, Cave 12 was called something different. Perhaps it didn't even have a name, but at the time members of the Jewish sect known as the Essenes thought the cave would be a good place to hide some religious documents — a portion of the ancient writings we
now call the Dead Sea Scrolls.So, century after century, these scrolls sat in ceramic jugs in Cave 12 in the desert of the West Bank, on the northwestern shore of the Dead Sea, at a site now known as Qumran. In 1947, the first cave containing Dead Sea Scrolls — Cave 1— was found by a shepherd, and
10 other caves were subsequently discovered and excavated by archaeologists, some of them containing scrolls chock full of clues to the origins of Christianity, among other things. A few caves, however, were found to have contained scrolls, but had been looted before the archaeologists could get to
them.Now, 60 years after the most recent discovery at Qumran, a 12th cave has been discovered. And though it doesn't contain new scrolls, archaeologists are pretty pumped."Until now, it was accepted that Dead Sea scrolls were found only in 11 caves at Qumran, but now there is no doubt that this is
the 12th cave," said Dr. Oren Gutfeld, an archaeologist at the Hebrew University's Institute of Archaeology, in a press release. "Finding this additional scroll cave means we can no longer be certain that the original locations (Caves 1 through 11) attributed to the Dead Sea scrolls that reached the market
via the Bedouins are accurate."So what wasn't found in Cave 12 is almost as helpful to archaeologists as new scrolls would have been. The presence of broken jars, string for tying the scrolls, pieces of leather that were incorporated into the scrolls, parchment being prepared for writing, in addition to
pickaxe heads from the 1950s, prove almost without a doubt that scrolls were once there, but it tells a more complete story of the history of the Dead Sea scrolls. The cave also contained arrowheads, flint blades, and a decorated carnelian stamp seal from the Chalcolithic and the Neolithic periods,
proving that this cave was in use by humanity well before it became a storage unit for religious texts."The important discovery of another scroll cave attests to the fact that a lot of work remains to be done in the Judean Desert and finds of huge importance are still waiting to be discovered," said Israel
Hasson, director-general of the Israel Antiquities Authority in the same press release.Now That's InterestingMore than 900 scrolls have been found in the caves at Qumran, representing fragments of 350 separate works across multiple copies. The scrolls contain hymns, prayers, several copies of the
Hebrew Bible, and an early version of the Ten Commandments, among other things.  As we've learned, more than 35 different types of minerals can be found in the Dead Sea's waters, and many people vouch wholeheartedly for the life-altering qualities these minerals possess. In fact, these minerals are
considered so valuable that a company called Dead Sea Works has 1,600 employees who work day and night to harvest them [source: Bible Places]. The mineral salts are believed to cure or alleviate the symptoms of ailments ranging from skin problems such as psoriasis and atopic dermatitis to
rheumatic diseases, like various forms of arthritis and fibromyalgia.The Dead Sea Research Center proposes a seven-step treatment program for clients seeking dermatological relief. To begin, the patient spends some time in the sun on the banks of the Dead Sea -- the sun's harmful UV rays are filtered
due to the high atmospheric pressure in the area [source: Elliman]. This step is followed by a bath in the Dead Sea itself, then application of emollient creams, thermo-mineral baths and mud soaks, scalp treatment, optional psychological counseling and a follow-up consultation with a medical professional.
Treatments for the rheumatoid diseases are more varied but often include sulfur baths, salt baths, sodium chloride baths, and of course, baths in the Dead Sea itself [source: Dead Sea Research Center].Patients dealing with respiratory diseases such as asthma, chronic obstructive lung disease and cystic
fibrosis often benefit from the area's high oxygen levels, coupled with the environment's low pollution and allergen levels. The Dead Sea Research Center claims that these factors allow patients the opportunity to get their symptoms under control without relying so heavily on medical equipment. Dead Sea
therapy is also used to treat Crohn's Disease, orthopedic ailments, heart disease and hypertension [source: Dead Sea Research Center].Tourists who don't seek the Dead Sea for specific health treatments can enjoy the water simply for relaxation. In fact, thanks to its unbelievably high mineral content,
the Dead Sea is incredibly dense. This high-density level allows people to float without any effort whatsoever -- they are able to read books or bob carelessly in the water. Some Dead Sea swimmers think of the water as a natural health spa: The water, minerals, mud and sunlight have naturally nourishing
effects on skin. Black mud found along the shoreline is also rich in minerals and is often used in skin treatments [source: Atlas Tours]. Many famous visitors have flocked to the Dead Sea over the years to experience its positive effects, including Cleopatra and King Herod the Great [source: Visit
Jordan].Although the Dead Sea may be biologically dead, it maintains its historical ability to nourish the mind and body through its therapeutic qualities. Life may not be sustainable within its waters, but it most certainly thrives along its shores. Just picture it: archeologists rappelling down a cliff into the
Cave of Horrors, in which 40 human skeletons were once found. It sounds like a scene from a forthcoming Indiana Jones movie, and yet, this was a mission that a team of Israeli archeologists recently completed. What is more, the fruits of their labors were well worth it, considering that it resulted in the
discovery of dozens of new fragments of the famous Dead Sea Scrolls.. The news, which was announced yesterday, has made headlines around the globe. It is particularly momentous considering that it has been 60 years since the last such discovery was made. Rare coins, an ancient basket, and the
mummy of a child were also unearthed. “These finds are not just important to our own cultural heritage but to that of the entire world,” Avi Cohen, CEO of the Ministry of Jerusalem and Heritage, commented of the successful dig. “The scroll fragments containing biblical texts; the coins and the additional
finds from the Second Temple Period that were found in this unique project directly attest to the Jewish heritage of the region and the inseparable bond between the Jewish cultural activities and our place in this land.”The Dead Sea Scrolls—the oldest copies of biblical texts in existence today—were first
discovered by chance, when Bedouin shepherds came across them in 1946. Further digs over the next 15-odd years resulted in the bulk of the previous finds. While the much of the Dead Sea Scrolls are in Hebrew, the newly discovered fragments are in Greek, and relate to the stories of Zechariah and
Nahum. Verifying the dates and authenticity of objects found for-sale on the worldwide antiquities market has always been a challenge for art collectors, museums, and dealers. As soon as something because popular enough to be collected, it becomes profitable to create a market for forged knockoffs.In
the early 2000s, a new set of purported fragments of the Dead Sea Scrolls came up for sale on the antiquities market. In 2002, another set of Dead Sea Scroll-like fragments was located with some distinctly unusual characteristics compared with the known Dead Sea Scrolls, which have been heavily
studied since they were discovered in the mid-20th century. Many were acquired by Steve Green, the owner of Hobby Lobby, who donated them to the Museum of the Bible.The Museum of the Bible opened in 2017 but, facing doubts about the provenance of its 16 scroll fragments, it submitted five of
them for authentication. In 2018, the Museum had to acknowledge all five of the sacred text fragments were fake. Next, the Museum sent off the other 11 fragments for authentication. As of Friday, as National Geographic reports, all 16 fragments purchased and shown as authentic have been confirmed
as fraudulent.The Museum of the Bible Appears to Have Handled This the Right WayOne point National Geographic makes up-front is that the Museum of the Bible has done a very good job at maintaining transparency at every step of the process. After the first five fragments were found to be fraudulent,
the museum hired a respected art forgery investigation firm. That firm, Art Fraud Insights, insisted upon — and received — complete investigatory autonomy, including a public announcement of the findings, no matter what the findings were. “Honestly, I’ve never worked with a museum that was so up-
front,” Colette Loll, the lead investigator, told National Geographic.Great Isaiah Scroll, a genuine Dead Sea Scroll containing almost all of Isaiah. Image by WikipediaThe team began with an analysis of the material the scraps were written on — leather, rather than the typical parchment of the DSS. The
leather, however, was likely authentic and of appropriate age, possibly sourced from the same desert area that the Scrolls were found in. The scraps were soaked in an animal glue to mimic a signature glue-like layer actually found on many Scroll pieces. As National Geographic details, the deeper the
research team looked, the clearer it was that the scraps had been faked.It’s worth reading the story just to understand how sophisticated the forgery world can be. Green had purchased some of the scraps from William Kando, the son of the Bethlehem antiquities dealer Khalil Iskander Shahin (known as
Kando) who had sold the first sets of authentic fragments from Bedouin traders after the Scrolls were discovered in 1947. The chain of ownership for some of the fragments runs through multiple individuals, some of whom told NG that they believed they were honestly buying (and selling) authentic
artifacts.Disclosing the outcome of its findings, even when they invalidate the entirety of its collection, was the right thing for the Museum of the Bible to do, full stop. One thing it does highlight, however, is how lax rules around the museum’s initial collection of artifacts have come back to haunt it. Here’s
National Geographic:In 2017, U.S. officials forced Hobby Lobby to return 5,500 illegally imported clay tablets to Iraq and pay a $3-million fine. In 2019, museum officials announced that 11 papyrus fragments in its collection had been sold to Hobby Lobby by Oxford professor Dirk Obbink, who is accused
of stealing the fragments from a papyrus collection he oversaw.The Museum has pledged to return all stolen artifacts to their rightful owners and has actually begun doing so. A manuscript found to be stolen from the University of Athens in 1991 was returned to that country last year. Kudos to the MotB for
being honest about its issues, but it wouldn’t have had these problems if it had been slightly less willing to believe dubious stories about the archaeological provenance of suspicious artifacts.Feature image is of a genuine Dead Sea Scroll. Image by WikipediaNow Read: Google has already placed
millions of books and historic documents online. Now, thanks to some generous external funding and intra-institutional wrangling, it’s the Dead Sea Scrolls’ turn.Although replicas of the Dead Sea Scrolls in various formats and levels of completeness have been circulating for a while–even hitting the
museum gift shop market–full images of the scrolls will arrive on the Internet in about a year, thanks to a three-way agreement between Google, the Israel Antiquities Authority (IAA) and the Israel Museum. According to the IAA, the Museum’s entire collection of approximately 30,000 Scroll fragments will
be digitized as high-resolution images and made freely available via Google. It will be the first time the Dead Sea Scrolls have been photographed in full since the 1950s.IAA general director Shuka Dorfman is excited about the project, saying that “We are proud to be embarking on a project that will
provide unlimited access to one of the most important archaeological finds of the 20th Century, crucial to Biblical studies.”Biblical archaeologists are also excited about the project. “The Dead Sea Scrolls are relevant to almost any question scholars ask from about 300 B.C. to 300 A.D.—the beginnings of
Christianity, the creation of the Hebrew Bible, the roots of today’s Judaism. Now this fundamental material, this tantalizing evidence, will be available to all scholars at the touch of a computer screen,” Biblical Archaeology Review editor Hershel Shanks tells Fast Company.   And judging by the profusion of
mass market books on the Scrolls too, the general public will be happy about it as well.Ever since their discovery more than 50 years ago, the Dead Sea Scrolls have fascinated researchers and the general public. Generally believed to have been written by the Essenes between 150 BC and 70 AD, the
Scrolls provide invaluable insight into Judaism in the era of Jesus. They’ve also posed serious questions for believers in normative Judaism and Christianity thanks to their surprising contents. Within the next year, however, they will now appear on the Internet.But there’s one complication: Written on
parchment and papyrus that are approximately 2,000 years old, the original Dead Sea Scrolls are remarkably fragile. Visitors to their home at Jerusalem’s Israel Museum are only able to view small original sections of the original scrolls at once, with the bulk of the Scrolls in storage for safe
preservation.Work on the project will be conducted by Google’s Israel Research and Development Center, using imaging technology developed by American firm MegaVision. Although the exact specifics of the digital imaging system were not made available, each Scroll fragment will be imaged in various
wavelengths at “the highest resolution possible” and, according to the IAA, at equal image quality to the original. Google Israel will then make the Scrolls searchable in multiple languages, with a metadata setup that includes transcriptions, translations and bibliography.The Dead Sea Scroll project was
initiated by the IAA’s Pnina Shor three years ago, and a variety of imaging technologies, hosting systems and preservation methods were considered before the decision was made to go with Google and MegaVision. The technical problems involved, due to the age of the Scrolls, were/are significant. One
of the scientists involved, the Jet Propulsion Laboratory’s Gregory Bearman, notes that “Humidity is one of the most significant drivers of parchment degradation. If it is too dry, the parchment dries, shrinks differentially, and then tears. On the other hand, if the parchment is too humid or wet, the collagen
will turn to Jello.” Although the Dead Sea Scrolls are physically located at the Israel Museum, primary jurisdiction over them is in the hands of the IAA.But one of the most interesting aspects of the Dead Sea Scrolls’ online porting is the money trail. Primary funding was provided by the Leon Levy
Foundation, a heavy player in library/museum philanthropy, Biblical archaeology and Judaic studies. The Levy Foundation is a major funder of the Brookyn Public Library in New York and recently paid to digitize the New York Philharmonic’s archives. New York University’s Institute for the Study of the
Ancient World was also funded by a $200 million grant from the Levy Foundation, though the donation spurred considerable controversy.Another funder, the Arcadia Foundation, describes themselves as “protecting endangered culture and nature.” The Dead Sea Scrolls project will be one of their highest-
profile grants yet; other past projects include $45,000 to help translate Albert Einstein’s personal papers and $495,000 to help conserve ancient African rock art.The exact funding amounts provided by the Arcadia and Levy foundations were not available at press time. Although portions of the Dead Sea
Scroll were placed online in the past, nothing similar to this project in scope has been tried as of yet. [Disclosure: the Dead Sea Scrolls Information Center at the Israel Museum is named for a distant relative of mine].[Image via Israel Museum]
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