
This review was published by RBL 2010 by the Society of Biblical Literature. For more information on obtaining a 
subscription to RBL, please visit http://www.bookreviews.org/subscribe.asp. 

RBL 08/2010  

 

Cargill, Robert R. 

Qumran through (Real) Time: A Virtual 
Reconstruction of Qumran and the Dead Sea Scrolls 

 

Bible in Technology 1 

Piscataway, N.J.: Gorgias, 2009. Pp. xxiv + 259. 
Hardcover. $118.00. ISBN 9781607240587. 

Eibert Tigchelaar 
Katholieke Universiteit Leuven 

Leuven, Belgium 

This book, published in 2009, is a slightly revised version of Robert Cargill’s 2008 UCLA 
dissertation, as the first volume in a new Georgias series named Bible in Technoloy. The 
dissertation consists of different projects: (1) it introduces a new digital methodology for 
examining archaeological sites, through which one can test proposed reconstructions in a 
real-time environment; (2) it applies this methodology to the site of Qumran; (3) and it 
proposes a new timeline and chronology of the occupation of Qumran. Cargill’s 
reconstruction became known because of the exhibition of a “fully reconstructed, real-
time, interactive model of the site at Khirbet Qumran” at the 2007 Dead Sea Scrolls 
exhibition at the San Diego Natural History Museum (see www.sdnhm.org/ 
scrolls/qumrantour/index.html). Samples of this model (many images and some movies) 
can be accessed at www.virtualqumran.com. The actual real-time tour of the Virtual 
Qumran model is announced but not yet available (last checked June 2010).  

As a book, the present volume suffers from two major shortcomings. The first is that the 
book is a complement to the reconstructed interactive model, but the reader has access 
neither to the database of all archaeological data culled by Cargill from different sources 
and used in the model nor to the actual model itself, apart from the two-dimensional 
pictures included in the book. For most readers, it will therefore be impossible to assess 
both the details and the overall conclusions of Cargill’s project, although the above-
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mentioned website has images and movies. The second formal and serious shortcoming of 
the book is that it is still essentially the dissertation and that it hardly has been revised. For 
example, many reviews, like that of scholarship or of the fortresses, are brief and 
superficial, which might be warranted in a dissertation that launches a new model but not 
in a scholarly book. Also, the mixture of an overall examination of the site together with 
an emphasis on specific points of contention results in a unbalanced book, with many 
sections stating nothing new at all interspersed with sections where the author defends his 
own theses. In the revision process, the bibliography was tweaked and some typos 
corrected, but the typo in the only Hebrew word used in the dissertation was not caught, 
so that we twice have dhy (36 and 220) instead of dxy.  

As indicated, Cargill’s book not only describes a reconstructed model but also puts 
forward a thesis about the nature and chronology of the settlement of Qumran. In brief, 
he proposes that a small Hasmonean fortress was built around 140 B.C.E. on the remains 
of the Iron Age II fort but was abandoned fairly soon, circa 130 B.C.E. Some time later, 
around 110–100 B.C.E., this fortress was reoccupied and expanded by a nonmilitary Jewish 
group with concern for ritual purity who remained there until the destruction in 68 C.E. 
and were responsible for the collection of the Dead Sea Scrolls (passim, but see, e.g., the 
overviews in 10.2 and 10.4). The issue of the relation between the scrolls in the caves and 
the group at Qumran is somewhat peripheral to Cargill’s overall thesis. He basically argues 
that the scrolls in the caves close to Qumran are related to the group at the settlement but 
that the scrolls from Caves 3 and 11, lying farther away, are most likely not the products 
of the residents of Qumran (163).  

This model with a “new chronology” contains elements from various existing competing 
models with their chronologies (that is, the view that the main building was a fort, the 
model of the site being as a religious settlement, and various reoccupation models), which 
are briefly surveyed and compared in chapter 10.1 (see also the chart at http://www.nelc 
.ucla.edu/qumran/photos/Qumran_chronology_chart.jpg). Perhaps the most contentious 
element is the claim that the main building was originally a briefly used Hasmonean 
fortress built around 140 B.C.E., before it was reoccupied and expanded by the sectarians. 
In this case, both the identification and the date are disputed. All scholars agree that the 
tower had a defensive function, but it is less clear whether this tower points toward a 
military fort, a fortified outpost, or merely a watch tower. Indispensable for Cargill’s 
hypothesis of a fortress is the reconstruction, on the basis of digital modeling and testing 
of alternative models, of the wall in the southwest corner of the Main Building—even 
though no architectural remains have been found (112–14 with three reasons why one has 
to assume the initial presence of the wall and three scenarios for the later absence of this 
wall). For the suggestion of a date of 140 B.C.E., dating the tower forty years earlier than, 
for example, Magen and Peleg or Magness, there also is no archaeological evidence. 
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Instead, Cargill correlates it to the period of building of the other Hasmonean forts and 
fortifications from Jericho to Masada. In his book he refers to Magness’s first-century 
B.C.E. dating of the settlement but does not deal with the main foundation of her dating, 
namely, the “apparent absence of 2nd-century pottery types” (Magness, The Archaeology 
of Qumran, 65).  

Though of a different order, both of these cases—the identification of the building as a 
fort and the dating in 140 B.C.E.—are built on reconstructions, even where archeological 
evidence is missing (and, in the case of the pottery, it should have been there). It also is 
not clear to me if there is any archaeological or historical evidence for the dating of the 
subsequent abandonment of the fortress (ca. 130 B.C.E.) apart from the fact that Cargill’s 
hypothesis needs an abandonment before the sectarian reoccupation. The only argument, 
“[o]nce the forts at Machaerus, Hyrcania, and Masada were firmly established beyond 
Qumran, the inferiorly build field fort at Qumran became redundant” (183) is weak, since 
it suggests, without any substantiation, that those forts actually had been built before 130 
B.C.E.  

As a nonspecialist reader more knowledgeable of the scrolls than of the site, I dare not 
quibble about specific archaeological details. Instead, I complain about the absence of 
thorough and systematic treatments that bring all the evidence and discussions together. 
For example, the issue about the fort in relation to other Hasmonean fortifications is 
discussed in bits and pieces in sections 5.2.1.1, 8.4 (virtually a verbatim repetition of one 
paragraph of 5.2.1.1.), and, most extensively, 9.2, but with a very circumstantial, meager, 
and partially inconsistent argumentation. For example, why does Cargill compare the 
“field fort” of Qumran in chapters 5 and 8 with Rujm al-Bahr and Khirbet Mazin but in 
9.2.5 with the major fortresses of Dok, Hyrcania, Machaerus, and Masada, in both cases 
listing similarities between those forts and Qumran but without discussing systematically 
how characteristic or unique those similarities are? At the end of the day, if one assembles 
all of Cargill’s arguments, it contains many suggestions and possibilities, but he nowhere 
adduces concrete evidence to support his thesis.   

The brief discussion about the caves near Qumran and the scrolls, which proposes that the 
“outlying caves” 3 and 11 are most likely not connected to the residents of Qumran, in 
contrast to Caves 4, 5, 7–9, and 10, is not very well informed but a poor rehash of some 
idiosyncratic suggestions of Stephen Pfann. Admittedly, this treatment is peripheral to 
the discussion of the book, but it does reinforce the questions about the thoroughness of 
the dissertation and the reliability of the adduced arguments.  

Archaeologists should comment on the value of Cargill’s digital model applied to 
Qumran. This book (of which the pages were already falling out during my job of reading 



This review was published by RBL 2010 by the Society of Biblical Literature. For more information on obtaining a 
subscription to RBL, please visit http://www.bookreviews.org/subscribe.asp. 

and rereading sections) should not have been published in this form: the arguments need 
more substantiation; the presentation needs thorough editing. 


