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THE Essaior: A FictioN orR HisToRICAL REALITY?
Bezalel Bar-Kochva

In a new book by Rachel Elior she passionately raised a number of arguments in an effort to let us
understand that the Essenoi had never existed. In public interviews (Haaretz, Time, The Times and
Die Welt) she explicitly stated: ‘Sixty years of research have been wasted trying to find the Essaioi
in the Scrolls, but they did not exist and were invented by Josephus. This is a history of mistakes,
simply utter nonsense ('nmmym217)’; ‘Josephus invented the Essenoi being inspired by daily-life
at the Greek city of Sparta’, and: ‘The Essenoi are an imaginary invention. This is like saying that
the State (of Israel) was established by the Green (party)’. Similar expressions can be found in a
popular article by Elior, published elsewhere.

My article responds to these declarations and discusses in detail the arguments advanced
in the book. The subjects discussed are as follows: 1. incidental references to the Essenes
and their sources; 2. the name °‘Essaioi’; 3. the absence of the name in certain sources;
4. Philo on the Essenes; 5. Pliny the Elder on the Essenes; 6. Josephus on the Essenes; 7. the
alleged celibacy of the Essenes. The article also elaborates on the malpractice of research based on
translations demonstrated in the book in an extreme form (Greek, Latin, Geez, and even Aramean).
The article concludes: ‘There is no reason to doubt the very existence of the Essenoi and the
basic picture provided by Josephus. The arguments of Elior ignore the decisive positive evidence
for their existence. She raises arguments based on bits of information taken from the secondary
scholarly literature, without any sense of criticism, quite often taken out of context, and always
with much exaggeration. Elior consistently disregards the sources and/or current research when
they contradict her theory. All this, with no knowledge of the Classical World and its languages,
and poor acquaintance with the Talmudic literature’.

The article is supplemented by two appendices: 1. ‘The Transcription “Essaios
Alexei (Eliahu) Yudizky; and 2. ‘The Baitusim and the Essenes’.
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