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INTRODUCTION

Who wrote the Bible? The question is nearly as old as the Bible it-
self. Jewish sages, quoted in the Talmud (Baba Bathra, 15a), were al-
ready asking it, and it still echoes today in the minds of scholars and in
the titles of textbooks.1 For as long as the Bible has had the status of sa-
cred book, people have been intrigued by its origins.

The Bible that this book is concerned with is the Hebrew Bible,
adopted by the Christian church as the Old Testament. Its origins go
back to early Israel. It is something of a paradox that the Israelites,
steeped as they were in an oral culture, should leave a book as their leg-
acy to the world. Their own world was one without books. Reading
and writing were restricted to a professional elite; the majority of the
population was nonliterate. Even if this observation seems perfunctory,
it needs to be made, since modern readers of the Bible are prone to
project their own book culture on the people of the Bible. Though Ju-
daism has been defined as a “religion of the book,” the book in ques-
tion stems from a culture of the spoken word.

If we are to understand the making of the Hebrew Bible, we must fa-
miliarize ourselves with the scribal culture that produced it. That cul-
ture was the culture of a literate elite. The scribes who manufactured
the Bible were professional writers affiliated to the temple of Jerusalem.
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They practiced their craft in a time in which there was neither a trade in
books nor a reading public of any substance. Scribes wrote for scribes.
To the public at large, the books of the Bible were icons of a body of
knowledge accessible only through the oral instruction presented by re-
ligious experts. The text of the Hebrew Bible was not part of the popu-
lar culture. The Bible was born and studied in the scribal workshop of
the temple. In its fundamental essence, it was a book of the clergy.

Most of those involved in the making of the Bible left neither a name
nor a biography. We do not know them individually. We can identify
their milieu as that of the scribal elite, and it is that milieu that holds
the key to the origins of the Bible. It can be circumscribed more nar-
rowly as that of the scribal workshop of the Second Temple, active in
the period between 500 and 200 b.c.e. The propagation of the books
that were to constitute the Bible originates with the same institution.
The scribes we will be looking at were scholars and teachers: they
wrote, edited, copied, gave public readings, and interpreted. If the Bible
became the Word of God, it was due to their presentation. Both the
production and the promotion of the Hebrew Bible were the work of
the scribes. The story of the making of the Bible is the story of the
scribes behind the Bible.

Evidence: Internal, External, Comparative

The evidence on which the case for the Bible as a product of the scribal
workshop must be built is of three kinds: some of it is internal, in the
Bible itself; some external, illuminating the Bible from outside; and
some comparative. It is essential to take these three types of evidence
together. No one piece is by itself conclusive; in combination, their wit-
ness is compelling.

The internal evidence consists primarily in the unintentional traces
of scribal involvement exhibited in the text of the Bible. Such evidence
is to be sharply distinguished from the explicit references to authorship,
textual fixation, and transmission. While the latter testimony deserves
a careful assessment, it is intentional and therefore subject to caution.

2
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Witnesses frame the truth as they see fit, and the same is true of super-
scriptions, colophons, and other text-related observations. Thus the
data provided in superscriptions to the prophetic books are quite mis-
leading if they are interpreted in terms of actual authorship; Isaiah,
Jeremiah, and the other prophets did not write the books that the
superscriptions attribute to them. The clues we must look for are those
traditionally associated with the redaction criticism of the Bible: edito-
rial expansions, scribal annotations, seams and incongruities in the
text, and the like.

When I speak of external evidence, I refer to extrabiblical material
from the time of the Bible that has the potential to shed light on its
making. This material is not comparative but has a direct bearing on
the people of the Bible, their history and institutions, and the devel-
opment of the biblical text. Oftentimes the information provided by
epigraphic discoveries, such as the Samaria papyri or the texts from the
Jewish colony in Elephantine (Egypt), illuminates the background of
the Bible. At times the accounts of later writers, such as Josephus, add
pertinent data to the picture. In some cases, most notably that of the
scrolls from the caves near Qumran, the extrabiblical evidence throws
into relief the history of the very text of the Bible. In the latter respect,
the Greek translation of the Bible, traditionally known as the Septua-
gint, must also be taken into account. Parabiblical writings, known as
the Apocrypha, are an important source of information as well.

If the present study distinguishes itself from most other contributions
on the subject, it is mainly because of the extensive use it makes of the
available comparative evidence. The Bible is not the only collection of
writings from the ancient Near East. Babylonians, Egyptians, and Syri-
ans produced a wealth of written texts as well, canonized by virtue of
their secular transmission through schools and libraries. These texts
are comparable to the Hebrew Bible in more than one respect. Many of
them had the status of revelation transmitted by a god or a famous an-
cestor. They commanded the respect that written texts often command
in oral cultures. The very notions of books and authorship were very
different from what they are today. The writings of the ancient Near
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East were created in a world in which there were neither books nor au-
thors in the modern sense of those terms. Instead of books, there was
the stream of tradition; instead of authors, there were scribes.

Once it is recognized that the Hebrew Bible is a product of the scribal
workshop, the written evidence from the rest of the Near East becomes
particularly significant on account of the vast amount of data on the
scribal culture of the times. Two centuries of archaeology and decipher-
ing have given us unprecedented access to the world of the Babylonian
and Egyptian scribes. Their recruitment, training, career possibilities,
social standing, professional identity, and the like can now be recon-
structed in detail on the basis of reliable evidence. Such evidence is es-
pecially welcome in view of the dearth of data on the scribes of the He-
brew Bible. By good fortune, the scribal culture of the ancient Near
East was anything but parochial: texts and traditions circulated inter-
nationally, scribes moved around; the scribal spirit was cosmopolitan.
Evidence on scribal culture in Mesopotamia and Egypt, then, is often
pertinent to scribal culture in Judah as well.

Taken by itself, each type of evidence is lopsided and might give rise
to biased reconstructions. When not informed by external data, the in-
ternal evidence may easily get caught up in the circular reasoning by
which a given theory frames or even creates the evidence. External evi-
dence, on the other hand, is by definition circumstantial. We cannot use
data that are not available; the risk of general inferences from par-
ticular data that happen to be extant is real. And comparative evi-
dence may be overrated and lead to a kind of blueprint thinking or
“patternism” that does not respect the unique features of the scribal
culture behind the Bible. It is necessary to be aware of the potential
dangers of using one type of evidence in isolation from the others. If the
reconstruction defended in this book is to stand, it needs to be based on
the combined witness of the three different types of evidence.

Plan of the Book

My investigation in this volume will follow a trajectory of four succes-
sive stages. Starting with a reconnaissance of the role of writing and au-
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thorship in antiquity, each stage builds on the outcome of the previous
one, ending with an analysis of the historical process by which the
books of the Bible were canonized as the Word of God.

Phase one of the investigation explores the place and function of
written texts in the ancient Near East, and more specifically in Israel.
Chapter 1 is devoted to the notion of books in antiquity, and Chapter 2
deals with the concept of authorship. An analysis of the available data
leads me to conclude that the modern concept of books is unsuited
to describe the written production from the ancient Near East. Prior
to the Hellenistic era—that is, before ca. 300 b.c.e.—there were no
books. There were documents, literary compilations, myths, collec-
tions of prayers, ritual prescriptions, chronicles, and the like, but no
books, no trade in books, and no reading public of any substance.
Written texts were the province of professionals. Insofar as literature
reached a larger audience, it was by way of oral performance. To define
the Bible as a collection of books, as implied in the Greek designation
biblia, is an anachronism. The Bible is a repository of tradition, accu-
mulated over time, that was preserved and studied by a small body of
specialists.

Nor is the modern notion of authorship adequate to describe the re-
alities of literary creation in antiquity. Books have authors, but the
writers of texts of the ancient Near East are, as a rule, anonymous.
That fact need not imply that there were no authors, simply that those
who wrote the texts were not authors in our sense of the word. The au-
thors of antiquity were artisans rather than artists. Our preoccupa-
tion with originality would have been foreign to them, nor did they
care about intellectual property. What they admired was skill, technical
mastery. The texts they produced were often coproductions—if not by
a collective of scribes, then by means of a series of scribal redactions. In
most cases, then, the quest for an individual author is pointless. The
making of the Hebrew Bible is owed to the scribal class rather than a
limited number of individuals. We should not be looking for authors
but seeking to penetrate the mind-set of the scribal elite.

Phase two of the investigation takes its cue from the fact that all writ-
ten records are scribal products. To discover the origins of the Bible, we
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must therefore study the scribal milieu and its modes of text produc-
tion. Three chapters deal with these matters. Two of them explore the
world of the scribes: one on the basis of texts from Mesopotamia and
Egypt, the other on the basis of the biblical material. The comparative
evidence presented in Chapter 3 provides a quite detailed reconstruc-
tion of the scribal milieu. Recruited from the social upper class, scribes
went through years of training before they exercised their profession.
Those who followed an advanced training became the scholars of an-
tiquity. They were responsible for the creation, preservation, and inter-
pretation of the classic texts of their time. Their professional center,
materially as well as spiritually, was the workshop of the temple.

Chapter 4, on the scribes behind the Bible, locates them primarily
among the clergy of the time. This identification is important for vari-
ous reasons. It connects the scribes responsible for the Bible with the
temple, and indicates a specialization within the priesthood focusing
on writing and scholarship. The flourishing of scribal culture that pro-
duced the Hebrew Bible occurred in Judah in the Second Temple pe-
riod, more specifically in the Persian and the Hellenistic eras (ca. 500–
200 b.c.e.). There was an intimate link between the scribal profession
as it took shape in the Persian era and the application and interpreta-
tion of the written Law (the Torah). Scribes were more than lawyers,
however. Their training familiarized them with the works known as the
Prophets and with the Writings as well. The Jewish scribes developed
into the scholars of the nation and the guardians of its literary heritage.

Scribes were craftsmen. In their dealings with texts, they applied the
methods and techniques of their craft. Chapter 5 looks at the scribal
modes of text production. Once again the comparative evidence is cru-
cial for the recovery of scribal practices in Judah. The Hebrew Bible as
we know it is the result of a series of scribal interventions; previous tex-
tual stages have not been preserved, with a few exceptions known
mainly through the discoveries from Qumran. Matters present them-
selves differently for cuneiform literature. The textual history of the
Epic of Gilgamesh, for example, can be traced through copies from
successive periods spanning altogether more than two millennia. Edito-
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rial techniques such as expansion, conflation, substitution, resumption,
and harmonization are all illustrated in the Mesopotamian texts. The
inventory based on this evidence facilitates the understanding of simi-
lar procedures reflected in the text of the Hebrew Bible.

In phase three of the investigation, the insights gained in phase two
are applied to the Hebrew Bible. Two case studies illuminate the way in
which the books of the Hebrew Bible took shape: Chapter 6 is de-
voted to Deuteronomy, Chapter 7 to an analysis of the textual history
of Jeremiah. Since these two textual bodies stand for the Law and the
Prophets, respectively, they are well suited to illustrate the making of
the Hebrew Bible as a whole. Both Deuteronomy and Jeremiah exhibit
successive layers of scribal intervention. The final compositions reflect
the involvement of generations of scribes. While displaying great re-
spect for the text as they had received it, they added their interpreta-
tions, framework, and other textual expansions. Deuteronomy was
one of the first books of the Hebrew Bible to reach its final editorial
shape, in the early Persian period. The Jeremiah tradition, on the other
hand, was still in a state of flux in the Hellenistic era.

Phase four turns from the production process of the Hebrew Bible
toward the factors that might explain its impact. Two concepts are of
paramount importance in this connection: revelation and canon. Each
is the subject of a separate chapter. In Chapter 8 the concept of revela-
tion is shown to be as old as the Bible itself, harking back to the prac-
tices of divination and prophecy. What is new is the application of the
concept to a collection of written texts. There are precedents for the
phenomenon in Mesopotamia and Egypt, where the concept of revela-
tion was invoked to buttress the authority of received texts. The Jewish
scribes, too, used the concept as a means of persuasion, but it was not
their only strategy. Texts might also be presented as a legacy from fa-
mous ancestors from a venerable past, to enhance their authority with
an audience that might otherwise be reluctant to accept them.

The clinching factor in the transformation of the writings of the He-
brew scribes into the Word of God was the canonization of the biblical
literature, described in Chapter 9. Canonization is an act of authority
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by which a limited number of texts are imposed upon a particular com-
munity as binding for all members, for all times. The biblical canon is
typically a list of works, as their combination into one volume (the one
Bible) does not occur until the birth of the codex. This list is closed. It is
comparable to the catalogue of a library or the curriculum of a school
but is nonetheless a category in its own right.

Scribal Culture and the Bible

The impact of the Hebrew Bible in the history of Western civilization is
a triumph of scribal culture. Scribal culture did not create the religious
appetite, but it did find a way to cater to that appetite with the inven-
tion of a book. The successful promotion of the Bible as the Word of
God changed the nature of religious devotion. Pilgrimage, fasting, and
sacrifice were not abandoned but took their place alongside the chant-
ing and studying of texts, as a major means of personal edification and
of pleasing God. Reading became an act of devotion.

If the origins of the Bible cannot be solved in terms of authors, the
story behind the Bible is not for that reason any less fascinating. The Bi-
ble is an exceptional book, not because of some exceptional minds that
wrote it but because of the exceptional way in which it came into being.
Being a product of the scribal workshop, the Bible owes its existence to
generations of scribes, each new one continuing the work of previous
ones. This study is dedicated to investigating the universe of those
scribes: their social role and status, their training, the arts of their craft,
their ways of thinking; in brief, scribal culture. Whereas the individual
scribes made themselves invisible in the texts they wrote, the Hebrew
Bible is both a witness and a monument to their collective work.

8
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BOOKS THAT ARE NOT BOOKS

Writing in the World of the Bible

We commonly think of the Bible as a book or a collection of
books—and naturally so, one might argue: the very name of the Bible
goes back to the Greek word biblia, for “books.”1 Jewish writers re-
ferred to the Hebrew scriptures as “the books” (Dan 9:2) or “the holy
books” (1 Macc 12:9) from the second century b.c.e. onward.2 This
has since become the accepted view of the Bible. It informs rabbinical
discussions on the order and the authors of the biblical books, and ex-
plains our custom of speaking of the “Book of Genesis,” the “Book of
Isaiah,” and the “Book of Job.”

However old and widespread the notion of the Bible as a series of
books may be, though, it is a misleading concept. The books of the Bi-
ble are not books in the modern sense of the word; to see them as such
distorts the historical reality. There were no books in ancient Israel.
Books are a Hellenistic invention, born in a time of increasing literacy
as schools and libraries spread around the Mediterranean and in the
Near East. Since the bulk of the Bible predates the Hellenistic era, call-
ing it a collection of books is an anachronism.

If the books of the Bible are not books in the modern sense of the
term, then what are they? To answer that question we must investigate
the role of writing in early Israel and its Near Eastern context.3 In this
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chapter, I propose to do just that. I will compare the practices of liter-
ary production in pre-Hellenistic Palestine with those that were current
in ancient Mesopotamia. Historically, two factors have had a decisive
impact on the nature of written documents in the ancient Near East:
first, the fact that the civilizations of the time were at their core oral cul-
tures, literacy being the prerogative of an elite; and second, the material
conditions of writing in antiquity, meaning the writing materials that
were used and the labor that was involved in the physical production of
texts. We will see that neither the cultural nor the material conditions
for writing were conducive to the development of a book culture, and
that the first Jewish books date from the Hellenistic era.

Literacy in the Ancient Near East

The great civilizations of antiquity were oral cultures. Though the fig-
ures differ depending on place and period, literacy was always restricted
to a small segment of society. The Mesopotamians were the first hu-
mans to write, but less than 5 percent of the population was actually
literate.4 In Egypt the rate of literacy was slightly higher than in Meso-
potamia, but even the most generous estimates put it at no more than 7
percent of the population.5 In the classical world the situation was not
much different. Greece had an overall literacy rate of about 10 percent,
yet it was still predominantly an oral culture, rhetoric being the foun-
dation and eloquence the aim of education.6

Determining the level of literacy in the ancient Near East is not a
matter of merely accumulating percentages and figures.7 In the absence
of incontrovertible evidence, estimated literacy rates fluctuate accord-
ing to the motives, bias, and personal assumptions of modern scholars.
Some authors exaggerate the presumed level of literacy whereas others
tend to underrate it. Partly out of a reaction to the minimizing tenden-
cies of earlier scholars, there is a modest trend toward higher estimates
of literacy in antiquity.8 However, even if basic reading skills were more
common in certain places and periods than generally assumed, it is
doubtful whether this constituted widespread literacy. The ability to
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decipher a letter, for instance, does not amount to an active command
of the written tradition of a culture. “High literacy” was confined to a
small group. For the majority of the population, word of mouth re-
mained the principal channel of communication.

Whether the rate of literacy was higher in Israel than it was in Meso-
potamia or Egypt is a matter of debate. While some authors are con-
fident that writing was common practice in the lives of the Israelites,9

others suggest that literacy was confined to a minority of scribes and
priests.10 The ideological overtones of the debate are hard to ignore.11

However, the evidence suggests that the role of writing in Israel was
about the same as elsewhere in the ancient Near East; the literacy rate
was presumably similar to that in surrounding civilizations as well.

Some authors hold that the literacy rate in Palestine was higher than
elsewhere because the Israelites used the alphabet. While it is true that
the alphabetic script is considerably easier to learn than cuneiform or
hieroglyphs, modern studies show that there is not an absolute correla-
tion between the simplicity of the script and the level of literacy. If read-
ing requires the mastery of some 3,000 signs, as in some logographic
systems, the script is indeed an obstacle to popular literacy; but pho-
netic scripts, as once used in Mesopotamia and now in Japan, are not
per se a greater deterrent to literacy than the alphabet.12 The level of lit-
eracy depends on cultural values, social customs, and access to school-
ing more than on the ease with which a script can be mastered. The cul-
ture of the Israelites was predominantly oral. The ability to write down
a name (Judg 8:14) or to read a letter (Lachish Letter 3) may have been
quite common, but that does not mean Israel was a literate society.
The transmission of cultural lore—stories of origins, legends of ances-
tors and heroes, dos and don’ts, professional skills and wisdom—was
nearly always accomplished by word of mouth.

Written Texts for Oral Performance

The fact that the civilizations of antiquity were oral cultures had an im-
pact on the texts that were committed to writing. In Babylonia and Is-
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rael, writing was mostly used to support an oral performance.13 The
native verbs for “reading” literally mean “to cry, to speak out loud”
(Hebrew qÀrÀ’, Akkadian šasû and its by-form šitassû).14 These verbs
reflect the way texts were used. Written documents were read aloud, ei-
ther to an audience or to oneself. Silent reading was highly unusual.
Even the student who read in solitude “muttered” his text (Ps 1:2; com-
pare Acts 8:30). So when someone was urged to read something assidu-
ously, the phrase was that he should not allow the text “to depart from
his mouth” (Josh 1:8).15 Reading, in other words, was an oral activity.

Writing is a means of communication. In order for the message to
reach its destination, however, the written text needed a voice. Texts
were for the ears rather than the eyes; Isa 29:18 predicts a time in
which also “the deaf will hear the words of a scroll [sÁper].” Even such
a mundane form of written communication as the letter usually re-
quired the intervention of someone who read its contents to the ad-
dressee. A messenger did not deliver the letter like a mailman; he an-
nounced its message, and the written letter served as aide-mémoire and
means of verification. That is why Babylonian letters open with a for-
mula addressed to the messenger: “To So-and-so speak as follows.” For
the few nonprofessionals who were able to read, the effort would be
such that they would memorize a letter. As a military commander from
Lachish observes, not without some pride, “Also, when I get a letter,
once I have read it, then I can recite it back in its entirety.”16

Other forms of communication in writing also needed the voice of a
reader. For instance, in Mesopotamia and Egypt royal laws and decrees
were promulgated through written texts. The reference to “those who
write out evil decrees and compose iniquitous writings” in Isa 10:1
reflects this practice for Israel. Decrees were produced in numerous
copies to be displayed in public places throughout the land, at city
gates and temple gates, so as to inform the population. However, this
alone would not have reached the general public. Dissemination was
achieved through formal oral proclamation of these texts by appointed
readers.17 Thus, in Israel, the royal decision to prohibit sacrifice in local
temples in order to centralize worship in Jerusalem was communicated
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to the population through copies of the decree that were posted at the
gates and read out loud by public readers.18

The examples show that the invention of writing and the emergence
of a written literature did not transform an oral culture overnight into a
literate one. Writing has a profound impact on the intellectual develop-
ment of a civilization, but so long as there is no industrial production of
written texts, the spoken word remains the main channel of communi-
cation. Even the classic texts from Mesopotamia, familiar from the
scribal curriculum, were designed for oral performance. The Old Baby-
lonian tale of the Flood known as Atraéasis is not a book or an essay
but a “song” (zamÀru).

This my song is for your [i.e., the god Ea’s] praise.

May the Igigi-gods hear [it] and extol your greatness to one another.

I have sung of the Flood to all peoples: Hear!19

Almost a thousand years later, myths newly written still referred to
themselves as “songs.” The epilogue to the Song of Erra specifies the re-
wards for those who promote the new composition:

In the sanctuary of the god who honors this song,

Abundance shall accumulate . . .

The singer who chants it shall not die from pestilence,

But his performance will be pleasing to king and prince.20

Atraéasis and Erra illustrate that in Babylonia the products of creative
writing could reach an audience only if a singer was willing to include
them in his repertoire. Who but a few would have read the Gilgamesh
Epic? The common people knew this work because they had heard it
from the mouths of bards and singers.21

In Israel, written compositions were not produced for private read-
ing either. Written texts reached their audience through oral delivery by
a speaker. If prophets wrote—or had a secretary write—their message
reached its audience through public readings. Habakkuk was ordered
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to write his prophecy down so that a herald might broadcast his mes-
sage.

Write down the prophecy,

And inscribe it clearly on the tablets,

So that a [town] crier may run with it.
Hab 2:222

Other instances of written prophecy had a similar goal. According to a
narrative designed to authenticate the scroll of Jeremiah, Baruch the
scribe wrote down the collected oracles of Jeremiah on a scroll. On a
fast day, Baruch went to the temple and read these prophecies to the
crowd of worshippers (Jer 36:1–10). Whether the narrative is histori-
cally accurate or not is beside the point; what matters is that it de-
scribes the custom of writing down texts with the intention of using
them to give an oral performance.

Literary Style in Oral Cultures

Written for individual consumption by a solitary reader, books do not
have to be read in one go. Their style and form allow the reader to take
a break and then continue or to turn back and reread a few pages if he
loses track. A book of this kind is not suitable for an oral performance.
A story, a philosophical argument, or even a set of agricultural guide-
lines—any text with a linear plot and few redundancies—requires the
kind of sustained attention an audience in an oral setting is unlikely to
muster. Oral cultures dictate a particular style in written texts.23

In Israel and Babylonia, texts were an extension, so to speak, of the
oral performers.24 This is not to say that all texts were in origin oral ar-
tifacts, but that the oral delivery of the texts determined their style,
even if they had originated in writing. The traditional texts from Is-
rael and Mesopotamia are full of the stylistic devices of oral perfor-
mance such as rhythm, repetition, stock epithets, standard phrases,
and plots consisting of interrelated but relatively independent episodes.
This holds true for narrative texts as well as exhortatory texts. The pa-
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triarchal stories in Genesis, just as the Epic of Gilgamesh in Babylonian
literature, consist of a string of episodes owing their unity to the princi-
pal protagonists of the various stories. Their disposition is paratactic
rather than hypotactic; the style is “additive rather than subordina-
tive.”25

Exhortatory texts are similar. Both in the Bible and in Babylonia,
moral instruction preserved the oral form of proverbs or succinct ob-
servations, collected into larger literary units on the basis of catch-
words or subject matter. The style is “aggregative rather than ana-
lytic.”26 Even Ben Sira, living in the second century b.c.e., continued to
write like this. More philosophical works, such as Job and the Babylo-
nian Theodicy, are not linear either; they progress by examining one
issue from different angles.27 Modern readers of these works, accus-
tomed to the narrative structures of contemporary novels or the argu-
mentative patterns of philosophical essays, are often left with the im-
pression that no progress is being made at all.

Oral performance was not the only function of written texts in Is-
rael and Babylonia. Writing also developed an archival function. Being
first an aide-mémoire for messengers, heralds, and bards, texts came
to be used secondarily as an extension or even a substitute for mem-
ory. Written texts could be used “for consultation,” to quote an ex-
pression frequently found in Babylonian colophons.28 What you do
not remember, you can look up in your text. The use of writing for ref-
erence is especially prominent in texts that have an encyclopedic char-
acter, as is the case with law codes and handbooks. Thus the epilogue
to the Laws of Hammurabi describes the wronged citizen coming to
Hammurabi’s stele to hear—from the mouth of a professional reader,
presumably—his lawsuit and to examine his case.29 In the reign of
Esarhaddon, the exorcist AdadšumuËur consulted his house library
before communicating the significance of a particular omen to the
king.30

Law codes and handbooks have a common characteristic in that they
are both compilations: the former of legal cases, the latter of omens,
symptoms, formulas, and the like. Such biblical books as Leviticus,
Psalms, and Proverbs have a similar structure: they are compilations,
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respectively, of rules and rituals, hymns and prayers, and pithy sayings.
The separate literary units are strung together like beads on the single
thread of genre, purpose, protagonist, or presumed author. The histori-
cal books are collections of episodes, while the prophetic books are col-
lections of oracles and supporting narratives. They are less obviously
anthological than Proverbs, Psalms, or the books of laws and ritual
prescriptions, yet they are as composite as those latter genres.

These observations challenge the assumption that each book of the
Bible should be considered a carefully crafted whole with a plan that is
reflected in all its parts. The books of the Bible were not designed to be
read as unities. They rather compare to archives. A biblical book is of-
ten like a box containing heterogeneous materials brought together on
the assumption of common authorship, subject matter, or chronology.
Whatever literary unity these books possess was imposed by the editors
and is, to some extent, artificial. The editors could rearrange, expand,
or conflate the separate units at their disposal in such a way as to
achieve the illusion of a single book with a single message.31

The Cost of Written Texts

The question this chapter seeks to answer is whether the early Israel-
ites, and more generally the inhabitants of the Near East in pre-Helle-
nistic times, were familiar with books as we know them. Addressing
the issue from a cultural perspective, we have to conclude that this can-
not have been the case. So long as oral transmission dominated com-
munication, there was no place for books.

It is also interesting to explore this issue by looking at the material
aspects of text production. To most modern-day readers, a book is a
physical object that you buy in a bookstore, carry home in a bag, read,
and put on a bookshelf together with your other books. A book can
cost less than a good meal and be manageable enough to hold in one
hand, even if it is 500 pages long. The differences between books nowa-
days and writing in antiquity are important to identify because they af-
fect our idea of the Bible as a book. Two differences are particularly im-
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portant: the first concerns the labor involved in text production; the
second pertains to the nature of the writing materials.

The origins of the modern book culture go back to the advent of the
printing press. Until then, books were made by hand; the process was
labor intensive, so the production costs were high. Since writing mate-
rials were expensive too, books were beyond the reach of an ordinary
individual reader. Only when books came to be mass produced did they
become a relatively cheap commodity. Affordable, available books cre-
ated demand and triggered the development of a new reading culture.
So long as written texts were relatively rare, there was little incentive
for literacy.

On the situation before the invention of the printing press, the pro-
duction circumstances of medieval books are quite instructive.32 A
copyist in Paris needed, as a rule, one day for every two pages (or four
columns) he wrote, which meant it took about four months to copy a
substantial book.33 Book prices varied widely, depending on the manu-
script in question: the richly illuminated luxury books were at the one
end of the continuum; excerpts for the use of students at the other. By
modern standards, however, prices were often prohibitive; a book was
indeed a treasure. While the costs of books did not prevent the exis-
tence of a robust and flourishing trade, it was confined to the upper
classes. The possession of manuscripts was a sign of affluence and
learning.

Compared with the prices of medieval books, the cuneiform tablets
from Mesopotamia were relatively cheap. The clay the scribes wrote on
was free; the production costs for works like Gilgamesh were simply la-
bor costs. In the ancient Near East there were no books as we know
them today, but scribes did produce book-length texts. The standard
version of the Epic of Gilgamesh is about 3,000 lines long. Modern ex-
periments by Assyriologists who have tried writing cuneiform them-
selves suggest that the ancient scribes would have needed less than a
minute per line. This means that writing out the whole of Gilgamesh
would have taken no more than fifty working hours—probably less.

An actual indication of the time involved in writing cuneiform tab-
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lets can be gleaned from the colophons of the Old Babylonian copies
of Atraéasis from Sippar. One NÄr-Aya copied the tablets while he
was a junior scribe: tablet two on Shebat 28 in the eleventh year of
AmmiËaduqa; tablet one on Nisan 21, the next year; and tablet three in
the month Iyyar of that same year.34 He probably wrote the copies in
his spare time, since the twenty-first and the twenty-eighth were holi-
days.35 This demonstrates that a single day was all that was needed to
produce a tablet of more than 400 lines.36 Based on this evidence, a
copy of Gilgamesh would require less than two weeks of work.

Since colophons often indicate the total number of lines on a tablet,
it has been speculated that copyists were paid by the line.37 However,
there is no attendant evidence to support this assumption. In the third
millennium, scribes received the same monthly wages as other male
workers. By the first millennium their social status had risen and their
remuneration was above average. Assuming a scribe was paid about
twice as much as those in most other professions, a complete copy of
Gilgamesh would cost a month’s wages for an average worker. The fact
that scribes sometimes donated a copy of a work to the temple library
as a votive gift indicates that these tablets were regarded as valuable.
However, these tablets were apparently not beyond the means of a
well-to-do citizen.

It may come as somewhat of a surprise, therefore, to find that the
Babylonians were unfamiliar with the phenomenon of a trade in
books—or a trade in written tablets, if we want to avoid anachronistic
terms. Some scribes did have their private libraries, but they acquired
their texts by copying them from mother copies in the temple library.
Such copying was traditionally left to the younger members of scribal
families. Tablet collectors did not purchase texts for money. The case of
NÄr-Aya, patiently copying Atraéasis tablets in his spare time, is exem-
plary. Even Assurbanipal, to whom we owe the largest cuneiform li-
brary of the past, did not accumulate his tablets by purely commercial
means. He had his servants confiscate tablets and ordered copies from
his scribes.38 The latter acquisition method might be called a form of
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buying—after all, scribes were entitled to an income—but the tablet
production was on command. A free market in cuneiform tablets did
not exist.

The earliest references to the buying and selling of Hebrew scrolls are
from the Roman period.39 Price is rarely mentioned. However, one rab-
binic tractate from the late Second Temple period states that the price
of a Torah scroll was 100 mineh, which equals 10,000 pieces of silver.40

Considering the fact that the average laborer earned one piece of silver
a day, this price is exorbitant.41 This could just be an exaggeration, as in
the Book of Acts where the author values the books of the magicians at
Ephesus at 50,000 pieces of silver (Acts 19:19).

Reference to a more reasonable price for a written scroll is found
in the Talmud story about a widow whose only possessions were “a
woolen blanket, one Psalms scroll, and a tattered scroll with Job and
Proverbs” (b. Git. 35a). Estimated value: 5 mineh, which equals 500
pieces of silver. Judging by this anecdote, a brand-new scroll of Isaiah
would have cost about 200 pieces of silver—more than six months’ in-
come. Another Talmudic tale tells about a thief selling a stolen Torah
(referred to in the story as “the book,” spr’) for 80 pieces of silver; the
receiver sells it to a third party for 120 pieces, thus pocketing a profit of
more than 30 percent (b. B. Qam. 115a). This price seems realistic.

If the rabbinic references are of limited value in determining the
price of written scrolls, they do show that there was a modest trade in
written texts by the beginning of the Common Era. Because Jewish
scribes used leather, papyrus, or parchment as writing material, those
scrolls were liable to be more costly than cuneiform tablets. Papyrus
was the least expensive material, although the practice of recycling
written scrolls indicates that none of the writing materials was cheap.42

The cost of a papyrus scroll in antiquity is estimated to have been
equivalent to one to two weeks’ wages for an ordinary worker.43 This
means that the costs of the writing materials were higher than the
costs of writing.44 In Roman times, the price of papyrus fell after the
state monopoly on papyrus ended and Palestine was able to control its
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own papyrus production.45 On the other hand, the Qumran scrolls
show that, for the classic texts, scribes would use the more expensive
parchment.

The income of a Jewish copyist was above average. In Ecclesiastes
Rabbah (Midr.Qoh. 2.17), Rabbi Meir states that a good scribe could
earn two pieces of silver a day, which was twice the average wage of an
ordinary worker. Add to this the cost of the writing material, previ-
ously estimated at two weeks’ wages, and the production costs of an
Isaiah scroll would have been about a month’s wages (30 pieces of sil-
ver)—assuming a trained scribe would need one week to copy the text.
Thirty pieces is considerably less than the 200 pieces of silver estimated
on the basis of the Talmud passage, as discussed earlier. Is the differ-
ence to be explained by the use of a more costly writing material? We
know nothing of the margins of profit, but it may have constituted a
considerable part of the price. The eunuch reading Isaiah on his way
back to Ethiopia probably purchased the scroll during his visit to Jeru-
salem (Acts 8:26–40); what he paid, we do not know.

It seems highly improbable that there should have been a trade in
scrolls before the Hellenistic era. The evidence at our disposal docu-
ments a book trade only from the Roman period onward. Even then,
though, written scrolls were not cheap. The duty for each Jewish man
to own a Torah copy was a stimulus to the process of copying, but
it did not lead to the widespread acquisition of texts; it was not until
the third century c.e. that private possession of a Torah became com-
mon among Jews. For most of them, a Torah scroll was the only writ-
ten text they possessed—and it was acquired at considerable cost. The
trade in texts other than the Torah was confined to scribal circles and to
the upper strata of society in which literacy had become a matter of
course.46

The Codex and the Scroll

There is another aspect of writing in ancient Israel that illustrates that
the books of the Bible cannot be seen as books in the modern sense of
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the word. The format of the modern book goes back to the codex. A
codex consists of a group of papyrus or parchment sheets, folded in the
middle, and stitched together at the back. It was invented in late antiq-
uity; the first example is from the late first century c.e.

47 By 300 c.e. the
codex had become as common as the scroll, and then the format took
over as the use of scrolls rapidly diminished.48

Modern editions of the Hebrew Bible are in the form of a book and
thus display the format of a codex. In fact, the success of the codex was
due in large part to its use in recording the sacred scriptures of Chris-
tianity.49 In the period of the Second Temple, however, the Bible was
still a collection of scrolls—not a codex. One might conceivably argue
that the difference is merely one of physical format. Although the Bible
started as a series of scrolls it could still be considered a single book
with regard to its content. But was it? This immediately raises the prob-
lem of the order of the books of the Bible. If the books were originally
scrolls, their order in the codex is arbitrary to some degree. Unless their
sequence was indicated by the use of catch-lines, in conformity with
Mesopotamian practice, the decision to put Lamentations right after
Jeremiah or to relegate it to the Writings pertains to the editors of a
particular codex.50

More important perhaps than the sequence of the scrolls are the con-
straints imposed by the use of papyrus and scrolls on writers, editors,
and readers. Three observations are in order; the first concerns the
writers of the time; the second, the editors; and the third, the readers
and users of the text.

First, among modern writers we can distinguish those who conceive
their text while writing from those who write only once they have their
text in mind. The former category has increased since the introduction
of the electronic word processor. In antiquity, authors normally com-
posed their text before they wrote it down. There is evidence of the use
by Hebrew scribes of potsherds for making notes and rough drafts.51

Mesopotamian scribes used clay tablets and wax-covered boards for a
similar purpose.52 On the whole, scribes were trained to produce stock
phrases from memory and to compose their text before they committed
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it to papyrus. The scroll served as the repository of a completed text.
The composition of a text normally preceded its fixation in writing.53

Second, the use of papyrus scrolls as writing material has yet an-
other consequence for its written content. If the codex corresponds to a
book, the scroll corresponds to a storage room. In the first case, the
length of the composition determines the size of the book; in the sec-
ond, the volume of the scroll sets limits on the amount of text that can
be accommodated. The standard scroll had twenty sheets of papyrus,
which meant an average length of 340 centimeters. A longer scroll re-
quired forty, sixty, or even more sheets, but the gain in volume went to
the detriment of user-friendliness. A scroll of 10 meters (sixty sheets)
was at the limit of practicability.54 A scroll of that size was not long
enough for Samuel, Kings, or Chronicles, however. The reason that we
now have a first and second book of Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles, re-
spectively, is because those texts were too long for a single scroll. Con-
ceptually, Samuel and Kings belong together as one work—or a single
collection. Their division into four scrolls—or four “books” in our Bi-
ble—is directly related to the constraints of the writing material. The
same is true for Chronicles, Ezra, and Nehemiah.55

While the division of a larger work over two or more scrolls is one
consequence of the size of a scroll, the reverse also applies. Scribes used
to write down a number of smaller compositions on one scroll for pur-
poses of economy. A case in point is the scroll of the Twelve Minor
Prophets; in the rabbinic tradition the twelve compositions came to be
known as one book rather than as twelve (although they kept being re-
ferred to as “the Twelve”). These examples of division and combina-
tion illustrate scribal procedures that may lie behind other books of the
Bible as well. Thus the conjunction of the First and the Second Isaiah
(conventionally referred to as “Deutero-Isaiah”), could be inspired by
reasons of economy more than by putative authorship. The boundaries
of the literary composition are not by definition coterminous with the
boundaries of the scroll. A scroll is not a book.

Third, the scroll differs from the book in yet another sense. To us,
books are not only works of entertainment, instruction, and medita-
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tion, but also works of reference. We are accustomed to quotations that
are precise—with reference to author, title, and page. Scrolls do not
easily lend themselves to such references. Unwinding a whole scroll to
find a single passage is cumbersome and accelerates the process of dete-
rioration. That is why quotations in biblical literature, as among Greek
and Roman authors, are often from memory. Inaccuracies are not un-
common, and the reference to the author or the scroll—assuming the
two are distinguished—is very general.56 The scroll served as a deposit
box for the text; for daily use, people consulted their memory.

To speak about the books of the Bible is misleading on more than
one account. Historically, the Hebrew Bible is a collection of scrolls,
and scrolls cannot be simply equated with books. The difference be-
tween the two is not merely a matter of form; it affects the mode of
writing, editorial strategies, and the way in which readers use the text.

Hellenistic Culture and the First Jewish Books

The first Jewish books in Hebrew, Aramaic, or Greek were written in
the Hellenistic era. All books written before that time were not books
in the modern sense of the term. The Jewish books that began to appear
after 300 b.c.e. differ from earlier texts inasmuch as they do seem to re-
semble the concept of a book as a single work by a single author, aimed
at a particular audience. Hellenism created the conditions under which
this new phenomenon could occur. Among the many aspects of this
new cultural climate, three have a special bearing on the birth of the
Jewish book: the emergence of schools, the foundation of libraries, and
the growth of a reading public.

The presence of schools in pre-Hellenistic Palestine has been as vig-
orously asserted as it has been contested. It is, in some measure, a mat-
ter of definition. Nobody doubts that in the time of the monarchy both
the palace and the temple employed scribes. Since there can be no
scribes without education, some form of scribal training must have ex-
isted at the time. The Hellenistic period, however, saw the emergence of
schools for purposes other than training scribes or copyists. The first
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mention of a school (bêt midrÀš) is in Ben Sira, ca. 180 b.c.e. (Sir
51:23). According to Talmudic tradition, there were 480 schools in Je-
rusalem (j. Meg. 73b), though that figure is exaggerated even for a
much later date. Nevertheless, we can assume that the school of Ben
Sira was one of many. These Jewish schools arose in part in response to
the Hellenistic policy of establishing Greek schools in conquered terri-
tories.57 As the tuition fee for schools was substantial (Sir 51:28), for-
mal education was restricted to the well-to-do. Under the guidance of
their teachers, students could familiarize themselves with the classics—
Homer in the Greek schools; the Law and the Prophets in Ben Sira’s bêt
midrÀš (Sir 39:1–3).

In conjunction with the spread of schools, libraries began to de-
velop.58 In a letter to the Jewish author Aristobulus from Alexandria,
a Judean official boasts of the well-stocked library in the temple in Je-
rusalem. Allegedly founded by Nehemiah, this library owed its pres-
tigious collection to Judas the Maccabee. He had accumulated this
collection of previously “scattered” books (2 Macc 2:13–14).59 The
collection in Jerusalem was not the only library in Judah. The Dead Sea
Scrolls can also be viewed as a library.60 At least some of the manu-
scripts are known not to have been written at Qumran, since they have
been dated, on paleographic grounds, to 250 b.c.e., which is more than
half a century earlier than Qumran.61 Text acquisition, conceivably by
purchase, was instrumental in creating the collection.

Through the education they offered, the schools created a growing
public of readers, and the libraries are testimony to this. In the oral cul-
ture of pre-Hellenistic times, readers used to be speakers who read texts
out loud to others. Now a new type of reader was emerging. The new
reader read alone. Perhaps he was a scholar consulting sacred texts
(Dan 9:2) in order to penetrate their subtleties and hidden meanings
(Sir 39:1–3); he may also have been an educated layman who read for
his personal edification (Acts 8:26–40). Individuals began to buy their
own private copy of the Torah (1 Macc 1:56–57). As the reading public
grew in size, a book market of sorts developed. The Mishnah explicitly
permits the purchase of a Torah scroll from a non-Jew “at its market
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value” (m. Git. 4:6). Scrolls began to circulate in increasing numbers.
Local papyrus plantations were developed to meet the attendant de-
mand for writing material.62

The Jewish texts produced in the Hellenistic period attest to the pres-
ence of a public for books. New genres developed in response to a
growing number of people who wanted to read these texts for them-
selves. Scholars such as Qohelet and Ben Sira put their teachings into
writing as a kind of spiritual testament. Their texts reflect a personal
approach not seen before in Hebrew literature. Ben Sira even signs his
book with his own name (Sir 50:27).

Another genre that emerged was the adventure story, although it al-
ways remained within the scope of historical fiction. It was written for
entertainment as well as for educational purposes. The books of Ruth,
Esther, Judith, and Tobit, as well as chapters one through six of Daniel,
are examples in point.

Apocalyptic literature, written under the name of a famous sage from
antiquity, such as Daniel or Enoch, abounds in the Hellenistic era. Its
style supports the idea that it was composed while writing, unlike the
way scribes transcribed collections of the prophets’ oracles.

All of the new genres can be traced back to earlier genres: Qohelet
and Ben Sira to Proverbs; the adventure stories to the historical nar-
ratives of Genesis, Samuel, and Kings; the apocalyptic literature to
the scrolls of the prophets. Yet there can be no mistaking that these
works from the Hellenistic era represent something distinctively new.
The content and style define them as the first real Jewish books.

The Stream of Tradition

In his Introduction to the Greek Tragedy, Ulrich von Wilamowitz de-
fines a book as a text published by its author through the medium of an
organized book trade for the benefit of an expectant public.63 By this
definition, the term book is an anachronism when applied to the writ-
ten documents from the ancient Near East.

Prior to the advent of Hellenism, the only text that was disseminated
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by means of “an organized book trade” was the Egyptian Book of the
Dead. This text, however, was not written by a single author. More-
over, to speak of “an expectant public” is something of a euphemism. A
copy of the Book of the Dead was purchased to be placed in a tomb
alongside the mummified deceased, so that the latter might be pro-
tected from harm and reach the hereafter unscathed. This so-called
book was not meant for reading. In other words, the only ancient Near
Eastern “book” for which there was a real market, in fact served as an
amulet.64 In this respect it compares to the Song of Erra, which served a
somewhat similar purpose in warding off pestilence. No other text
from Mesopotamia was copied as often as the Song of Erra. Not be-
cause it was in demand by a reading public, but because a carefully po-
sitioned copy would keep all sorts of evil at bay.65

Aside from the Book of the Dead, then, there was no book trade per
se in the ancient Near East; nor was there a reading public of any sub-
stance; nor were there books as we know them. One might, for the sake
of argument, qualify Gilgamesh and Isaiah as the books of antiquity,
but they are books only in a manner of speaking. Not only are the tab-
lets of Gilgamesh and the scroll of Isaiah dissimilar to a book in form,
but the text they contain does not conform to the concept of literature
that is implied by the modern notion of a book. These book-length
texts come from an oral culture and retain the characteristics of that
culture. No one wrote books the way people write books in the modern
age. The first books did not appear until the Hellenistic era.66

To avoid the misleading association of the term books, it is pref-
erable to speak instead of the “stream of tradition.” When A. Leo
Oppenheim coined the phrase, he was referring to the cuneiform litera-
ture of Mesopotamia as it was studied and transmitted in the scribal
schools.67 By analogy, the Hebrew Bible is the collection of texts writ-
ten, studied, and copied over the centuries by scribes in the Jewish cen-
ters of scholarship. They are the collective property of the scribal com-
munity; the Hebrew Bible is their legacy. To appreciate that legacy at its
proper value, it is necessary to understand the scribal culture in which
the stream of tradition found its bedding.
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AUTHORSHIP IN ANTIQUITY

Practice and Perception

Modern concepts of the book usually entail a particular concept
of the author, on the assumption that there are no books without au-
thors. In perceiving the Bible as a book we therefore assume there must
have been an author—or, when the Bible is viewed as a collection of
books, a number of authors.

If one sees the book as a product of the author’s mind, understanding
the author is arguably the key to the interpretation of the book. This
explains the fascination with writers’ biographies and illustrates why
many people presume that knowing about the author’s life—particu-
larly his or her psychology—will illuminate the literary product. What
we tend to overlook in our eagerness for biographical detail, however,
is that such an interest in the author is a relatively recent phenomenon.

Up until the end of the Middle Ages, readers were more concerned
with the authority of books than their authenticity. The author was
deemed relevant mainly as a source of authority. Our modern emphasis
on the author as an individual artist is a legacy from the romantic
movement. So pervasive is this idea in the modern imagination that few
of us realize that the concept is not the only one possible. Yet if the
books of the Bible are not books in the modern sense of the term, our
notion of their authorship might have to be adjusted as well. We must
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be careful not to impose modern concepts of authorship on works that
stem from a culture that entertained very different notions.

The present chapter is an attempt to delineate the practice and per-
ception of authorship in the world of the Bible. After sketching the his-
torical background of the modern idea of the author, I will compare
this with the way in which the ancient texts from the world of the Bible
address the issue of authorship. Most of these ancient texts are anony-
mous, a fact that in itself is significant and needs to be accounted for.
Many other works were signed, but not by their real author. Texts were
often attributed to great figures from the past as a way to impress
their authority on the audience. The real author remained anonymous.
These practices require that we first investigate ancient concepts of au-
thorship.

A review of the textual evidence, both biblical and cuneiform, leads
me to conclude that anonymity was the rule in the literary production
of the ancient Near East. This anonymity was not merely an omission
of names; it is evidence of a particular notion of authorship. The prac-
tice of pseudonymous authorship and the logic informing the ancient
lists of works and authors betray a particular interest in textual author-
ity. The author was seen as a source of authority. But how did the au-
thors of antiquity see themselves? To answer this question I propose to
use a model that can integrate the disparate data garnered from the
texts in order to reconstruct the practice of authorship in antiquity.
This model will open up new avenues in investigating the Hebrew Bible
and the history of its making.

Rise and Demise of the Author

If we treat the Bible as a collection of books—standard procedure in in-
troductions to the Bible—we implicitly subscribe to a notion of author-
ship that is characteristic of modern book production. Whether that
notion is the proper way to address the making of the Hebrew Bible is
highly questionable. The modern notion of the author as an indepen-
dent writer of works of art, entertainment, or scholarship is the out-
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come of a long historical process. It is useful to remind ourselves of the
dangers of taking a cultural construct for an empirical truth.

Generations of Bible students have been raised on the notion that the
books of the Bible should be read and interpreted e mente auctoris. The
Latin expression means that we must put ourselves in the mind of
the author when reading the text—the author being the human author.
In the sense of being a precaution against reading modern concerns into
ancient texts, this advice is appropriate, but taken literally, it presup-
poses a concept of authorship that is distinctly modern—certainly one
that was not held by the ancient authors themselves. A phrase in Latin
carries the halo of antiquity, but the e mente auctoris maxim was first
formulated in the seventeenth century.1 In other words, this instruction
for readers is an invention of the early modern era, as is the notion of
the author that it implies.

Until the dawn of modernity, neither theologians nor lay people had
any great interest in the individual authors who wrote down the Bible
texts. The Bible was the Word of God; whichever humans had been in-
volved in its making were looked upon as mere channels for a heavenly
voice. Human authorship was of no interest in comparison to the issue
of authority. This lasted until the Enlightenment, when the dogma of
the literal inspiration of the Bible was eroded. Only when the Bible was
no longer literally the Word of God did its human authors gain in im-
portance.

The romantic movement reinforced the new interest in the human
authors of the Bible. The romantics saw the author as an artist, the art-
ist being an exceptional individual with access to a reality beyond ordi-
nary reality. These sentiments are still with us today, as the following
quote illustrates: “The awe we feel before artistic originality and cre-
ativity places art on the border of the numinous.”2 The view of the au-
thor as a creative genius, on the one hand, and the demythologization
of the Bible, on the other, reinforced each other, and eventually the hu-
man author superseded God.

In the field of biblical scholarship, the shift of focus toward the hu-
man author gave birth to the genre of spiritual biography. Instead of

29

Authorship in Antiquity



commentaries, scholars wrote studies of the “life and times” of the men
of the Bible. Jeremiah: His Life and Times, Isaiah: His Life and Times
(both published in 1888), and Mose und seine Zeit (1913) are just three
titles characteristic of those published in the late nineteenth and the
early twentieth centuries.3 These titles may make it look as though the
genre is a revival of the Lives of the Prophets, a first century c.e. collec-
tion of popular lore on the prophets.4 The similarity in terminology is
misleading, however. The Lives of the Prophets establishes the place of
birth of the prophets and the location of their graves, whereas the “life
and times” publications focus on the spiritual trajectory of the proph-
ets in the context of their time. They are closer to what we would now
call psychological studies.

The romantic approach embodied in the life and times monographs
is now largely out of favor, even if it still appeals to some sections of the
general public. Paradoxically, the reason for its rise is the same as for its
fall. The historical-critical study of the Bible highlighted the role of the
human authors at the expense of the dogma of divine inspiration. But
the names traditionally associated with the Bible as its authors—such
as Moses, David, and Isaiah—were relegated to the realm of legend
when historical criticism showed that the books these men allegedly
wrote were not actually by them at all. Source criticism and redaction
criticism made it impossible to maintain that the historical Isaiah wrote
the Book of Isaiah. If not a single word in all the five books of Moses
was written by Moses himself, a biography based on these texts is likely
to be a piece of fiction. In the Bible, the sources cannot be traced to
identifiable individuals and the editors are nameless; so the biographer
and the psychologist have nothing to go on.

The disappearance of the spiritual biography from biblical studies
does not mean that biblical scholars have changed their views on au-
thorship altogether. Yet the traditional concept of authorship many
scholars implicitly endorse stands in sharp contrast to ideas on author-
ship in contemporary literary theory. Since Roland Barthes announced
“the death of the Author” in 1967, the role of the author has been un-
der critical scrutiny.5 Critics question the existence of the author as an
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autonomous creative agent, based on two points. First is the ques-
tion of whether the author is the ultimate authority with regard to the
meaning of the text; in other words, is the reader’s personal interpreta-
tion less valid than that of the author? The second is the claim that the
author can never be an independent agent because he or she is always a
“function” of society. The first point goes against the e mente auctoris
principle; the second strikes at the heart of the romantic notion of the
author as the bearer of special insight, which still informs so much of
biblical scholarship today.

The above considerations illustrate that the notion of the author as
an autonomous agent of creative genius is a historical construct. It is
not a fixed truth but was born in early modern times and may not
make it through postmodernity. It is clear that such a disputed concept
should not be uncritically applied to the literature from the ancient
world. Before we posit the principle that the Bible should be read and
interpreted e mente auctoris, we must first investigate the role of the au-
thor in antiquity. What do the texts themselves imply about author-
ship? I shall try to answer this question by looking both at the written
texts of Mesopotamia and at biblical literature.

Anonymity

In the ancient Near East, it was uncommon for an author to sign his or
her work. Ben Sira was one of the earliest Jewish authors to put his
name to his book (Sir 50:27).6 Until the Hellenistic era, anonymity pre-
vailed. I shall look at the practice of anonymity—its occurrence and
its motives—by focusing on literary production in Mesopotamia and
Israel. A study of scribal notices—colophons, superscriptions, post-
scripts—provides a suitable entry into the matter.

In modern books the title, name of the author, publisher, and year of
publication are separated from the main body of the text by a title
page. The cuneiform equivalent of our title page is the colophon. The
colophon is a scribal note at the end of a text, separated from its main
body by a single or double marking. It generally includes the title of the
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work, an indication of the total number of lines on the tablet, and a ref-
erence to the master copy that was used. The only personal names that
appear in the Babylonian and Assyrian colophons are those of the
copyist (“by the hand of So-and-so”) and the owner (“belonging to So-
and-so”). What is conspicuously lacking is the name of the author.7

The consistent absence of any reference to the author suggests that
anonymity was the rule in Mesopotamian literature.8 This impression
is confirmed, it would seem, by most Mesopotamian literary texts, such
as the Epic of Gilgamesh, the Myth of Adapa, the Epic of Creation, and
the Descent of Ishtar—none of which identifies the poet who might
claim to be its author. When it comes to mythological works, there is
only one text that is signed, called the Song of Erra. But this is a unique
case that merits discussion in its own right, and to which I shall return
later in the chapter. It is an exception to the rule, and that rule is ano-
nymity.

Also works that we would classify as nonliterary but that neverthe-
less belong to the stream of tradition, such as astrological series and
medical handbooks, did not name the author. Any names mentioned in
connection with them are those of the editors. A postscript to a widely
used medical compendium from Babylonia mentions Esagil-kÂn-apli, a
famous scholar of the late second millennium b.c.e., as the one who, on
the basis of disparate sources, produced the standard version of the se-
ries.9 Even though, in antiquity, it is hard to distinguish between author
and editor, it is imperative, at this point, to be clear about the differ-
ence. To speak of “authorship” when discussing editorial supervision is
misleading.10 The author, if there was one, goes unmentioned.

The biblical counterpart to the cuneiform colophon is extant in the
superscriptions (“rubrics”) and subscripts (“colophons”) of the He-
brew scrolls. These are now to be found at the beginning and the end of
the various “books” of the Bible. They show that the Mesopotamian
custom of anonymous authorship was current in Israel as well. The
bulk of the biblical literature does not carry the name of its author.
None of the so-called historical books (Joshua, Judges, 1–2 Samuel, 1–
2 Kings, 1–2 Chronicles) contains superscriptions or any other refer-
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ence to the author in the text. The same is true for four of the five books
traditionally ascribed to Moses: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, and Num-
bers; none contains superscripts or any mention of an author.

The practice of anonymous authorship is related to ancient concepts
of literature. In the previous chapter I argued that the books of the Bi-
ble are not books in the modern sense. To this I now add that they also
depart from our concept of books in that they carry neither a title nor
the name of an author. Instead of by a title, they were customarily re-
ferred to by the opening words or the main protagonists. It was not un-
til about 400 b.c.e. that scribes began to refer to 1–2 Samuel and 1–2
Kings together as “the Book of the Kings of Israel and Judah” (2 Chron
35:27). The collection we now know as Lamentations received that ti-
tle, plus the attendant ascription to the prophet Jeremiah, in the same
period (2 Chron 35:25). The late Persian era heralded the beginning of
a “book awareness” hitherto unknown in Palestine.

Under Another Name

In ancient times, authors might also remain anonymous by writing un-
der a name other than their own. When a work had been commis-
sioned, the author often would ascribe it to the patron. In other in-
stances, an author would pretend to be a famous figure from the past.
The former is a case of “honorary” authorship; the second, one of
pseudonymity.

In several of the Mesopotamian law collections, a king is stated as
being the author. Famous examples are the Laws of Hammurabi and
the Laws of Lipit-Ishtar. The prologue and the epilogue of these collec-
tions purport them to be the work of Hammurabi and Lipit-Ishtar, re-
spectively. These kings are thus honorary authors, while the scribes
who actually wrote the texts remain anonymous. Honorary authorship
was often used for purposes of political propaganda. The laws were de-
signed to demonstrate the wisdom of the king.11 The same can be said
about royal inscriptions extolling the virtues of the monarch and the
quality of his rule, and of royal letter-prayers, and hymns and prayers
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allegedly composed by kings but in fact the work of their scribes.12

These texts attest to an ideology of kingship that holds that the mon-
arch should excel in every field of human activity including that of
scribe and scholar.

Honorary authorship is to be distinguished from pseudepigraphy. In
pseudepigraphical texts, scribes attribute their work to a (fictive) au-
thor from remote times in order to present their work as a legacy from
the venerable past. Antiquity implies authority. Pseudepigraphy is com-
mon in the literary genre of fictional autobiography. A prime example
is the Epic of Gilgamesh. The introduction to the standard version
presents the epic as an autobiographical account by Gilgamesh him-
self.13 When the editor added this introduction, he turned Gilgamesh
into an author, though he knew full well that the epic had been com-
posed by earlier scribes. Other texts, such as the Cuthean Legend of
Naram-Sin and the Sargon Birth Legend, adopt a similar ploy.14 The
scribes portrayed these legendary kings as authors to enhance the effect
of their own text. They borrowed the voice of an ancient king to con-
vey wisdom, as in Gilgamesh and Naram-Sin, or to legitimize tem-
ple claims to land and offerings, as in the Cruciform Monument of
Manishtushu and the Agum-kakrime Inscription.15 One pseudepigra-
phical text promotes a political program.16 In all of these cases the pres-
tige of the alleged author is used to confer authority on the text.

The Bible contains its fair share of pseudonymous texts as well. The
earliest example is the Book of Deuteronomy, which purports to be
a valedictory address by Moses spoken just before his death. The fic-
titious authorship harmonizes with the setting of the book (the period
preceding the entry into the Holy Land, which puts the message in a
time of origins) and provides the text with authority. The anonymous
authors of Deuteronomy needed the authority of Moses to legitimize a
cultic reform that was carried out in 622 by King Josiah. Precisely be-
cause the reform was a break with traditional practice, the propaganda
presented it as the will of God as revealed to Moses, the prophet of
prophets. The fraud may have been pious, but a fraud it was.

A straightforward case of pseudepigraphy in the Bible is the Book of
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Daniel—or at least the second part (Dan 7–12). Ezekiel the prophet
mentions Daniel along with Noah and Job as models of virtue and wis-
dom (Ezek 14:14). The name Daniel was later given to the main char-
acter of a number of entertaining and edifying tales about Jews in the
Babylonian Diaspora (Dan 1–6). An author active in the early second
century b.c.e. used the identity of this legendary sage to lend authority
to his own work. Chapters 7 to 12 of the Book of Daniel are presented
as Daniel’s visions committed to writing by Daniel in person (Dan 7:1).

Modern scholars are divided over the meaning and the function of
pseudepigraphy in antiquity.17 Were the real authors deliberately try-
ing to mislead their readers or were they simply following the liter-
ary conventions of their time? The controversy provoked by the al-
leged discovery of Deuteronomy demonstrates that fictive antiquity
and pseudonymity were not simply conventions of the literary genre.
Deuteronomy contains the text of the ancient “Book of the Torah,”
whose discovery served to legitimize a cult reform by King Josiah in
622 (2 Kings 22–23).18 The prophet Jeremiah did not accept the claim
of antiquity and denounced the book as a fraud manufactured by “the
deceitful pen of the scribes” (Jer 8:8–9).19 He was not the only one to
have doubts; shortly after the book had been found, the officials in
charge consulted the prophetess Huldah to check whether or not the
document was authentic (2 Kings 22:11–20). The criticism of Jeremiah
and the consultation of Huldah reflect a critical attitude toward the
claim of antiquity.

The issue gets more problematic in the Hellenistic era. Considering
the sheer number of texts attributed to Enoch, Noah, Moses, Solomon,
Baruch, and others, it is hard to believe that the intended readers gave,
or were indeed expected to give, credence to the fiction. Yet our amaze-
ment at the credulity of the public may be due to the global perspective
we have on the matter. While it is implausible that every reader ac-
cepted the authorship of Enoch, Daniel, and others, many of them ap-
parently did. In most cases, acceptance of the pseudonymous author-
ship was essential for the authority of the work. The authors of the
apocalyptic works of Daniel and Enoch may have identified with their
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heroes, but they were actually using a famous alias to increase their
credit with the readers.

Attributed Authorship

Pseudonymity is the strategy of an author who wishes to optimize the
chances of a favorable reception of his work. It is to be distinguished
from attributed authorship. Pseudepigraphy is the doing of the author;
attributed authorship is the work of the editor. Often the text the editor
works with has already established itself in some way. If the editor at-
tributes it to a presumed author, it is to explain rather than to gain its
reception by the public. Before I analyze the reasoning that informs this
practice, however, let me give some biblical examples.

Traditional collections attributed to famous kings are Psalms and
Proverbs. By the evidence of these books themselves, the attributions to
David and Solomon are in fact simplifications. Bracketed by an edito-
rial frame (Pss 1–2, 150), the Psalms are a compilation of five sepa-
rate collections (Pss 3–41, 42–72, 73–89, 90–106, 107–149). Collec-
tion Two is defined as “the prayers of David son of Jesse” (Ps 72:20),
and many psalms of this and other collections mention David in their
superscriptions.20 Yet the scribal editors have also attributed psalms to
Solomon (Pss 72, 127) and Moses (Ps 90). Other alleged authors are
Asaph (Pss 50, 73–83), Ethan (Ps 89), Heman (Ps 88), Jeduthun (Pss
39, 62, 77), and the Korahites (Pss 42–49, 84–85, 87–88). At the time
the various collections originated, the Davidic authorship was not a
doctrine yet. David was believed to have written a number of psalms,
but other famous men of the past, including Moses, were credited with
religious poetry as well.

Nevertheless, from the Hellenistic period onward the name “David”
was the standard designation of the entire Psalter.21 Such was David’s
reputation as pious king, skilled musician, and organizer of the temple
liturgy (compare 1 Chron 16), that he absorbed paternity of all the
Psalms.22 The later tradition draws a parallel with Moses:
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Moses gave the five books of the Torah to Israel, and corresponding to

them, David gave the five books of the Psalms to Israel.
Mid. Ps 1:2

The Jewish sages sought to harmonize the doctrine of the Davidic au-
thorship of the Psalms with the reality of other names in the super-
scriptions by saying that David had written the Psalms “at the instruc-
tion of” (‘al-yßdê, for the meaning of which compare 1 Chron 25:2) the
Ten Elders: “Adam, Melchizedek, Abraham, Moses, Heman, Yeduthun,
Asaph, and the three sons of Korah” (b. B. Bat. 15a). It is implied that
these “Elders” had preceded David, which means he had acted both as
an editor and as an author—much like the Hebrew scribes often acted
in this double capacity.

The case of Proverbs may seem more straightforward, since it carries
a superscription that mentions Solomon as author of the book as a
whole (Prov 1:1). Upon closer inspection, however, Proverbs consists
of four separate collections (1–9, 10:1–22:16, 22:17–24:22, 25–29)
that each has its own title. Proverbs contains “the Words of the Wise”
(Prov 1:6, 22:17, 24:23); “Proverbs of Solomon” (Prov 10:1); “Prov-
erbs of Solomon which the men of King Hezekiah of Judah commit-
ted to writing” (Prov 25:1); and, in appendices, “the Words of Agur”
(30:1) and “the Words of Lemuel” (31:1). Here too, then, the attribu-
tion of the entire collection to Solomon is a simplification due to the
reputation of the king as a paragon of wisdom (1 Kings 3:4–28, 5:9–14).

The attribution of Song of Songs to Solomon and of Lamentations to
the prophet Jeremiah has no particular ground in these compositions
themselves except for the reputation of Solomon as a lover of women
(1 Kings 11:1–5) and of Jeremiah as a prophet and witness of Jerusa-
lem’s doom. The editors of Song of Songs attributed the book to Solo-
mon in its superscription (Cant 1:1). The Hebrew version of Lamen-
tations does not mention Jeremiah, but 2 Chron 35:25 presents the
prophet as the author of Lamentations, and the Septuagint makes the
connection explicit by its presentation of Lamentations as the words
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that Jeremiah spoke “as he sat weeping and uttering this lament over
Jerusalem.”23

Attribution to a named author is standard for the books of the
prophets. Later tradition, as reflected in Chronicles and in the super-
scription to the prophetic books, takes the prophets as the actual writ-
ers of their books—and of other biblical materials as well (2 Chron
26:22; 35:25). Not one of the prophetic scrolls is anonymous. In fact, it
was a rule that prophetic books should have an identifiable prophet
as their author. Anonymous prophecies were either accommodated in
another collection of which the presumed author was known, as in
Deutero-Isaiah; or the editors manufactured a name for the author, as
in Malachi, whose name is derived from the reference to “my mes-
senger” (mal’Àkî) in Mal 3:1. Yet authorship of biblical prophecies is
by definition attributed authorship. The rare prophets who actually
wrote, as Deutero-Isaiah presumably did, never signed their texts. The
names of the prophets are found in the superscriptions, and the super-
scriptions are the work of editors.

Pseudonymous authorship implies a concept of the author as a
source of authority, whereas attributed authorship illuminates the na-
ture of that authority. So why did David and Solomon qualify as the
authors of collections that did not really need their authority to be ac-
cepted as Scripture? One reason could be their standing as the great
kings of Jerusalem. But what was probably more important was the
fact that they had been blessed with divine charisma. It was the Spirit of
the Lord that touched David and gave him the right to speak the mes-
sage of God (2 Sam 23:2; cf. 1 Sam 16:13). Likewise, Solomon owed
his unparalleled wisdom to a special gift from God (1 Kings 3:12).
Later tradition regarded David and Solomon as “prophets.”24 In all
the examples of attributed authorship discussed above, the author is
viewed as a privileged individual in direct contact with the divine.

In view of the simplification often implied in attributed authorship in
the Bible, we may legitimately ask whether the editors who attributed
the Psalms to David meant to say that David was really the author of
the Psalms (and Isaiah of the Book of Isaiah, and so on and so forth). It
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has been asserted that among the Jews “attribution is primarily a claim
to authoritative tradition, not a statement of literary origins.”25 This,
however, is a false opposition. It is true that attribution implies a claim
to authority, but that authority is intimately tied to the issue of author-
ship. Even if the attributions are in glaring contradiction with the re-
sults of modern critical analysis, it does not follow that the editors did
not seriously believe that Moses wrote the Pentateuch and David the
Book of Psalms. They most likely believed in the authorship of David;
and from their perspective they had good reason to do so.

Signed by the Author

It is intriguing to see that the heyday of Jewish pseudepigraphy coin-
cided with the time when Jewish authors began to sign their work. Ben
Sira was one of the first (Sir 50:27). The age of Hellenism witnessed a
dramatic increase in literary production, and for the first time in Jewish
history people began to write texts that resembled books in the sense
we traditionally assign to the term. It is also the first time that authors
emerged from the anonymity that was customary until then. Paradoxi-
cally, the prevalence of pseudepigraphy in the apocalyptic literature of
the time is another manifestation of “author awareness.” It uses the no-
tion of the author as a means to facilitate the acceptance of contested
texts, by providing the author with a false identity. But the alleged au-
thors are presented as the real authors in the sense that they purport-
edly wrote the books that go under their name.

If we broaden our scope to include ancient Near Eastern literature
outside Palestine, we find that works signed by their author are not en-
tirely a Hellenistic innovation. There are a small number of Meso-
potamian texts from the (late) second and first millennia b.c.e. that
carry the name of their author. They are not cases of either pseud-
epigraphy or attributed authorship: it was the real author who signed.
This is a known fact. So how does this fit in with the prevailing custom
of anonymous authorship? I have argued that the anonymity of literary
works is based on the notion of the author as a craftsman: the scribe as
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a skilled executor of his craft rather than the author of ideas. The exis-
tence of some works that were signed by the author supports the idea
that scribal authors were primarily celebrated as craftsmen.

Several texts that bear the name of an author are to be excluded from
the discussion, such as prayers of petition or thanksgiving, because the
statement of identity was there for the gods, who needed to know
who was addressing them.26 Such literary prayers as the Gula hymn of
BulluÇsa-rabi refer to the author in his or her capacity of suppliant.27

This is also true for Ludlul, a four-tablet text of wisdom modeled on
the written prayer of thanksgiving in token of gratitude. Its protago-
nist, one Šubši-mešrê-Šakkan (Ludlul, tablet III, line 43), is purportedly
the speaker and the author of the text. However, the author does not
mean to identify himself as a writer but as a worshipper.28

One text that was signed in a particularly striking way is the Babylo-
nian Theodicy.29 This composition is an acrostic, a technical accom-
plishment, as the beginnings of its lines in the original language form a
sentence in which the author introduces himself as Saggil-kÂnam-ubbib.
The author is otherwise known only from brief references in the Neo-
Assyrian Catalogue of Texts and Authors and the Seleucid List of Sages
and Scholars.30 They record that he was a royal scholar around 1100
b.c.e. His is the oldest acrostic known in Akkadian literature and this is
probably his main claim to fame. The purpose of writing an acrostic
was not merely to sign the composition; there were far simpler ways to
do that. Saggil-kÂnam-ubbib wanted his name to be associated with a
scribal tour de force; he wanted to be admired by other scribes. This ex-
ample of claimed authorship is not so much important because of the
content of the text, as it is not a particularly significant work, but it
does provide evidence of the desire to claim ownership of a display of
scribal dexterity.

There is one other acrostic that contains the name of its author.31 It is
a double intercessory prayer by Nabu-ušebši32 addressed to Marduk
and Nabu. The twin prayers both end with a three-line supplication by
Nabu-ušebši that pleads for many descendants and a long life. The
acrostic is particularly ingenious as it uses signs at both the begin-
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ning and the end of the lines to form a sentence describing the author
of the text: “By Nabu-ušebši the exorcist, the servant who proclaims
your lordship, the servant who deferentially prays to you.” The author
added a note to his text to alert readers to his clever signature. This ex-
plicit self-reference had a double motive. On the one hand, the author
wanted the scribal community to acknowledge and admire his mastery
of the scribal craft; on the other, he wanted the gods to take note of him
that they might bless him.

The composers of acrostics used their texts to display their skills as
scribes. This motive is absent from another literary text that mentions
its author’s name for apparently no other reason than to signify that he
wrote it. This is the Song of Erra, also known as the Erra Epic or Erra
and Ishum.33 In the final section of the text, after a three-line summary
of its plot, the narrator reveals the origin of the song.

Its compiler is Kabti-ilÀni-Marduk, son of Dabibi.

In the middle of the night he [i.e., the god] revealed it to him,

And exactly as he had spoken during his morning slumber,34

He did not skip a single line, nor did he add one to it.

When Erra heard it, he approved.35

This passage is striking in more than one respect. It explicitly mentions
the author of the text but hastens to add that the author did not pro-
duce the text himself. He took dictation from a god, presumably Erra,
the same god who is reported to approve of the text when it is read out
to him. The author, in other words, is not the real author. This explains
the term “compiler” (kÀËir kammÂšu) rather than “author” (ša pî).36

Even if Kabti-ilÀni-Marduk was a channel rather than an author, the
presence of his signature is puzzling. It is very atypical in Akkadian
literature. Various commentators have speculated that the passage in
question is a secondary addition to the text.37 That would make it
a case of attributed authorship and thus comparable to the biblical
scrolls of the prophets. Kabti-ilÀni-Marduk is otherwise unknown, and
so is his ancestor Dabibi. Later texts turn him into a hero from before

41

Authorship in Antiquity



the Flood, but that is a speculation entirely based, it seems, on his sta-
tus as the author of Erra.38

The only plausible explanation for the unusual reference to the au-
thor in the Song of Erra is the nature of the text. Toward the end of the
mythological drama, the text assumes traits of a prophecy, as it an-
nounces the rise of “a man of Akkad” who will fell the Suteans and
bring heavy spoil into Babylon (tablet IV, lines 131–136; tablet V, lines
25–38).39 The poem was apparently written in support of this new
“provider of Esagila and Babylon” (tablet V, line 38), an otherwise
unidentified Babylonian king. Being a prophecy—or, rather, a pseudo-
prophecy—the text needed the name of the prophet.40 The name of the
alleged “compiler” honors Marduk as the greatest among the gods
(kabti ilÀni) and thereby counterbalances the prominent role of Erra.
Because Kabti-ilÀni-Marduk has no particular fame, the text stresses
that he received the text as a divine revelation. Once again, it is not au-
thenticity but textual authority that is at issue.

Conceptions of Authorship among Assyrian and Jewish Scholars

Various modern scholars have argued that Mesopotamian literature
has unfairly suffered from the “stigma of anonymity,” as William W.
Hallo calls it.41 Thus Benjamin R. Foster, author of a rightly celebrated
anthology of Akkadian literature, states that the Mesopotamian po-
etic tradition did have “a notion of individual inspiration and author-
ship.”42 To substantiate his claim, Foster quotes a number of cases, but
the only one that holds up to critical scrutiny is that of the Song of Erra.
The reference or self-reference to Kabti-ilÀni-Marduk is highly excep-
tional, however, and insufficient as evidence to posit the conception of
authorship implied by Foster. In ancient Mesopotamia, anonymous au-
thorship was the rule.

An interesting clue to the conception of authorship current in the an-
cient Near East is offered by the cuneiform Catalogue of Texts and Au-
thors.43 The text is known via copies that came from the library of
Assurbanipal. The Catalogue sums up all the major texts studied in the
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scribal schools and gives, for each work, the name of the author or the
editor. The Catalogue is arranged chronologically. It starts with what
were believed to be the oldest texts and ends with the most recent.44

The expression used to designate authorship is ša pî, “from the mouth
of,” though the same expression is used to introduce the editor. In some
cases, information about the author is gleaned directly from the com-
position in question. Thus, in the case of the Song of Erra, the Cata-
logue simply quotes the lines about the nocturnal revelation to Kabti-
ilÀni-Marduk. In most cases, however, the Catalogue derives its infor-
mation from sources unknown to us.

Though the text has been called a “manifestation of critical scholar-
ship,” it is in fact a mixture of mythological lore and scholarly tradi-
tion.45 Some texts are said to be “from the mouth of Ea,” the Babylo-
nian god of wisdom, while others are coupled with the name of their
editor—as in the case of Gilgamesh, said to be “from the mouth of Sin-
leqe-unninni.” The Catalogue has three types of authors: the god Ea,
legendary figures, and famous scholars. The oldest works are by Ea,
works of the middle period are by legendary figures, and the most re-
cent works by scholars. Nine works are attributed to Ea, and an un-
known quantity to antediluvian sages and kings. Their mythological
authorship implies anonymity for the real authors in that as no human
authors are mentioned, these works must go back to a god or to a leg-
endary hero. Where scholars are mentioned as the authors, it is not al-
ways clear whether the Catalogue means authors or editors. Judging by
the text attached to their names, we can assume that Saggil-kÂnam-
ubbib and BulluÇsa-rabi were real authors. However, the other scholars
recorded as being authors may well have been editors, as was true in
the case of Sin-leqe-unninni.

Irrespective of its historical reliability, the Catalogue of Texts and
Authors does reflect an interest in issues of authorship among Assyrian
scholars. However, there are four observations that must be taken into
account. First, the issue of authorship is a matter of interest to later
scholars, not particularly to the actual authors of the texts. Second, by
adopting a chronological frame, beginning with Ea and various mytho-
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logical heroes, the Catalogue establishes a hierarchy among the classics
of Mesopotamian scholarship, with antiquity as the hallmark of au-
thority: the older a work, the greater its value. Works mentioned to-
ward the end of the list are, by implication, less “canonical,” which en-
tails that human authorship is associated with works of secondary
standing. It is interesting to note, in this connection, that works of en-
tertainment (Gilgamesh, Etana, the Fable of the Fox) do not enjoy the
sacred character ascribed to an astrological compendium or the profes-
sional lore of the exorcist. Issues of authorship are intimately con-
nected with scriptural authority. Third, most of the listed texts are, in
fact, anonymous. And fourth, the Catalogue makes no distinction be-
tween authors and editors.

The notion of authorship underlying the Catalogue is not that of the
author as an individual talent. Had that been the case, authors would
have been distinguished from editors. From the fact that the list con-
fuses the two, it may be concluded that its principal purpose was to es-
tablish an order of authority. The humans behind the texts are subordi-
nate to the canonical status of the latter. That is why the Catalogue
records Ea as the author of the standard diagnostic compendium and
omits to mention its editor, Esagil-kÂn-apli. The authors that are listed
(including the editors) are an indication of canonical ranking. In short,
the Catalogue has no real interest in authorship; it is, rather, about
scriptural authority.

A distant Jewish counterpart to the Assyrian Catalogue of Texts and
Authors is found in the Babylonian Talmud.46 In reply to the question,
“Who wrote the scriptures?” the sages list the various books of the He-
brew Bible and give the names of their writers. The passage merits a full
quotation.

Moses wrote his book, the portion of Balaam, and Job.47 Joshua wrote
his book and [the last] eight verses of the Torah. Samuel wrote his book,
and Judges, and Ruth. David wrote the Book of Psalms at the instruction
of the Ten Elders, namely, Adam, the first human being; Melchizedek;
Abraham; Moses; Heman; Yeduthun; Asaph; and the three sons of
Korah. Jeremiah wrote his book, the Book of Kings, and Lamentations.
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Hezekiah and his associates wrote Isaiah, Proverbs, Song of Songs, and
Qohelet. The men of the Great Assembly wrote Ezekiel and the Twelve,
Daniel, and the Scroll of Esther. Ezra wrote his book and the genealogies
of Chronicles up to his time . . . Who then finished it? Nehemiah the son
of Hachaliah.

b. B. Bat. 14b–15a

At first glance, one similarity between this list of books and authors
and the Assyrian Catalogue is the absence of a clear distinction be-
tween author and editor. If the sages say that Jeremiah wrote his book,
they presumably mean that he was its author; if they say that Hezekiah
and his associates wrote Isaiah, Proverbs, Song of Songs, and Qohelet,
they are clearly not implying authorship. They extrapolate Prov 25:1
(“These too are proverbs of Solomon, which the men of King Hezekiah
committed to writing”) to all of Solomon’s writings, while adding Isa-
iah on account of his relations with Hezekiah (Isa 36–39). The “men
of the Great Assembly,” too, were presumably editors of the Minor
Prophets (the Scroll of the Twelve) rather than authors.

But we probably need to go one step further and say that the sages
were not concerned with authorship at all. Otherwise, why would they
not have mentioned Solomon as the author of Proverbs, Song of Songs,
and Qohelet? Since they followed the doctrine that the Torah is from
heaven—as are by extension all the scriptures—human authorship was
a matter of little importance to them. Humans were involved in the
making of the Hebrew Bible but only in their capacity as transcribers.
“The Holy One, blessed be He, dictated, Moses repeated, and Moses
wrote” (b. B. Bat. 15a). The list in the Talmud does not shed any light
on the possible authors of the biblical texts in terms of human author-
ship. It only tells us what Jewish sages believed was the chronological
order in which the texts had been fixed in writing.

Authorship in Antiquity

There does not seem to be a coherent notion of authorship in the texts
from antiquity. No single text formulates a theory of authorship, and it
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is up to us to try to elucidate their ideas on authorship from the dispa-
rate data at our disposal. It may be useful to sum up the characteristics
of authorship in antiquity by contrasting them with modern notions of
authorship.

To us, the author is first of all an individual. A superficial glance at
the evidence might give the impression that the ancients shared this
view. In the Catalogue of Texts and Authors, the author—or editor—is
always an individual with a name and, at times, a patronym. The Tal-
mudic list of books of the Bible and their authors, however, twice men-
tions a collective. Isaiah, Proverbs, Song of Songs, and Qohelet were
“written”—meaning “edited”—by “Hezekiah and his associates”;
Ezekiel, the Minor Prophets, Daniel, and Esther were the work of “the
Men of the Great Assembly.” One way to resolve the problem of the in-
dividual author and the author as a collectivity is to assume that in the
latter case the sages do not refer to the author but to the editors, and
perhaps the transcribers, of the books. However, this is not enough.
The very fact that both the Catalogue and the Talmudic list make no
clear distinction between author and editor is significant. But if these
two categories were more or less the same in the eyes of the ancients,
their distinction cannot be adduced in explanation of collectivities.

Let us assume that to the ancients the author is, in principle, an indi-
vidual. But what does it mean to be an individual? We think of a hu-
man person as a unique individual distinct from all other human be-
ings. This view is the outcome of a long historical process. Earlier
cultures put much greater emphasis on the social role of the individual.
In ancient civilizations, such as Mesopotamia and Israel, the human
person is understood as a character (personnage) rather than as a per-
sonality (personne). The individual is indistinguishable from his or her
social role and social status.48 That is why the distinction between the
individual and the community he or she belongs to is not as rigid as it
seems to be in our modern world.

In Mesopotamia and Israel, the author, being a subcategory of the in-
dividual, is a particular character or role. The social group the author
belongs to and identifies with is that of the scribes. His work expresses
the common values, ideological and artistic, of the scribal community.
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The author is a craftsman. Individual talent, which would be as real a
gift in antiquity as it is today, was not an instrument to express the pri-
vate and the personal but was a way to attain the pinnacle of a collec-
tive art. The signed acrostic, as in the Babylonian Theodicy, is a striking
illustration of this view: the individuality of the author, symbolized by
his signature, is not reflected in original ideas but through the skill to
perfect conventional forms.

If the author is a representative of the scribal craft, anonymity is a
fitting phenomenon. To us, it would be unusual to publish something in
writing without signing it. A book or an article—be it creative writ-
ing, journalism, or a scientific study—is the work of one or more per-
sons; acknowledgment of their authorship is almost a moral obliga-
tion. Only those who write for a firm or an advertising agency, as a
clerk or a copy writer, write anonymously. This modern practice, more
than any other, matches the process of producing texts in antiquity. It
confirms the fact that the authors of the time did not write as individu-
als but functioned as constituent parts of a social organism.

Our concept of the author as an individual is what underpins our
concern with authenticity, originality, and intellectual property. The
ancient Near East had little place for such notions.49 Authenticity is
subordinate to authority and relevant only inasmuch as it underpins
textual authority; originality is subordinate to the cultivation of tradi-
tion; and intellectual property is subordinate to the common stock of
cultural forms and values. Stock phraseology and conventional ideas
are no impediment to success as an author.50 Copying from another au-
thor was not a deadly sin.51 Though Jeremiah inveighed against the
misappropriation of oracles (Jer 23:30), the scribes who composed the
oracle collections borrowed freely from existing collections.

To us, it would seem wrong to credit an editor with the work of the
author. The author, in our mind, is the intellectual source of the text,
whereas an editor merely polishes; the former is the creative genius, the
latter merely the technician. The distinction was obviously less impor-
tant to the ancients. They did not place the same value on originality.
To them, an author does not invent his text but merely arranges it; the
content of a text exists first, before being laid down in writing. The
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closest counterpart to our notion of invention is perhaps the concept of
revelation. Prophets, as channels of revelation, had to be authenticated,
which explains why their work had to be signed. This situation is the
only instance, in fact, where textual authenticity is tantamount to tex-
tual authority. The signature of Kabti-ilÀni-Marduk, the composer of
Erra, should also be seen in this light.

One last aspect of authorship in antiquity that is important to men-
tion is the socioeconomic context of creative and scholarly writing.
Modern writers can be economically independent because they are able
to sell their books, have academic tenure, or have family to support
them. This kind of independence was hardly available to authors in
antiquity. Texts were commissioned or written under the auspices of
wealthy individuals or powerful organizations. High-ranking individu-
als, such as a king or some other wealthy citizen, might commission a
text. If the author took the initiative, he made sure that he wrote under
the auspices of either the palace or the temple.52 The gentleman author,
writing for his own pleasure, did not appear on the scene until the Hel-
lenistic period. Writing practices before then were not conducive to the
expression of a personal point of view. On the contrary, writers were
the spokesmen of their patrons and, more generally, the institution to
which they belonged.

Were there authors in antiquity? Yes, there were. How about individ-
ual talent, literary genius, and outstanding artistic skill? All of that ex-
isted. The difference between authors then and authors now has more
to do with the conditions of literary production, on the one hand, and
the perception of authorship, on the other. Both affected the nature of
the texts that have come down to us in writing. When reading them, it
is necessary to be aware of those differences so as to put the texts in the
proper interpretive perspective.

Conclusion

The gist of the present chapter can be summed up in one phrase: au-
thors, in antiquity, were scribes. “Scribe” (sôpÁr) is the title given to
David as the author of Psalms in the Psalms scroll of Qumran.53 It cap-
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tures the professional affiliation of those to whom we owe both the
books of the Bible and the literary classics of Mesopotamia. Authors
belonged to a certain social category or class. Any attempt to enter into
the minds of those authors has to be based on knowledge of the class
to which they belonged. As an individual, the author was of little con-
sequence. Authors in antiquity did not perceive themselves primarily
as individuals, so we are not entitled to, either. The evidence above
shows that we will truly understand the authors of antiquity only by
studying the scribal milieu. This is precisely what the following chap-
ters will attempt to do.
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IN SEARCH OF THE SCRIBES, I

Comparative Evidence

So long as we think of the Bible in terms of authors, our under-
standing of its origins is bound to be impeded. In antiquity, author-
ship was invoked to assert authority. Those who actually manufactured
texts did not see themselves as authors. They did not pursue originality,
and what they wrote was not, in their eyes, an expression of talent but
a manifestation of craftsmanship. They were scribes rather than au-
thors.

Moreover, the books that the scribes produced were not books in the
modern sense of the term. They were not comparable either in form or
function. Scribes wrote scrolls (rather than books) for the benefit of
other scribes (rather than for private readers). A book market did not
exist, nor were there public libraries; in fact, there was no reading pub-
lic of any substance. Texts reached the people by being read out loud by
someone from the literate elite. Writing and reciting were complemen-
tary facets of the scribal craft, and the Bible came into being through
the agency of the scribes. Its message was proclaimed from the mouths
of scribes and it was preserved for later generations through the skill
and diligence of the scribes. In many respects, then, the Bible is the fruit
of scribal culture.

By studying the texts of the Bible we can tease out information about
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the scribal culture that produced them. To help us do so it is essential to
supplement the biblical data with extrabiblical evidence. To some de-
gree, this can be gleaned from epigraphic discoveries. More fruitful,
however, particularly from a heuristic perspective, is the evidence that
can be obtained by means of a comparative study of other cultures
that are known to have influenced Palestine. The world of the Bible is
closely linked to the cultures of Mesopotamia and Egypt, and the scri-
bal culture of Israel is known to be indebted to these neighboring civili-
zations. While the next chapter will deal with some of the biblical evi-
dence on scribes, this chapter will offer a comparative study of scribes
in the Near East.

Scribal Culture in Context

Before launching into a discussion of the comparative evidence, some
preliminary comments are in order. First we must consider the ob-
jection that evidence from Mesopotamia or Egypt is simply unfit for
comparison because such “great civilizations,” owing to their social
complexity, do not compare with a “small” civilization or culture like
biblical Israel. Since the scribal profession arose in response to the need
of the bureaucracy in societies with a developed division of labor, so the
argument runs, it is unlikely to have flourished in a simple society with
a population consisting largely of self-subsisting peasants. And even if
there were scribes in Israel, their training was bound to have been far
less elaborate than in Mesopotamia or Egypt. An alphabetic script, like
the one used for Hebrew, is so much simpler than cuneiform or hiero-
glyphics.

The fact remains that whatever the complexity, or lack of it, in Israel-
ite society, the presence of professional scribes cannot be contested. Pri-
vate seals from the monarchic and the Persian periods designating their
owner as “the scribe” (hspr) confirm the actual existence of a profes-
sion that is repeatedly referred to in the Bible.1 It is true that the mean-
ing of the term for “scribe” (sÃpÁr; variant: sôpÁr) differs depending on
time and context—as I shall demonstrate in the next chapter—but it
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has always implied active literacy, to be acquired by thorough training;
the mere possession of rudimentary writing skills would not have been
enough to qualify a person for the professional title of scribe. Like their
counterparts in Mesopotamia and Egypt, the Israelite scribes were the
educated men of their time.

In addition to the fact that the Israelite scribes are sociologically
comparable to the Mesopotamian and Egyptian scribes, there is yet an-
other argument that calls for the use of comparative evidence. The cul-
ture to which scribes belonged was cosmopolitan. The scribe portrayed
by Ben Sira “appears before rulers and travels through the lands of
foreign nations” (Sir 39:4). Scribes interpreted texts and tongues: the
knowledge of foreign languages was part of their profession. The cos-
mopolitan spirit of scribal culture made it open to influences from the
outside world. The influence of Egypt, in pre-exilic times, and of Meso-
potamia, from the exilic period onward, on the scribal culture of Israel,
and thus on the Bible, is widely recognized.2

If it must be acknowledged that there are dangers in overly relying on
comparative evidence from Mesopotamia and Egypt, it is also true that
the data from Mesopotamia and Egypt provide us with a model that
can be used as a reference when trying to reconstruct the world of the
scribes of the Bible. This model should not be mistaken for a blueprint
of reality. It is useful insofar as it puts us on the right track in our inves-
tigations. The ultimate test of our reconstruction is not how it fits the
model but how it is supported by the data, of which the largest set is the
Bible itself.

We will look first at the Mesopotamian evidence, which is, without
doubt, the richest available source on scribal culture in the ancient
Near East. Though the data come from a period spanning two millen-
nia, we will focus more particularly on the scribes and scholars of Neo-
Assyrian and Neo-Babylonian times (ca. 800–500 b.c.e.). This period
has the most information and is closest to Israel during a vital phase of
its history. To broaden the horizon, we will then proceed to a summary
description of the scribal culture of Egypt. While again the data are
culled from a wide range of periods, the emphasis will fall on the
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scribes from the New Kingdom (ca. 1550–1100 b.c.e.). The model of
scribal culture obtained from this comparative evidence will help us re-
construct the world of the scribes behind the Bible.

Mesopotamian Scribes

education as a mark of social standing

In ancient Mesopotamia, formal education was the prerogative of the
upper classes. The importance of education is illustrated by the fact
that even kings boasted of their prowess at school. King Shulgi (ca.
2050 b.c.e.) is on record as having said:

As a youth, I studied the scribal art in school

from the tablets of Sumer and Akkad.

No noble could write a tablet like I did,

in the place where people try to master the scribal art.

Adding, subtracting, counting, and accounting:

I completed the whole curriculum.

The fair Nanibgal, that is: Nisaba,

Endowed me generously with wisdom and intelligence.

I am a dexterous scribe whom nothing impedes.3

As a formal institution, the school (Sumerian é-dub-ba, Akkadian bÂt
Çuppi; literally, the tablet house) disappeared after 1900 b.c.e., but the
view that formal training as a scribe endowed one with social superior-
ity remained. Kings continued to present themselves as bright students
and accomplished scholars. A classic example is that of Assurbanipal
(668–627 b.c.e.). He said:

I have learned the hidden secret of the complete scribal art. With my
own eyes I have seen the tablets of heaven and earth. I have discussed in
the assembly of the scholars. I have offered interpretations of “If the liver
is a mirror of heaven” [a commentary appended to the extispicy series
bÀrûtu] with the skilled diviners. I have explained complicated divisions
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that had no obvious solution. I have read bilingual compositions whose
Sumerian is obscure and whose Akkadian is difficult to decipher. I have
examined stone inscriptions from before the Flood which are extremely
obscure.4

In many of these inscriptions, reference to the king’s mastery of the scri-
bal arts is mere rhetoric; it was simply part of the royal ideology that
decreed that the monarch should excel in the various branches of schol-
arship. The emphasis on the esoteric aspects of writing and scholarship
(the scribal art being presented as a “hidden secret”) served to accentu-
ate the distinction between those who had had the benefit of scribal
training from the common masses who had not.

The custom of referring to a king’s schooling intimates that a formal
education was a social distinction. Only the social elite—the royal fam-
ily, its entourage, the administrators, the wealthy landowners—could
afford to provide their children with a scribal education. Tuition fees
were serious, and anything amounting to a tuition waiver was only
within reach of the children of the scribes connected to a school. Most
girls were not eligible for a scribal education; as a rule only princesses
and the like learned to write, as a mark of personal cultivation.5 In
short, the education system of Mesopotamia favored the perpetuation
of a small upper class of educated men who were brought up to con-
sider themselves intellectually superior.

scribal education

It is customary to render the Sumerian expression é-dub-ba (and its
Akkadian translation bÂt Çuppi) as “school.” Though not incorrect, the
English translation is slightly misleading because it conjures up associa-
tions with a formal institution, staffed by several teachers, located in a
building of some size. In the Old Babylonian period, however, the “tab-
let house” was often a private house in which a father would instruct
his son (or sons) and one or two boys from the neighborhood.6 There is
evidence that the royal administration was involved in establishing the
curriculum, but the school itself was not a royal institution.7
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The school as it was known in the Old Babylonian period (ca. 1900–
1500 b.c.e.) did not survive the so-called dark age of Mesopotamian
history (ca. 1500–1100 b.c.e.). From the end of the Kassite period on-
ward, scribal education took place in temple schools. In 1960, Wilfred
G. Lambert could affirm only that “general considerations would lead
us to suppose that the scribal schools were attached to a temple,” since
he was unable to adduce any evidence to this effect.8 A sixth-century
text from Uruk, published in the 1990s, contains evidence that the tem-
ples did indeed serve as centers of scribal training.9 The discovery in the
1970s of about 1,500 exercise tablets in the temple of Nabû in Babylon
illustrates the significance of its educational role.10 Scribal instruction
took place in the temple workshop, or bÂt mummu,11 for which reason
an apprentice scribe could refer to himself as “son of the temple work-
shop.”12 Students would often dedicate their exercise tablets to the god
of the temple; on the occasion of religious festivals they offered their
work to the deity in token of their devotion.13 Under the auspices of
Nabu, the god of writing, students spent years in the temple workshop
in order to become accomplished scribes.14

The core of a formal education in Mesopotamia consisted of the ac-
quisition of literacy.15 At school, one learned ÇupšarrÄtu, “the scribal
art.” In the first phase of the curriculum, students were taught to write;
they were to acquire good handwriting and ease in transcribing. As a
Sumerian proverb has it, “A scribe whose hand can keep up with the
mouth, he is indeed a scribe!”16 They developed writing skills first by
copying and memorizing lists—of syllables, words, names, sentences,
and proverbs—after which they moved on to excerpts from longer lit-
erary texts.17 Aside from belletristic texts, students had to familiarize
themselves with grammar, law, business administration, mathematics,
science, music, and historiography. The pedagogy was geared toward
the mastery of the technical vocabulary of these various disciplines; the
emphasis lay on memorization and scribal skills rather than on the in-
tellectual grasp of the subject matter.

Language skills were part of the “scribal art.” Sumerian held an im-
portant place in the curriculum, especially in the Old Babylonian pe-
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riod. “A scribe who does not know Sumerian, what kind of scribe is
he?”18 Sumerian had a cultural prestige comparable to that of Latin in
medieval Europe. Students learned through the reception and repro-
duction of the classical texts. In the Old Babylonian period, teachers
used two sets of classical texts, referred to by Assyriologists as the
“tetrad” and the “decad.” A total of fourteen Sumerian compositions
were standard on the curriculum.19 Once these texts had been studied,
the curriculum allowed a certain freedom of choice when it came to
further reading.

It will be clear from this description that instruction in ÇupšarrÄtu ex-
ceeded the acquisition of mere literacy. One who was studying to be-
come a Çupšarru, a scribe, was acquiring what we would call cultural
literacy. Over several years students were immersed in the stream of
tradition. Owing to this type of education, scribes were not merely pen-
men and copyists but intellectuals. In fact, the line between “scribe”
(Çupšarru) and “scholar” (ummânu) is often difficult to draw, since the
scribes were the academics of their time; the scribe is by definition an
expert (mÄdû, literally “one who knows”) according to a Babylonian
gloss.20 Assurbanipal’s description of his own education is characteris-
tic: his mastery of “the complete scribal art” had turned him into a dis-
cussion partner of the ummânÄ, the scholars.

The more academic side of ÇupšarrÄtu had pride of place in the sec-
ondary phase of the scribal training. Once a student had acquired a
working knowledge of the various branches of expertise for which
a scribe might be called upon, he could choose to continue his studies in
order to specialize in a particular field. In the first millennium, students
could train as an astrologer (Çupšar EnÄma Anu Enlil, literally, “scribe
[specializing in the astrological compendium] EnÄma Anu Enlil”), an
exorcist (Àšipu or mašmaššu), a diviner (bÀrû), a medical practitioner
(asû), or a cult singer (kalû). For each of these disciplines, there existed
a textual corpus (called ÇupšarrÄtu, ÀšipÄtu, bÀrûtu, asûtu, and kalûtu,
respectively) that served as the basis of the curriculum.

Owing to the discovery of a list of works prescribed for the curricu-
lum of the exorcists, it is possible for us to know what kind of training
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aspiring scholars received. Copies of this list have been found in the cit-
ies of Assur, Nineveh, Babylon, and Sippar, which suggests that it con-
stituted a “national” curriculum.21 The superscription of this list states
that the texts that it enumerates “have been established for study and
consultation.” The verb here translated as “establish” (kunnu) implies
a kind of canonization of the set teaching texts.22 More than seventy-
five works on exorcism are listed, many running into forty or more tab-
lets of which much had to be memorized by the student.

The curricular list closes with an injunction to the apprentice exor-
cist that illustrates that his training was not completed once he had
read the great texts of exorcism. When the student had mastered the
manuals, he moved on to the texts containing commentaries and inter-
pretations, as well as texts in other dialects, such as the Emesal dialect,
and the study of bilingual rituals. At this stage the student did not sim-
ply learn by rote but had to “apply himself” and to “discuss” with his
teachers and fellow students so that they might reach “consensus” on
the meaning of the texts.23 The program was long and arduous. Those
who had the endurance and the capacity to successfully finish it could
look ahead to a reward: the gods of exorcism would grant them under-
standing, and their name would last “till distant days.”24

Letters from court scholars show that many of them combined sev-
eral specializations. That practice was in keeping with the view that
the various branches of scribal knowledge were not separate domains.
All disciplines were subsumed under the label of “wisdom” (nÁmequ),
which, according to the ideology of the time, emanated from the god
Ea. In the Neo-Assyrian Catalogue of Texts and Authors, the text-
books of exorcism (ÀšipÄtu), liturgy (kalûtu), and astrology (EnÄma
Anu Enlil) are all said to be “from the mouth of Ea.”25 This is evidence
of a scholarly attitude that sees these written texts as all belonging to a
single tradition. The authority of the written word, ascribed to the god
of wisdom, transcended the disciplinary divisions.

If only because of the daunting demands of the curriculum, special-
ist studies did not attract students by the numbers. According to the
informed estimate of Benno Landsberger, only 10 percent of all stu-
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dents entered such advanced academic programs.26 Those who had
completed the more advanced scribal programs were submitted to a
final examination by the Assembly of the Scholars (puéur ummânÂ), as
the scribal faculty is called.27 In token of their graduation they received
a diploma that allowed them to practice their specialization profession-
ally.28 They had achieved “all the depth of wisdom,” as the curriculum
calls it.29 They were scribes in the fullest sense of the term: scribes,
scholars, and sages—and living repositories of the stream of tradition.30

scribal careers

Depending on its duration and area of specialization, a scribal training
could prepare students for different careers. Most students who had
completed only the first phase of the scribal study program would find
a place in the administration; there was a steady demand for clerks and
scribes. Others might enter the service of private estates and merchant
houses; still others would make a living as a public scribe.31

The career of those who went through the second phase of the study
program was less predictable. Specialist studies did not automatically
ensure one a position as a practitioner of that specialization. Temples
were the main employers of religious specialists, and most scholars in
Babylonia and Assyria in the first millennium were indeed affiliated
with temples.32 The famous scribal families of Uruk, for instance, were
connected with the temples of Uruk.33 Specializing as exorcists, cult
singers, diviners, or astrologers, these scholars belonged to the clergy.
To call them priests, however, would be somewhat misleading. In spite
of their academic expertise, the scholars were subordinate to the real
priests of the temple—such as the aéu rabû, or high priest—who were
responsible for the daily care and feeding of the gods. Scribal skills and
scholarship did not have the same prestige as a position as steward to
the gods.34

The positions for scholars in temples were limited in number; nor
were astrologers, medical practitioners, exorcists, and diviners exclu-
sively associated with temples. They were specialists whose work would
often bring them into contact with temples, but as professionals they
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did not necessarily depend on the temples for their income. In fact,
some specialists might exercise their profession only part-time, having
other sources of income beside their scholarly expertise.35 We know
about a first-millennium ritual designed to bring about brisk business
for the diviner, the medical practitioner, and the exorcist.36 These men
operated on the open market, then, which supports Herodotus’s report
about the way the Babylonians went to the marketplace for advice on
disease (Hist. 1.198). As a rule, a career as scribe was a secure source of
income; there was sufficient demand for the higher scribal skills to per-
mit scribes a life of moderate riches.37

Some of the more renowned specialists might obtain a position at the
royal court. Though they were a minority of the scholars, they fig-
ure prominently in the secondary literature on Mesopotamian scholars
because they left a voluminous correspondence with several Assyrian
kings.38 The scholars in question lived in Nineveh, where they acted as
counselors to the court. In addition, some had responsibilities in con-
nection with the state cult and others acted as personal tutors of mem-
bers of the royal family. Their letters offer a remarkable view into the
lives and thoughts of the scribal scholars. What they write is perhaps
not representative of all Mesopotamian scholars, but it is material that
cannot be neglected.

What is striking in the letters of these scholars is the extent of their
knowledge and the range of activities in which they were involved.
They advised on the health of the king, military tactics, the best ways
to keep the gods happy, and the significance of strange events—there
seemed to be no limit to what they could advise on. Every piece of ad-
vice they gave was based on what they had learned from written lore,
and their influence was crucial in both matters of state and the personal
life of the monarch. The king had to be sure that his advisors were
qualified and trustworthy; his dependence on the expertise of his schol-
ars made him vulnerable and inclined to suspicion.

The ambivalent relationship between kings and scholars is reflected
in royal inscriptions in which the kings assert themselves by boasting of
their superior wisdom. Assurbanipal portrays himself as the equal of
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his scholars, and enjoys being called “wiser than Adapa,” Adapa being
the primordial sage and the patron of scholars. Other kings made com-
parable claims.39 However, in day-to-day life the king’s knowledge did
not match that of his scholars, and he had no choice but to defer to
their judgment. It was crucial that he could count on their loyalty. Be-
cause the relationship between the king and his scholars was both pro-
fessional and personal, a change of rule often entailed a change of
scholars; the new king brought new confidants into office. Because
their positions were always precarious, there was constant competition
and rivalry among the scholars. In their letters many praise their own
scholarship and describe their rivals as intellectual misfits.

The case of Urad-Gula illustrates how precarious the career of a
court scholar could be.40 Urad-Gula served under the kings Sennacherib
(704–681), Esarhaddon (680–669), and Assurbanipal (668–627). Son
of the royal exorcist Adad-šumu-uËur, Urad-Gula seemed destined for a
brilliant career. In the reign of Sennacherib he was nominated deputy
chief of medical practitioners, and under Esarhaddon he became court
exorcist. However, on the accession of Assurbanipal, Urad-Gula was
suddenly demoted for reasons that escape us. Father and son both sent
several letters of complaint to the new king, who seemed not at all in-
clined to change his mind. In one of these letters, Urad-Gula points out
that he has always been loyal and possesses a record of service that
should earn him a position of prominence in the new administration.
As it is, however, he is a nobody. Lesser men than he ride in a palan-
quin, a cart, or on a mule, whereas he, Urad-Gula, has to go on foot
without so much as a pair of sandals. A letter by his father reveals
that things eventually took a turn for the better. Assurbanipal accepted
Urad-Gula once again and allowed him to continue his career as court
scholar.

Urad-Gula’s career is characteristic of the first millennium Meso-
potamian scholars in more than one respect. Family connections, for
example, were very important. It is unlikely that Urad-Gula would
have obtained such an eminent position as court scholar if Adad-šumu-
uËur had not been his father. A study of the ties between the top schol-
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ars that formed the “inner circle” of royal advisors shows that all of
them came from a limited number of influential families.41

On the whole, the scribal profession was hereditary. “The son takes
the profession of his father,” according to a Sumerian school text.42 In
the first millennium, knowledge was also passed on from father to son,
especially when the son was at a more advanced phase of his studies.43

Colophons show that junior scribes would often copy tablets for their
fathers’ collections—collections that they would eventually inherit. In
the different cities of southern Mesopotamia, scribes were organized
according to families. Many of them traced their ancestry back to the
late second millennium b.c.e. In Neo-Babylonian Uruk, for instance,
many scribes considered themselves descendants of Sin-leqe-unninni,
the composer of the Gilgamesh Epic.44 Whether this is historically cor-
rect or not does not matter; the claim shows the importance of birth
and descent for a scribe’s self-image.

Another characteristic facet of Urad-Gula’s career is the way he was
able to switch from medicine (asûtu) to exorcism (ÀšipÄtu). He had evi-
dently mastered two distinct fields.45 Proficiency in more than one spe-
cialization was not uncommon among Mesopotamian scholars. In a
self-recommendation written to the king, a cult singer (kalû) points out
that he is versed in all the major disciplines.

I fully master my father’s profession, the discipline of hymnology; I have
studied and chanted the Series. I am competent in . . ., “mouth-washing,”
and purification of the palace . . . I have examined healthy and sick flesh. I
have read [the astrological omen series] EnÄma Anu Enlil . . . and made
astronomical observations. I have read [the teratological series] Šumma
izbu, [the physiognomical works] [Kataduqqû, Alamdi]mmû and
Nigdimmû, . . . [and (the terrestrial omen series) Šum]ma Àlu.46

In addition to being a professional cult singer, the author of this letter
claims knowledge in the fields of astrology, exorcism, and divination.
Such multidisciplinary knowledge was not exceptional. Scholars were
specialists in a particular field, but their training was geared to provide
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them with the kind of encyclopedic knowledge that was in keeping
with the status of an expert scribe.47

temple workshop and temple library

Because substantial numbers of letters by scholars working for the king
have been preserved, we could be misled into thinking that the court
was where Mesopotamian scholars usually had their offices. That is not
the case. The scholars were religious specialists, and as such the temple
was not only their main employer but also their natural habitat. Within
the temple compound they were associated more specifically with the
temple workshop. In the life of the scholars, the temple workshop and
the temple library were important institutions.48

The temple workshop, known as the bÂt mummu, served more than
one purpose. It was the place where craftsmen made and repaired cult
statues and other ritual objects, but it was also a school for scribes and
a center of text production. Nabû and Nisaba, the gods of writing,
were “the lords of the temple workshop.”49 The Assembly of Scholars
(puéur ummânÂ) had its seat in the bÂt mummu.50 Precisely because
it was the meeting place for scholars, it has been suggested that the
expression bÂt mummu should be translated as “temple academy.”51

However, since it was a place where scholars, craftsmen, and students
pursued their own activities, it is more appropriate to retain the term
workshop.

The temples were the obvious place for the Mesopotamian scholars
to work. Temples were centers of scholarship and learning because of
their libraries; they provided religious scholars with suitable opportu-
nities to practice their craft. The lore of the Mesopotamian scholars
was mostly written lore, and when memory failed them, they could
consult the tablets. Some scholars had their own personal library, but
most of them depended on the texts in the collective libraries of the
temples.

The term temple library (Akkadian gerginakku, etymologically “se-
ries [scil.] of tablets”) is misleading if it is understood to signify a place
where librarians actively acquired tablets to make their collection as
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comprehensive as possible.52 The temple collections were based on do-
nations. Colophons often record the names of scholars who wrote or
commissioned a tablet and gave it to the temple library.53 Copying a
text for the temple was considered a meritorious deed. A scholar who
did this could expect to be rewarded by the gods with good health, in-
telligence, and a stable professional situation.54 Once deposited in the
temple, the tablet became the “sacred property” (ikkibu) of the deity of
the temple.55 Tablets were available for consultation, but only for pro-
fessional scholars. Scribes were allowed to take a tablet home for copy-
ing on condition that they would not alter a single line and would re-
turn the tablet promptly.56 The lending periods varied from one day to
a month.57

Many of the Mesopotamian libraries are now lost, including the
collections housed in some of the most famous temples, such as the
Marduk temple in Babylon.58 Nevertheless, a sufficient number of tem-
ple libraries have been recovered to allow us to assess the size and the
contents of an average collection.59 The largest temple library discov-
ered to date is that of the Šamaš temple in Sippar. It is also “the old-
est library in history that was found essentially intact on its original
shelves.”60 Its more than 800 tablets include a wealth of scholarly texts
and some traditional literary works, such as Atraéasis, EnÄma eliš,
pseudo-autobiographies, and the prologue to the Laws of Hammu-
rabi.61 Other collections are smaller. The Aššur temple in the city of
Ashur and the Nabû temple in Kaléu (Nimrud) each had about 300
tablets. Tablet series on the various branches of Mesopotamian schol-
arship made up the bulk of temple collections; lexical lists and lists of
gods have also been found, whereas myths and epics are relatively rare.

The temple workshop was the seat of the Assembly of Scholars and
as such the institutional environment for scholarly debate. Learned dis-
cussion was a significant part of the life of the scribes. After all, elo-
quence was one of the main goals of a scribal education.62 The epi-
logue to EnÄma eliš describes scholars, referred to as “the wise and the
knowledgeable,” “consulting one another” about the meaning of the
fifty names of Marduk.63 The purpose of their discussions is increased
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understanding and, ultimately, intellectual consensus.64 Students also
took part in these debates and wrote their tablets “in the meeting of
the scholars,” profiting from the explanations senior scholars offered
them. The study of written texts was accompanied, then, by the verbal
exchange of scholarly lore.65

scribal culture

Mesopotamian scribal culture instilled a sense of superiority in its schol-
ars that set them apart from all those without scribal training. Of scri-
bal education in the Old Babylonian period it has been said that “scri-
bal training served to create an esprit de corps, a club of those who
knew the literary, religious, and scholarly traditions, who acquired the
cultural capital to gain legitimate access to the circles of the elite.”66 In
today’s world we would call them the “in crowd.” Scribes in the first
millennium were conscious of their membership in a social elite. They
saw themselves as initiates, in that the lore of the texts was theirs alone.

The distinction of the Mesopotamian scribes had a material basis in
their ability to decipher texts in an arcane language written in a cryptic
script. Assurbanipal spoke of the scribal art as a secret and referred to
the obscurity of Sumerian and the difficulty of Akkadian. Though the
difficulty of cuneiform writing tends to be overrated, both by ancient
and modern students, the nonliterate public regarded reading and writ-
ing almost as a feat of magic. The scribes cultivated the abstruseness of
the cuneiform script through the occasional use of rare signs and un-
usual logograms.67 The two languages of the written tradition were
Sumerian and Akkadian; by the second millennium b.c.e., Sumerian
had already become a language of scholars and jurists, incomprehensi-
ble to the general public. By the mid-first millennium, Akkadian was
the language of literature and Aramaic was the language of everyday
life; while not totally foreign, Akkadian was a serious obstacle to easy
access to the tradition.68 Scribes who could play with the script and had
a command of the classical Mesopotamian languages stood apart from
the rest of the population.69

Secrecy played an important part in the sense of superiority that the
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scribes cultivated. Students of the various scribal arts had to take a vow
of secrecy when they entered their program. A teacher (often father)
swore his pupil (son) to secrecy before he taught him his craft.70 One
had to be worthy to enter this closed society of learned men, and a
proper social background was an important prerequisite. Teaching the
texts of exorcism, divination, or astrology to someone who had not
been officially admitted as a candidate-scholar could lead to royal pun-
ishment.71 Successful completion of the training earned the student ad-
mission to the circle of the elect. A rite of investiture symbolized his
entry into the group of professional scholars: distinctive clothes and
paraphernalia marking rank and professional expertise consolidated
his sense of belonging to a social elite.72

Colophons appended to scholarly works say that the texts are “se-
cret lore of the scholars. The initiate may show it to (another) initiate,
but to a non-initiate he may not show it.”73 Such colophons support
the idea that Assyrian and Babylonian scribe-scholars were an insular
group that had little interaction with the outside world. This impres-
sion is counterbalanced, to some degree, by the notion of scholars as
teachers. The texts say little about this aspect of their life. One refer-
ence comes from Ludlul bÁl nÁmeqi, “I shall praise the Lord of Wis-
dom,” a didactic song of thanksgiving by a court scholar. The protago-
nist protests his innocence, referring, among other things, to his role as
teacher.

I instructed my land to keep the god’s rites,

And taught my people to honor the name of the goddess.

I sang the praises of the king as though he were a god,

And taught the population respect for the palace.74

Urad-Gula, whose career as a scholar has been discussed above, makes
a similar claim in a similar context. In a letter to the king he points
out that he taught the palace servants, “the non-eunuchs and the eu-
nuchs alike,” submission and respect for the king.75 These references
are best taken to mean that the scholars offered some form of instruc-
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tion. Though they did not teach nonscribes the secrets of their profes-
sion, they used their authority as men of learning to impress on their
fellow citizens the importance of religion and obedience to superiors.

The Assyrian and Babylonian scholars were heirs to, participants in,
and perpetuators of a scribal culture that venerated written tradition to
a degree seen only in oral cultures. They regarded the scribal craft, in-
cluding its scholarly specializations, as something beyond the reach of
the common masses. Recruited from the aristocracy, they followed in
the footsteps of their fathers. Their institutional locus was the temple
workshop, situated in the vicinity of the temple library. Their knowl-
edge was mastered through copying and memorizing and honed
through discussion and scholarly debate. Whether their own sense of
superiority corresponded with a general esteem for scribes and scholars
among the population is uncertain. Two or three texts suggest that or-
dinary people liked to poke fun at scholars on occasion.76 However,
amusement at the expense of the experts does not preclude a funda-
mental respect for their scholarship; in fact, the two often go together.

Egyptian Scribes

literacy as a mark of social standing

Literacy in Egypt, as in Mesopotamia, was a mark of the elite.77 The
portion of the Egyptian population that was able to read and write
(about 5 percent) coincided largely with the aristocracy. Dignitaries,
clergy, officials, and anyone with any rank in the royal administration
sent their sons to school, or to a tutor. Literacy ran in families, just as
scribal offices in practice were often hereditary. The scribal “dynas-
ties” that have left their mark in surviving texts were drawn from the
high-ranking families of the land. The typical teaching relationship was
modeled on the bond between father and son, which even if merely rhe-
torical still reflects the importance of birth and family for access to a
formal education.78

Owing to a series of social changes in the time preceding the New
Kingdom, the privilege of a scribal education became accessible to most
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layers of the population. Egyptologists have argued that the scribal elite
changed from an aristocracy into a meritocracy.79 However, though a
scribal career was in principle open to individuals of all social classes,
examples of scribes from a modest extraction are rare. The boasting of
many officials about their simple descent is often more rhetoric than
fact.80 The few examples of men from simple origins who did manage
to achieve a position of influence and fortune as a scribe are the excep-
tion, although they do show that the existence of a traditional aristoc-
racy in Egypt did not completely preclude social mobility.

scribal training

During the New Kingdom (ca. 1550–1100 b.c.e.), the Egyptian terri-
tory expanded, the bureaucracy increased in size, and schools prolifer-
ated. Many of them were located in temples.81 Elementary instruction
lasted about four to five years.82 After an introduction to the principles
of writing, students used a manual known as Kemyt, “compendium,”
which contained exercises in epistolary formulas, a model letter, and
various kinds of suitable phrases.83 Lexicographical lists, or so-called
Onomastica, served the same purpose in Egyptian education as the cu-
neiform lists of plants, stones, and gods did for the Mesopotamian
scribes.84 A basic education in geography, arithmetic, and geometry
was also part of the curriculum.

Pupils with a grasp of the basics continued their education with the
study of some of the classical wisdom texts, such as the Satire on the
Trades and the various Instructions. The Instructions, known in Egyp-
tian as sb3yt (conventionally vocalized as sbÃyet), consist of counsels
and sayings; they exemplify the importance of proverbs and other wis-
dom texts in the scribal curriculum.85 The compositions were chanted
and memorized; students made copies on the basis of memory.86 After
four years, as the first phase of the curriculum was finished, students
were allowed to call themselves “scribe” (sš or s

¯
h), a professional title

that would generally ensure them a position in the royal administra-
tion.87 Their knowledge of writing did not extend to hieroglyphics, the
classical script used for monumental inscriptions and in ancient texts; it
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did not go beyond mastery of the more simple hieratic script, which
was sufficient for most administrative tasks.

Students who wished to master hieroglyphics had to continue their
education for a considerably longer period. The advanced curriculum,
which included an apprenticeship in one of the professions that could
be entered after such literary and scholarly training, like physician or
lector-priest, could take up to twelve years.88 The specialized knowl-
edge students here acquired was based on extensive exposure to more
technical texts, broadly comparable to the curriculum followed by the
Babylonian exorcists. Most advanced students would have completed
their studies by the age of twenty.

temple workshop and temple library

For those entering the priesthood—a term covering a wide array of
professions but all connected in some way to the temple—the place for
instruction was the “House of Life” (pr-‘né).89 The term refers to a lo-
cality near the temple and, by connotation, the body of scholars and
specialists attached to it.90 The Egyptian House of Life was more than a
school or a scriptorium. It was a place where doctors, astronomers,
mathematicians, and sculptors worked and collaborated on activities
designed to promote the welfare of the land. Because it was a center of
learning and intellectual life, the House of Life has been compared with
the university in premodern Europe.91 The parallel is apt in the sense
that most works of scholarship and religion originated in the House
of Life and were copied there for teaching and research purposes.92

However, since the House of Life was also a place where specialists
spoke their spells and artisans made their products, the term workshop
is more appropriate than university or academy.93 In many ways, the
Egyptian House of Life is reminiscent of the Mesopotamian temple
workshop (bÂt mummu).

Under the supervision of the “teacher of the House of Life,” scribal
students followed a program of advanced studies.94 The training trans-
formed the scribes into scholars. Books, or rather scrolls, played a cru-
cial role during their study and, later, in their profession. Normally the
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House of Life would be situated near a library (pr-md3t) or would
have its own; on occasion, the House of Life was coterminous with the
library.95 The Egyptian term that we translate as “library” literally
means “house of scrolls.” It can refer to an archive as well as to a li-
brary.96 As in the case of the Mesopotamian temple libraries, caution
counsels the use of the more neutral term “text collection.” These col-
lections included rituals, cultic songs, myths, astrology, astronomy, and
exorcism, as well as medical handbooks and funerary literature. To
stress their special status the texts were qualified as “secret.” The House
of Life was the privileged platform for scholarly discussion and philo-
logical commentary elicited by the texts. The “scribes of the House of
Life” were indeed synonymous with the “learned men” (ré-ét); their
culture, as such, was based on the classical texts of literature and schol-
arship.97

egyptian scholarship and the priesthood

The existence of a class of priests known as the lector-priests (Egyptian

¯
hry-Ébt) points to the relationship between literacy and the priesthood.
It furnishes us with the occasion to ask about the role of the priesthood
in the formation and transmission of the written culture of ancient
Egypt. We know that the House of Life was a temple institution; does
this mean that the priests were the trustees of the written tradition?

In circumscribing the role of the priesthood as the scribal elite of
Egypt, it is important to observe that the Egyptian priesthood was a hi-
erarchical body of three levels.98 The lowest class of priests were the
w‘b-priests, the “pure ones,” who performed the menial chores in the
sanctuary. Most of these men were nonliterate. The lector-priests con-
stituted the middle class. For them, literacy was a prerequisite. They
were the ones who recited the spells and performed the rites in temple
ceremonies and in funerary rituals. In the Hebrew Bible they appear as
“the magicians of Egypt” (ÉarÇummê miËrayim, Exod 7:9, 22) whose
powers proved to be inferior to those of Moses and Aaron (Exod 7–
9).99 On murals the lector-priests are often depicted holding or reading
from a papyrus scroll. Above them in the hierarchy stood the “servants
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of God,” usually referred to in the secondary literature, following their
Greek designation, as “prophets,” a somewhat misleading term be-
cause these men bore no resemblance whatsoever to the biblical proph-
ets. Because there were four different classes of “prophets,” the upper
level of the Egyptian priesthood was hierarchically stratified.100 These
“prophets” were certainly literate, but their tasks were primarily the
administration of the temple and the performance of the sacrificial
rites.

The one group in the priesthood that might appropriately be called
the guardians of the holy writ are the lector-priests. In the native per-
ception the lector-priests were the wise men and the sages among the
clergy. The well-known prophet Neferti, from the Middle Kingdom,
was a lector-priest.101 In consonance with that fact, lector-priests are
documented announcing the verdicts of the oracles that took place at
festivals. The chief lector-priest (

¯
hry-Ébt Éry-tp) was entrusted with the

task of overseeing the preservation and the proper recitation of the sa-
cred texts. Exegetical research was one of his responsibilities.

Two observations merit particular notice in connection with the scri-
bal role of the lector-priests. First, the lector-priests were second in rank
to the “prophets”; their prominence as trustees and transmitters of
the written tradition notwithstanding, the lector-priests were never-
theless considered a clerus minor compared with the upper stratum of
the priesthood. Second, nearly all lector-priests were part-time priests.
They served the temple on the basis of a rotation system, which meant
they were on duty for only three months of the year. According to their
letters and administrative records, most of them made a living for the
rest of the year as businessmen. Unlike the Babylonian temple scholars,
then, their ordinary interaction with the outside world prevented them
from becoming an insular group of self-conscious literati.

Conclusion

In many respects, the similarities between the scribal cultures of ancient
Egypt and of Mesopotamia are striking. In both civilizations, a formal
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education, and the literacy this entailed, was normally the prerogative
of the upper class. Alongside scribes who had completed only the first
level of the scribal education, ready to follow a career in the adminis-
tration or to gain a living as private scribes, there were those who
had followed advanced studies. They spent an extended period of time
studying and memorizing a wide array of written lore pertinent to their
area of specialization. For the Mesopotamian scribes the higher phase
of their education culminated in a formal graduation, including an oral
examination and a certificate. Both in Mesopotamia and Egypt, the stu-
dents who had completed the second phase of the scribal curriculum
were the scholars and the “wise men” of their time.

The intellectual center for the scribal scholars was the temple work-
shop, known as the bÂt mummu in Mesopotamia and the House of
Life (pr-‘né) in Egypt. There the literati formed an elitist society. Their
knowledge was a knowledge contained in, and symbolized by, written
texts—texts that they could read but that were inaccessible to the ordi-
nary citizen. These scholars not only studied and used the sacred texts;
they also wrote and edited them. The House of Life of the Egyptian
temple, much like the temple workshop in Mesopotamia, was a center
not only of text study, preservation, and transmission, but also one of
text creation.102 Scribes with scholarly training were instrumental in
composing new texts.

Since the search for the scribes behind the Hebrew Bible entails
not so much an investigation of individuals as the characterization of a
specific social class, the comparative evidence from Mesopotamia and
Egypt, which shows that the scribes constituted a professional group
with a distinct corporate culture, may prove a useful heuristic device.
That is, it may put us on the track toward the identification of the
scribes behind the Bible. Informed by the data on the Mesopotamian
and the Egyptian scribes and scholars, we shall investigate the biblical
evidence on scribes in the chapter that follows.

One issue that will merit special attention is the relationship of the
scribes and scholars to the priests. The Mesopotamian and the Egyp-
tian evidence shows that temples were important employers of scribal
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scholars. In the temple hierarchy, however, the specialists of writing
and scholarship stood below the priests, whose duties brought them
into closer contact with the deity. It will be part of the investigation in
the next chapter to see whether a similar division existed among the Is-
raelite clergy.
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IN SEARCH OF THE SCRIBES, II

The Biblical Evidence

The books of the Bible would not have seen the light in the oral
culture of Israel if it were not for the professional scribes. They are the
main figures behind biblical literature; we owe the Bible entirely to
them.1 Who were the scribes behind the Bible? In this chapter we will
search the biblical evidence for answers.

The principal difficulty in the search for the Israelite counterparts of
the scribes of Mesopotamia and Egypt is the scarcity of written ar-
tifacts from pre-Hellenistic Palestine. We owe our knowledge of the
Mesopotamian and Egyptian scribes to the records they left us. Due to
the corrosive effects of the Palestinian climate on the fragile writing
materials that the Hebrew scribes used, relatively few inscriptions have
been preserved.2 In view of the many surviving clay tags that were orig-
inally attached to papyrus scrolls, we know that the professional pro-
duction of written texts must have been significant even in the pre-
exilic period.3 As it is, the principal legacy of the Hebrew scribes is the
Hebrew Bible; however, the earliest manuscripts of the Bible at our dis-
posal are from the mid-second century b.c.e. (Qumran). Moreover, the
Bible as we know it is canonical literature; the texts have gone through
a process of selection and editing. Our evidence on the Hebrew scribes
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is therefore both indirect and tailored to other needs than those of the
historian.

Despite the difficulties in using the Hebrew Bible as an avenue of in-
vestigating the Hebrew scribes, there is hardly any other option avail-
able to us. The comparative evidence has its heuristic uses, and the
epigraphic discoveries (including the Dead Sea Scrolls) highlight as-
pects of scribal practice, but the main source of information on the He-
brew scribes is the Hebrew Bible itself. Thus I propose to carefully ex-
plore the world of the scribes who produced the texts.4 To that end, I
shall attempt to pry loose the data that the biblical texts are able to
yield.

The question of the identity of the Hebrew scribes must be tackled in
terms of their place in society and their institutional background. The
scribes to whom we owe the Hebrew Bible were affiliated with the tem-
ple. To understand their mind-set and professional ethics, we have to
consider their education. Though the data on scribal education in Israel
are scant, they allow a general reconstruction of the curriculum. More
forthcoming are the texts, when it comes to the role of the temple
scribes in the society of their time. In a religious system that was in-
creasingly based on the authority of written texts, the privileged few
who had access to those texts held a position of power and prestige.

“Scribe” and “Sage”

The assertion that we owe the Hebrew Bible to the Hebrew scribes is
based on the assumption that oral cultures depend on professionals of
writing for the production and preservation of written records. Explicit
references to scribes as writers of Bible texts—that is, texts that eventu-
ally became part of the Bible—are very rare. When Bible passages men-
tion their writer, the reference is usually to God or a prophet.5 The
two occasions on which the Bible mentions scribes as writers of Bible
texts deserve careful consideration. Both references are from the Book
of Jeremiah.
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An oracle attributed to Jeremiah pictures the scribes as sages who de-
rive prestige from the religious literature they have produced.

How can you say, “We are sages,

and we possess the Torah of Yahweh”?

Assuredly, the deceitful pen of the scribes

Has turned it into a deception!

The sages shall be put to shame,

they shall be dismayed and caught.

For they have rejected the word of Yahweh,

so what kind of wisdom is theirs?
Jer 8:8–9

In this passage, the self-styled sages boast of possession of the Torah of
Yahweh. From the reference to the “pen” of the scribes it is clear that
this Torah is a written document. The author of the oracle—whether
the historical Jeremiah or the editor of his collected prophecies—regards
this Torah as a “deception” or “lie” (šeqer) and denies its divine inspi-
ration. The oracle may reflect a polemic about different versions of the
written Torah or about the legitimacy of a Torah in writing as opposed to
the oral Torah. Whatever the case may be, the scribes who were respon-
sible for this Torah were not just copyists but composers of the text.

The second reference to a scribe writing the Bible is the account of
Baruch recording the oracles of Jeremiah (Jer 36). The narrative insists
on the purely instrumental role of the scribe: Jeremiah recited his ora-
cles, and Baruch used pen and ink to write them down in a scroll (Jer
36:18). The emphasis on a literal transcription serves to legitimize a
collection of prophecies attributed to Jeremiah. The theological bias of
the account should alert us to the possibility that the scribe did in fact
produce more than a mere transcription. Contemporaries of Jeremiah
suspected Baruch of putting his own words in the mouth of the prophet
(Jer 43:2–3).

The term that the two passages use for scribe is sÃpÁr (sometimes
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written sôpÁr), with the plural sÃpßrîm. Our quest for the scribes be-
hind the Hebrew Bible has a natural starting point in a study of this He-
brew word. According to the Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon by Koehler,
Baumgartner, and Stamm, Hebrew sÃpÁr has four meanings: (1) scribe,
secretary; (2) royal official, secretary of state; (3) secretary for Jewish
affairs; (4) scholar of scripture (Schriftgelehrte).6 Let us submit these
four meanings of sÃpÁr to a closer inspection.

(1) The word sÃpÁr primarily denotes the scribe as a craftsman of
writing known by such implements as a “pen” (‘ÁÇ, Ps 45:2; Jer 8:8), a
“writing case” (qeset, Ezek 9:2,3), and a “knife” (ta‘ar, Jer 36:23).7 He
normally writes in ink (dßyô, Jer 36:18) on a scroll (mßgillâ, Jer 36 pas-
sim), where he disposes his text in columns (delet, plural dßlÀtôt, Jer
36:23).8

(2) The earliest use of the term sÃpÁr in a more narrow sense occurs
in connection with the royal court. Seraiah was the “scribe” of David
(2 Sam 8:17); his sons Elihoreph and Ahijah were “scribes” of Solomon
(1 Kings 4:3); Shebna was “scribe” under Hezekiah (2 Kings 18:18;
19:2); Shaphan was “scribe” of Josiah (2 Kings 22); Elishama was
the “scribe” of Jehoiakim (Jer 36); and Jonathan was the “scribe” of
Zedekiah (Jer 37).9 These men were not ordinary scribes but high-rank-
ing officials. Shebna, for instance, was originally a royal steward (He-
brew ’Ýšer ‘al-habbayit, Isa 22:15).10 As applied to these men, sÃpÁr is a
title best rendered as “chancellor” or “secretary of state.” They ranked
higher than penmen or scholars; their position resembled that of the
Egyptian “royal letter-writer of Pharaoh” who, as head of the royal
secretariat, was responsible for the foreign and domestic correspon-
dence of the king.11 The activities of royal scribes as reported in the Bi-
ble have to do with diplomatic encounters (2 Kings 18:17–37); consul-
tation with political advisors (2 Kings 19:1–7); and the management of
temple funds (2 Kings 12:10–16, 22:3–7). The physical act of writing
seems to have been a minor aspect of their duties.12

(3) The third meaning of the term sÃpÁr, “secretary for Jewish af-
fairs,” is attested only in connection with Ezra. In a classic study on
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Ezra, Hans Heinrich Schaeder makes a compelling case for distinguish-
ing between the Aramaic title sÀprÀ’, found at Ezra 7:12, 21, and its
Hebrew interpretation in Ezra 7:6, 11.13 In the nomenclature of the
Persian government, a scribe is a high-ranking member of the Persian
royal bureaucracy, in Ezra’s case with a special responsibility for Jewish
affairs. In his capacity as secretary for Jewish affairs, Ezra is authorized
to draw money from the royal treasury to pay for construction activi-
ties on the Jerusalem temple (Ezra 7:21–22).

The Hebrew version of the title of Ezra interprets it in a way that de-
parts from its meaning in Aramaic. Being “an expert scribe in the Torah
of Moses” (sÃpÁr mÀhîr bßtôrat MÃšeh, Ezra 7:6), Ezra is a scholar
rather than an official. An Aramaic parallel to the expression sÃpÁr
mÀhîr is spr Ékym wmhyr. This expression occurs in the Story of Ahiqar,
a romance from around the fifth century b.c.e., and it qualifies Ahiqar
as “a wise and expert scribe.”14 Ezra was a “wise” scribe, too, accord-
ing to Ezra 7:25. His wisdom, however, is embodied in the Torah of
Moses, as a comparison of the quotes from Ezra 7:25 (“the wisdom of
your God that is in your hand”) and 7:14 (“the Law of your God that is
in your hand”) demonstrates. Both Ezra and Ahiqar were scholars
rather than mere scribes. The area of Ezra’s scholarship is specified as
being the written Torah. The Torah is his wisdom. In the interpretatio
hebraica of Ezra’s status as a “scribe,” Ezra is a Torah scholar.

(4) The Jewish interpretation of Ezra’s title sÃpÁr as scholar turns
Ezra into the figurehead of the “scholars of scripture” (Schrift-
gelehrten) of the Second Temple. This is the fourth meaning of the term
sÃpÁr. The scribes who were scholars of scripture belonged to the group
of the Levites (2 Chron 34:13). According to Nehemiah 8, several Le-
vites assisted Ezra during his Torah reading in the temple:

The Levites explained the Torah to the people, while the people remained
in their places. And they read from the scroll, from the Torah of God, in-
terpreting it and clarifying its meaning; so they understood the reading.

Neh 8:7–815
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The fact that the Levitical scribes operated as a group is significant.
This does not mean that they took turns in reading and explaining. It
is far more plausible that they gave instruction simultaneously but at
different points and to different audiences. The Levitical scribes were
teachers of Torah.

They offered instruction throughout Judah, and they had with them the
Scroll of the Torah of Yahweh. They made the rounds of all the cities of
Judah and taught among the people.

2 Chron 17:9

Having the written Torah “with them” (‘immÀhem) as a handbook
(compare the expression tÀpaØ ’et-hattôrâ, “to hold the Torah,” in Jer
2:8), the Levites were “teaching” (lmd, pi‘el, 2 Chron 17:9), “inter-
preting” (byn, hip‘il, Neh 8:7), “explaining” (prš, pi‘el, Neh 8:8), and
“clarifying the meaning” (Øym Øekel, Neh 8:8) of the Torah. As scholars
of scripture, the Levites acted as the successors of Moses who had been
the first to “explicate” (b’r, pi‘el) the Torah (Deut 1:5; compare Deut
30:1–13).

The use of sÃpÁr in the meaning of “scholar” invites us to examine
the connection between the terms sÃpÁr and ÉÀkÀm. The basic meaning
of ÉÀkÀm is “wise,” used both as an adjective and as a noun. However,
the wisdom implied by the Hebrew term is semantically broader than
the concept of wisdom in modern European languages. To us, wisdom
stands for prudence, common sense, and balanced judgment, all rooted
in a natural disposition of the individual and brought to fruition by ex-
perience. In Hebrew, as in most other ancient Near Eastern languages,
“wisdom” can also refer to specialized knowledge and learning ac-
quired through education. Where an Israelite would say, “Acquire wis-
dom!” (Prov 4:5, 7), we would say, “Get an education!” The ÉÝkÀmîm
are not only wise human beings but “experts,” “sages,” “learned men,”
and, thus, “scholars.”

Since wisdom in the sense of learning and scholarship presupposes
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high literacy, and literacy is to be acquired by a scribal training, it is no
surprise to find that ÉÝkÀmîm and sÃpßrîm are used occasionally as
synonyms. In his attack on the ÉÝkÀmîm, Jeremiah identifies them as
scribes (Jer 8:8–9). Centuries later, Ben Sira still regards wisdom as the
proper pursuit of the scribe (Sir 38:24). In the conception of the con-
temporaneous Qumran community, David was the writer of Psalms
and therefore, by implication, a “sage” and a “scribe.”16 The rhetorical
question, “Who is wise? Let him consider these words,” is an admoni-
tion to the scribal student who is reading the Book of Hosea (Hosea
14:10; see also Ps 107:43). And when Proverbs says that the fear of the
Lord is the beginning of wisdom (Prov 1:7 and elsewhere), it under-
stands wisdom as learning obtained through a scribal education. The
accomplished scribe, in other words, is an expert and a scholar—that
is, a ÉÀkÀm.

In light of the preceding observations, the use of sÃpÁr with the
meaning “scholar of scripture,” the fourth meaning assigned to the
term, must be viewed as a particularization of the concept of the scribe
as a scholar. The comparative evidence from Mesopotamia and Egypt
has prepared us to expect a connection between the scribal art, scholar-
ship, and wisdom. The scholars of the ancient Near East had by defini-
tion received a scribal training; they were scribes in the sense of schol-
ars. The scholars of Israel were no exception to the common pattern:
they were scribes who had specialized in the classic texts, which in their
case made them scholars of the Torah.

The rest of this chapter will be dealing primarily with the scholar-
scribes or sages, since they are the ones most intimately connected with
the making of the Hebrew Bible. That focus should not lead to an ob-
fuscation of the fact that the term “scribe” covered other meanings as
well, especially in the later periods. The Talmud uses the term “scribes”
for penmen, drafters of documents, and teachers of elementary subjects
and writing; scholars of scripture were called sages.17 In a study on Jew-
ish scribes in the Second Temple period, Christine Schams emphasizes
with good cause that “scribes” were often village scribes, copyists, or
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government officials.18 The scribes to whom we owe the Hebrew Bible,
however, were scribes whose training and talent made them the intel-
lectuals of their time; they were scribes in the sense of scholars.19

Royal Scribes and Temple Scribes

Which scribes were responsible for the writing of the Hebrew Bible?
We can narrow down the possibilities by asking after the institution
with which the scribes were affiliated, assuming that there were no
economically independent scribes in ancient Israel. In the time of the
Mishna, there were public scribes offering their services at the market-
place (m. Git. 3.1).20 In the First Temple period the demand for writ-
ten documents was presumably too limited to allow scribes to subsist
as freelance professionals. Private scribes in Mesopotamia worked for
large estates and merchant houses; the scale of the economy in Palestine
hardly offered such opportunities. The notion that Baruch was a pri-
vate scribe, as some authors have suggested, is probably an anachro-
nism.21 Scribes in Israel were attached to the palace or the temple; on
occasion private citizens might hire their services, but this did not turn
the scribes into private secretaries.

The biblical evidence intimates that the scribes behind the Hebrew
Bible were attached to the temple as an institutional and intellectual
center; they belonged to the clergy. With this assertion I depart from the
view that the bulk of the Hebrew Bible is from the hands of palace
scribes. A representative of the latter view is Edward LipiØski; he attri-
butes proverbs, chronicles, and annals to the court scribes.22 Moshe
Weinfeld adds the Book of Deuteronomy to the list.23 In a study on how
the Bible became a book, William M. Schniedewind goes even further
by picturing the palace as the place where most parts of the Bible saw
the light; in addition to Proverbs, Samuel, Kings, and Deuteronomy,
the royal scribes would also have composed the books of the pre-exilic
prophets, Psalms, and various other parts of the Bible.24 What are the
arguments that justify such assertions?

All authors agree that a monarchic government entails a bureau-
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cracy, and that a bureaucracy needs scribes. That fact by itself, how-
ever, does not mean that the scribes employed by the royal bureaucracy
wrote the Bible. The most explicit reference to the effect that biblical
texts were composed at the instigation of the king is the superscription
of Prov 25:1, which says that some of the Proverbs of Solomon were
collected, transcribed, transmitted, or “brought in” (the exact mean-
ing of the verb is not certain) by “the men of Hezekiah.”25 LipiØski,
Weinfeld, and Schniedewind think these men must have been royal
scribes. Royal patronage, however, need not imply that the scribes held
a position in the royal administration. Other arguments are more in the
nature of suppositions. In the view of Schniedewind, the political situa-
tion in Hezekiah’s days “invited, even necessitated, the collection of
oral traditions and the writing of literature.”26 LipiØski thinks the royal
scribes must have been engaged in writing Davidic ideology and royal
propaganda.27 On the interpretation of the oracle collections of Isaiah,
Micah, Amos, and Hosea as pro-Davidic treatises, Schniedewind attri-
butes them to royal scribes from Jerusalem.28 By construing historiog-
raphy as royal propaganda, much of the material in Samuel and Kings
can also be put to the account of royal scribes. Psalms celebrating the
king would have the same origin.29

Illustrative of the tendency to see the palace scribes as central figures
in the making of the Hebrew Bible is the debate about the background
of Baruch. Being the putative composer of the oracle collection of Jere-
miah, Baruch is often taken as representative of the scribes who wrote
the Bible; his background might give us a clue as to their place in soci-
ety. In 1970, James Muilenburg argued that Baruch belonged to the in-
ner circle of royal officials, considering the ease with which he moved
among personnel from the temple and the palace.30 The discovery in
the 1970s of a bulla (clay tag) impressed with the seal of “Berekhyahu,
son of Neriyahu, the scribe” seemed to support his view. Nahman
Avigad published the bulla and took it as evidence not only of the his-
torical existence of the biblical Baruch but also of his position in the
royal administration.31 A second bulla with the same seal inscription
surfaced in the antiquities market in the 1990s; it also contained the re-
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mains of a fingerprint, taken by some to belong to Baruch himself.32

Since both bullae are not from official excavations (“unprovenanced”
is the term), there have been lingering doubts about their authenticity.33

In 2004, laboratory tests by the Israel Antiquities Authority proved the
“fingerprint bulla” to be a forgery.34 By implication, the Baruch bulla
discovered in the 1970s is a fake as well.35 The biblical data thus re-
main the only ones available on Baruch.

Once the forged seal is dismissed from the evidence, there are no
compelling reasons to say that Baruch was a royal scribe. His brother
was “quartermaster” of a diplomatic mission to Babylon (Jer 51:59),
but that does not mean Baruch served in the royal administration as
well. He was from an aristocratic milieu, as his double patronym indi-
cates (Jer 32:12). This would make him eligible for a position in the ad-
ministration, but it might just as well have paved the way for a career
among the temple clerics.36 Jeremiah reportedly called upon Baruch
once to sign and store a deed of purchase (Jer 32:6–15), once to commit
his oracles to writing and to recite them in public (Jer 36); to read the
Jeremiah oracles, Baruch took his place in a temple office (Jer 36:10).37

The texts imply that Baruch was a professional scribe but are hardly
forthcoming about his institutional affiliation. As it is, Baruch might
have been attached to either the palace or the temple.

To make progress in our understanding of the different roles of pal-
ace scribes and temple scribes, we must be aware of some of the pitfalls
for Bible scholars who think about these issues; two assumptions often
bias their assessment of the role of royal scribes in the making of the Bi-
ble. First, the emphasis on the involvement of royal scribes assumes a
strong dichotomy between palace and temple. These two great organi-
zations of antiquity are understood as autonomous entities, along the
lines of their description in Mesopotamia by A. Leo Oppenheim.38 On
this assumption, any literary work permeated by royal ideology could
have been produced only at court; the temple had different interests.
Second, temple scribes are treated as a quantité négligeable in com-
parison with royal scribes. Though most authors concede that temple
scribes existed, they do not believe that these temple scribes would have
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been writing for public consumption.39 This view is based on the con-
trast between the frequent mention of royal scribes, as opposed to the
complete lack of reference to temple scribes under the monarchy.

The two assumptions reflect a serious misunderstanding of the his-
torical reality. Nowhere in the ancient Near East was there a separation
between “church” and state. In ancient Israel, the major temples were
state temples.40 The Jerusalem temple started as an annex of the royal
palace.41 Prosopographical studies indicate that there were close ties
between the priestly dynasty at Jerusalem and the royal family.42 The
king could appoint priests and had direct access to and disposal of the
temple funds.43 On religious festivals, the temple was the scene of pub-
lic acts of allegiance to the king.44 The temple was very much depen-
dent on the support of its royal patron; its priesthood would be recep-
tive to the interests of its principal stakeholder.45 In short, the temple
was not an independent institution.

Nor should the prominence of royal scribes in the biblical record
make us underestimate the role of temple scribes. The “scribes” that
are mentioned in connection with the court are secretaries of state
rather than professionals of writing. Their work was political rather
than manual, artistic, or scholarly. The lack of references to priestly
scribes in the time of the monarchy is not to be construed as an indica-
tion of nonliteracy on the part of the priests. The priests needed writing
skills to do their work. They wrote down curses (Num 5:23) and teach-
ings (Hos 8:12; cf. Jer 8:8), certified written records (Isa 8:2; compare
Jer 32:10–12), and read the Torah (Jer 2:8; 2 Kings 22). Priests recited
formulary prayers for worshippers to repeat; they also wrote down pri-
vate prayers of thanksgiving in fulfillment of a vow.46 Literacy was sim-
ply a tool of their trade. Relying on the frequency of the word sÃpÁr
alone is a poor criterion to determine whether there were skilled scribes
at work in the temples.

By way of an instructive aside, it may be helpful to consider the colo-
phon of the Ugaritic Baal Cycle as comparative evidence; it demon-
strates both the ties of the scribe with the temple and the connection be-
tween the temple and the palace. On the last tablet of the Baal Cycle,
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the copyist of the text gives his name and affiliation in a colophon that
is separated from the body of the composition by two horizontal lines.

Scribe is Ilimalku from the town of Shuban,

Student of Attenu the diviner,

Chief of the priests,

Chief of the shepherds,

Secretary of Niqmaddu,

King of Ugarit,

Lord of YRGB,

Master of
¯
THRN.47

The colophon presents three individuals: Ilimalku, the copyist of the
composition; Attenu, his teacher and supervisor; and King Niqmaddu,
the patron of Attenu. Ilimalku is a “scribe” (spr); Attenu is a diviner
and attached to the temple as “chief of the priests” (rb khnm); and
Niqmaddu is the king and the patron of Attenu in the latter’s capacity
as royal secretary (t‘y). The copyist of the Ugaritic text was a scribe
working in the orbit of the temple under the auspices of the palace.

In light of the foregoing observations, it is to be expected that the
temple of Jerusalem was as much a center of literacy as the royal pal-
ace; there was no ideological gap between the two institutions prevent-
ing temple scribes from engaging in royal propaganda. I now want to
go one step further and demonstrate that the temple was the more
likely center of production of the traditional literature that came to
constitute the Bible. My case is based on three points. First, there is evi-
dence in the Bible for the temple as a center of written law; second,
there is evidence, biblical and extrabiblical, for the temple as a center
and archive of written oracles; and third, there is evidence for the tem-
ple as a center of education and scholarship.

Temples in Israel were traditionally centers of written law. According
to the biblical record, the connection between written law and the tem-
ple goes back to the very beginning of the monarchy. The figure of Sam-
uel marks the transition between the time of the “judges” and the time
of the kings; he had been reared in, and was affiliated with, the temple
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at Shiloh (1 Sam 1:24–28, 2:18–21, 3:1–21). At the beginning of the
rule of King Saul, Samuel wrote “the charter of kingship” (mišpaÇ
hammßlÄkâ) and deposited the document (sÁper) in the sanctuary of
Shiloh (1 Sam 10:25). It is quite possible that the story is a retrojection
of later practice, Shiloh being a forerunner and cipher of the Jerusalem
temple (compare Jer 7:12–15, 26:4–6).

By the mid-eighth century, the prophet Hosea spoke of God as the
author of written Torah (Hos 8:12); since God writes only in the imagi-
nation of believers, the reference is to the priests as producers of writ-
ten law.48 More than a century later the priest Hilkiah “found” a scroll
containing the Law of Moses (2 Kings 23:24–25) in the temple (2 Kings
22:8). Since the story is meant to promote a recent codification of the
Torah, the book was manufactured in the temple rather than found
there. It is presumably the same Torah Jeremiah identified as the work
of scribes (Jer 8:8). Found in the temple, the Torah was written by tem-
ple scribes. The prominent role of temple scribes in the production of
written law in Israel goes some way to explain the absence in the Bible
of any law book attributed to a king; there are no “Laws of Solomon”
to match the Laws of Hammurabi. In Israel, the written law came from
God—that is, it belonged to the realm of the temple.

The temple was the center, too, of written prophecy. The fact that
Ezekiel, commonly regarded as one of the earliest writing prophets,
was a priest (Ezek 1:3; compare 1 Chron 24:16) is not without sig-
nificance for the association of temple clergy with written prophecy. In
the story of Ezekiel’s calling, dated in 592 (Ezek 1:2), the prophet has a
vision in which he sees a hand, stretched out to him, holding a written
scroll (mßgillat-sÁper). It is inscribed on both sides with lamentations,
dirges, and woes. The prophet is ordered to take the scroll and eat it,
that he may henceforth speak God’s words (Ezek 2:8–3:4). It is an un-
usual calling narrative: the familiar motif of God touching the prophet’s
mouth (Isa 6:6–7; Jer 1:9) is replaced by the consumption of a scroll
written by God. The new motif—or the new visionary experience—
could occur only at a time in which people like Ezekiel were familiar
with the phenomenon of a written collection of prophetic oracles.
Ezekiel knew such oracle collections precisely because he was a priest.
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The temple was a traditional platform of prophecy; it offered proph-
ets the opportunity to address a sizable audience in a religious context
(Amos 7:13; Jer 7:1–12, 26:1–2). Priests not only witnessed the oracles
but also reported them in writing (Amos 7:10–11) and authenticated
recorded prophecy (Isa 8:1–2). Baruch used the scribal office of the Je-
rusalem temple to read Jeremiah’s prophecies (Jer 36:10). The Book of
Balaam from Deir Alla shows that temples in the near vicinity of Is-
rael—or in Israel itself, if Deir Alla is considered to have been within Is-
raelite territory—could have on display written prophecy, copied from
a scroll that was kept in the temple.49 The Balaam text is obviously
written prophecy, not just because it has been committed to writing but
also on account of its literary character. Prophecies frozen in the bibli-
cal psalms also point to the temple as a center where oracles were com-
posed, pronounced, and recycled.50

The previous two aspects of the temple—as a center of written law
and a center of written prophecy—are linked to the role of the temple
as a center of education and scholarship. Sigmund Mowinckel pointed
out this role of the temple in 1955. “There is every reason to believe
that the school for scribes in Jerusalem, as elsewhere in the Orient,
was closely connected with the temple; this is apparent from the very
fact that the ‘wisdom literature’ of Israel was considered to belong to
the canonical writings.”51 Mowinckel’s argument involves two assump-
tions. First, that such books as Proverbs were curriculum material for
scribal students; and second, that the Hebrew Bible is a collection of
texts transmitted in the context of the temple. Comparative evidence
from all over the Near East shows that wisdom was indeed common
classroom material, and this supports the first assumption. In view of
the early presentation of the Bible as a divine revelation, the second as-
sumption is almost a matter of course. This adds up to an understand-
ing of the temple as a place of scribal education. The comparative evi-
dence is also quite compelling; to the data from Mesopotamia and
Egypt one might add the location of the school-cum-library between
the two great temples at Ugarit.52 It is to be expected that the Israelite
practice would conform to the custom followed by all the surrounding
civilizations.
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The temple school in Israel need not have been a separate building.
Its essence consisted in a master-disciple relationship (see 1 Chron 25:8;
Prov 5:12–14; Ps 119:99) that could very well be practiced in one of the
temple annexes or the house of a priest-scribe. The assumption of the
biblical tradition about Samuel is that he learned his writing skills, im-
plied by 1 Sam 10:25, as an apprentice of Eli in the temple of Shiloh (1
Sam 1:24–28, 2:18–21). Since the priesthood at Shiloh was Levitical,
the tradition points to a connection between scribal education and the
Levites.53 It seems likely that the author of the Samuel narratives pro-
jected his knowledge about scribal education in his own time upon ear-
lier centuries. Since Shiloh came to be perceived as the single legitimate
precedent to the Jerusalem temple, the story reflects scribal instruction
by Levites in the context of the Jerusalem temple.

It is uncertain how far back the educational role of the Jerusalem
temple might go. The epigraphic evidence from Palestine attests to the
existence of a standardized script by 850 b.c.e. Since the uniform script
occurs in texts from the north as well as the south, there must have
been one institutional center of education having the authority to im-
pose its standards in both Israel and Judah.54 Though such a center is
more likely to have been located in the north than in the south, the Je-
rusalem temple eventually came to be its successor as a center of scribal
education and literary transmission.55

The affiliation of the scribal school—more a pedagogical than an ar-
chitectural concept—to the temple is especially important in view of
the role of the school as a center of text production. In the ancient Near
East, the men who taught others to read texts were also the men who
wrote texts themselves. All over the Near East, schools were not merely
centers of text transmission but also of text composition. While the
temple scribes in Israel were responsible for teaching the scribal craft,
they were also the ones who created the bulk of the biblical literature.

The Levitical Scribes

If the scribes behind the Bible were indeed temple scribes, they were the
forerunners of, and partly identical with, the Levitical scribes from the
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days of Ezra and later. These Levites were scribes in the fourth meaning
of the term: scholars of scripture. They are referred to in this capacity
in post-exilic sources; it is likely that they had pre-exilic antecedents in
the milieu of the Levites, but it is usually difficult to separate historical
information on that time from projections onto the past of situations
that obtained in the time of the authors. Prudence counsels us to begin
by looking at evidence of Levitical scribes in the post-exilic era.

An important source of information on the Levites is Chronicles, a
rewritten history of Judah composed in scribal circles toward the end
of the fourth century b.c.e.

56 There are quite a lot of data in Chronicles
to corroborate the hypothesis that the Levites were involved in activi-
ties that required high literacy. There are four roles that the Levites are
said to perform. First, the Levites offer Torah instruction: they explain,
interpret, and teach. People come to seek Torah from their mouth. As
guardians of the Torah, the Levites are the only ones allowed to carry
the ark, the shrine of the Scroll of the Torah.57 Second, the Levites are
liturgists: they lead in prayer, confession, praise, and blessings; conduct
musical performances in a cultic context; and address the homily to the
congregation.58 Third, the Levites act as civil servants, both in Jerusa-
lem and throughout Judah: they distribute justice; collect tithes and
taxes; and keep the records of the civil state.59 Fourth, the Levites main-
tain order in the temple: they protect the gates and supervise construc-
tion activities.60

Though Chronicles rarely designates Levites as scribes (1 Chron 24:6;
2 Chron 34:13), there is no doubt that responsibilities for Torah in-
struction and jurisdiction could be held only by people who had had the
proper scribal training.61 For those Levites who worked as liturgists,
magistrates, tax collectors, or clerks, literacy was also a basic require-
ment. It can be concluded, in view of their various responsibilities, that
the Levites were part of the literate elite of the Second Temple period.

Extrabiblical texts from the Hellenistic period confirm the impres-
sion that the Levites were the scribal experts of Jewish society. In the
Aramaic Levi Document, an important source of the Greek Testament
of Levi, Levi enjoins his children to perpetuate their scribal knowledge.62
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And now, my sons, teach [’lp, a verb derived from the practice of alphabet
instruction] scribal craft, instruction [and] wisdom [spr wmwsr Ékmh] to
your children . . . and read the books [?] . . . and they will be heads, and
magistrates, and judges.63

This injunction to the children of Levi attests to a high rate of literacy
among the Levites. The majority of scholars date the Levi Document to
the middle of the third century b.c.e.

64 It seems warranted, then, to
conclude that the role of the Levites as experts of the scribal craft con-
tinued in the Hellenistic period.

Further evidence on the Levites as scholars of scripture is found in
the Book of Jubilees (ca. 150 b.c.e.).

And he [i.e., Jacob] gave all of his books and his fathers’ books to Levi,
his son, so that he might preserve them and renew them for his sons until
this day.

Jubilees 45:15

This passage bears a close resemblance to the transmission of sacred
writings by Levi and his lineage mentioned in the Testament of Qahat
and reflected in the Visions of Amram, both known from the Qumran
scrolls.

And they gave to Levi, my father, and my father Levi [gave] to me

All my writings [ktby] in testimony, so that you might be forewarned by

them.
4Q542, fragment 1, ii, 11–12 (compare 4Q543, fragment 1, 1–2)

The significance of these references does not reside in the implications
about the writing proficiencies of the Levites but rather in the emphasis
on the Levites as the transmitters of the sacred literature of the Jews.

But what does it mean if we say that the scribes of the Second Temple
were Levites? Who are the Levites? The question is legitimate and to
the point; if it does not receive an answer, the statement that the Levites
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were the temple scribes of the Persian period adds little to our knowl-
edge. The Levites of the Second Temple period are best described as a
branch of the Jewish priesthood specializing in the transmission and in-
terpretation of scripture, and, by extension, in jurisdiction, liturgy, and
administration. How did the Levites become the professionals of writ-
ing among the priests?

The position of the Levites is a classic problem in biblical scholarship
and the subject of numerous studies.65 By way of a succinct statement
of the problem, it suffices to compare the terminology of Deuteronomy
with Chronicles. Deuteronomy speaks about “the Levitical priests”
(hakkÃhÝnîm halwiyyîm), whereas Chronicles distinguishes between
“the priests and the Levites” (hakkÃhÝnîm wßhalwiyyîm).66 In the pre-
exilic view of Deuteronomy all legitimate priests are by definition Le-
vites and all Levites are priests; in the post-exilic view of Chronicles,
Levites are by definition nonpriests. How are we to explain the differ-
ence?

The most satisfying solution to the problem invokes a historical de-
velopment in the role of the Levites. An early text transmitted in the
Book of Deuteronomy shows that the Levitical clergy originally had
two functions.

They shall teach your laws to Jacob, and to Israel your Torah;

They shall offer you incense to savor, and whole-offerings upon your

altar.
Deut 33:10

The names “Jacob” and “Israel” are designations of the Northern
Kingdom; therefore the text presumably dates from before the fall of
Samaria in 722. In pre-exilic Israel, the Levitical priests were both
teachers and cultic servants: they gave Torah instruction, and they of-
fered incense and sacrifice. They were, so to speak, full priests with all
the attendant rights and duties.

In the wake of the fall of Samaria, groups of Levitical priests from
the north migrated to the Southern Kingdom; they tried to find employ-
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ment at the temple of Jerusalem and other sanctuaries in Judah.67 An-
cient rivalries between priests from the south and priests from the north
flared up again; the conflict increased in intensity when Josiah decided
to centralize the cult in Jerusalem. The consistent manner in which
Deuteronomy speaks about “the Levitical priests” is an effort to defend
the sacerdotal rights of the Levites; the rule that every Levite who joins
the Jerusalem priesthood shall have an income equal to that of the
other priests is quite explicit on this score (Deut 18:6–8).

Not all priests were on the side of Deuteronomy. As a spokesman of
the priestly elite from Jerusalem who was deported to Babylonia in
597, Ezekiel took a very different position toward the Levites. In his vi-
sionary design of the new temple (Ezek 40–48), Ezekiel distinguishes
between “the Levitical priests descended from Zadok” (Ezek 44:15)
and the other Levites. In the view of Ezekiel, the Zadokite priests were
the ones who maintained the service of the temple at the time Israel
went astray from Yahweh (Ezek 44:15). They had thereby earned the
right to act as sole priests.

They shall declare to My People what is sacred and what is profane, and
inform them what is clean and what is unclean. In lawsuits, too, it is they
who shall act as judges; they shall decide them in accordance with my
rules. They shall preserve My teachings and My laws regarding all My
fixed occasions; and they shall maintain the sanctity of My Sabbaths.

Ezek 44:23–24 (NJPS)

Ezekiel blamed the Levites for cultic aberrations in the pre-exilic period
(Ezek 44:10). As their punishment, the Levites were to be demoted
from the priesthood and made responsible for all the menial chores in
the temple. They could remain temple servants, but they forfeited their
priestly prerogatives.

The dispute about the position of the Levites continued in the early
Persian period. In the oracle collection attributed to Malachi, the Le-
vites are still designated as priests (Mal 2:1–9), though the prophecy
emphasizes the role of the Levites in giving reliable instruction in the
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Torah (Mal 2:6–7). By the time of the Chronicler (ca. 350 b.c.e.), the
conflict had reached a solution by means of a division of labor between
the Levites, on the one hand, and the traditional Jerusalem priesthood
descending from Zadok, on the other. In the new scenario, the Levites
were responsible for the teaching of Torah and the distribution of jus-
tice; in addition they served as temple singers and as guardians of the
sanctuary. This division of tasks turned the Levites from priests into
preachers and public teachers of Torah.

The “priests” in the more narrow sense of the term (i.e., those with
Jerusalemite ancestry) remained responsible for the sacrificial cult. In
the hierarchy of the temple, the priests had higher rank because they
had a greater intimacy with the sacred; only they had the right to enter
the sanctuary to approach the table of Yahweh (Ezek 44:16). In the
long run, however, the influence of the Levites would be more sig-
nificant than that of the Zadokites. As the religion of the Jews became
more and more a religion of the Book, the power shifted from the ser-
vants of the altar to those who guarded the written tradition and held
the keys to its interpretation.

The Levi Document, Jubilees, and the Testament of Qahat show that
the division of labor as described in Chronicles continued to obtain
through the Hellenistic period. The fact that such Qumran writings as
the Rule of the Community consistently distinguish between priests and
Levites shows that the Levites remained a separate group among the
clergy. By the Roman period, however, the Levites disappear from our
sources. According to the synoptic Gospels, the temple clergy consists
of “the priests” (archiereis) and “the scribes” (grammateis) instead of
“the priests and the Levites” as in Chronicles.68 The terminological de-
velopment underscores that the division between “priests” and “Le-
vites” came to be perceived as one of labor rather than ancestry.

Two further arguments support the view that the “scribes” of the
Gospels are the descendants and successors of the Levites from the days
of Ezra, Nehemiah, and Chronicles. One is the association of the
scribes with the study and teaching of Torah. According to the Gospel
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of Luke, the “scribes” are coterminous with “the teachers of the law”
(nomodisdaskaloi, Luke 5:17) or “lawyers” (nomikoi, Luke 7:30). The
other argument is based on a comparison of lists of temple staff as
found in Nehemiah (ca. 350 b.c.e.); the Seleucid Charter of Antiochus
III (222–187); and the synoptic Gospels (ca. 70 c.e.).69 Nehemiah enu-
merates Levites, singers, gatekeepers, and priests (Neh 13:5).70 The Se-
leucid Charter grants tax exemption to “the council of elders, and the
priests, and the scribes of the temple, and the temple musicians.”71 In
the Gospels, the list consists of elders, priests, and scribes.72 Appar-
ently the “scribes [of the temple]” in the later lists (Antiochus III char-
ter, Gospels) have taken the place of the Levites in the earlier one
(Nehemiah).

In light of the historical differentiation within the priesthood after
the Exile, the forerunners of the Levitical scribes of the Second Tem-
ple are to be sought among the priesthood of the First Temple. The
“scribes” to whom Jer 8:8 attributes the forerunner of Deuteron-
omy belonged to the same group as the priests who are said to “hold”
or “handle” (Hebrew tÀpaØ) the (written) Torah (Jer 2:8). Jeremiah
identifies these scribes with the “sages” (ÉÝkÀmîm, Jer 8:8–9). To un-
derstand the significance of that term, it is necessary to know that,
in Jeremiah, the sages are a professional group alongside the priests
and the prophets. The locus classicus that mentions the three groups
(Jer 18:18) makes it clear that together they constituted the religious
establishment. The sages, then, were scribes who, on account of their
access to the written tradition, claimed superior knowledge (compare
Jer 9:22–23; note the use of verbs denoting insight [Økl] and knowledge
[
¯
yd‘] in verse 23). They were the scholars of the temple.

Another piece of evidence on the temple scribes is the Book of Deu-
teronomy. As witnessed in their preoccupation with “the Levitical
priests,” the scribes who wrote Deuteronomy had affinities with, and
may have belonged to, the Levitical priesthood.73 A telltale occurrence
of the “Levitical priests” is found in connection with a ruling concern-
ing the king.
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And when [the king] accedes to the royal throne, he shall have a copy of
this Torah written for him on a scroll from before the Levitical priests.
And it shall be with him and he shall read from it all his life.

Deut 17:18–19

Several modern Bible translations (e.g., NJPS) render the expression
“from before” (millipnê) as “by,” implying that the Levitical priests
were to provide the king with a copy of the Torah. Literally, however,
the preposition implies that the copying takes place “in the presence
of” the Levitical priests, because they are the guardians of the original
Torah. The latter interpretation is entirely in keeping with the role of
the Levites as guardians of the ark (Deut 31:24–26).

The Levitical scribes and scholars of the Persian era, then, had prede-
cessors among the priesthood of late pre-exilic times. The predecessors
of these predecessors are shrouded in darkness. We must be content
with observing that the Levitical scholars of scripture from the days of
Ezra, Nehemiah, and Chronicles, on the one hand, and the priests who
promoted the Book of Deuteronomy, on the other, spring from the mi-
lieu of the temple scribes that were involved in collecting and compos-
ing earlier parts of the Bible. These professional scribes were more than
mere professionals of writing; they were scholars committed to the trans-
mission, interpretation, and divulgation of the traditional scriptures
they had received from their fathers and ancestors. They were the He-
brew counterparts to the scribal scholars from Mesopotamia and Egypt.

Scribal Education in Israel

To understand the mind-set, the traditions, and the values of the scribes
who wrote the Hebrew Bible, we have to look at the ways in which
they were trained. A scribal education not only imparted skills and
knowledge; it also inculcated ways of thinking and a professional eth-
ics. Most people are, for better or worse, the product of their educa-
tion. So were the biblical scribes. What was their training like?

The debate on scribal training in Israel has often focused on the exis-
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tence of schools. Controversy surrounds this issue. While some special-
ists confidently claim the existence of schools throughout the biblical
period and in various parts of the country, others are very skeptical.74

As argued above, the essence of scribal training does not reside in
buildings that can be identified as schools, but in a teacher-student
relationship in which the transmission of scribal skills is based on a
curriculum. Such a program of study is to be distinguished from the
acquisition of basic literacy for simple chores like accounting and run-
of-the-mill administrative tasks. The epigraphic evidence suggests that
training in rudimentary scribal skills was available throughout Pales-
tine, but the formation of scribes who were “expert and wise” required
a program of study provided only in the temple school.75

The official scribal training may at times have been a one-on-one ex-
perience, especially since the scribal profession tended to run in families
and a father would be a natural teacher of the son. At times, though,
students refer to their teachers in the plural (Ps 119:99; Prov 5:12–14,
mßlammßdîm, môrîm). Students presumably sat at the feet of their
teachers, as the disciples of Elisha sat before him (2 Kings 4:38, 6:1), the
elders of the exiles sat before Ezekiel (Ezek 8:1), and as Paul received
instruction at the feet of Gamaliel (Acts 22:3). Though none of the
three instances cited is a case of scribal instruction in the narrow sense
of the term, the examples illustrate the setting of a learning situation.

An anonymous prophet from the mid-sixth century b.c.e. draws on
the typical classroom situation to explain the source of his oracles.

The Lord Yahweh gave me a tongue of students

to know how to comfort the weary with words.

Morning by morning he rouses,

He rouses my ear,

to listen as students do.
Isa 50:4

The prophet likens the verbal inspiration by God to the daily instruc-
tion by a teacher. The teacher speaks the text first, and his “students”
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(limmûdîm) repeat it after him in order to write it down.76 Such meta-
phors and such language were apparently clear to the audience, which
suggests familiarity on their part with the practices of scribal educa-
tion. Though the “school” may have been a phenomenon unknown be-
fore the Hellenistic era (Sir 51:23 is the first mention of a “school,” bêt
midrÀš), scribes had been receiving formal training for centuries.

Our knowledge about the scribal curriculum in Israel is almost nil.
Nothing comparable to the Babylonian list of textbooks and reference
works for apprentice exorcists has been found for Hebrew scribes. The
rare textual discoveries that have been interpreted as school exercises
are usually susceptible of other interpretations as well. Most of the so-
called abecedaries, for example, are more plausibly interpreted as sam-
ple texts for potters and engravers than as scribal scriblings.77 We are
thus reduced to guesswork when trying to reconstruct what might have
been the curriculum. The comparative data from Mesopotamia and
Egypt are helpful to some degree; so are the indications of Ben Sira and
the collection of the Qumran library as reconstructed on the basis of
the discoveries in the Judaean desert; but any reconstruction involves a
certain amount of speculation.

The scribal curriculum in the Second Temple period is likely to have
consisted of two phases, just like the scribal curriculum in Mesopota-
mia and Egypt. In the first phase, students acquired the basic skills of
writing, composition, and eloquence. The second stage of the curricu-
lum was devoted to the memorization and study of the classic texts of
their trade and their culture. Further specialization is likely to have oc-
curred, presumably in the form of an individual traineeship.

The basic scribal skills of writing were acquired in the initial phase of
the program. Though the twenty-two characters of the Hebrew alpha-
bet are easily mastered, apprentice scribes could not satisfy themselves
with the mere reproduction of the letters. They had to learn to write
them with speed and in a clearly legible hand. Calligraphy and speed
being the result of exercise and practice, scribal students were made to
copy texts containing all the letters of the alphabet. In the Persian and
Hellenistic periods students probably copied alphabetic acrostics such
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as Psalms 25 and 119. These biblical acrostics are comparable to the
Babylonian Theodicy, a cuneiform acrostic used for the instruction of
Mesopotamian scribes.78 The use of psalms as teaching material for be-
ginners supports the view that the scribal school was connected with
the temple.

Psalm 25 is a simple acrostic; it has twenty-two verses, each begin-
ning with a different letter of the alphabet.79 Psalm 119 is more com-
plex; it consists of twenty-two stanzas; the eight lines of each stanza
all begin with the same letter; the stanzas follow the order of the alpha-
bet. By copying these texts, the pupil automatically worked his way
through the entire alphabet. The use of these psalms as exercises for ap-
prentice scribes explains why their protagonist is typically a young
man. Thus the “I” of Psalm 25 worries about his “youthful sins” (v. 7),
and the speaker of Psalm 119 is a “young man” (v. 9) who claims to
have gained more insight than his teachers (v. 99). Some of the other
biblical acrostics are plausibly explained as study material as well.80

The comparative evidence from Mesopotamia and Egypt shows that
a scribal education was aimed at mastering the technique of writing
as much as acquiring a large vocabulary. For the latter purpose, the
teachers used lists like the Babylonian lexical texts and the Egyptian
onomastica. Such Hebrew lists now survive only in fragments used in
other compositions.81 The list of clean and unclean animals in Deut 14
(compare Lev 11) is a good illustration: it orders the animals accord-
ing to their habitat (heaven, earth, water) and physical characteristics.
Other lists or catalogues that merit mentioning are the topographical
list in Num 33:1–49, the list of female jewelry in Isa 3:18–23, and the
lists of revealed things in apocalyptic literature from the Hellenistic and
Roman periods.82 Passages such as Job 38 may have drawn their inspi-
ration from educational lists.83

Closely associated with the mastery of a rich vocabulary is the ability
to understand and use the terminology that was particular to special-
ized fields of activity. Scribes had to be able to draw up deeds and con-
tracts (compare Jer 32:9–15); all sorts of transactions, such as a sale or
a divorce, required a written document using the proper legal idiom
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(Deut 24:1, 3; Isa 50:1; Jer 3:8). In their training, then, scribes had to
learn the language of notaries. In litigation, writing was essential too;
the bill of accusation, the confession of innocence, and the judicial ver-
dict were laid down in documents (Ps 149:9; Job 31:35). Scribes also
needed to know how to keep financial records and how to draw up a
balance sheet; they were the accountants of antiquity. The composition
of a list of curses, as mentioned in Num 5:23, presupposes on the part
of the scribe a working knowledge of the typology of the genre; the
affinity between the curses in Deut 28 and Assyrian treaty curses prob-
ably reflects access to a common stock acquired through education.84 In
short, the basics of scribal training taught students to be conversant
with the technical language of all activities for which writing might be
needed.

Instruction in the idiom of particular professions and written genres
could be seen as part of the larger program of language instruction. The
linguistic skills of the scribes would normally have included the mas-
tery of one or more foreign languages. Around 700, the officials of
King Hezekiah were able to conduct a conversation in Aramaic, which
to the common people was incomprehensible (2 Kings 18:26). In addi-
tion to Aramaic, the scribal program may have taught other languages
as well, such as Egyptian and, later, Greek. In the words of Ben Sira, the
accomplished scribe “will travel through the lands of foreign nations”
to increase his knowledge (Sir 39:4). Such exploits presume that train-
ing in foreign languages was part of the scribal education.

Ease in writing and language skills were only part of the scribal craft.
Scribes also had to acquire eloquence. The comparative evidence from
Mesopotamia and Egypt shows that scribes were as much speakers as
they were writers and readers; the Israelite scribe, too, was a master of
the pen as well as the tongue (compare Ps 45). Scribes had to be able to
compose their own texts, and composition being largely an oral art,
scribes thus had to acquire rhetorical skills.

To develop rhetorical skills in their students, teachers had recourse to
proverbs. That proverbs were a regular item on the curriculum is to be
expected by virtue of the analogy with Mesopotamia and Egypt.85 The
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didacticism of the proverbs, their pithiness, and their rhythmic quali-
ties made them eminently suitable as teaching material. Proverbs such
as the one cited in Qoh 7:1 have an unmistakable oral quality.

Çôb šÁm miššemen Çôb

wßyôm hammÀwet miyyôm hiwwÀlßdô

A good name is better than fragrant oil,

And the day of death than the day of birth.

Many other texts might be quoted in example of the rhetorical charac-
teristics of proverbs. Their place in the teachings of the sages is explic-
itly mentioned in Qoh 12:9. The references in Proverbs to “writing on
the tablet of the heart” (Prov 3:3, 7:3) use the image of students writing
down proverbs from dictation as a metaphor and thereby attest to
the educational practice of memorizing and copying proverbs. Because
Qohelet and Ben Sira had been immersed in proverb collections as stu-
dents and teachers, they adopted the format of maxims for large parts
of their own writing.

The secondary phase of the scribal program was devoted to the study
of the classics. In a book on schools and the making of the Hebrew Bi-
ble, André Lemaire advances the hypothesis that the books of the Bible
were preserved and canonized by virtue of the fact that they were on
the curriculum of the scribal schools.86 It has been objected that there is
no evidence to support the contention “that advanced scholars in Israel
used literature as instructional aids.”87 The prologue of Ben Sira is
quite explicit, however, about the use of “the books of the fathers” for
purposes of instruction (see also Sir 39:1–3). The internal evidence
from a book like Isaiah is likewise in favor of a transmission through
the schools; the sedimentary character of the text is best explained by a
growth over the centuries through a process in which oral commentary
by teachers became part of the written text.

To find out which classics had the greatest place in the scribal curric-
ulum, we may look at the library of Qumran. About 25 percent of
the Dead Sea Scrolls are scriptural. Except for the Scroll of Esther, all
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books of the Hebrew Bible are represented by at least one copy. The
three books represented by the most manuscripts are Psalms (thirty-
nine in total, including twenty-two manuscripts from Cave 4), Deu-
teronomy (thirty-one, including twenty-one from Cave 4), and Isaiah
(twenty-two, including eighteen from Cave 4). As Eugene Ulrich com-
ments on these statistics, “It is interesting, but not surprising, that these
three books are also the most frequently quoted in the New Testa-
ment.”88 I propose to understand the “popularity” of Deuteronomy,
Isaiah, and Psalms as an indication of their position in the scribal cur-
riculum.

Confirmation of the central place of Deuteronomy, Isaiah, and
Psalms in the scribal curriculum may be found in the Levitical signature
of the final redaction of these books. The place of the Levites in the
closing chapters of Deuteronomy is particularly prominent; the Levites
keep the written Torah as guardians and interpreters (Deut 31:9–13,
24–26). The section in question belongs to the final edition of Deuter-
onomy, as I will demonstrate in Chapter 6. The Psalter in its canonical
shape is a Levitical compilation as well.89 The mention of “the House
of Levi” in a psalm outside the five collections (Ps 135:20) is significant,
as is the emphasis on the study of Torah in the introduction to the Psal-
ter (Ps 1:2). A Levitical hand in the redaction of Isaiah seems less obvi-
ous. The final chapter of that book, however, makes a striking reference
to the Levites in the promise that God will take from among the nations
that will gather in Jerusalem some “for priests and for Levites” (Isa
66:21). This prediction gives the eschatological redaction of Isaiah a
Levitical ring.

Since scribal education in the Persian period was in the hands of the
Levites, the Levitical role in the shaping of Deuteronomy, Isaiah, and
Psalms is corroborating evidence for the use of these books in the train-
ing of scribes. Their selection as textbooks was based in part on their
presumed antiquity and authority, in part on their usefulness as tools
for scribes and teachers. The scribes taught the Torah to the people; the
Book of Deuteronomy provided them with a textbook. The scribes
assisted worshippers in their devotional duties, including the recita-
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tion of prayers and, if need be, the composition in writing of songs of
thanksgiving; the Book of Psalms was the handbook for these liturgists.
The Book of Isaiah, finally, taught the scribes ways in which to con-
strue the past, the present, and the future; it provided them with a
means of dealing with history and its vicissitudes.

The scribes in training studied the classics through immersion in the
text. The quotations of, allusions to, and stylistic affinities with the
classics in the “secondary literature,” such as the nonbiblical writings
from Qumran, the pseudepigrapha, and the New Testament, betray
a thorough knowledge of the written tradition. Students chanted the
texts, copied them from dictation, and committed them to memory; it
was a process of “enculturation” through memorization.90 Psalm 119,
exercise material for elementary students, conveys the image of a scribe
murmuring the text of the Torah; in what is like an opening statement
to the entire Psalter, Psalm 1 does the same (Ps 1:2).

Instruction in the classics in the context of scribal education was not
a matter of merely memorizing. Teachers explained the texts to their
students. If scribes were to elucidate the sense of the scriptures (Øôm
Øekel, Neh 8:8; hÁbîn, Dan 11:33), they had to receive exegetical train-
ing themselves. An example is found at Neh 8:13–18, which contains a
halakhic ruling on the various types of branches to be used for the con-
struction of booths for Sukkoth. A prophecy by Haggai contains an
echo of the question-and-answer commentary on rules of purity and
contagion (Hag 2:11–13). And Qohelet’s counsel against rash vows
(Qoh 5:1–6) reads like a commentary on Deut 23:22–24.

The scribal education passed on what in Mesopotamia was called
“the oral lore of the masters” (ša/šÄt pÂ ummânÂ). What the oral lore on
the prophets may have looked like may be inferred from the pesharim
(“commentaries”) from Qumran. Like the pišru in Mesopotamia, the
Jewish pesher offered an explanation of the written tradition.91 The
first and the second pesher on Isaiah are based on the notion, common
to other Qumran pesharim, that everything God had spoken through
the prophets pertained to the end of time. And since the end of time
was imminent, or had already begun, everything in the prophets was
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interpreted in the light of current events. The same hermeneutical prin-
ciple commands Daniel’s interpretation of the seventy-year desolation
of Jerusalem prophesied by Jeremiah (Dan 9). This type of commentary
is no innovation by the author of Daniel or the teachers at Qumran.
The fact that similar readings of the prophetic material have become
part of the Book of Isaiah proves the antiquity of this line of inter-
pretation.

In sum, the scribal education in Israel provided students with much
more than the mere skills of reading and writing. Scribes received train-
ing in speaking as well. They knew how to address an audience and
they knew how to interpret the scriptures. In an “Age of Prose” (the
phrase is from a book by Tamara Eskenazi on Ezra-Nehemiah), the
scribes were the new prophets; by virtue of their professional training,
they were the repositories of the Word of God.92

Status of the Scribes in the Second Temple Period

Scribes in the civilizations surrounding Israel were conscious of their
powerful position. The most striking instance is offered by the Mes-
opotamian scholars. During the Neo-Assyrian and the Neo-Babylonian
periods, the Mesopotamian scribes cultivated a corporate spirit based
on their membership in the community of the initiates as opposed to
the mass of the noninitiates. The secrecy with which they surrounded
their written traditions, though in truth more rhetorical than real, was
essential to their sense of belonging to an exclusive elite; and exclusive-
ness was essential to their self-esteem. Though they were at times de-
rided by the public, the very same public accepted the premise of the so-
cial superiority of the scribes.

We need to understand the status of the Hebrew scribes because it
has repercussions for the way in which we see the making of the He-
brew Bible and the coming about of a biblical canon. These are issues
to which we will return later in this book, but they are intimately
related to the public position and the self-perception of the Hebrew
scribes. It matters whether these men saw themselves as guardians of a
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secret or as teachers of the ignorant; whether the writings they studied
were accessible to all or the preserve of the fortunate few; and whether
their authority was based on their knowledge or on their affiliation
with those in positions of political power.

The first point to be noted when it comes to the status of the scribes
is the fact that they constituted a “publicly founded scholarly guild.”93

By instituting a tax on agricultural produce, Nehemiah secured the in-
come of the Levites.94 Unlike the Egyptian lector-priests, then, their
devotion to the scribal profession was full-time. As Ben Sira notes,
“The wisdom of the scribe depends on the opportunity of leisure” (Sir
38:24). In view of their social-economic situation, the Levitical scribes
can be likened to civil servants with no financial worries. They could
apparently afford to pay for the education of their children; for them, a
tutition fee consisting of “a large sum of silver” (Sir 51:28) was not
prohibitive (compare Prov 4:5, 17:16 on the “acquisition” of wisdom).
While it is conceivable that mere copyists and lower clerks were drawn
from the lower strata of society, scribes belonged to what we would call
the upper middle class.

A scribal education, moreover, held the promise of upward social
mobility. According to Ben Sira, the accomplished scribe “attains emi-
nence in the public assembly,” “sits in the judge’s seat,” “serves among
great men,” and “appears before rulers” (Sir 38:31–39:5). Such career
perspectives are predicated on the assumption that the wisdom of the
scribe will command general respect. The same assumption underlies
the post-exilic “wisdom frame” of the Book of Deuteronomy, extant in
chapters 4 and 30. There the written Torah is presented as the wisdom
of Israel that will be recognized and valued by the other nations (Deut
4:6–8). On this view, wisdom, and more especially the wisdom ac-
quired through the study of “the Law of the Most High” (Sir 39:1), is
universally accepted currency. If Ben Sira is speaking for the average
Hebrew scribe, the latter aspired to be recognized by the public for his
talents.

Social success and membership in an exclusive elite can boost each
other. The Israelite scribes were distinct from their compatriots and
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coreligionists on at least three counts. First, they were the literate mi-
nority in a culture that was still basically oral. Second, they were privy
to the deeper meaning of the sacred writings—a meaning hidden from
the common crowd. Third, they were the inheritors of Moses and the
prophets; no other group could claim the office and authority of the
spiritual ancestors of the nation. All three points merit closer inspection.

Literacy is a mark of social distinction inasmuch as the illiterate ma-
jority holds the written word in high esteem. What would be the social
advantage of reading skills if books were irrelevant to the masses? In
the Persian era, Judaism developed into a religion of the book—that
book being the Book of the Torah of Moses and ultimately, by exten-
sion, the Hebrew Bible as a whole. The impetus for this development
was the Hellenistic era, when books and libraries became the symbol of
a nation’s cultural capital. But veneration for the “ancestral books”
(Prologue to Ben Sira) did not mean that everybody had access to them.
Simple reading skills were insufficient, as the language of the “holy
books” differed significantly from the colloquial language of the day;
for an uneducated audience, the Hebrew writings needed to be para-
phrased in Aramaic.95 The skills of the scribes—of reading, understand-
ing, and interpreting—commanded general respect. The scribes held
the key to the symbolic capital of the nation.

The social esteem that the scribes enjoyed bordered on awe in the
face of their textual interpretations. Ben Sira emphasizes that the scribe
has privileged access to the “subtleties” (strophais), “hidden mean-
ings” (apokrypha), “obscurities” (ainigmasi), and “secrets” (apokry-
phois) of the scriptures (Sir 39:1–8). The protagonist of Psalm 119,
held out as an example to apprentice scribes, immerses himself in the
Torah in order to penetrate its “mysteries” (niplÀ’ôt, Ps 119:18, 27).
Like Daniel, the scribe sits down to consult the books and discover
their meaning (Dan 9:2). Thus he finds that seventy years stands for
seventy weeks, and that these weeks are no ordinary weeks but escha-
tological weeks. The true scribe, in other words, has learned to see
what others could not see even if they were given the ability to read.
For the scribe, reading is a source of revelation, and his audience knows
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this. The more ingenious the interpretation, the greater the fame of the
scribe (compare Sir 39:6–11).

The social position of the scribes is anchored, ultimately, in their role
as successors of Moses and the prophets. Applied to the Levites, this
type of legitimation is already prominent in the Book of Deuteronomy.
According to the last verses of Deuteronomy, there never has arisen in
Israel a prophet like Moses (Deut 34:10–12). The revelation that he re-
ceived and put down in writing was passed on to the Levites; as the
inheritors of Moses’s office (Deut 31:9), they were the guardians of
the master copy of the Law (Deut 17:18–19). Being the precursors of
the scribes and sages of the Hellenistic period, the Levites passed on
their prophetic authority to their successors.96 According to a rabbini-
cal doctrine that goes back to the late Hellenistic period, the spirit of
prophecy had ceased; the authority of the prophets now lay with the
scribes.97 From this ideological perspective, the prophets of old can ret-
rospectively be qualified as “scribes” and “teachers” themselves.98 The
scribes were, in a way, the new prophets.99

A circumstance that is particular to the position of the Levitical scribes
from the Second Temple is the rivalry between scribes and priests. In
the temple hierarchy, the Levites were subordinate to the priests. To us
this may seem strange, because we tend to value intellect higher than
holiness. But in a religious system in which holiness is the core value,
those with access to the altar have a higher rank than those with access
to books. Due to the gradual transformation of Judaism into a religion
of the Book, the scribes eventually transcended their secondary status
in the hierarchy. For a long time, however, the scribes of the Second
Temple had an uneasy relationship with the servants of the altar.100

The transformation of Judaism into a religion of the Book promoted
the scribes to a prominent position. Through the doctrines of the Mo-
saic succession and the departure of the spirit of prophecy, the scribes
claimed, in fact, a monopoly on religious instruction. Indeed it should
not be overlooked that public instruction was crucial to the position
and power of the Jewish scribes. They were, to quote an expression
from the Book of Daniel, the “knowledgeable among the people” and
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had a duty to give insight to many (Dan 11:33). Jerusalem was their
power base. From there they went out to the towns to offer instruction
from the “Book of the Torah of Yahweh” (2 Chron 17:7–9). Their
power resided not so much in their possession of a secret as in their po-
sition as mediators and brokers of a body of knowledge that was, for
all practical purposes, inaccessible to those not initiated into the arts of
writing and interpretation.
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MAKING BOOKS

Scribal Modes of Text Production

According to the postscript to the Book of Qohelet, “There is no
end to the making of many books” (Qoh 12:12). This warning is meant
for an audience of scribes, addressed in the person of an apprentice
(“my son”). Allowing for the fact that the word for “books” refers to
all sorts of written documents and that “making” can mean copying,
the scribes of antiquity were indeed the labor force of text produc-
tion; they were the ones responsible for the “making of books” (‘ÝØôt
sßpÀrîm).1 This chapter examines the way in which scribes were in-
volved in that process; we shall look at the various modes of text pro-
duction in use by the ancient scribes and exhibited in the Hebrew Bible.

To properly appreciate the role of the ancient scribes, it is necessary
to take leave of the common conception of the scribe as a mere copy-
ist. The traditional distinction between authors, editors, and scribes is
misleading because it obfuscates the fact that authorship and editor-
ship were aspects of the scribal profession.2 In the words of James
Muilenburg, scribes “were not only copyists, but also and more partic-
ularly composers who gave to their works their form and structure, and
determined to a considerable degree their wording and terminology.”3

The Qumran scrolls qualify King David as a “scholar” and a “scribe”
because he supposedly wrote the Book of Psalms; text production is the
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province of the scribal profession.4 Scribes were also responsible for the
transmission of the written tradition, as succeeding generations of stu-
dents learned the scribal art by copying the classic texts. However, the
involvement of scribes in the process of literary production exceeded
that of mere copyists. They had an active part in the formation and the
transformation of the tradition.

In this chapter we will concern ourselves with the role of the scribes
in the production of texts rather than in their reproduction. We can dis-
tinguish six ways in which scribes produced written texts. They might
engage in (1) transcription of oral lore; (2) invention of a new text; (3)
compilation of existing lore, either oral or written; (4) expansion of an
inherited text; (5) adaptation of an existing text for a new audience;
and (6) integration of individual documents into a more comprehensive
composition. The transition between the various modes and techniques
of text production is fluid; many texts of the Bible or from Babylonia or
Egypt exhibit traces of several techniques. For the sake of clarity, how-
ever, it is useful to treat each mode of text production separately, and to
illustrate them with actual instances from the Bible and other works of
Near Eastern literature.

Transcription

The scribe who transcribes writes out a text that is not of his own mak-
ing but that originates with an oral source. In the technique’s crudest
form, the transcriber is purely instrumental, writing down what some-
one else dictates; he copies from hearing rather than seeing. The bibli-
cal model of the scribe as secretary is Baruch. According to the account
in Jer 36, we owe the Book of Jeremiah to the fact that the scribe
Baruch wrote down the oracles “from the mouth” of the prophet (Jer
36:4). In this image, the scribe is a faithful recorder who neither omits
nor adds a single word; he simply transforms an oral artifact into a
written text.5

The apologetic angle of the story about Baruch producing the scroll
of Jeremiah is obvious; the tale is designed to legitimize a scroll con-
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taining prophecies attributed to Jeremiah. Nevertheless, the phenome-
non of dictation to a scribe was common enough in the ancient world;
on occasion, a prophet might use a secretary. A Mesopotamian letter
from the royal archives of the city of Mari tells about a prophet asking
a royal official for a “discreet scribe” to “make him write down the
message which the god Šamaš sent me for the king.”6 The etymologi-
cal equivalent of mÀr bÂt Çuppi naËram (“a discreet son of the tablet
house”) is our term secretary, since the Babylonian word for “discreet”
primarily conveys the notion of secrecy. Here, then, is a historical in-
stance in which a prophet wants to dictate his oracle to a scribe. The
Baruch story may or may not be fictitious, but the phenomenon of a
prophet dictating to a scribe was not pure fantasy.

According to the biblical portrayal of Baruch as model secretary, the
scribe remains invisible in the text he writes from dictation. In reality,
however, the transformation of speech into scripture was not a me-
chanical recording in writing of the oral performance. As the scribe
committed the spoken word to writing, he adapted it to meet the con-
ventions of the written genre. In the ancient Near East the most com-
mon genre for which scribes acted as transcribers was the letter. Given
the modest rate of literacy in the population, many correspondents
made use of a scribe. To judge by cuneiform letters that have been pre-
served, scribes did leave their imprint on the text dictated to them.
Trained as they were in the niceties of the epistolary genre, the termi-
nology and phraseology the scribes used were proper to the art of their
profession as well as their personal talent; their style was hardly a re-
flection of the rhetorical gifts of their patrons. In the Amarna letters
from Palestine, the citations of and allusions to proverbs betray the
scribal education of the writers.7

Although transcriptions are rarely if ever literal, the changes secre-
taries make in dictated text remain limited. As a rule of thumb, we may
say that the part the scribe plays in the wording of the text increases in
proportion to the distance between the oral performance and the prod-
uct in writing. In the case of dictation, the distance is minimal; when
the scribe acts as a reporter of an event he has witnessed, his part in the
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written record is larger; he gives his version of the event. This may seem
like stating the obvious, but it tends to be overlooked when it comes to
the written record of the specifically oral genre of the prophetic oracle.
Prophets, as a rule, do not write, nor do most of them have secretaries;
they speak, and if we have a record of their oracles it is because scribes
wrote down a report of their speech.8

Since it is materially impossible to compare the written record of an-
cient prophecy with its spoken performance, we are unable to establish
the changes operated by the scribe; we have only his recollection of the
oracle. In a few cases, however, the same oracle is reported in three wit-
ness accounts. The original has vanished into the air, so to speak, but
the three versions in which it survives allow us to make a tentative as-
sessment of the part played by the scribe in the recorded oracle.

Again my example comes from the Mari archives. The circumstances
are slightly more complex than I just intimated. The three accounts are
reports not by scribes but by two royal officials and a priestess of royal
descent, each of whom used a scribe; and the oracle they quote has
been given on three separate occasions. But in all three reports it is the
same oracle by the same prophetess that is being cited.9

The next day a prophetess [qammatum]10 of Dagan of Terqa came to me
[i.e., Sammetar, the governor of Terqa] and spoke to me in the following
terms: “There is water running beneath the straw. They keep sending
messages proposing peace, and they even send their gods [i.e., images of
the gods, to serve as witnesses to a formal treaty], but it is deceit they are
harboring in their hearts. The king must not commit himself without first
consulting the god.” . . . She also delivered her oracle in the chapel of
BÁlet-ekallim to the priestess Inibšina.11

A prophetess [qammatum] of Dagan of Terqa came to me [i.e., Inibšina,
sister of King Zimrilim and “wife” of the god Addu of Terqa] and spoke
to me in the following terms: “The friendship of the man of Ešnunna is
deceptive. There is water running beneath the straw. In the very net that
he is spreading I will catch him, and his time-honored possession I will
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put to utter waste.” This is what she said to me. Now take care of your-
self. Do not enter the treaty without [first obtaining] an oracle.12

And from a letter by Kanisan, a royal official based at Terqa:

[I heard] the words that are being said [in the temple of Dagan]. This
is what they are saying: “There is water running beneath the straw. The
god of My Lord went and delivered his enemies into his hand.” . . . For
his own good, My Lord must not be negligent about making oracular in-
quiries.13

The one literal quote on which the three reports agree is the saying
about water running beneath the straw. It is a phrase with the quality
of a proverb and thus likely to be remembered. On the rest, the re-
ports differ. They all contain the advice to the king to consult the god
through extispicy, but in the one case the warning is part of the oracle
and in the two others, a counsel from the writer. All three reports refer
to peace negotiations with the ruler of Ešnunna, but the terms they use
differ considerably.14 Except for the one saying about water beneath
straw, the texts give only the gist of the oracle of the prophetess, each
using its own words while pretending to quote hers.

This example from the Mari archives illustrates the impossibility of
retrieving the actual text of the oracle as it was spoken, even where
three written reports are available. A biblical example that demon-
strates the same point comes from the Book of Jeremiah. The book
contains two parallel records of a single prophecy that the historical
Jeremiah reportedly delivered in 609.15 The oracle is known as the tem-
ple sermon because it was spoken in—and, in a sense, against—the Je-
rusalem temple. Chapter 7 gives a lengthy report of the speech of the
prophet; chapter 26 focuses on the opposition triggered by Jeremiah’s
performance but quotes his oracle as well. The central point on which
the two versions of the prophecy agree is the comparison between the
temple in Jerusalem and the sanctuary at Shiloh; abandoned and de-
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stroyed, the fate of the latter is a warning to the former (Jer 7:12–15,
26:6, 26:9).

Because the two reports exhibit one literal correspondence, some
commentators conclude that these were the authentic words of Jere-
miah.16 Since both the idea and the terms in which it is phrased are
characteristically Deuteronomistic—that is, proper to the scribal circles
that produced the Book of Deuteronomy and much of the historical
texts of the Bible—it is questionable whether the historical Jeremiah
ever drew a parallel between Shiloh and Jerusalem or phrased it in this
way.17 Prudence counsels us to say that the comparison between the
two chapters demonstrates that it is almost impossible to distinguish
the part of the prophet from the intervention of the scribe. While it is
unnecessary to posit that the temple sermon is a pure invention, there is
no way for us to penetrate beneath the scribal interpretation of the
event.

If the room for scribal license increases in tandem with the distance
between the transcriber and his oral source, whether in time or in social
location, it is particularly great when it comes to folktales.18 Some of
the stories from the Book of Genesis fall into this category. They circu-
lated in the oral tradition before the scribes put them down in writing.
In the process of transmission, one story might be told in different ver-
sions; it remained open to modification until a scribe fixed its form. The
threefold occurrence of tales with the wife-sister motif in Genesis illus-
trates both the flexibility of the oral tradition and the impact of the
scribes on their written form.

Tales with the wife-sister motif tell about a man traveling abroad
who passes off his wife as his sister because he fears that other men
might kill him out of envy. Inevitably, one of the locals takes a fancy to
the wife and, believing her to be the sister of the first man, adds her to
his harem. The plot is common in folklore. In the Book of Genesis, it
occurs in three versions.19 In Gen 12:10–20 the protagonists are Abra-
ham, Sarah, and Pharaoh; in Gen 20:1–18, Abraham, Sarah, and
Abimelech; and in Gen 26:6–11, Isaac, Rebekah, and Abimelech. What
were the names and the words that the first storyteller used? Impossible
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to say. We only know the versions as different scribes saw fit to phrase
them. Whether one refers to those scribes as the Elohist (E) and the
Yahwist (J) on the criterion of the divine names they use (Elohim as op-
posed to Yahweh) does not matter for my purpose, as it suffices to ob-
serve that the language of each version is characteristic of a particular
scribe or scribal tradition.20

Summing up, we may say that scribes, even in their most instrumen-
tal of roles, impose their style, language, and ideas on the text. Acting
as secretaries and transcribers, they are not phonographs in writing;
they mold the material that reaches them orally. As prophecy turns into
scripture, when tale becomes text, the scribe transforms his data to suit
the conventions of the written genre and his interpretation of the oral
tradition. Much in the Hebrew Bible goes back to the oral tradition:
from the tales of the patriarchs to the oracles of the prophets, and from
priestly laws to genealogies and proverbs. Our only access to that tradi-
tion passes by its transcription; by the same token, there is no way of
getting around the scribe.

Invention

What transcription and invention have in common is the fact that the
text the scribe writes is not an extension of an anterior text. Unlike in
many other modes of text production, the scribe who transcribes and
the scribe who invents both produce an original text. The transcriber
transforms oral data into writing; the scribe who invents composes a
text of his own contrivance. Different though they are, the two modes
of text production are at one in that they create the written data on
which other modes of text production are dependent. In this sense,
transcription and invention are the two primary modes of text produc-
tion.

Because no text from the Hebrew Bible is explicitly the invention of a
scribe, we must turn to other Near Eastern literature to identify charac-
teristics of compositions that are typically scribal. A famous composi-
tion by a scribe is the Babylonian Theodicy.21 The ingenious acrostic
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of the poem tells the reader that Saggil-kæinam-ubbib was its author;
tradition has it that this man was a court scholar in the service of
Nebuchadnezzar I (1125–1104) and Adad-apla-iddina (1068–1047).22

Trained as a scribe with a specialization in exorcism, the author of the
Theodicy composed a dialogue between two scholars.23 Considering
the traditional link between wisdom and the scribal art, it is natural to
assume that the two protagonists are representatives of Mesopotamian
scribal culture. In this context, the reference to their scribal training
makes sense.24 The characteristics that mark this composition as scri-
bal, then, are the technique of the acrostic, the form of the dialogue, the
focus on wisdom, and the references to the scribal context.

Partly on the strength of this Babylonian text, we may venture to
suggest that the biblical acrostics are scribal inventions as well. The
mere fact that acrostics can be fully savored only by people who know
how to read—and to read well, at that—qualifies them as typically scri-
bal products meant for the instruction and enjoyment of scribes and
apprentice scribes. In the preceding chapter I showed that the alpha-
betic Psalms 25 and 119 were in use as teaching material in the school-
room; hence the references to youngsters and teachers. It is likely that
teacher-scribes composed these texts. Another scribal composition in
the form of an acrostic is the praise of the virtuous woman in Prov
31:10–31, since it combines the technique of the acrostic with wisdom
teaching. The admonition to “sons” (that is, pupils) in the acrostic
Psalm 34 (“Come, my sons, listen to me: I will teach you what it is to
fear Yahweh,” v. 12) is another indication that acrostics were used in
an educational context.25

On account of the close association of wisdom and the scribal art,
both in Mesopotamia and in Israel, there can be little doubt that the
Book of Job goes back to a scribe as well. In addition to its focus on the
theodicy issue and its use of dialogue, the book betrays its scribal ori-
gins through its display of rare vocabulary and knowledge of natural
phenomena. The text exhibits the influence of compendium lists as they
were used in scribal schools.26 Other wisdom compositions, such as
Qohelet (Ecclesiastes) and Ben Sira, are evidently scribal inventions as
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well; Qohelet because of its citation of proverbs and the scribal identi-
fication in the postscript (Qoh 12:9–10); Ben Sira because its author re-
fers to himself as the teacher of a school (Sir 50:27, 51:23).27

One of the characteristics that mark Qohelet as a scribal composi-
tion is the citation of proverbs. It was not the use of proverbs, spe-
cifically, that was current practice among scribes, but the use of mate-
rial extant in other written sources. A text by a Babylonian scholar
illustrates the practice. In the hymn to the goddess Gula, the author
BulluÇsa-rabi makes extensive use of names and epithets from existing
lists and texts.28 It is unlikely that he was copying these elements from
tablets he had before him; intimately acquainted with the written tradi-
tion, BulluÇsa-rabi was presumably quoting from memory.29 The proce-
dure of using texts to produce new texts is a phenomenon of scribal
culture attested in a variety of cuneiform compositions. It also occurred
in Israel.

A biblical instance of a composition that draws heavily on earlier
compositions is the Book of Chronicles. Its anonymous author (or au-
thors, as the case may be) emphasizes time and again that the book is a
work of scholarship. Throughout the work there are references to writ-
ten sources such as “the book [sÁper] of the Kings of Israel” (1 Chron
9:1); “the Words of Samuel” (1 Chron 29:29); “the Words of Nathan”
(2 Chron 9:29); “the Midrash of the Prophet Iddo” (2 Chron 13:22; cf.
12:15); “the Words of Jehu” (2 Chron 20:34); “the Prophecy of Isaiah”
(2 Chron 32:32); “the Lamentations” (2 Chron 35:25); and several
others. Some of these works are known to us while others are not, at
least not under that title.30 To a large extent these references are a
“mere show” of wide learning.31 There can be no doubt, however, that
the Chronicler did in fact use written sources for his work.32 Both by
the actual mode of production and by the self-conscious parading of
scholarship, Chronicles is evidently a product from the scribal work-
shop.

Less obviously the work of scribes, many of the Psalms also fall into
the category of scribal inventions. The fact that the composer of Psalm
45 compares his tongue to the pen of an expert scribe is evidence of the
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close association between cult singers and scribes.33 In the vision of
Chronicles, the temple singers are Levites and, as such, the “brothers”
of the temple scribes. In a way, the cult singers are scribes, just as the
Mesopotamian kalû (“liturgist, lamentation singer”) was a scribe who
had specialized in liturgical lore. The prayers and hymns brought to-
gether in the Psalter are, for the major part, the work of liturgists with a
scribal background. This is true not only of the alphabetic prayers and
the wisdom psalms, but of the majority of the individual laments and
the congregational hymns as well. These texts are not spontaneous ex-
pressions of grief or joy but fixed liturgical chants designed to be re-
cited or sung. They are the work of cult specialists trained to trans-
late situations and sentiments into the proper words of prayer and
thanksgiving.34

When invention is the mode of text production, the scribe who writes
acts as an author. If anonymity prevails, it is because the scribe does not
think of himself as an author in the modern sense of the term; he prac-
tices the craft of literary composition using the tools and techniques he
acquired during his scribal education. The predilection for traditional
terminology, formal language, citation, allusion, and a display of learn-
ing is characteristic of the spirit of the scribal workshop. Alongside
transcription, invention is a primary source of biblical texts; it is espe-
cially prominent as a mode of text production with respect to wisdom
literature, historiography, and the Psalms.

Compilation

Another mode of “making books” was the scribal art of compilation.
Proverbs 25:1 introduces a subseries of proverbs with the words,
“These too are proverbs of Solomon, which the men of King Hezekiah
of Judah have transcribed.” The transcription here referred to implies
by the same token the formation of a written collection or compila-
tion.35 Compilation may concern items of either the oral or the written
tradition; in the first case it involves transcription, in the second it is
aimed only at creating a series. The essence of compilation, in either
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case, is juxtaposition; its logic “is additive and aggregative rather than
subordinative and analytic.”36

Among the cuneiform texts from Abu Salabikh (mid-third millen-
nium b.c.e.) there was already a proverb collection, known as the In-
structions of Šuruppak.37 It attests to the antiquity of a genre of compi-
lation that remained popular with scribes all over the Near East. How
many of the gnomic sayings are in fact scribal creations, we do not
know. Although the biblical Book of Proverbs presents itself as the
“Proverbs of Solomon” (Prov 1:1, 10:1, 25:1), the “Words of the Wise”
(Prov 22:17, 24:23), the “Words of Agur son of Yakeh” (Prov 30:1),
and the “Words of Lemuel, king of Massa” (Prov 31:1), it contains in
fact much popular lore. If the collection as a whole can be considered
the work of scribes, it is because compiling was a classic scribal tech-
nique of composition. Scribes made the Book of Proverbs by collecting
striking sayings and by presenting them in a series of written compila-
tions.

Compilation is a scribal mode of production that has spawned a
great variety of texts in the ancient Near East. Its primal form is that of
the list; the scholarship contained in such lists is referred to as Listen-
wissenschaft.38 Apart from the lists of syllable signs, the cuneiform
equivalent of abecedaries for alphabetic scripts, the Mesopotamian
lists are not only aids for instruction but also scribal ways of ordering
the universe. So-called lexical lists arrange words and names themati-
cally rather than in alphabetic or syllabic order. A Mesopotamian ex-
ample is the following passage from a bilingual list of professions and
occupations. Each entry consists of a Sumerian term followed by its
Babylonian equivalent, to which I append an English translation.

[maš]-maš mašmaššu exorcist

nar-balag Àšipu exorcist

ka-pirig Àšipu exorcist

muš-la-la-aé mušlalaééu snake-charmer

lú-gišgam3-šu-du7 muššipu exorcist

la-bar kalû lamentation singer
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gala-maé galamaééu chief lamentation singer

i-lu-di munambû wailer

i-lu-a-li lallaru mourner

lú-gub-ba maééû ecstatic

lú-ni-zu-ub zabbu madman

kur-gar-ra kurgarrû transvestite

ur-SAL assinnu catamite39

To list all the names of professions, trees, rivers, towns, or musical in-
struments is a way of organizing knowledge in an encyclopedic fash-
ion.40 The same procedure informs the Egyptian onomastica and the
Hebrew lists of related terms and concepts.41 Of the Hebrew lists only
fragments survive; they are sufficient, however, to serve as evidence of
the practice of Listenwissenschaft among the Hebrew scribes.42

There is a connection between Listenwissenschaft, on the one hand,
and certain hymns of praise, on the other. One way of extolling the de-
ity is to list her names, virtues, and deeds. An example of Listen-
wissenschaft in the service of hymnology is the list of the fifty names of
Marduk appended to EnÄma eliš, or the Epic of Creation: the names
are a poetic version of the traditional genre of the god list. By identify-
ing various minor deities with Marduk, each name is an occasion for
the scribe to expound one of the virtues of the chief god of Babylon.43

Some of the Hebrew lists of natural phenomena are alluded to in
hymnic contexts, as in Job 38, Psalm 148, Sir 43, and the Septuagint
version of Dan 3:52–90.44 The authors of these passages neither copied
nor invented; they used the format of the list—and perhaps the sub-
stance of an existing list—as a springboard for their praise of the deity.

Lexical lists can be considered the first level of the scribal art of com-
piling. At a more sophisticated level we find the list of observations;
instead of words and names, the scribes list such phenomena as the
various configurations of animal entrails. The extispicy handbooks of
Babylonia are indeed constructed as compilations of omens and their
interpretation. The tablet series read like a dictionary or an encyclope-
dia, listing the complete array of particulars and anomalies by anatomi-
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cal order. A sample passage illustrates the scribal method of compiling
variants of a theme.

If the apex of the heart is bright to the right:

elation, my army will reach its destination.

If the apex of the heart is bright to the left:

elation, the enemy’s army will reach its destination.

If the apex of the heart is bright to the right and dark to the left:

My army will establish victory over the enemy’s army.

If the apex of the heart is bright to the left and dark to the right:

The enemy’s army will establish victory over my army.

If the apex of the heart is both bright and dark to the right:

Terror will befall my army.

If the apex of the heart is both bright and dark to the left:

Terror will befall the enemy’s army.45

The origin of such compilations goes back to historical observations of
the connection between portent and event on the basis of the reasoning
post hoc ergo propter hoc.46 On the assumption that the gods write
their intentions in the entrails of animals, the omen lists are comparable
to cuneiform sign lists, with the scribe acting as a collector of signs
written by the gods.47 Since the true collector suffers from the compul-
sory desire for a complete collection, the scribe will complete the list of
signs observed with signs of his own invention.48 In fact, the great ma-
jority of the omens in the lists are invented omens; in this sense, compi-
lation triggered invention.

There are many types of omen lists, ranging from astrology to the
particulars of human behavior. At first glance, the cuneiform omens
have no counterpart in the Bible. This does not mean, however, that the
Hebrew scribes did not resort to compiling cases as a mode of text
production. The earliest law collections, such as the one preserved in
the Covenant Code (Exod 21:1–22:16), bear a formal resemblance to
the omen lists.49 Every entry in an omen list consists of two parts: the
protasis describing the ominous situation (the configuration of the en-
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trails, the movement of the stars, or any particular event), and the apo-
dosis spelling out its meaning—which is, in a sense, a divine verdict.

If white fungi fill a man’s house:

The owner of that house will become poor.

If fungus is seen on a south wall:

The mistress of the house will die.50

The casuistic laws of the Bible have a similar structure; after the defini-
tion of the legal case in the protasis, the apodosis gives the pertinent
verdict.

If a man strikes the eye of his slave, male or female, and destroys it:

he shall let him go free on account of his eye.

If he knocks out the tooth of his slave, male or female:

he shall let him go free on account of his tooth.

If an ox gores a man or a woman to death:

the ox shall be stoned and its flesh shall not be eaten.
Exod 21:26–28

Both the omens and the laws are a mixture of historical and hypotheti-
cal cases. As is the case for the cuneiform omens, many of the biblical
cases and verdicts are scribal inventions; compilation led to invention.

The priestly laws of the Bible, too, can be viewed as a compilation of
separate instructions. The Hebrew word for such a priestly instruction
is tôrâ; under normal circumstances, “instruction does not fail from the
priest” (Jer 18:18; compare Ezek 7:26). The instruction the priest pro-
vided was casuistic. The one who came to the priest for instruction
asked a specific question and obtained a specific answer (Hag 2:11–13;
Mal 2:6–7). The Book of Leviticus is a compilation of such priestly in-
structions. The various “laws” are marked off from one another by
postscripts:

This is the instruction concerning the burnt offering.
Lev 6:2
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This is the instruction concerning the meal offering.
Lev 6:7

This is the instruction concerning animals, birds, all living creatures that
move in water, and all creatures that swarm on earth.

Lev 11:46

This is the instruction concerning the leper at the time he is to be cleansed.
Lev 14:2

To signal the end of the compilation the scribe has added a postscript
saying, “These are the . . . instructions that Yahweh gave . . . on Mount
Sinai through the agency of Moses” (Lev 26:46). The book, then, is a
scribal compilation of tôrôt, endowed with a divine origin and attri-
buted to Moses.51

Much in the prophetic collections goes back to the scribes in their ca-
pacity as compilers as well. A comparison with the Neo-Assyrian ora-
cle collections may be illuminating.52 The cuneiform evidence suggests
that, at the time of its delivery, the prophetic oracle was first tran-
scribed on a small tablet (including the name of the prophet), and after-
ward copied onto a larger multicolumn archival tablet. The collection
tablets were scribal compilations on the basis of written oracle reports.
We may imagine that the genesis of the prophetic collections in the Bi-
ble followed similar lines, although recollection and collective memory
may have been as important a source as the archives. It is clear, at any
rate, that the prophetic collections of the Bible are basically compila-
tions of separate oracles.

An analysis of Jeremiah 2 illustrates the fact that some sections of the
prophetic books are compilations of separate oracles. Though second-
arily reworked into a larger unit, the thirty-seven verses of Jeremiah 2
are divided over some ten oracles. The chapter is interspersed with ste-
reotyped formulas, such as “Thus says Yahweh” (kÃh ’Àmar yhwh, vv.
2, 5); “oracle of Yahweh” (nß’Äm-yhwh, vv. 3, 12, 29; see also vv. 19,
22); “Hear the word of Yahweh” (v. 31, emendation), indicating the
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presence of a multitude of oracles. Commentators are divided about
the correct division of the chapter into its constituent oracles, but their
analyses are on the whole remarkably similar.53 Other prophetic books
are like Jeremiah with respect to its character as a collection. That fact
is underscored by the occasional occurrence of the same oracle in two
different collections, such as the prediction of a universal pilgrimage to
Jerusalem (Isa 2:2–5, compare Mic 4:1–5). These instances demon-
strate that the context of the collection is secondary to the separate ora-
cle record.

Much of what is true for the prophetic collections of the Bible is true
for the Book of Psalms. Aside from the part the scribes played in the
formation of the separate psalms, the scribes created the book by com-
piling psalms in five different collections. Hymns, prayers, laments, and
meditations that once circulated independently were brought together
in five different scrolls, four of which close with a more or less standard
doxology.

Blessed is Yahweh, God of Israel,

from eternity to eternity. Amen and Amen.
Ps 41:14

Blessed is Yahweh Elohim, God of Israel

Who alone does wondrous things;

Blessed is his glorious name forever,

His glory fills the whole earth. Amen and Amen.

End of the prayers of David son of Jesse.
Ps 72:18–20

Blessed is Yahweh forever. Amen and Amen.
Ps 89:53

Blessed is Yahweh, God of Israel, from eternity to eternity.

Let all the people say: “Amen.” Hallelujah.
Ps 106:48

124

Scribal Culture and the Making of the Hebrew Bible



Since 1 Chron 16:36 quotes the doxology of Collection Four (Psalms
90–106) as part of Psalm 106, the division into books goes back at least
to the time of the Chronicler. Though now brought together in one
“book,” the five collections had a prior existence as books in their
own right. Some psalms made their way into two different collections.
A good illustration is Psalm 14 from Collection One (Psalms 1–41),
which returns in a slightly modified version as Psalm 53 in Collection
Two (Psalms 42–72). The principal difference is the use of the name
“Yahweh” in Psalm 14 and the use of “Elohim” in Psalm 53. Other
psalms that occur in two different contexts are Psalm 18 (= 2 Sam 22)
and Psalm 60:8–14 (= Ps 108:8–14).

Expansion

Expansion occurs where scribes enlarge an existing document with
additions of their own. Except for annotations scribbled in the mar-
gins, usually referred to as “glosses,” expansions normally required the
scribe to prepare a new copy of the text. The format of a cuneiform
tablet or a Hebrew scroll did not allow a textual amplification of any
consequence on the tablet or scroll that carried the text; unless the
scribes were prepared to write the whole text anew, they could not in-
corporate new material.

The preparation of a new copy of the text, enlarged with supplemen-
tary data of various kinds, could conceivably take place either in the
course of a new text edition or in the far more common process of re-
production from a master copy. It is important to be aware of this dis-
tinction. In the terminology of biblical scholars, the phenomenon of
textual expansion goes by such names as Fortschreibung or relecture;
the one term conveys the notion of a steady process of text amplifica-
tion as successive scribes add data to a text they are copying; the other
has the scribe giving a creative reading of his text that somehow be-
comes part of the text itself. Both terms have the connotation of a slow
and gradual process, as implied by the English expression “textual
growth.” It bears emphasizing that such growth is not a natural and or-
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ganic process but the outcome of deliberate interventions in the texts.
Scribes were averse to such interventions while copying from a mother
text. Expansion is therefore most likely to be explained as an activity in
the context of a new edition.

Text expansion is indeed a striking phenomenon because it seems to
contrast with the veneration of scribes for the written tradition. It suf-
fices to look at cuneiform compositions represented by copies from dif-
ferent periods to be struck by the scrupulous adherence on the part of
successive generations of scribes to the “master copy” (gabarû) or the
“original” (labÂru) of their text.54 They copy the text as they find it,
including its lacunae. “Recent break” (éipi eššu) is the conventional ex-
pression for such damages. The frequent occurrence of the notation un-
derscores the scribal ethics of fidelity to the received text. The scribes
normally refrained from restoring a defective copy, even if the reader
was encouraged to supply an appropriate phrase.55 To ensure that he
had not skipped a line or copied one twice, the scribe made a line count
and noted it on the tablet. Faithful reproduction of the text as received
was the scribal norm. The dutiful scribe neither added to nor removed
from his text.

If expansion seems an infraction of the scribal code of conduct, it is
because we tend to confuse the scribe as copyist with the scribe as edi-
tor. Expansion is a well-attested phenomenon in the context of a new
edition; the scribe as editor is at liberty to do what would be considered
a sin for a copying scribe. Owing to the Mesopotamian use of clay tab-
lets as writing material, it is possible at times to compare different edi-
tions of the same cuneiform composition. A classic example is that of
the Gilgamesh Epic. Because we possess copies of the Old Babylonian
text of the epic—or at least substantial parts of it—and also copies of
the Standard Babylonian version, more than 500 years younger, we are
able to see how the scribe of the later version expanded the material at
his disposal.

The Old Babylonian edition of the Gilgamesh Epic was called, after
its opening line, “Surpassing all other kings.”56 It is a third-person ac-
count of the great deeds of Gilgamesh. The epic conveys the message
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that the way to a good life requires acceptance of one’s mortality and a
readiness to enjoy the good things in life. This is the wisdom Gilgamesh
eventually learns from the mouth of Shiduri the tavern-keeper. The
scribe of the Standard Babylonian edition added a prologue of twenty-
eight lines. Line number one in the Old Babylonian version became line
twenty-nine in the new one. The new prologue emphasizes that the epic
is about wisdom (nÁmequ).57 It pictures Gilgamesh as a man who ob-
tained secret wisdom inaccessible to others.

He who saw the Deep, the country’s foundations,

Who knew everything, was wise in all matters! . . .

He learnt the sum of wisdom of everything.

He saw what was secret, discovered what was hidden,

He brought back a message from before the Flood.
Gilgamesh I i 1–2.6–858

The theme of the prologue returns at the end of the text, in tablet
XI. There the author reveals what kind of wisdom Gilgamesh did learn.
It is not the wisdom of the tavern-keeper, whose carpe diem counsel
has disappeared from the text. In the Standard Babylonian version,
Gilgamesh receives his wisdom from Uta-napishti, also known as
Atraéasis, the hero who survived the Flood. The example shows that a
revision may not only expand but also suppress earlier material.59

The episode of the encounter with Uta-napishti was already part of
the epic in Old Babylonian times, as the last part of the Old Babylonian
Sippar tablet suggests. Yet it is evident from the literal correspondence
between the closing lines of tablet XI and lines 18–23 of the prologue
(XI 322–328 = I i 18–23) that the editor who added the prologue was
also responsible for a thorough expansion of tablet XI (that is, the cor-
responding passage in the Old Babylonian edition).60 He added the
Flood account, the homily by Uta-napishti, and an epilogue.61 The most
striking modifications of the text are to be found at the very beginning
and the end of the epic.

Informed about the editorial techniques of Sin-leqe-unninni—the
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scribe who wrote the standard version of Gilgamesh—we must ask
whether similar techniques can be detected in the Hebrew Bible. A ba-
sic rule of editorial expansions of the kind we find in Gilgamesh is that
they occur at the borders of the text. Knowing that we must look for
scribal interventions at the beginning and the end of literary units, we
cannot fail to discover a number of editorial expansions in the books of
the Bible. In view of the colophon-like notice in Lev 26:46 (“These are
the laws, rules, and instructions . . .”), chapter 27 is evidently an edito-
rial expansion. The analysis of Deuteronomy indicates that the book
has several beginnings: one in Deut 1:1 (“These are the words”) and an
earlier one in Deut 4:44 (“This is the Torah”); as a matter of conse-
quence, chapters 1 through 4 must be viewed as expansions added in a
revision of the earlier work.

Textual expansions at the borders of a text are often a way of
reframing a composition in the course of a new edition. Most expan-
sions, however, occur within the body of the text. To understand the
occurrence of such intratextual expansions, we must pay attention to
the oral tradition surrounding the transmission of written texts. Often
the origins of textual expansion are to be found in the oral explana-
tions that teachers gave as they transmitted written texts to their stu-
dents. In Mesopotamian scribal circles, this oral tradition was known
as ša/šÄt pî ummânÂ, “oral lore of the masters.”62 The oral lore of
the Mesopotamian scholars is comparable to the Jewish oral Torah
(the Torah “through the channel of the mouth,” šebbß‘al peh) that,
as rabbinic tradition has it, was handed down alongside the written
Torah.

The phenomenon of intratextual expansion is best understood as a
process in which the oral lore of the masters entered the written text.
As in the case of paratextual expansions, that is, those at the beginning
or the end of the text, intratextual expansions have their most plausible
setting in the context of a new edition, as opposed to a reproduction, of
a traditional text. Such editing should not be confused with publishing;
textual revisions and expansions performed in the course of a new edi-
tion usually remained within the confines of the scribal elite. Nor need
a new edition acquire the status of textus receptus. The cuneiform tra-
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dition has several instances of works circulating in different versions,
none of which could lay claim to a position as the canonical version.

Once again, actual cases of intratextual expansion are easier to dem-
onstrate for cuneiform literature than for the books of the Bible be-
cause in the case of Mesopotamia we can see the textual development
by comparing copies from different periods. The astrological compen-
dium EnÄma Anu Enlil offers a good illustration.63 Celestial omens
were written down from Old Babylonian times onward. Once put down
in writing, the tradition remained in constant need of interpretation
and supplementation. So long as the tradition remained alive, the series
EnÄma Anu Enlil never became fully fixed. As David Brown puts it,
“The later second millennium redactors felt free not only to gather ex-
isting omens and elaborate on them using the rules of textual play, but
to include omens that could only have been invented at that time.”64 In
the process of transmission, textuality interferes with orality as the oral
lore of the masters is incorporated in the written text of the series. The
same phenomenon is documented for cuneiform texts outside the as-
trological tradition, such as the exorcistic series UtukkÄ lemnÄtu, “Evil
Spirits,” as indicated by the comparison with its “forerunners,” and
the ritual series Maqlû, “Combustion.”65

To illustrate the fact that intratextual expansion took place in scribal
circles all over the Near East, it may be useful to point to an example
from Egypt. The ancient Egyptian mortuary texts have a written tra-
dition of millennia extant in the Pyramid Texts (Old Kingdom), the
Coffin Texts (Middle Kingdom), and the Book of the Dead (New King-
dom). The scribal transmission of these texts was both reproductive
and productive.66 The scribes were involved in “an ongoing process of
composing and editing, rather than simply recopying, spells.”67 A com-
parison of the Book of the Dead with the preceding bodies of funerary
texts shows that the early spells were an inspiration and a source for
later ones; alongside the inherited spells, the Egyptian scribes of the
New Kingdom also added new literary creations.68 The notion of the
traditional literature as a heritage that scribes transmitted unchanged
over the centuries does not agree with the actual transformations and
growth in the written tradition. Such changes are best understood as
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the reflection of a lively oral tradition that continued alongside the
transmission in writing.

The examples of intratextual expansion in the Hebrew Bible are le-
gion, but for most of them there is no proof other than the internal evi-
dence in the text itself, to be detected only by a critical analysis of its re-
daction. One such piece of evidence is the repetitive resumption, also
known by the technical term Wiederaufnahme.69 Where an expansion
causes an interruption in the flow of the text, the movement resumes
with a repetition of the words found just before the expansion; the in-
serted text is thereby bracketed by two phrases that are very similar if
not identical. It is not always easy to decide whether the scribe respon-
sible for the expansion wished to signal his intervention in the text by
deliberately creating a bracket, or whether the bracket was extant even
before the insertion as a way of linking two textual blocks. In the sec-
ond case, the repetitive resumption served as a kind of catch-line. Two
examples may help us to understand the phenomenon.

The Book of Judges follows the Book of Joshua and continues its his-
torical narrative. The sequence is evident from a comparison between
Josh 24:28–31 and Judg 2:6–9. The passage in Judges repeats almost
literally the verses from Joshua: Joshua dismissed the Israelites to their
“inheritance”; the people served Yahweh during the time of Joshua and
the elders; Joshua died at the age of 110 and was buried. These inter-
locking passages now bracket Judg 1:1–2:5. The assessment of the ter-
ritories not in the possession of the Israelites (Judg 1:1–36) as well as
the etiological tale of Bochim (Judg 2:1–5) have ostensibly been added
to an earlier edition of Judges. In that previous edition, the text proba-
bly began with Judg 2:6–9; the passage originally served to make the
link with the Book of Joshua, and became a Wiederaufnahme due to
the insertion of Judg 1:1–2:5.

A rather similar case is extant in the repetitive resumption of Exodus
40:33 in Numbers 7:1.70 The verse from Numbers,

On the day that Moses finished setting up the Tabernacle, he anointed
and consecrated it and all its furnishings, as well as the altar and its
utensils,
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echoes Exodus 40:33,

And he [i.e., Moses] set up the enclosure around the Tabernacle and the
altar, and put up the screen for the gate of the enclosure. When Moses had
finished the work, the cloud covered the Tent of Meeting, and the pres-
ence of Yahweh filled the Tabernacle.

Exodus 40:33 and Numbers 7:1 now serve as brackets for the corpus of
sacerdotal law contained in the Book of Leviticus and Numbers 1–6.
The compilation of “instructions” (tôrôt) once had an independent
existence but has now become an expansion of the Exodus narrative.
Secondarily introduced by a passage concerning the presence of
Yahweh in the Tabernacle (Exod 40:34–38), the priestly law was pre-
sented as divine revelation (compare Lev 1:1–2).

Internal textual evidence for expansion is hardly ever beyond dis-
pute. By good fortune there is one case of textual expansion where the
evidence is uncontested—even though scholars differ about its inter-
pretation. I am referring to the two versions of the Book of Jeremiah.
The Greek translation of Jeremiah as extant in the Septuagint is shorter
by one-seventh than the text of the book in the Hebrew Bible. Its
arrangement of the material, moreover, differs considerably from that
in the Hebrew text. Discoveries in the Judean Desert have yielded a
fragment of a Hebrew version of Jeremiah (4QJerb) that agrees with
the Septuagint against the Hebrew text known from the Masoretic
tradition. Based on this fragment, tiny though it is, scholars have
concluded that the Greek translation goes back to a Hebrew text
that preceded the version of Jeremiah as we have it in the Hebrew
Bible.71

By comparison with the Septuagint and 4QJerb, the Masoretic ver-
sion of Jeremiah represents an expansion of the earlier text of the book
in a number of ways. Many expansions read like explanations by the
teacher to his students as they were reading the text. The “first year of
King Jehoiakim son of Josiah of Judah” was indeed synchronous with
“the first year of Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon” (Jer 25:1). The
scribe adds patronymics (29:21, 36:8); specifies Baruch’s profession
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(36:26, 36:32); explains the topographical setting of events (37:17,
41:1); emphasizes the chronology (28:1); fills in names (21:2, 28:4,
40:9, 52:16); and clarifies the significance of the descriptions by adding
details to the point of redundancy (36:6, 41:2, 41:7). All these are ex-
pansions best understood by analogy to an oral recitation by a teacher
who paraphrases his text as he reads it.

Expansion of a different order is at issue in Jer 33:14–26.72 The
thirteen verses added by the scribe are not a clarification of the preced-
ing passage but an extended paraphrase of the “promise” (literally,
“the good word”) mentioned in Jer 29:10 (“I will fulfill my good word
for you”); the prophecy of a scion for the royal dynasty of David in
Jer 23:5–6 (quoted in 33:14–16); and the parallel that Jer 31:35–37
draws between the immutable laws of nature and the steadfast com-
mitment of God to his people (paraphrased in 33:19–26). The scribe
who added 33:14–26 elaborated on the earlier restoration oracles and
gave them a particular twist by emphasizing the central role of the
Davidic dynasty and the Levitical priests (33:17–18, 33:22, 33:26).
The perspective is clearly post-exilic, since the expansion contem-
plates a restoration of both the kingship and the priesthood along the
same lines as the oracles of the prophet Zechariah (Zech 3–4, 6:9–
13).73

The expansion in the Masoretic text of Jeremiah 33 is an instance of
a teacher explaining the meaning of received oracles for his own time.
Introducing his commentary with the standard phrase, “See, days are
coming,” he gives a free quotation of earlier oracles, paraphrases them,
and interprets them in such a way that he produces in fact new oracles.
Yet this type of expansion remains a commentary by the scribal teach-
ers on the written text as they had received it. It was oral lore of the
masters before it was incorporated in the written text. The phenome-
non could occur only at a time in which the prophetical books were still
“under construction.” After the closure of the books of the prophets
such commentary did not disappear, but the written form was kept
apart from the prophecy itself. The pesharim from Qumran illustrate
the new scribal practice.
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Adaptation

Neither the scribe who transcribes nor the scribe who invents has a
written text at his disposal for text he produces. The compiler, on the
other hand, will often work with written material, and expansion pre-
supposes the presence of a written text. Adaptation, too, is a mode of
text production that requires an anterior text. The scribe will use that
text as a model for his own; instead of writing a text, he will be rewrit-
ing one. His adaptation can take various forms. It may be a mere trans-
lation from the one language into the other; the translation may trans-
form the text substantially by appropriating it for an audience with
different religious loyalties; the adaptation can result in a variant ver-
sion of the text with no hint of competition; and adaptation may be a
way of rethinking a classic case and updating the written tradition.
There is no shortage of examples to illustrate these various procedures.

Translation from one language to another was not uncommon as a
mode of text production in the Near East. The twelfth tablet of the
standard edition of Gilgamesh is a more or less literal translation in
Akkadian of (the second part of) the Sumerian composition known
as “Gilgamesh, Enkidu, and the Netherworld.”74 The Mesopotamian
Gilgamesh Epic also existed in a Hittite and a Hurrian version.75 An
example of a translated text in the Bible is Proverbs 22:17–24:22. In
1924 Adolf Erman discovered that it depended on the Teachings of
Amenemope.76 This Egyptian wisdom text has thirty chapters; hence
the reference in Prov 22:20 that reads, “Indeed, I wrote down for you
the thirty chapters.”77 Gary A. Rendsburg has proposed a slight emen-
dation of Prov 22:19 to obtain a reference to the very name of
Amenemope.78 Even if his proposal is judged to be too fanciful, there is
no doubt about the Egyptian background of the chapters from Prov-
erbs. Nor need there be cause for surprise; both as a scholarly pursuit
and as a literary genre, wisdom belonged to the common heritage of the
Near East.

Another instance of adaptation through translation is extant in
Psalm 20 of the Hebrew Bible. In the 1980s two Dutch and two Ameri-
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can scholars discovered that a Demotic papyrus in the Amherst collec-
tion of the Pierpont Morgan Library in New York contained an Ara-
maic blessing that corresponded almost word for word with the first
part of Psalm 20.79 The Aramaic text goes back to a Phoenician origi-
nal, as indicated by the divine names Bethel and Baal Shamayn and the
mention of Zaphon as the holy mountain.80 The striking similarity be-
tween the Aramaic text and Psalm 20 is best explained by assuming
that both are revisions of the same Phoenician original. This postulated
Phoenician text is now lost, but the parallelisms between the Aramaic
and the Hebrew texts suffice to reconstruct the Phoenician original.
When a scribe working in Egypt translated the text into Aramaic, he
substituted the name Horus for Baal.81 The motive for the substitution
is not entirely clear. While it has been claimed that the inhabitants of
the Nile delta identified Baal Zaphon with Horus, there is very little ev-
idence to this effect.82 A religious appropriation for the greater glory of
Horus cannot be excluded.83

On the assumption that the Aramaic psalm is a largely accurate
translation of the Phoenician original, the adaptations performed by
the Jewish scribe who wrote Psalm 20 are clear. Name substitution is
the most striking feature. Instead of the name “Baal,” replaced by
“Horus” in the Aramaic, the Jewish scribe put in the name “Yahweh.”
The name “Zaphon” for the divine abode, retained in the Aramaic,
became “Zion” in the Hebrew version. In addition to such obvious
changes, the Hebrew scribe also intervened in his text in more subtle
ways. He changed “our trouble” into “the day of trouble,” and “to-
morrow” into “the day that we call.” The scribe revised a pagan
poem into a Yahwistic psalm, and made the references to the actual
circumstances so vague that it lent itself to use in a wide array of
contexts.

It is not superfluous to point out that text appropriation through
name substitution, as exemplified by Psalm 20, can equally occur where
no translation is involved. A classic example of the procedure is found
in the Neo-Assyrian version of the so-called Epic of Creation, also
known by its opening words EnÄma eliš. This Babylonian composition

134

Scribal Culture and the Making of the Hebrew Bible



was created toward the end of the second millennium as an official
charter of the position of Marduk as supreme god of the universe. It is a
document of Babylonian nationalism, as Marduk is the chief deity of
Babylon. In the Assyrian version of the poem, the name of Marduk
is replaced by Anshar, a primeval deity identified in later times with
Assur, the national god of Assyria. The revision of the text is inten-
tional. Focused on a single name (though necessitating a change of
identity for some other gods as well), the substitution transforms the
text from a Babylonian piece of propaganda into an Assyrian one.84

Adaptations need not be designed to supersede their models. A liter-
ary genre from Mesopotamia in which it is common for texts to exist in
multiple versions is that of the royal annals. The examples at our dis-
posal come from Assyria. At various intervals, the scribes working for
such kings as Assurbanipal had to produce display inscriptions extol-
ling the glorious deeds of the monarch. The various stones they in-
scribed relate the same events in basically the same terms, yet often the
one text differs from the other by the insertion of one or two names or
another version of a common episode. The analysis of the successive
“editions” shows that the scribes did not simply copy a mother text but
used various written sources to adapt an existing annal.85 The case of
the royal annals demonstrates that a new version of the text was not
necessarily a substitute of a previous one; the various Assurbanipal in-
scriptions existed alongside each other, embodying slightly different
perspectives on the same events.

A more competitive relationship between model text and adapta-
tion exists among the various cuneiform law collections. From the late
third millennium onward, it was customary for Mesopotamian rulers
to publish a series of exemplary verdicts in demonstration of their
wisdom and devotion to the ideals of justice. These law collections
(“codes” is their traditional misnomer) were written on commission.
The scribes who produced them found their model in the collections
put together by their predecessors. The laws in question are casuistic.
Some of them go back to historical cases, but many more use the model
of a case as a means of establishing general legal principles for which
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there is no precedent. A typical instance is the case of abortion and mis-
carriage due to assault.

The earliest example comes from the Laws of Lipit-Ishtar (ca. 1930
b.c.e.). Three possibilities are dealt with: assault on a free woman re-
sulting in abortion of the fetus; the same circumstance when the assault
is also fatal to the woman herself; and assault on a slave woman caus-
ing her to miscarry. The verdicts, respectively: a fine of thirty shekels
of silver; the death penalty; a fine of only five shekels of silver.86 A
Sumerian law exercise tablet from ca. 1800 treats two cases: the fine
for abortion due to assault depends on whether the man “jostled”
the woman or “struck” her: the latter offense is punished twice as se-
verely.87 About fifty years later, the case of abortus provocatus is dealt
with in the Laws of Hammurabi. Six cases pass in review, the main
concern of the scribes being the distinction of three social classes
to which the woman might belong, her assault carrying a penalty in
keeping with her social status.88 The topic makes yet another appear-
ance in the Middle Assyrian Laws (ca. 1050 b.c.e.). They add the
case of a pregnant prostitute and of abortion provoked by the woman
herself.89

The fact that the issue of miscarriage due to assault occurs in four
different Mesopotamian law collections is hardly to be explained by
the frequency of the event; incidents of the sort are statistically rare. Yet
once the case made its way into the Laws of Lipit-Ishtar, it became a
standard topos in nearly all subsequent law collections from Mesopo-
tamia. Moreover, as a result of the spread of the legal tradition of Mes-
opotamia to other civilizations of the Near East, the topic of an as-
saulted woman having a miscarriage also made its way into the Hittite
Laws (paragraphs 17–18) and into the earliest laws preserved in the Bi-
ble (Exod 21:22). Jacob J. Finkelstein interprets this borrowing as a lit-
erary phenomenon as opposed to a legal one.90 It illustrates how scribes
went about their work. They used the written tradition, either native or
adopted, as a model for their own writing.91

There is another example of adaptation of written law in the Bible.
The oldest law collection of the Bible says that someone who acquires a
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Hebrew slave—note the term “Hebrew” (‘ibrî) as distinguished from
“Israelite” or “Judaean”—must release him as a freedman in the sev-
enth year (Exod 21:2–11). The legal section of Deuteronomy returns
to the issue, quoting from Exodus by using the term “Hebrew,” and
determines that the act of manumission should be combined with a
generous supply of livestock, food, and drink (Deut 15:12–18). A third
law, found in the Holiness Code, adapts the earlier rules by prohibit-
ing the turning of an indebted compatriot into a slave; the status of
the indebted individual should be that of a hired or bound laborer
(Lev 25:39–46). A careful comparison between the three law collec-
tions reveals various other points of dependence and distinction. For
the present purpose, however, it suffices to show that successive genera-
tions of scribes used the case as a classic on which they made their
own variations. The different laws have all been preserved and col-
lected in the biblical tradition, in spite of their conflicting views.92

Integration

The English word “text” comes from Latin textus, which literally means
“woven.” The term evokes the image of the written composition as a
piece of cloth woven from multiple threads. In Mesopotamia, scribes
and scholars used this very image for a text that had been produced on
the basis of several documents.

The diagnostic series Sakikkû, a textbook for Babylonian practitio-
ners, is an example of a scholarly work that reached its standard form
through the integration of separate and diverging source texts.93 Its edi-
tor was a scribe by the name of Esagil-kÂn-apli.94 Born from a scribal
family that traced its origins back to the time of Hammurabi, Esagil-
kÂn-apli was the leading scholar of Babylonia under King Adad-apla-
iddina (1068–1047). Authorized by a royal mandate, this man created
what came to be the canonical version of the diagnostic compendium.
In a subscript to the catalogue of the forty tablets of Sakikkû, Esagil-
kÂn-apli is credited with the production of a “new text” (written with
the Sumerian signs sur gibil).95
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The lore that from old time had not been given a new [authorized] text,
but that was like twisted threads for which no master copy was available
. . . Esagil-kÂn-apli . . . using the splendid intelligence which Ea and
Asalluéi had granted him, deliberated with himself, and produced a new
text of Sakikkû, from head to foot, and established it for instruction.96

The Sumerian verb sur has the meaning “to spin, to twist, to weave.”97

According to a Sumerian hymn, words may be “woven like into a net
[sa].”98 Since the next line of this hymn says that “it was written on
its tablet and was being laid to hand,” the metaphor of weaving or
spinning refers here to the establishing of a standard edition written
down for ready reference.99 In the description of the editorial activity
of Esagil-kÂn-apli, the reference to manuscripts as “twisted threads”
(written with the Sumerograms gu.meš gil.meš) likens the work of the
scribal editor to that of a weaver.

The scribal activity of Esagil-kÂn-apli on the diagnostic corpus
Sakikkû was both critical and compositional. Not only did he attempt
to define the correct text, he also brought disparate materials together
into a single series. His revision of the extant written sources served the
purpose of creating a definitive work. The materials he assembled had
not, until then, been part of a single tradition; some were diagnostic ob-
servations, others were physiognomic lore, yet others were behavioral
omens.100 By putting them together in a series of exactly forty tablets,
Esagil-kÂn-apli put them under the authority of Ea, the god of wisdom,
since forty is precisely his numerological figure.101 In the case of Esagil-
kÂn-apli’s work on Sakikkû, then, revision and compilation go in tan-
dem. His scribal activity can serve as a model for conceptualizing the
work of Hebrew scholar-scribes on biblical books with multiple
sources.102

Editorial activity on the basis of source texts is visible in the He-
brew Bible as well. Given two documents, the Hebrew scribe could
follow different strategies to weave them into a single text. If he chose
to preserve both documents intact, he would use the technique of
conflation.103 Without sacrificing anything of either source text, the
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scribe would put them together through juxtaposition or, more ele-
gantly, by dissolving the two texts into their constituent elements,
which he would then piece together into a new configuration. Another
way of preparing an integrated text was to take one document as the
master text and to eclectically use the second document to supplement
it. Deuteronomy 12 offers an example of the first technique; the Flood
narrative from the Book of Genesis illustrates the second procedure.

Deuteronomy 12 prohibits worship of Yahweh in places other than
“the one place that Yahweh shall choose.” Analysis of the chapter
shows that its redundancy, noted by many commentators, is the result
of the conflation of two parallel sets of stipulations. The editor used the
cut-and-paste variant of the conflation technique; he cut the texts he
worked with into sections and pasted them together. As a result, Deut
12:4–27 consists of two sections, each having two parallel sets of stipu-
lations (12:4–7//12:8–12 and 12:13–19//12:20–27).

You shall not continue current practices . . . [4//8];

Yahweh shall choose one place . . . [5//9–11a]

where you will bring all your sacrifices and gifts [6//11b].

There you will rejoice before Yahweh . . . [7//12].

If you desire to eat meat, you may slaughter and eat in your settlements

[13–15a//20–21].

Since the slaughter is profane, it does not require ritual purity [15b//

22].

Do not partake of the blood [16//23–25].

The various sacred gifts may not be consumed locally but must be

brought to the one place Yahweh shall choose [17–19//26–27].

In combining his two sources, the scribal editor was apparently aiming
at completeness. He wrote a text that was in no way deficient.

The editor of the Flood narrative took a slightly different approach.
Ever since the rise of the historical-critical study of the Bible, the story
of Noah’s ark has been used as a textbook case of source-critical analy-
sis.104 Generations of students have been taught to read Genesis 6–9 as
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a composite account integrating narratives from a Yahwistic document
(J) and a priestly source (P). Despite occasional attempts to defend the
original unity of the chapters, the prevailing opinion views the Flood
narrative as the work of an editor who conflated two accounts into
one.105 The repetitions (e.g., Gen 6:5–8//6:9–13), contradictions (e.g.,
Gen 6:19–20 versus 7:2), and redundancies (e.g., Gen 7:7//7:13; 7:17//
7:18) are indeed unmistakable. In contrast to Deuteronomy 12, the edi-
tor of the Flood narrative took one document as his master text (P) and
made eclectic use of his second source (J). At the beginning and the end
of the narrative, the two documents are clearly identifiable; in the mid-
dle section, however, the editor worked phrases and expressions from J
into the P account in such a way as to leave few distinct traces of J.106

The technique of weaving separate documents into one text requires
access to, and is based on, a variety of written sources. Such a scholas-
tic procedure strikes some Bible scholars as anachronistic.

Specific issues in the logistics of literacy . . . argue against the documen-
tary hypothesis . . . At the heart of the documentary hypothesis . . . is
the cut-and-paste image of an individual . . . having his various written
sources laid out before him as he chooses this verse or that, includes this
tale not that, edits, elaborates, all in a library setting . . . Did the redactor
need three colleagues to hold J, E, and P for him? Did each read the text
out loud, and did he ask them to pause until he jotted down his selections,
working like a secretary with three tapes dictated by the boss?107

The ironic questions Susan Niditch asks are rhetorical; in her mind
there is no doubt that the image of a scribe working with two or more
texts is a mirage of nineteenth-century European scholars. The Mes-
opotamian evidence demonstrates, however, that by the end of the sec-
ond millennium b.c.e. scribes already engaged in such editorial activi-
ties. The scribal workshop of the temple in Jerusalem may have been an
enclave of literacy in an oral world, but it was not for that reason any
less sophisticated than the scriptoria of the medieval monasteries.

One last question, finally, concerns the motives of the scribes in weav-
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ing together distinct and at times disparate traditions. Why did they
want to compose a “new text” out of “twisted threads”? They would
seem to have been inspired by the wish to create a “canonical” docu-
ment. Working under the patronage of the royal court, Esagil-kÂn-apli
produced an “authorized” edition of the diagnostic lore. The scribes
who edited the biblical Flood narrative, or even the Pentateuch as a
whole, aimed to produce a document that would have the support of
different textual communities. By writing a work that integrated docu-
ments with different ideas and perspectives, the scribes were creating a
national written heritage that transcended earlier divisions.

From Survey to Sample

The survey of scribal modes of text production offered in this chapter
is, to some degree, artificial in the sense that it separates methods and
techniques scribes normally used in conjunction. Adaptation and ex-
pansion, for instance, will often go hand in hand, just as one text might
well be the fruit of both transcription and compilation. Very few texts
represent a single mode of production in its pure state. If the present
discussion has treated the various production modes separately, it was
primarily for the purpose of analysis, not because this is the way actual
texts present themselves.

Having established the role of writing and authorship, the place of
the professionals of writing, and the methods and techniques these pro-
fessionals used, we can now proceed to study two books of the Bible as
samples of scribal culture. Chapter 6 will deal with the Book of Deuter-
onomy as an instance of the legal and narrative traditions of the Bible;
Chapter 7 looks at the place of written prophecy, mainly on the basis of
the Book of Jeremiah. The two chapters will illustrate the various scri-
bal modes of text production by looking at concrete examples; in so
doing, the analysis will show that the authorship that the tradition at-
tributes to Moses and Jeremiah has to give way to the scribes as the ac-
tual producers of the biblical texts.
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THE TEACHING OF MOSES

Scribal Culture in the Mirror of Deuteronomy

The Hebrew Bible is both a product of and a monument to the
scribal culture of ancient Israel. If we want to get acquainted more
closely with the Hebrew scribes—their way of thinking, their values,
and their working methods—the best way to do so is by studying the
texts they produced. That is why, in this chapter, I shall submit one of
those texts to a close reading. It is a sample of scribal culture not only
as a literary artifact but also for the views and values it contains.

The text that will serve as a means of entry into Hebrew scribal
culture is the Book of Deuteronomy. The choice takes its cue from
the disparaging reference in the Book of Jeremiah to “the Teaching of
Yahweh” (tôrat yhwh) as the product of “the deceitful pen of the
scribes” (Jer 8:8). Karl Marti argued in 1889 that the “Teaching of
Yahweh” that Jeremiah was denouncing as a fraud has to be identified
with the Book of Deuteronomy.1 In view of the obvious connection be-
tween Deuteronomy and “the Book of the Teaching” (sÁper hattôrâ)
underlying the religious reform carried out by King Josiah in 622, it
makes sense to think that it was indeed an early edition of Deuteron-
omy that provoked Jeremiah’s criticism.2 On the assumption that Deu-
teronomy is a product of “the pen of the scribes,” then, it can be read
as a mirror in which scribal culture is reflected.
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The Composition of Deuteronomy in Light of Scribal Practice

On the surface, the structure of Deuteronomy is simple. The book con-
tains the farewell speech delivered by Moses shortly before his death. In
the context of his address, Moses renews the covenant between God
and the Israelites; Deuteronomy is the text of the second covenant, con-
cluded in the land of Moab forty years after the first covenant at Mt.
Horeb. The solemn address of Moses consists of a rehearsal of past
events (Deut 1–3); a series of exhortations (Deut 4–11); an exposition
of the “rules and verdicts,” also known as the Deuteronomic law code
(Deut 12–26); speeches on the occasion of the covenantal ceremony, in-
cluding conditional curses and blessings (Deut 27–30); and speeches
and poems in light of the death of Moses (Deut 31–34). The genres of
valedictory oration, treaty text, and law code seem to blend into a har-
monious whole.

Closer inspection of the text, however, reveals the harmony to be de-
ceptive. The perspectives of a final teaching or Torah, on the one hand,
and a treaty, on the other, are scarcely compatible; even if many com-
mentators find no tension between the two, either by highlighting the
one at the expense of the other or by glossing over the difference, most
of them acknowledge the existence of redundancies and inconsistencies
in the text.3 Such observations have led to a near consensus that the
Book of Deuteronomy as we know it is the end product of more than
200 years of scribal activity.4 However, the unanimity about the com-
plex history of the book translates into a bewildering diversity of opin-
ion as to the details of its making.5

Leaving aside the prehistory of the text, there are basically two mod-
els on which to conceptualize the development from Josiah’s reform
document (the so-called Urdeuteronomium, presumably the first edi-
tion of the book) into the Book of Deuteronomy as we know it. The
one model says the scribes added substantial sections in the course of
three or four editions; in this model Deuteronomy is an assemblage of
literary blocks: the scribes expanded the original text with a few major
supplements.6 The other model views the process as one of steady revi-
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sion and expansion in piecemeal fashion; in this model Deuteronomy is
a deposit of many sediments rather than blocks.7 If Deuteronomy were
an altarpiece, the one model would say it consists of panels, while the
other would say it is one picture to which many artists have added a
stroke of the brush.

The usual way to make a choice between the two models is to ask
which model provides the most satisfying explanation of the final ver-
sion of Deuteronomy. Much of the secondary literature takes this van-
tage point. A preliminary question, however, concerns the attitude of
the scribes toward a written text from the stream of tradition. How are
we to conceive of their interventions in a text they had received? Since
the phenomenon of textual growth is not growth in the biological sense
of the term but the result of scribal activity, we must be clear about the
usual mechanics of that activity.

To put the problem of textual growth into focus, it is helpful to recall
that the first edition of Deuteronomy (the Urdeuteronomium) was not
an ordinary text. Promoted as a lost document from long ago, the rev-
erence and respect it commanded were sufficient to legitimize a major
cult reform. By the witness of Jer 8:8–9, the sages who boasted posses-
sion of this scroll regarded it as a divinely inspired document; to them it
was Holy Writ. A text of such prestige does not readily lend itself to re-
vision, correction, expansion, or supplementation; alterations of any
kind would have to be made with caution, since sacred texts may not
be tampered with. While it is true that Deuteronomy has gone through
several editions, the document on which the editions were performed
had a status that rendered revision a kind of sacrilege.

The text of Deuteronomy itself contains evidence to demonstrate
that the preservation of the correct text was a matter of concern to the
scribal circles that produced it. The injunction not to alter the text by
additions or deletions (Deut 4:2; 13:1) proves the importance attached
to textual integrity.8 This so-called canon formula was meant to fix the
text into a book. According to Deut 31:9, Moses wrote down his teach-
ing and entrusted the priests with safeguarding it. Earlier in Deuteron-
omy the priestly responsibility for the written Torah comes to the fore
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in the rule according to which the King should procure a copy of the
Torah from the priests (Deut 17:18). The priests are the authority, then,
charged with preserving the purity of the Torah; a copy needed their
certificate.

While the priests were officially to prevent textual alterations, the ev-
idence shows that the text did not remain untouched. Due to scribal in-
terventions of various kinds, Deuteronomy developed from a reform
document into the book as we know it. Textual interventions would
not have occurred unless three conditions were met: without (1) an oc-
casion, (2) a motive, and (3) a warrant, textual developments would
not have taken place. An occasion alone would not suffice to explain a
textual revision; nor would, by itself, a motive; and without a warrant,
any change would be an infraction on the integrity of the text. Only the
conjunction of occasion, motive, and warrant made scribes actually re-
vise and alter the venerated text. The occasion, I suggest, was furnished
by the necessity, every so often, to replace a scroll grown threadbare
with a new one; the motive resided in the wish to make the text reflect
the ideas and insights that had developed over time; and the warrant
came from a priestly authority supervising the scribes.

Let me first comment on motive and warrant. As for the motive to re-
vise, expand, and adapt the received text, the mere fact that the re-
dactions of Deuteronomy are spread over 200 years indicates that we
should reckon with the wish of scribes to attune the text to changing
historical circumstances and interpretive perspectives. Designed in the
late pre-exilic era as a charter of a religious reform, Deuteronomy had
to serve a different function in the time of the Exile, when the temple
lay in ruins; its meaning for the post-exilic community had to be de-
fined along different lines yet. Precisely because Deuteronomy was sur-
rounded by a halo of antiquity and authority, it was able to provide
new ideas, triggered by new situations, with a Mosaic ancestry and au-
thority.

If the responsibility for preserving the book intact lay with the
priests, the warrant that allowed scribal interventions to take place
would have to come from them. It is difficult to believe, however, that
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a collective would be able to formally authorize a new edition. One
would expect the priests to be represented by a supervisor empowered
to pronounce a nihil obstat. The doctrine of the Mosaic succession, ad-
umbrated in Deut 18:15–18, might indeed be taken to imply the exis-
tence of a position of leadership among the priests in charge of the To-
rah. Hilkiah, who found the Book of the Torah, held the position of
high priest; Ezra, who promulgated the Book of the Law, was a priestly
authority as well; at the beginning of the Common Era, the office of
high priest was believed to endow its holder with prophetical insight
(John 11:51); such data suggest that the scribe or scribes who pre-
pared a new edition of Deuteronomy worked under the auspices of the
priestly leadership.9

This brings me, finally, to the occasion. If the occasion for a textual
revision coincides with the time when an old scroll has to be replaced
by a new one, the text in question must have existed in a single master
copy. Such is indeed the impression conveyed both by the Book of Deu-
teronomy and by the account of Josiah’s reform (2 Kings 22–23). Ac-
cording to Deut 31:9, Moses wrote down his teaching and gave it to the
priests. Only the king was entitled to a second copy (the “double” of
the Torah, mišnÁh hattôrâ), which he had to obtain, precisely, from the
priests in charge of the text (Deut 17:18). The story of the discovery of
the Book of the Torah by the high priest Hilkiah presumes a single copy
as well; being a relic of the Mosaic age, it was stored in a safe place and
handled with the utmost care. The public at large owed its knowledge
of the text to instructions from the king, both written and oral, and to
public readings by the clergy.10

The biblical evidence that the Book of the Torah existed in a single
master copy finds support in a consideration of the logistics of textual
revision. Even the hypothesis of literary blocks or supplements assumes
several editions of Deuteronomy. If the book existed in a substantial
number of copies, it would have been virtually impossible to prevent a
proliferation of variant texts; each new edition would require the au-
thorities to suppress all extant copies of the previous edition. If no
copies existed but the master copy, the priests were in full control of
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the text, its transmission, and its editions—including the scribes, who
worked under the priestly patronage.11

If a text exists in a single master copy written on a papyrus scroll, the
opportunities for a steady accumulation of slight changes, deletions,
minor expansions, and the like are almost nil. The physical format of
the text allows for little else than annotations in the margins; writing
between the lines is hardly possible in view of the neat script, and era-
sures were probably too brutal an intervention in the text. To integrate
new data into the text, the entire scroll has to be rewritten. Considering
these restraints on text revision, it is highly unlikely that we should
conceive of the process of textual growth as a steady accretion of new
textual data. The odds are overwhelmingly in favor of a limited num-
ber of text editions, each new edition allowing the scribes to enrich the
text with new material as it had accumulated over time.

The life span of a papyrus scroll was limited; at the end of its life cy-
cle, the scribes prepared a new copy and put the old scroll away (in the
Roman period and later, in a storage facility known as the genizah,
from Persian ginzakh, “treasury”).12 The significance of the event may
be illuminated by the analogy with the cult image. In the religious life
of the Mesopotamians, the cult statue was as important as the written
Torah came to be for the Jews.13 Unlike the gods, the cult image was
subject to decay. At some point, therefore, a new image had to be made.
According to the official doctrine, the new image was a reincarnation
of the old one; even though it could not materially be an exact copy of
the previous one, the theology of the cult image says that it is a repre-
sentation of the god in the canonical shape, that is, as it was revealed in
the beginning. Actual changes, either by accident or on purpose, were
treated as though they had always been present in the image. The di-
vine image was an effigies ne varietur, much like Deuteronomy was a
textus ne varietur—in spite of the obvious changes in the successive edi-
tions.14 Since very few people would get a close look at the image, most
changes would pass unobserved; moreover, the burial of the previous
statue made a comparison impossible.

If a new edition replaced a scroll whose condition had deteriorated,
the number of editions must be related to the average life cycle of a pa-
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pyrus scroll. Depending on the quality of the papyrus, the climate, and
the storage conditions, a scroll that was used as a reference text would
last two or three generations. Judging by its expansions, the scroll
of Deuteronomy was intensively studied and commentated; heavy use
might have reduced the time of its viability. There would have been
cause, then, every forty years or so, to prepare a new master copy. That
was the occasion, I submit, that allowed the scribes to revise and ex-
pand the received text.15

When it comes to the historical plausibility of the two models of
textual growth, the hypothesis of a limited number of editions incorpo-
rating each various assemblage of new material wins on all scores. The
notion of an ongoing Fortschreibung is simply not consistent with an-
cient Near Eastern scribal practice. A comparison with the works of
cuneiform literature, such as the Epic of Gilgamesh, confirms the
point. We know for a fact that the standard version of Gilgamesh was
a new edition incorporating new sections and deleting some earlier
scenes, that it was prepared under the supervision of a leading scholar,
and that it was promoted by the authorities as the definitive edition.
Though the material that entered the new edition may have accumu-
lated over time, the redaction of a new text was a rare occurrence, both
preceded and followed by periods in which the received text was left
unchanged.

My analysis of the textual history of Deuteronomy shall therefore
proceed on the assumption that the charter document of Josiah’s re-
form went through a limited number of editions before it reached its
present form. Taking forty years as a plausible interval between edi-
tions, the scribes would have prepared revisions around 580, 540, and
500, assuming the original version of Deuteronomy goes back to ca.
620 b.c.e. Though one or more of these editions were presumably un-
dertaken in the larger context of the writing of the Deuteronomistic
History or the composition of the Pentateuch, I shall focus on the Book
of Deuteronomy as a literary unit in its own right.16 The attempt to de-
lineate the successive editions of Deuteronomy is not an exercise for its
own sake but is designed to open up a perspective on the social and in-
tellectual milieu of successive generations of Hebrew scribes.
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The Four Editions of Deuteronomy

Having established that the Book of Deuteronomy in its present form is
most likely the outcome of a limited number of successive editions, I
now turn to the text itself in an attempt to identify those editions.
The only evidence we can work from is the final edition of the text;
in this respect, there is quite a difference between Deuteronomy and
a Mesopotamian classic like Gilgamesh. The two major editions of
Gilgamesh are each extant in several copies, a circumstance that allows
us to see how the composer of the second edition transformed the text
of the first.17 In the case of Deuteronomy, we have to reconstruct previ-
ous editions on the basis of traces and clues left in the final one; the pro-
cedure inevitably involves a certain amount of speculation.

What traces and clues are we to look for? Many scholars proceed on
the assumption that each edition of Deuteronomy exhibited a different
style and idiom. While one had a preference for addressing the audi-
ence in the singular, for instance, another would consistently use the
plural.18 However, an analysis based on stylistic criteria alone fails to
yield convincing results, as each new edition necessitated the produc-
tion of a new scroll on which the entire text had to be rewritten; the ed-
itors were at liberty to put the stamp of their style on the text as a
whole, including those parts they had inherited. While we should not
ignore such matters as literary style and idiom, we must primarily look
for a difference in perspective. Usually the motive for producing a new
edition was the wish to give a new interpretive frame to existing mate-
rial; more so perhaps than to add new material, the scribes made a new
edition so as to lay down a new understanding of an ancient text.

The comparative evidence from the Mesopotamian classics illus-
trates how the scribes proceeded as editors. If we stay for a moment
with the Epic of Gilgamesh, we can see that the standard version (ca.
1100 b.c.e.) reframed the Old Babylonian edition (ca. 1700 b.c.e.) by
adding a prologue and recasting the final episode. To convey a new per-
spective on the text, the editor expanded the beginning and the end,
thus providing a new interpretive horizon. It is true that he also deleted
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a scene, added some new material, and gave the epic an appendix that
was principally connected with the Gilgamesh story by the name of its
protagonist, but the angle of the new edition becomes visible in the
framework of the text.19

Taking the editorial technique of the Babylonian scribe as a model,
we should expect to find evidence of the successive editions of Deuter-
onomy at the borders of the book. It seems simple enough to say where
a text begins and where it ends, but in the case of Deuteronomy the
matter is not so clear; the book has several beginnings, just as it has sev-
eral endings. There are three rubrics that open the book (1:1, 4:44,
4:45) and three colophons, or rather postscripts, that close it (28:69,
29:28, 34:10–12). That fact by itself is significant; the three sets of ru-
brics and colophons correspond with three different editions of Deuter-
onomy. In what follows I shall demonstrate that the book has in fact
received four editions, the fourth one having neither a rubric nor a col-
ophon of its own. In their chronological order we can distinguish (1)
the Covenant Edition, (2) the Torah Edition, (3) the History Edition,
and (4) the Wisdom Edition; the names are modern inventions meant
to characterize the editions.20

Both in distinguishing and naming the editions, I have anticipated
the demonstration. Let me substantiate my views first with an analysis
of the closures of Deuteronomy. All commentators agree that the body
of Deuteronomy consists of chapters 12–26. The original core of this
collection of rules and verdicts, ending in Deut 26:16–19, is closed by a
section of blessings and curses (Deuteronomy 28 minus an expansion)
and a colophon (Deut 28:69). The second edition has expanded the sec-
tion of curses in chapter 28 and added chapter 29, which ends with a
colophon in 29:28. A third closure occurs in Deut 34:10–12, which
concludes a section that contains the last words of Moses (Deut 31–
34); the third edition also inserted chapter 27.21 The fourth edition,
finally, inserted chapter 30. The three closures belong to three succes-
sive editions; the fourth edition has no proper colophon and thus stays
within the perspective of the third edition.

I shall say more about the nature of these editions in a moment. For
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now, let me point out that each of the three closures has a counterpart
at the beginning of the book. The Covenant Edition, which ended with
28:69, opened with the rubric of Deut 4:45, originally followed by
Deut 6:4–9; the Torah Edition opened with the rubric in 4:44 and
had Deuteronomy 5 as its first section; the History Edition added Deu-
teronomy 1–3 as a prologue to the text, with a rubric preserved in 1:1;
and the Wisdom Edition inserted Deuteronomy 4 as an opening af-
ter the prologue, but added neither a rubric nor a colophon. A close
reading of the beginning and the end of Deuteronomy, then, leads me
to conclude that there were four editions before the book reached its
final form. The next step is to assess the perspective of each of these edi-
tions.

the covenant edition

The first edition of Deuteronomy, also known in the secondary litera-
ture as the Urdeuteronomium, is the Covenant Edition. The Hebrew
term that is crucial here is bßrît, “treaty, covenant”; the Covenant Edi-
tion of Deuteronomy is the sÁper habbßrît, “the book of the covenant,”
as it is referred to in the account of Josiah’s reform (2 Kings 23:2,
23:21).

The treaty perspective of the Covenant Edition comes to the fore in
its rubric and its colophon. The rubric refers to the text as “the treaty
stipulations” (‘dwt).22

These are the treaty stipulations—the decrees and the verdicts—that Mo-
ses spoke to the people of Israel when they had left Egypt.

Deut 4:45

The colophon uses the more common word “covenant” (bßrît).23

These are the terms of the covenant which Yahweh commanded Moses to
conclude with the Israelites in the land of Moab, in addition to the cove-
nant which he had made with them at Horeb.

Deut 28:69
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The treaty perspective is not confined to a label; the very structure of
Deuteronomy follows the pattern of a treaty, as is clear from the com-
parison with Hittite and Neo-Assyrian treaty texts.24 The treaty struc-
ture of Deuteronomy consists of three parts: first a prologue (begin-
ning with Deut 6:4–9), then the treaty stipulations (Deut 12:1–16:17,
26), and, finally, conditional blessings and curses (Deut 28). In addition
to the treaty structure, scholars have noted the presence of “treaty lan-
guage” in Deuteronomy.25

Why did the first editor of Deuteronomy feel the need to label and
structure his text as a treaty? The reason for his choice has to do with
the religious reform implemented under King Josiah. This reform was
based on a covenant with the leadership of Israel, on which occasion
the king read the scroll that was found in the temple (2 Kings 23:1–3).
The first edition of Deuteronomy presents itself as the text of that
“scroll of the covenant.” To legitimize the measures taken by the king,
the scribe of the Covenant Edition of Deuteronomy invented the notion
of a previous covenant concluded in the land of Moab when Israel was
about to enter the Promised Land (Deut 28:69), to serve as a historical
precedent for the covenant of Josiah with the people.

The reform of Josiah consisted of a variety of measures, but its main
objective was to centralize the Yahweh cult in the temple at Jerusa-
lem.26 It should be expected, therefore, that the doctrine of a single le-
gitimate place of worship would constitute the core of the Covenant
Edition. Such is indeed the thrust of the first edition: One God, one
temple, to summarize its message. As Albrecht Alt observed in 1953,
the famous passage known as the Shema (“Hear, O Israel! Yahweh is
our God, Yahweh is One!” Deut 6:4) constitutes the beginning of the
Deuteronomic reform document.27 The call for the exclusive worship
of Yahweh as a single deity lays the foundation for the central chapter
of the Covenant Edition (Deut 12), now opening the series of “rules
and verdicts” (Deut 12–26). Just as Yahweh is one, so his temple must
be one; Israel may worship Him only at the one site that He will
choose. Though the name of Jerusalem is not mentioned, there is little
room for doubt that this is the place the editors had in mind.

It would be a misconception to believe that the scribe of the Cove-
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nant Edition was simply producing a forgery to provide his royal pa-
tron with a license for his reform plans. Close inspection of his work re-
veals that he did not write his text before the reform, but that he was
reflecting on it after the fact.28 The analysis of the chapter on the single
place of worship (Deut 12) shows that its redundancy, noted by many
commentators, is the result of the conflation of two parallel sets of stip-
ulations.29 The editor did not write this program himself; he used exist-
ing texts, most likely reflecting royal decrees sent out to local officials
ordering them to discontinue worship at provincial shrines and tem-
ples.30 Whatever the particular background of the texts the editor used,
he composed the chapter not before but after the reform—even if the
reform was still recent.31

If the Covenant Edition is in fact posterior to Josiah’s reform, it can-
not be interpreted as a pamphlet. Another look at the substance of the
edition offers support for this conclusion. In addition to the chapter on
cult centralization (Deut 12), the Covenant Edition includes a variety
of laws, some of which are only remotely related to the issues at stake
in Josiah’s reform. The rules on clean and unclean animals (Deut 14:3–
21) are related to the cult, but not specifically to the centralized cult.
There is no consensus among scholars about which chapters of Deut
12–26 go back to the Covenant Edition; most would agree, however,
that Deut 12:1–16:17 were part of it. These chapters have not been in-
vented from scratch; they constitute a revision of the earlier Covenant
Code (Exod 21–23).32 What the Covenant Edition contains, then, is a
theological reflection on the reform, and an aggiornamento of existing
law in light of the reform.

Judging by his work, the scribe behind the Covenant Edition was a
legal scholar and theologian rather than a politician or a pamphleteer.
He may have worked under royal patronage, but the scope of his work
is wider than the king’s agenda. Cloaked with the authority of Moses,
the lawgiver of old, he reinterpreted, adapted, and rewrote the legal
traditions he was familiar with. His work was work in writing; it is
possible he was also familiar with an extensive oral tradition, but the
edition he produced used written material as its sources.

The literary and scholarly nature of the Covenant Edition finds sup-
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port in the thesis that the editor was using the Neo-Assyrian treaty
texts as his model. Many scholars have argued that Deuteronomy fol-
lowed the layout of the Assyrian texts as a means of subverting them
by focusing the allegiance of Judah exclusively on God instead of the
Assyrian king.33 Detailed comparison between the curses in Deuteron-
omy and in the vassal treaties of Esarhaddon may indicate borrowing
on the part of the Judaean scribe.34 Even if the case for a literary bor-
rowing is not entirely compelling, the structure and idiom of the Cove-
nant Edition leave no doubt about the fact that the editor was well
versed in the particularities of the treaty genre. He was a professional
with a thorough knowledge of the legal tradition and the conventions
of international treaties.

the torah edition

Let us now turn to the second edition of Deuteronomy, which I have
dubbed the Torah Edition. The defining term of the Torah Edition is,
indeed, the word tôrâ, “teaching, ruling, law.” If the Covenant Edition
is the sÁper habbßrît (2 Kings 23:2, 21; cf. 23:3), the Torah Edition is
the sÁper hattôrâ (Deut 28:61, 29:20, 30:10). Moses is its reputed au-
thor; later tradition identifies the sÁper hattôrâ as the tôrat mÃšeh (Josh
8:31, 23, 23:6; 1 Kings 2:3; 2 Kings 14:6, 23:25) or the sÁper mÃšeh
(Neh 13:1; 2 Chron 25:4, 35:12).

In the Torah Edition, the Book of Deuteronomy opens with the ru-
bric of Deut 4:44:

This is the Torah which Moses set before the children of Israel.

It ends in Deut 29:28 with a conclusion that reads like a colophon:

The hidden things belong to Yahweh our God; but the things that have
been revealed belong to us and to our children, that we may do all the
words of this Torah.

In the presentation of the Torah Edition, then, the text of Deuteronomy
is a Torah, that is, an instruction, by Moses, the legendary founder of
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the nation; that instruction, moreover, is not based on human insight
but has been revealed (a passive form of the verb gÀlâ) by God.

The Torah Edition highlights the special role of Moses in a prologue.
That prologue is found in Deuteronomy 5, inserted between the rubric
of the Covenant Edition (Deut 4:45) and its opening section (Deut 6:4–
9). The new prologue reminds its readers how Yahweh made a cove-
nant with the Israelites at Mt. Horeb, where He addressed them face to
face; all the people heard the Ten Words He spoke (5:2–18).35 When
Yahweh had “stopped speaking,” He inscribed his words on two tab-
lets of stone and gave them to Moses (Deut 5:19).36 Because the people
feared they would die if they would hear God’s voice again (5:22), they
asked Moses to act as their go-between.

You go closer and hear all that Yahweh our God says, and then you tell us
everything that Yahweh our God tells you, and we will willingly do it.

Deut 5:24

God approved of their attitude, and Moses accepted his role as media-
tor. Thereupon Moses climbed Mt. Horeb to receive “the whole Com-
mandment—the decrees and the verdicts” (5:28).

The implication of this passage is that the words written on the two
tablets do not constitute “the whole Commandment” (kol-hammiËwâ).
God had stopped speaking—not because He had nothing more to say,
but because the people could not bear to hear His voice any longer.
Nevertheless God continued to speak, this time to Moses in private.
Alongside the written commandment—written by God, that is—there
is a spoken commandment, of which Moses is the sole human reposi-
tory.37 The oral revelation that Moses received followed on the presen-
tation of the stone tablets, which signifies that the written Law is not
complete without its oral complement. This complement—defined by
the pair Éuqqîm ûmišpÀÇîm, “decrees and verdicts”—is the subject of
the Torah Moses sets out to expound shortly before his death.38 What
he imparts to his people is what in Babylonia would be called “oral lore
of the master” (ša/šÄt pî ummâni)—the oral being by no means inferior
to the written but rather its authoritative interpretation.39
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By means of the construct of an oral revelation, the scribe of the To-
rah Edition created room to insert new material into the law book that
he had inherited. Prior to an assessment of the innovations he intro-
duced, however, it may be helpful to determine the context of his views
by establishing the date of the Torah Edition. A first clue to its time of
origin comes from the expansions in the curse section (Deut 28:58–68).
The intervention of the editor of the Torah edition is evident from
such expressions as “the terms of this Teaching that are written in this
book” (28:58) and “diseases and plagues not mentioned in the book of
this Teaching” (28:61), “teaching” being a translation of tôrâ. The edi-
tor has supplemented the curses with a reference to the Judaean Dias-
pora; in case of disobedience, the Israelites would be dispersed among
the nations, where they would worship gods of wood and stone (Deut
28:64–65). I take this curse to be ex eventu; that is to say, it was coined
on the basis of the Diaspora after the fall of Jerusalem in 568. Even
more explicit is the reference in Deut 29:27: “Yahweh . . . cast them
into another land, as is still the case” (kayyôm hazzeh; literally, “as to-
day”). The editor lived in the exilic era.40

In the absence of further information, it is difficult to narrow down
the time frame to a specific part of the exilic period. In the entire Torah
Edition of Deuteronomy there is not a single allusion to a return from
exile, unlike the Wisdom Edition, in which such an allusion does occur.
By the witness of Second Isaiah (Isa 40–55), speculation about the
possibility of a return to Judah started to flourish when Cyrus was con-
quering Babylonia; by this token, the Torah Edition is from the begin-
ning rather than the end of the Babylonian captivity. Another indica-
tion comes from the “Deuteronomic Constitution,” which the editor
incorporated in his text (Deut 16:19–18:22). In anticipation of the dis-
cussion below, this constitution may be qualified as a Utopian docu-
ment at home in a time in which dreams had to make up for lost reali-
ties. The temple vision of Ezekiel (Ezek 40–48) partakes of the same
genre and belongs in the same period. The years between 590 and 570
are a plausible setting.41

The main contribution the Torah Edition makes to the law code
is the section on the various public offices (Deut 16:18–18:21), also
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known as the Deuteronomic Constitution.42 The section opens with
rules concerning the local distribution of justice (16:18–20); treats the
paradigmatic case of private apostasy (17:2–7); affirms the supreme au-
thority of the central judiciary (17:8–13); defines the position of the
king (17:14–20), the priests (18:1–9), and, in conclusion, the prophets
(18:9–22).43 The effect of the addition is significant: what in the Cove-
nant Edition had been a law code in the vein of earlier law codes be-
came the constitution of a theocratic state; a reform document turned
into a program for the establishment of a theocracy—or perhaps “hi-
erocracy” is a more accurate term, since it is in fact the priests who are
to run the show.

The primacy of the priests is evident throughout the Torah Edition.
In the vision of the editor, the priests constitute the highest court of law
(17:8–13; cf. 19:17, 21:5); where formerly the king had been supreme
judge, the priests now take his place.44 The remaining role of the king is
largely ceremonial; save for reading his copy of the Torah, to be ob-
tained from the priests, he has very little to do (17:14–20). The primary
concern of the editor is to make sure that the monarch should be sub-
servient to the priests. Hence the stipulation that the king be chosen by
God; this is another way of saying that the candidate for kingship had
to have the approval of the priests.

The Torah Edition also redefines the role of prophets (Deut 18:9–
22). Prophecy, in the view of the Torah editor, is the Israelite answer to
the divinatory practices of the heathen nations. Yet not every prophet is
a godsend; the true prophet is one like Moses. According to the prom-
ise put in the mouth of Moses,

Yahweh your God will raise up for you a prophet from among your own
people, like myself; him you shall heed.

Deut 18:15

The context makes it clear that this “prophet like Moses” is not a single
figure but one in a succession of prophets; otherwise prophecy would
offer no viable alternative to the proscribed means of divination. By
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making Moses the model prophet, the editor redefines prophets as teach-
ers of Torah. By so recasting the prophets, however, he turns them into
extensions of the priests who possess the Torah; in the vision of the
Deuteronomic Constitution, priests are the leading actors, while king
and prophet play supporting parts.

The substance of the inserted Constitution is consistent with the his-
torical context earlier suggested for the Torah Edition. In view of the
symbolic role assigned to the king, the editor did not live in the time of
the monarchy; Josiah would not have consented to sponsor such views,
any more than other men in his position.45 The ideal fits a time in which
the head of state had little political power; the first decades of the Exile
saw Jehoiachin in this position. Another indication of the time frame is
the criterion for distinguishing between reliable and unreliable proph-
ets; the simple advice of the Torah Edition is to check whether the
oracles of a prophet have come true or not (Deut 18:21–22). This crite-
rion, obviously of little use at the time the prophet delivers his pre-
diction, presupposes a situation in which events have proved some
prophets right and others wrong; the events in question are most likely
related to the fall of Jerusalem.

The scribe who wrote the Torah Edition of Deuteronomy was active
in the first decades of the exilic period. Faced with national disaster and
a temple in ruins, he was trying to come to terms with a venerated text
that seemed strangely at odds with the realities of his time. Putting him-
self in the seat of Moses, he supplemented the revelation by Moses with
a vision of the future state of Israel. In that state to be, political power,
legal authority, and religious expertise were concentrated in the hands
of the priests.

What does the Torah Edition tell us about the scribe who wrote it
and his milieu? By putting the priests in charge of the written Torah
(see especially Deut 17:18), the editor is obliquely implying something
about his own social background. It certainly looks as though he iden-
tified with these priests. By asserting a monopoly on the Torah, the au-
thor promoted a group that claimed to detain privileged information. It
is this information, available to them in the form of a written text, that
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was to legitimize the leadership they aspired to. The scribe who wrote
the Torah Edition did not describe a situation of fact but an ideal; since
he felt compelled to assert the prerogatives of the priests, they must
have been facing opposition. By promoting a priesthood focused on
written texts, the editor portrayed the ideal clergy after his own image.

By claiming a priestly milieu for the author of the Torah Edition, my
analysis faces the objection that the language of the Torah Edition is
hardly recognizable as priestly. But what exactly is priestly language,
one may ask. The usual parameters that define priestly idiom are based
on the P sections in the Pentateuch, the Holiness Code (Lev 17–26),
and the Book of Ezekiel. In my view, the Book of Deuteronomy reflects
a division in the priesthood between servants of the altar, on the one
side, and administrators, judges, and scholars, on the other. This sec-
ond group came to be identified with the “Levitical priests,” the fore-
runners of the Levites as we find them in texts of the post-exilic era
such as Chronicles. It is the interests of this second group that the scribe
of the Torah Edition was promoting.

the history edition

The History Edition of Deuteronomy is posterior to both the Covenant
and the Torah Editions and fuses their distinct perspectives into one. In
the perspective of the History Edition, Covenant and Torah are inter-
changeable notions; though the sÁper habbßrît and the sÁper hattôrâ
were originally distinct editions of Deuteronomy, the History Edition
treats them as one.46

The promiscuous use of sÁper habbßrît and sÁper hattôrâ occurs else-
where in the Bible in the books that constitute the Deuteronomistic
History. Thus the description of Josiah’s reform, found at 2 Kings 22–
23, refers to the charter document now as the “Book of the Torah” (2
Kings 22:8, 22:11; compare 23:24), now as the “Book of the Cove-
nant” (2 Kings 23:2, 23:21; compare 23:3). This parallel between the
History Edition of Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomistic History is
not a coincidence: the author of the third edition of Deuteronomy re-
wrote the text so that it might serve as the beginning and the basis of a
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much larger historical work. From a reform document and, later, a theo-
cratic vision, Deuteronomy became part of a historiographic project.

The scribe of the History Edition added chapters 1–3 at the begin-
ning and chapters 27 and 31–34 at the end. In its new version, Deuter-
onomy opened with the rubric

These are the words that Moses addressed to all Israel on the other side of
the Jordan.

Deut 1:1

It ended with a concluding observation about Moses as a prophet with-
out an equal:

Never again did there arise in Israel a prophet like Moses, whom Yahweh
knew face to face, with respect to all the signs and portents which
Yahweh sent him to perform in the land of Egypt, against Pharaoh and all
his courtiers and his whole country, and with respect to the great might
and awesome power that Moses displayed before all Israel.

Deut 34:10–12

More so even than the Torah Edition, then, the History Edition focuses
on Moses. Whereas the Torah Edition presented Moses as the model
and prototype of a succession of prophets (Deut 18:15–18), the His-
tory Edition corrects that notion by saying that never again has there
arisen a “prophet like Moses.”47 The observation implies a view of the
post-Mosaic era as a time that fatally lacks the greatness and purity of
the past.48

The scribe of the History Edition did indeed take a dim view of the
national history. Cast as a historical summary, Deuteronomy 1–3 com-
memorates the events during the forty-year journey from Horeb to
Moab. Martin Noth has demonstrated that this summary was designed
to open and set the tone of the Deuteronomistic History.49 The chapters
portray the people in a rather unfavorable light (Deut 1:12, 1:26–28,
1:32, 1:34–36, 1:41–45; 3:26). The note of criticism is sharper in the
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final chapters of the book. The scribe of the History Edition added dis-
parate materials from the Moses tradition (notably the Mt. Ebal epi-
sode, the Song of Moses, and the Deathbed Blessing of Moses), and
framed them with references to the sins and apostasies that the Israel-
ites would commit after the death of Moses (Deut 31:16–21, 31:27–
29).50 In this conception, even the Book of the Torah is a witness
against the Israelites (Deut 31:26).

Some of the pieces in the homiletic sections of Deuteronomy (Deut
5–11) emphasize the rebellious nature of the Israelites as well; they,
too, are presumably from the hand of the History Edition editor. To
him, Mt. Horeb is a symbol of rebellion rather than a place of revela-
tion (Deut 9:7–10:11).51 If Moses had to stay on the mountain for forty
days and forty nights, with neither food nor drink to sustain him, it was
because he had to move God to pity after the unhappy incident with the
golden calf. In the end he did obtain a new copy of the stone tablets in
token of the enduring covenant; the editor displays no interest in an ad-
ditional oral revelation, however.

If the Hebrew scribes bear any likeness to the History Edition edi-
tor—who is, after all, a scribe too—they are also historians, even if
their kind of history has the scent of religion. They read the national
history as a theodicy of the Exile. Embedded in their theological read-
ing of the past, however, is a scholarly interest in the footnotes of his-
tory, evidenced in observations about “archaeological, topographical,
chronological . . ., and statistical details—matters of scholarship that
have nothing to do with religion.”52 In the History Edition of Deuter-
onomy, the scribes come across as educated clerics who find it as dif-
ficult to curb their curiosity as to avoid moralizing. The history they
practice is a written genre; though they strike a homiletic chord, the
scribes are writers rather than preachers.

the wisdom edition

Though the Wisdom Edition of Deuteronomy does not coincide with
the final stage of the book, it does represent its last major redaction.
The scribe who wrote the edition was less concerned with the notion of
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a covenant than with the intellectual significance of the Jewish way of
life based on the Torah. He refers to the Law of Moses as tôrâ and
miËwâ, “teaching” and “commandment,” terms that are prominent in
the editorial frame of the Wisdom Edition.

The proper contribution of the Wisdom Edition is extant in chapters
4 and 30, which serve as a new frame of Deuteronomy.53 The chapters
in question provide a clue as to the time of the editor. Deut 30:1–5 con-
templates the possibility of a conversion of Israel followed by a return
of the exiles, then scattered all over the world; a similar allusion to a
national conversion occurs in Deut 4:29–31. This note of optimism is
lacking in previous editions of Deuteronomy from the Exile; it most
likely means that the editor lived in the time after the Exile.

A study of the wisdom framing of Deuteronomy yields evidence of
influence of scribal traditions from Mesopotamia.54 Like his predeces-
sors who wrote down the Torah and History Editions, the scribe of the
Wisdom Edition presumably had a background in Babylonia. In view
of his crusade against cult images and his message of monotheism, he
may in fact have been living in Babylonia when he prepared his edition.
In this reconstruction, then, the Wisdom Edition was written by a Bab-
ylonian Jew in the early Persian period.

The Wisdom Edition gives a new dimension to Deuteronomy. This
dimension consists in the self-confident affirmation of the superiority
of the Jewish way of life. The frame of reference of the editor is cosmo-
politan: his vision embraces the beginning of history, “when God cre-
ated man on earth” (4:32), and it includes humankind “everywhere un-
der heaven” (4:19). The criterion by which he measures the distinction
of the Jewish way of life is wisdom. Wisdom, in his experience, is an in-
ternational currency; it can be recognized for what it is, irrespective of
the mother tongue or nationality of the observer. Concomitant with his
high regard for wisdom, the editor displays a trust in the value of argu-
mentation.

Thus the editor condemns the worship of images under reference to
an argument from experience—invented experience, to be sure, but ex-
perience nevertheless. Leaning heavily on the revelation at Mt. Horeb
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as described in the Torah Edition, the Jewish scribe reminds his core-
ligionists that they saw no shape (tßmûnâ) when Yahweh spoke to them
(4:15); Jews should therefore refrain from making images of any shape
whatsoever (4:16–18). Experience is adduced, too, as grounds for mon-
otheism. Since there is no parallel to the experience of Israel in re-
corded history (4:32–34), there is no further need for demonstration
that “Yahweh alone is God; there is none beside Him” (4:35). To mod-
ern readers the validity of the argument may seem doubtful, but whether
convincing or not, the author of the Wisdom Edition does appeal to ar-
guments rather than to religious authority.

In a similar line, the editor preaches faithfulness to the Torah on the
grounds that it is a superior form of wisdom. Once again, the argument
is not from authority (“You have to do this because God says so”) but
from the recognizable virtue of the teaching:

Observe them [viz. the decrees and verdicts] faithfully, for that will be
proof of your wisdom and discernment to other peoples, who on hearing
of all of these laws will say, “Surely, that great nation is a wise and dis-
cerning people.”

Deut 4:6

In consonance with his presentation of the laws as wisdom, the editor
emphasizes that the laws are commensurate with the human intellect.

Surely, this Commandment [miËwâ] . . . is not beyond your comprehen-
sion [lÃ’ niplê’t hî’ mimmßkÀ] nor is it too remote. It is not in heaven, that
you should say, “Who among us can go up to heaven and get it for us and
impart it to us, that we may observe it?” Neither is it beyond the ocean,
that you should say, “Who among us can cross to the other side of the
ocean and get it for us and impart it to us, that we may observe it?” No,
the Word is very close to you, in your mouth and in your heart, to ob-
serve it.

Deut 30:11–14
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By using the imagery of scaling heaven and crossing the sea, the scribe
of the Wisdom Edition borrows a theme from Babylonian wisdom
texts. The Dialogue of Pessimism puts it as a rhetorical question:

Who is so tall as to ascend to the heavens?
Who is so broad as to encompass the underworld?55

In various forms, the question occurs time and again in texts concerned
with matters beyond human reach, such as life eternal and, more spe-
cifically, knowledge of what the gods design and desire.56 The theme
also made its way into Hebrew wisdom texts.57 In the Wisdom Edition
of Deuteronomy, the scribe has applied it to the Torah as a rhetorical
means to imply that, precisely, the mind of God is not a secret. On the
contrary, the Law is intelligent and intelligible; Jews have no reason to
withdraw into skepticism.

The scribe of the Wisdom Edition of Deuteronomy read the Torah of
Moses with a view to comprehending its wisdom; he wanted to under-
stand and explain why the “rules and verdicts” make sense. Where he
intervened in the body of Deuteronomy, his contribution is likely to be
found in the legal sections. It is not clear whether Deut 19–25 should
be attributed in its entirety to the Wisdom Edition; however, the au-
thor of that edition did leave unmistakable traces of his intervention.58

Time and again in this section, the text explains the rationale of the
laws: “otherwise . . .; that is why . . .; so that . . .” (Deut 19:6, 19:7,
19:10; see also Deut 21:14, 22:26–27, 22:29, 23:15, 24:6). The author
stresses that application of the laws will serve as a deterrent (Deut
19:20, 21:21); in warfare, trees must be spared because they are de-
fenseless (Deut 20:19); rules for building serve to prevent accidents
(Deut 21:8); a counsel of prudence occurs in the midst of rules of con-
duct (Deut 23:23).59 In short, the Torah Edition culls wisdom from
the Law.

Later Jewish scribes have used the Deuteronomic association be-
tween law and wisdom as a springboard for speculations about the
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preexistence of the Torah; in this line of reasoning, the revelation of the
Law at Mt. Horeb can be viewed as a descent from heaven of wisdom
personified (Sir 24; Bar 3). Such ideas were not in the mind of the Wis-
dom editor of Deuteronomy. He did not transform the concept of wis-
dom but tried to apply the logic of wisdom to the realm of law. By in-
terpreting the Torah as an expression of wisdom, he created room for
scholarship in which devotion to the Torah need not inhibit the explo-
ration of the riches of experience and reason. If we were to apply a
theological dictum to his view of the Torah, it would be a variation on
St. Thomas Aquinas’s gratia non tollit sed perficit naturam (Summa
Theologica, Quaestio 62): the Torah does not annul human wisdom
but leads it to perfection.

The Wisdom Edition reveals yet another aspect of Hebrew scribal
culture. The prominence of terms for “teaching” (lammÁd, Deut 4:1, 5,
10, 14), in conjunction with the focus on wisdom, throws the scribes
into relief as teachers. They are the forerunners of Ben Sira, who in his
classroom combined praise of the Law with the exploration of human
nature in all its manifestations. The tone of the Wisdom Edition is also
reminiscent of a teacher: there is the reasoned explanation; the shifting
from the plural you to the singular you; the use of the list (e.g., Deut
4:16–18)—all pedagogical devices fit for communicating knowledge.
The scribe behind the Wisdom Edition is likely to have been a teacher
himself.

Moses as Model of the Scribes

The successive editions of Deuteronomy provide us with an insight into
the methods, mind-set, and ideas of successive generations of scribes.
We have seen their interests shifting from the legal consequences of cult
centralization to the exploration of the wisdom of Torah, with a Uto-
pian design of a theocracy and a theological reading of the national his-
tory in between. In their work, these scribes manifest themselves as in-
tellectuals and scholars with an evident interest in cultic matters.

A special way in which the scribes of Deuteronomy are saying some-
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thing about themselves is through their portrayal of Moses. At several
places in Deuteronomy it is clear that the scribes consider themselves
the heirs and successors of Moses. The chapter devoted to the succes-
sion of Moses designates the priests as the trustees and custodians of
the Torah he has written (Deut 31:9, 25–26); as Moses imparted his
teaching to the Israelites in his day, so the priests are to read his Torah
to their contemporaries (Deut 31:10–13). Only they have access to the
Torah; for a copy, even the king has to turn to them (Deut 17:18–19).
The priests these texts refer to are consistently qualified as “Levitical.”
We will have occasion to dwell on the significance of this specification;
for now it suffices to observe that these Levitical priests are apparently
professionals of writing, since they keep (Deut 31:25–26), copy (Deut
17:18), and read from the Torah (Deut 31:11). There is every reason to
believe, then, that these are self-references of the scribes; they claim the
legacy of Moses.60

The fact that the scribes of Deuteronomy view Moses as their ances-
tor and their patron is significant of their background. The figure of
Moses, like the motif of the Exodus, is at home in the religious tradi-
tions of the Northern Kingdom; if both eventually became part of the
Judean heritage, it was through the agency of disenfranchised clergy
who had found refuge in Judah after the fall of Samaria. The scribes
to whom we owe the Book of Deuteronomy, then, are presumably
from priestly families from Israel. For several generations these families
had been living in Judah, yet they still maintained a distinct identity
through their focus on Moses and the Exodus tradition. The mere fact
that the authors of Deuteronomy are scribes indicates that they be-
longed to the social establishment; since they were deported to Baby-
lonia, they must have been part of the leading elite of Judah.61

The northern roots of the scribes of Deuteronomy explain the combi-
nation of priestly concerns (such as sacrifice, purity rules, and the festi-
val calendar) and the use of a language that does not strike one as spe-
cifically priestly. The language of Deuteronomy is Deuteronomic, if the
tautology be permitted; it differs from the idiom of the Holiness Code
(H), the Book of Ezekiel, and the priestly document (P). Yet the fact
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that the scribes of Deuteronomy do not use the idiom of Ezekiel, H, or
P does not mean they were not priests. We must differentiate between
parties in the priesthood; the scribes of Deuteronomy were Levitical
priests as opposed to Aaronite or Zadokite priests.

Strictly speaking, the expression “Levitical priests” is redundant in
the perception of the Deuteronomic scribes, since to them, all legiti-
mate priests are descendants of Levi (see, e.g., Deut 33:8–11). Yet in
the context of the polemic concerning the legitimate priesthood, as re-
flected in Ezekiel 44, the qualification of priests as Levitical becomes a
defense of clergy whose sacerdotal rights were not being honored. At
several places in the book, Deuteronomy is quite explicit about those
rights (see, e.g., Deut 10:8–9, 14:27–29, 18:1–8); in a more subtle fash-
ion, however, the scribes promote the Levitical priesthood by casting
the priests in the role of scribes and legal scholars in the tradition of
Moses. In the perspective of Deuteronomy, the Levitical priests have
the monopoly on Torah and legal expertise; the focus on instruction
and jurisdiction throws other sacerdotal prerogatives into the shadows.
Deuteronomy promotes a new conception of the priests as experts in
the written Torah; the scribes behind Deuteronomy thus attempted to
redefine and revalorize their own area of expertise.

It is a debated point among critics whether Moses was actually men-
tioned in the first edition of Deuteronomy; many authors believe he en-
tered the scene only in the second or third edition.62 It is true that the
reference to the “Torah of Moses” in 2 Kings 23:25 is later than the
first edition of Deuteronomy, but it is difficult to reconstruct a first ver-
sion of Deuteronomy without mention of Moses. At the same time, it
must be conceded that if Moses was part of the Covenant Edition, he
was not a prominent character. His role in the subsequent editions is far
more significant; the Torah Edition offers a good starting point for a
study of the image of Moses in Deuteronomy.

If Moses has a title in the Torah Edition, it is that of prophet. Think-
ing of Moses, the term “prophet” is perhaps not the first qualification
that comes to mind; Elijah was a prophet, and Amos and Isaiah, but
Moses is more commonly perceived as a priest and a lawgiver. It is sig-
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nificant, however, that the Torah Edition chooses to ignore the sacerdo-
tal aspects of Moses’s ministry. By presenting Moses as a prophet, the
scribe of the Torah Edition was transforming the concept; to him, a
prophet is not an ecstatic or a diviner but someone who gives Torah
and communicates God’s Law. The Deuteronomic prophet, in other
words, acts as a Torah scribe.

It is no coincidence that the passage that refers to Moses as a prophet
links this title to Moses’s role as intermediary at Mt. Horeb. The pro-
phetic revelation of Moses consists in the oral Torah, which he put
down in writing not long before he died and entrusted to the priests.
Along with the written Torah, the priests inherited the office of Moses.
The law on the referral of baffling cases stipulates that the local author-
ities are to go to the priests to receive from them an oral ruling (17:8–
13). The word used in this connection is tôrâ: the priests dispense an
oral teaching, much like the teaching of Moses (see also Deut 24:8).63

Cases that are not provided for in the Book of the Torah, then, are to be
decided by the oral Torah of the priests, who have inherited the of-
fice of Moses. What is adumbrated here is the doctrine of the Torah
šebbe‘al-peh.64

It might seem strange that the priestly scribes would think of them-
selves as prophets, but other parts of Deuteronomy confirm the fact
that they do claim this role for themselves. It is well known that the
promise concerning a prophet like Moses (Deut 18:18) was not written
to be read as the prediction of the coming of one particular prophet,
but as a legitimization of those who were sitting on “the seat of Moses”
(Matt 23:2).65 The author of the Torah Edition thought of scholars like
himself as the successors of Moses in his prophetic office. They claimed
the authority to interpret and to update traditional law in light of the
insights revealed to them. Like Moses, they mediated between God and
the people.

While Moses was a prophet of revelations in the Torah Edition, the
editor of the History Edition turned him into a preaching prophet. The
History Edition has little interest in Moses as a mediator of revelations;
it is primarily concerned with the lessons of history that Moses had
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taught. What is traditionally known as the homiletic quality of the first
part of Deuteronomy is most likely due to the scribe of the History Edi-
tion. His sermons are sermons in writing; to take them as the transcript
of actual performances does not take into account their literary charac-
ter.66 Yet we are dealing with a literary phenomenon that cannot have
been without its oral counterpart; if the editor used the form of the
homily, he drew on his oratory experience. After all, a scribal education
taught skills of both writing and speaking.67

In the Wisdom Edition of Deuteronomy, finally, Moses is not so
much a prophet or a preacher as, first of all, a teacher. The introductory
statement in Deut 1:5 is instructive in this respect:

On the other side of the Jordan, in the land of Moab, Moses began to ex-
pound this Torah.

Where the Torah Edition would say that Moses revealed the Torah as
a prophet would, the Wisdom Edition makes Moses “expound” or
“explain” (in Hebrew, an intensive form of the root b’r) the Torah.
Both editions contain the episode at Mt. Horeb: in the Torah Edition
Moses mediates a revelation of “decrees and verdicts” (Deut 5:19–28),
whereas the Wisdom Edition makes him a teacher of “decrees and ver-
dicts” (Deut 4:10–14).68 The Torah is treated as a given, which Moses
and his successors have to interpret. The rubric says that Moses “be-
gan” this activity, thus suggesting that he had successors who would
continue his work.69 In their capacity as teachers and exegetes of the
Torah, the scribes regarded themselves precisely as the heirs of Moses.

Conclusion

This chapter has presented the Book of Deuteronomy as a sample of
scribal culture, both when taken as a literary artifact and when read as
a reflection of scribal concerns; in addition, the text has served as a
window on the social and historical background of the scribes.

The Book of Deuteronomy as we know it from the Hebrew Bible is
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the work of several generations of scribes. The book was conceived and
composed in their milieu; there it was taught and transmitted; and in
the course of its transmission it received three new editions, each sepa-
rated from its predecessor by some forty years. For almost two centu-
ries, the text existed in a single copy. It had the value of a relic from the
Mosaic age, to be renewed only when the material condition of the
scroll had deteriorated to the point at which it was deemed incompati-
ble with the dignity of the text. Each edition of Deuteronomy entailed a
revision of the entire manuscript; the scribes added each time a new in-
terpretive framework, inserted some new material, and rephrased the
text as they had received it.

The four editions of Deuteronomy grant us an insight into changes
and continuity among a particular scribal milieu. The scribes behind
Deuteronomy descended from priestly families that had moved, after
722, from the Northern Kingdom to Judah. They traced their origins
back to Levi. Being Levites, they considered themselves entitled to serve
at the temple, yet instead of a focus on the sacrificial cult they devel-
oped a profile as legal scholars. Throughout the four editions of Deu-
teronomy they promoted their own area of expertise as the central con-
cern of the priesthood and as the main source of its authority. They
were lawyers, albeit lawyers of a particular kind; their scholarship em-
braced both the written and the oral Torah, and the Torah to them was
more than just a work of law. The Torah stood for a way of life and a
certain vision of history.

The distinct accent of each of the four editions of Deuteronomy re-
flects a development in the scribal view of the Torah. In the Covenant
Edition, the Law serves to establish a religious orthodoxy; it prescribes
a format for human devotion in which there is a place for one God only
and only one place to worship Him. The Torah Edition presents the
Law as a design for the future as revealed in the past; it describes a
theocratic utopia, which was a source of inspiration rather than a law
to be applied. In the History Edition, the Law has become an endur-
ing witness against past generations; their unwillingness to uphold its
norms explains the disasters that have struck Judah and Jerusalem.
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Finally, in the Wisdom Edition, the Law is taken to embody a superior
form of wisdom to be appreciated as such by every human being under
heaven.

The successive editions of Deuteronomy attest to the broadening ho-
rizon of the scribes. At first they do not look beyond the borders of Ju-
dah; in the end, their vision has become cosmopolitan. In conjunction
with the broad scope of their vision, the scribes developed a new per-
ception of their own position. They are no longer parochial clerks but
see themselves as men of the world, propagating a way of life that must
command the respect of others. The religion they teach is in no way
backward; on the contrary, the Jewish way of life is an enlightened way
of life glowing with the wisdom of the Torah.

Owing to its long history, the Book of Deuteronomy bridges the time
of the late monarchy to the Persian period. Starting out with a revision
of the written law inherited from the mid-monarchic era (i.e., the Cove-
nant Code), Deuteronomy takes its readers to the time of Ezra, who
held out the Torah as the ultimate form of wisdom (Ezra 7:14, 25). In
response to two centuries of national history, the scribes reconceptual-
ized the Torah and, by the same token, their own role as legal scholars.
Deuteronomy takes us from Hilkiah to Ezra; both are priests and both
are associated with the Book of the Torah. Ezra, however, is also a
scribe. As he is described in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah, Ezra in-
carnates the priestly scribe, whose ideal prototype and ancestor the edi-
tors of Deuteronomy had portrayed in the figure of Moses.
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MANUFACTURING THE PROPHETS

The Book of Jeremiah as Scribal Artifact

The previous chapter looked at the Book of Deuteronomy as a
sample of scribal culture; by highlighting the role of the scribes in the
making of the “Book of the Torah,” it offered a model for understand-
ing the involvement of the scribes in the production of the legal and
narrative texts of the Bible. In this chapter we turn to the prophetic
collections. Within the section known as the Neviim (Prophets), the Bi-
ble has fifteen books attributed to named prophets, from Isaiah to
Malachi. This literature is of a rather different kind than Deuteronomy;
the history of its making is bound to be different as well. What were the
production mechanisms, who were the writers, and what was the social
setting of the prophetic literature?

The Earliest Books of the Prophets

The books of the prophets as we know them date from the Persian and
the early Hellenistic periods. There is solid evidence, however, that
written collections of prophetic oracles were already in existence in
the period of the monarchy, in the seventh and sixth centuries b.c.e.

The First Book of Kings mentions a prophet by the name of Micaiah
son of Imlah; in the days of King Ahab, this man had a vision of God

173



on his heavenly throne (1 Kings 22:6–28). Concluding the account of
Micaiah’s prophecy, the editor of Kings observes that Micaiah also
said, “Hear, you peoples, all of you!” (1 Kings 22:28). This phrase is
the opening line of the Book of Micah the Morashtite (Mic 1:2). The
editor of Kings has confused the two prophets, attributing the Book of
Micah to Micaiah ben Imlah. He made a mistake, but in so doing left a
testimony to the existence of a scroll of Micah oracles.

There is no consensus about the precise date of the edition of Kings,
but only a handful of scholars would put it later than the early exilic
period (ca. 560 b.c.e.). In the first half of the sixth century, then, scribal
circles were familiar with the Book of Micah. A second witness to the
circulation of the Micah scroll is the quotation of a Micah oracle in the
Book of Jeremiah. After Jeremiah’s temple sermon in 609 (Jer 26:1),
the elders of Judah came to the defense of Jeremiah by pointing out to
the population that in the days of King Hezekiah, about a century be-
fore, Micah the Morashtite had also announced the destruction of the
Jerusalem temple (Jer 26:17–19). The literal citation of Mic 3:12 re-
flects the existence of an oracle collection attributed to Micah. Whether
it was actually known and studied by the “elders” of Judah is question-
able, but there can be little doubt that the editors of the Book of Jere-
miah knew the Micah collection. Since they were active in the early
exilic period, the Book of Micah was by then an object of study.

It is more than likely that the Book of Jeremiah, too, was in circula-
tion in the community of the exiles. According to Jeremiah 36, Jere-
miah dictated his collected oracles to the scribe Baruch in 605. The
scroll to which the latter committed the text ended up being burned,
which made it necessary to produce a second scroll. The historical ac-
curacy of this account is suspect; it has presumably been composed
to serve as an authentication narrative of an early Jeremiah scroll.
This scroll is described in considerable detail: it was written in ink (Jer
36:18), disposed in columns (Jer 36:23), and it contained, in addition
to Jeremiah oracles from the first part of his prophetic career, “many
[other] words like these” (Jer 36:32). The story would be pointless if, in
fact, there were no such scroll; we must therefore assume that, by the
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time of the story’s composition, a written Jeremiah collection was in
existence.

We have another witness, from roughly the same period, for the exis-
tence of written oracle collections. In the story of Ezekiel’s calling,
dated in 592 (Ezek 1:2), the prophet has a vision in which he sees a
hand, stretched out to him, holding a scroll (mßgillat-sÁper) inscribed
on both sides with lamentations, dirges, and woes. The prophet is or-
dered to take the scroll and eat it, that he may henceforth speak God’s
words to his people (Ezek 2:8–3:4). It is an unusual calling narrative:
the familiar motif of God touching the prophet’s mouth (Isa 6:6–7; Jer
1:9) is replaced by the consumption of a scroll written by God. The
new motif—or the new visionary experience—can occur only at a time
in which people like Ezekiel are familiar with the phenomenon of a
written collection of prophetic oracles.1

Such evidence proves the existence of pre-exilic prophecies written
down on scrolls; the pre-exilic prophets thus had a counterpart in ora-
cle collections from before the exile. It is hardly surprising that the ref-
erences to this tradition of written prophecy are almost all from the pe-
riod of the early exile; after the disastrous events of 597 and 586—the
first deportation to Babylon and the second deportation after the cap-
ture of Jerusalem—the study of the prophets was a way of coming to
terms with the national catastrophe. The Torah Edition of Deuteron-
omy mentions fulfillment of predictions as the main criterion by which
true prophets are to be distinguished from impostors (Deut 18:21–22);
the editor formulated this criterion after, and in light of, the fall of Jeru-
salem and the destruction of the temple. True prophets were those who
had foreseen those events, as Micah had when saying Jerusalem would
become heaps of ruins (Jer 26:18; Mic 3:12). The Deuteronomic crite-
rion of true prophecy presupposes the existence of written prophecy,
for otherwise it would hardly be possible to check whether a prophet
had been right or wrong.

The biblical evidence for written prophecy in the time of the monar-
chy finds extrabiblical support from the Book of Balaam discovered in
1967 at Deir Alla.2 Deir Alla is a site in East Jordan close to, if not iden-
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tical with, the place known as Succoth in the Bible.3 The Aramaic text
of the Book of Balaam was written on plaster that was originally ap-
plied to the entrance of a large building thought to have served as a
temple. Because the plaster came from the wall, we know that the text
was originally for public display, not unlike the display inscriptions on
temples and palaces known from Egypt and Mesopotamia. Certain
characteristics of the inscription indicate that it was copied from a
scroll.4 The layout of the text follows the model of a scroll: it is written
in ink, arranged in columns, and has rubrics (titles and transition pas-
sages) marked in red, in conformity with a scribal practice known from
Egyptian papyri.5

Written in red, a rubric opens the text:

Book [spr] of [Ba]laam, [son of Beo]r, seer of the gods.

The text continues with a description of the gods visiting the seer at
night and communicating to him an oracle of El. As he wakes up,
Balaam is in distress. In reply to their solicitous questions, he announces
to his people what the gods are about to do. His oracle is one of doom,
implying that the natural order will turn into a kind of counterorder.

Several details of the Balaam prophecy have parallels in biblical
prophecy. The crucial point in the present connection, however, is the
light the Balaam text sheds on the formation of the prophetic collec-
tions of the Bible. The text is generally dated between 800 and 750
b.c.e. At that time, then, there was scroll—the master text of which the
wall inscription is a copy—containing the collected words and deeds
of someone regarded as a prophet—or, rather, a “seer of the gods”
(Ézh ’lhn). This collection is contemporaneous with such early biblical
prophets as Hosea and Amos (both ca. 760 b.c.e.). Coming from an
area that was adjacent to, and in some periods perhaps part of, the
state of Israel (compare Pss 60:8, 108:8), the Book of Balaam shows us
what the pre-exilic books of the prophets may have looked like.

If it is an established fact that there were prophetic collections in the
monarchic period, the volume and nature of these collections are yet to
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be determined. We have seen that there was a collection of Micah ora-
cles, since two texts from the early exilic period quote from it. How-
ever, the two citations are from the beginning of chapter 1 (1 Kings
22:28 quoting Mic 1:2) and the end of chapter 3 (Jer 26:17–19 quoting
Mic 3:12). It is theoretically possible, therefore, that the pre-exilic Mi-
cah collection consisted of only the first three chapters of the present
book—precisely the part that many critics regard as the original core.6

Much the same is probably true of other prophetic collections; the pre-
exilic scrolls were forerunners of the later books, and presumably con-
siderably smaller.

One characteristic the prophetic books of the Bible share with their
pre-exilic forerunners is their composite nature, manifesting itself in the
juxtaposition, often without any apparent transition, of oracles about
different subjects and from different periods. Interspersed between and
among the oracles, moreover, are laments, prayers, eulogies, and more
of the like, as a result of which most books give an impression of inco-
herence and disorder. In the eyes of a modern reader, the prophetic
books of the Bible “are not the kind of literary works which follow
from the master plan of a single creative mind.”7 This judgment is
likely to hold good for the first prophetic collections as well; they were
anthologies and compilations of quite heterogeneous materials.

Comparative evidence from contemporaneous Mesopotamian sources
shows how Assyrian scribes went about the composition of oracle col-
lections. From the time of Esarhaddon and Assurbanipal (first half of
the seventh century b.c.e.), there are some thirty oracles that have been
preserved in writing.8 The oracle records come in two formats: in col-
lections written on vertical, multicolumn tablets, and as single oracles
written on small horizontal tablets. The small tablets were suited for re-
ports and letters, the multicolumn tablets for archival storage and ref-
erence purposes. This evidence suggests that the oracle was first tran-
scribed on a small tablet (including the name of the prophet), and
afterward copied onto one of the larger archival tablets. Since the origi-
nals were routinely destroyed, we have no way of confirming this pro-
cedure on the basis of a specific oracle. But the oracle collections do
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presuppose an earlier record of the individual oracles; the proposed re-
construction, based on what is known for other types of records, makes
good sense.

The Neo-Assyrian evidence is relevant to the discussion of the forma-
tion of the prophetic collections in the Bible on two scores. First, it
shows that scribes of the temple administration kept a written record of
the individual oracles pronounced in the temple, and second, it attests
to the custom of collecting prophecies on larger tablets kept for future
consultation. The organizing principles of the Assyrian oracle collec-
tions were subject matter and date; the storage tablets contain oracles
attributed to various prophets and prophetesses. In this respect, then,
they differ from the biblical collections, which find their unity in the—
presumed—author of the oracles. The point of comparison, however, is
clear: the recording of separate oracles preceded the composition of the
collections.

In the perception of the later biblical and much of the postbiblical
tradition, the prophetic books of the Bible have prophets as their au-
thors; the rubrics to the books do not distinguish between prophet and
author. However, if the books in question have not been designed by “a
single creative mind,” the presumed authorship of the prophets applies
at best to the separate units of the compositions, their compilation be-
ing the work of later editors. Since the quest for the origins of the pro-
phetic books has to begin by identifying the composers of the constitu-
ent parts of the whole, we can start off with the question of whether
the prophets actually wrote down their oracles—or any other parts of
“their” books.

Prophets and Writing

The early prophets of Israel did not write; they were men—and
women—of the spoken word, who delivered their oracles to an audi-
ence largely incapable of reading. This is the impression conveyed by
the biblical picture of the pre-exilic prophets, and this has been the
dominant view among scholars and historians since the early twentieth
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century.9 On occasion, however, the Bible does speak about prophets
writing. Instead of dismissing this evidence as editorial fantasy, we had
better establish the extent, purpose, and historical plausibility of the
phenomenon.

The references to pre-exilic prophets in the act of writing can be
counted on the fingers of one hand. Leaving aside the cases of dubious
historical authenticity, there are four records of a prophet writing that
strike many critics as reliable.10 We have (1) Habakkuk recording a
prophecy on tablets (Hab 2:2), (2) Isaiah writing down an enigmatic
phrase on a large sheet (Isa 8:1), and (3) Jeremiah sending a letter to the
exiles in Babylon (Jer 29:1); to these biblical instances we must add (4)
the reference to a written message from “the prophet” mentioned in an
early sixth century ostracon from Lachish (Lachish Letter 3, lines 20–
21). I will discuss the texts in the above order.

Although the four references are not of one kind, they all illustrate
the use of writing for the purpose of communicating a message to a
contemporaneous audience. Habakkuk is instructed to write down his
prophecy so a herald may run to proclaim it.

Write down the prophecy,

And inscribe it clearly on the tablets,

So that a [town] crier may run with it.
Hab 2:211

The prophet is to write down a single prophecy as a means of publica-
tion by the intermediary of a herald. The procedure resembles the one
employed by King Sennacherib, who, according to 2 Chron 32:17,
wrote “letters” (sßpÀrîm) to be read by messengers in order to persuade
the Judaean population to surrender. Thus the speech the royal of-
ficers delivered in Jerusalem (2 Chron 32:9–16) echoed throughout the
Judaean countryside. Habakkuk, for his part, used writing as a means
of broadcasting an oracle.12

Whereas Habakkuk was to write an oracle for public broadcasting,
Isaiah was instructed to paint his text on a poster.
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And Yahweh said to me: “Get yourself a large sheet and write on it with a
brush: ‘Pillage hastens, looting speeds.’”

Isa 8:1

Four words are all Isaiah writes by way of an enigmatic oracle (“Maher-
shalal-hash-baz”) designed to arouse the curiosity of the viewer. No
one who came by could escape seeing it; Isaiah used a “large sheet” and
a “brush” to paint his words in bold characters.13 The prophet made
Uriah, the high priest, countersign the poster as a witness (Isa 8:2; com-
pare 2 Kings 16:10–16); since the second witness bears a name that was
popular in priestly circles (Zechariah son of Jeberechiah), he may also
have been a priest. In view of the witnesses, Isaiah is likely to have hung
his poster in the temple.

Isaiah’s enigmatic oracle written large in the temple resembles the
strange writing on the wall mentioned in the Book of Daniel (Dan 5:1–
29). Written by “the fingers of a human hand” (Dan 5:5), the four
words that appeared on the plaster of the wall—mene mene tekel
upharsin—were just as mysterious as Isaiah’s poster. It required the in-
tervention of Daniel to illuminate their meaning. Isaiah used the me-
dium of writing as a visual means of communication, but the message
he wrote down was deliberately obscure. Its purpose was to raise ques-
tions. The first question voiced by most people who saw the poster
would be a request for someone to read it; second, they would ask for
an explanation.

An Assyrian dream report from the days of Isaiah shows that the no-
tion of a prophecy published as a display inscription was not totally
foreign in the ancient Near East. In the annals of King Assurbanipal
there is an unusual dream report involving a young man in Babylon.

In these days, a certain man went to bed in the middle of the night and
saw a dream. Upon the pedestal of the god Sin was written: “Upon those
who plot evil against Assurbanipal, King of Assyria, and resort to hos-
tilities, I shall bestow miserable death. I shall put an end to their lives
through the quick dagger, conflagration, hunger, and pestilence.” When I
heard this, I put my trust in the words of Sin.14
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Even if dreams are a distorted reflection of events from the waking life,
the report attests to the phenomenon of written prophecy displayed in
a public place. A variant version of the text has the god Nabu read the
text to the dreamer, which shows that most onlookers would need the
assistance of a scribe to understand the writing.15

In the third instance of a pre-exilic prophet’s using writing as a
means of communicating his message, the writer is Jeremiah. Accord-
ing to the account of Jer 29:1–3, Jeremiah sent a letter (sÁper) to the ex-
iles in 594 b.c.e. In that year King Zedekiah sent a diplomatic mission
to his Babylonian overlord Nebuchadnezzar to protest his innocence
and persuade him of his loyalty.16 Members of the mission carried Jere-
miah’s letter calling on his deported compatriots to accept their situa-
tion and integrate themselves in the Babylonian society. Whether the
whole text of Jer 29:4–23 was in Jeremiah’s letter is doubtful, but the
report that the prophet sent a letter along the lines of the oracle in Jer
29:4–9 is quite plausible. The message of the prophet was entirely in
consonance with the purpose of Zedekiah’s mission: he recommended
what must have been perceived as a pro-Babylonian attitude bound to
please Nebuchadnezzar and his entourage.

The practice of transmitting a prophetic oracle by letter is confirmed
by an extrabiblical reference on an ostracon from Lachish. The Lachish
ostraca are usually referred to as the Lachish letters because they con-
tain copies (less likely, drafts) of letters written on papyrus, sent from
Lachish.17 They all date to the years 587/586 b.c.e. and are thus con-
temporary with Jeremiah. Lachish Letter 3 speaks about a letter (sÁper)
“from the prophet” (mÁ’Át hannÀbî’) that opened with the word “Be-
ware!” (hiššÀmer).18 The letter in question has been lost, but its men-
tion shows that a prophet in sixth-century Judah did use the medium of
a letter to communicate his message. A few letters sent by prophets
to the King of Mari, more than a millennium earlier, show that the
Judaean custom has early antecedents in the Near East.19

There is no compelling reason not to take seriously these reports
about prophets writing; on the contrary, both the comparative evidence
from Mesopotamia and the inscriptional evidence from Lachish cor-
roborate the biblical data. On occasion, then, the pre-exilic prophets
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did write. Their purpose in writing, however, was confined to commu-
nicating a message to their contemporaries. They resorted to the writ-
ten word when they judged an oral delivery less apt to reach their in-
tended audience. Not a single time, though, did they write in view of
preserving their words for future generations. Yet this was precisely the
purpose of the prophetic collections as we know them from the He-
brew Bible. The books of the prophets were composed for an audience
that would consult them after the prophets had gone.

Scribes and Prophets

Though prophets may have written on occasion, they did not record
the oracles they delivered. Considering the existence of pre-exilic oracle
collections, however, somebody must have taken the initiative to com-
mit the oracles to writing. So who did? The nature of the prophetic
books makes it clear that the literary fixation of separate oracles pre-
ceded the composition of the collections. In our quest for the writers,
we can narrow down the field, in a first analysis, to those who recorded
the texts that were later included in the collections. There are basically
two possibilities: either the separate oracles go back to archival records
kept by officials, or they are the recorded recollections of followers of
the prophets. In the first case the chronological interval between the de-
livery of the oracle and its fixation in writing was relatively brief; in the
second, the time gap between delivery and writing may have been sig-
nificant, in which case the oral tradition may have served as a bridge.

The comparative evidence from Assyria is in favor of the first solu-
tion. We know that the Neo-Assyrian oracle collections go back to
individual oracle reports drawn up by officials for the benefit of the
crown. There is some evidence in the Hebrew Bible that might be mar-
shaled in support of a similar practice in Israel and Judah. The Book of
Amos describes an encounter between the prophet Amos and Amaziah,
the priest of Bethel (Amos 7:10–17). Alarmed by the subversive oracles
Amos delivered at the temple of Bethel, Amaziah sent a message to the
king in which he reported what Amos had been saying (Amos 7:11;
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compare 7:9, 7:17). In the days of Jeremiah, the Jerusalem counterpart
of Amaziah was Zephaniah son of Maaseiah. Having been appointed
as priest, it was his duty to act as superintendent of the sanctuary; if a
prophet disturbed the order, the priest was to put him “into the stocks
and into the pillory” (Jer 29:24–28; compare 20:1–6). Such measures
were presumably an occasion for a report to the political authorities.

The references in the books of Amos and Jeremiah suggest that proph-
ets had a predilection for the temple as a platform for their perfor-
mances. After all, prophets belonged to the religious establishment on a
par with priests and sages (see, e.g., Jer 18:18); the temple was, in a
way, home territory for them. Practically speaking, moreover, on reli-
gious high days the temple was the place where they were sure to find
an audience.20 The high priest being the official under whose authority
the prophets delivered their oracles, there is reason to surmise that the
temple scribes recorded the prophecies; the high priest would thus have
been able to check what a prophet had been saying even if he had not
been present on the occasion. In light of the comparative evidence of
the Neo-Assyrian oracles, it is possible that the archives of the Jerusa-
lem temple kept records of the oracles delivered in the precincts of the
sanctuary.

Yet comparative evidence does not amount to compelling evidence;
the existence of a file of oracle records in the archives of the temple, ei-
ther at Jerusalem or in Bethel, remains a matter of informed specula-
tion. Also, the hypothesis faces two serious objections. Reading
through the books of the prophets, the oracles one encounters seem of-
ten too general to have been of interest to the temple officials; many of
them are artful and literary, and not very specific in content. Nothing in
the Book of Amos, for example, is as particular and specific as the
prophecy Amaziah reports to the king. It is possible that the historical
Amos, just like other prophets, was in fact quite specific in his predic-
tions. If so, the distance between the oracles in his book and his actual
performances is considerable. In sum, the contents of the books of the
prophets do not correspond with what one would expect in the records
of the temple archive.
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The second objection concerns the nature of the prophetic collec-
tions in the Bible. Unlike the Assyrian oracle collections, the biblical
books derive their unity from the person of the prophet. In Assyria, the
scribes made a selection of those oracles in favor of the king and ar-
ranged them by theme and date of delivery; one tablet will contain ora-
cles from different prophets. The biblical books of the prophets, in con-
trast, gather various oracles attributed to a single prophet; as if to
underscore the importance of the person of the prophet, the collections
often contain narratives about the prophet as well. In this respect, then,
the prophetic books of the Bible resemble the Book of Balaam more
than they do the Assyrian oracle collections.

The mixture of oracles from, and narratives about, one prophet sug-
gests that the early Hebrew collections were the work of followers
and sympathizers. Even if the composers owed their knowledge of the
prophet’s oracles to the temple files, it is very unlikely that they ob-
tained the information on his life and times from the official archives.
Recollection, either personal or mediated, seems a more plausible
source. But if the authors of the biographical pieces on the prophets
worked from memory, whether individual or collective, why would not
the writers of the oracles have worked from memory as well? It would
have been easier, in a sense, than going through the temple archives
looking for relevant records. In brief, while there may have been oracle
records on file in the temple archive, it is unlikely that they played a de-
cisive role in the composition of the prophetic books of the Bible.

There is one biblical document that describes the coming about of a
prophetic book. It is the story of the scroll in which the scribe Baruch
wrote the collected oracles of Jeremiah (Jer 36). In previous remarks
about the pertinent chapter from the Book of Jeremiah, I have stressed
its ideological slant; the narrative has been designed as proof of the au-
thenticity of an early scroll of Jeremiah oracles. Notwithstanding the
bias of the account, however, it contains several facts about the produc-
tion of the prophetic collections that merit careful attention. First, the
composer of the collection is a professional scribe from the entourage
of the prophet; second, the oracles in the collection are the written rec-
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ollections of oral performances of the prophet; and third, the collection
that survives is not the original scroll but a rewritten one to which
many things have been added. I will use these three points as proposi-
tions about the formation of the prophetic books in general.

According to the account in Jeremiah 36, the writer of the earliest
collection of Jeremiah oracles was a professional scribe (hassÃpÁr, Jer
36:26, 36:32). At the request of the prophet, the scribe Baruch put
down in writing oracles from a period of some twenty years. Some time
later he read the scroll to assembled worshippers in the temple; his
connection to the prophet was not confined, apparently, to his role as
transcriber. Other passages from Jeremiah suggest that Baruch was a
close companion and, in a sense, collaborator of Jeremiah’s. People sus-
pected that he was Jeremiah’s inspiration (Jer 43:2–3); the personal or-
acle addressed to him implies he shared in the afflictions of the prophet
(Jer 45:1–5). Baruch was not merely a scribe, then, but a scribe with a
personal affinity with Jeremiah and his message.

It would be incorrect to assume that Baruch was alone in his support
of Jeremiah; he represents a larger community of followers and sympa-
thizers. A study of the Book of Jeremiah yields an astonishing number
of names of people who were either opponents or supporters of the
prophet; both camps were influential in the royal bureaucracy and
among the temple officials.21 Defenders of Jeremiah’s cause included,
notably, various members of the Shaphan family.22 While it might be
mistaken to designate these people as “disciples” of the prophet, they
did constitute a support group that was receptive to Jeremiah’s mes-
sage. Baruch belonged to a wide circle of sympathizers of the prophet,
then, many of whom were scribes by profession or belonged to the lit-
erate elite.23

Being a scribe, Baruch combined his personal sympathy for Jeremiah
and his message with the ability to compose a literary text. The con-
junction of these two conditions in one person predisposed Baruch to
act as the chronicler of the prophet. The importance of his role can
hardly be overrated. It matters little whether or not it was actually
one Baruch who wrote the first collection of Jeremiah oracles; the sig-
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nificance of the reference to Baruch concerns the involvement of a pro-
fessional scribe in the creation of the collection. This means that the
earliest prophetic collections were already the work of professionals of
writing, and that we should therefore expect to find evidence of the
usual practices and techniques of the scribal craft.

The second element that may be inferred from the story about
Baruch and the scroll of Jeremiah concerns the relation between the
written oracles and their oral delivery. The text of Jer 36:2 intimates
that Baruch the scribe wrote down the text of the oracles that Jeremiah
had delivered over a period of some twenty years; he composed, in-
deed, an oracle collection. A crucial question here is the method that
Baruch employed in establishing the text of these oracles. According to
the biblical account, he wrote at the dictation of the prophet. This part
of the tale, however, is historically suspect because it is obviously de-
signed to prove that the collection had the authority of the prophet:
ipse dixit, or as the Semitic idiom has it, the oracles were “from the
mouth” of the prophet. It is highly unlikely that Jeremiah took the ini-
tiative to put his oracles on record, and it was certainly not at the com-
mand of God. Prophets, as we have seen, were not in the habit of writ-
ing their messages; nor were they accustomed to dictating them to
others.

If Baruch did not write from dictation, his knowledge of the oracles
came from another source. While it cannot be excluded that he had ac-
cess to oracle reports from the temple archives, the more likely possibil-
ity is that he worked on the basis of recollection. His scribal education
had trained his powers of memorization, and it is quite possible that for
much of what he wrote he could consult his own memory. It is unlikely,
however, that he had been a witness of all the oracles he recorded; the
oral tradition as it circulated among Jeremiah’s supporters must have
supplied him with other material. In this reconstruction, it is not neces-
sary to posit the existence of an oral tradition spanning several genera-
tions, as had been the trend for a while in the 1930s and 1940s. The
oral tradition that Jer 36:2 might imply does not exceed twenty years.
It was part of a group culture in which the acts and oracles of Jeremiah
were an important topic of conversation and discussion.
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The account of Baruch and the Jeremiah scroll is relevant to yet a
third aspect of the production of early oracle collections. The story of
the scroll is not only about its making but also about its destruction
and its reproduction in an expanded form. According to the biblical
narrative, the first scroll ended up in the flames of the brazier of King
Jehoiakim; in stark contrast with the awe King Josiah had shown for
the Book of the Torah (2 Kings 22–23), Jehoiakim displayed only con-
tempt for the oracle collection and burned it, column by column. To
make up for the loss of the first scroll, Jeremiah received word of God
telling him to write a second one. In a stunning feat of memory, he dic-
tated the text of the first scroll all over again to Baruch, who was thus
able to write a second scroll. In addition to the earlier text, this second
scroll contained “many [other] words like these” (Jer 36:32).

Though the biblical narrative focuses on Jehoiakim’s refusal to listen
to the word God spoke through Jeremiah, it is significant for the his-
tory of biblical literature on account of the theme of the reinvented
text. The same motif occurs in the tale of the two tablets containing the
Ten Commandments; because Moses destroyed the first tablets, God
had to make a new copy. Both stories reflect an awareness among the
scribes that the texts at their disposal were not originals but copies go-
ing back to a lost original. In the case of the Jeremiah scroll, moreover,
the scribe who wrote the Baruch story realized that the Jeremiah scroll
as he knew it contained parts that had not been in the earlier scroll. The
legitimizing narrative of Jer 36:27–32 is a witness to the textual growth
of the Jeremiah tradition.

It is useful, at this point, to confront the witness of Jer 36:27–32 with
the textual history of Deuteronomy. As discussed in Chapter 6, a close
analysis of Deuteronomy demonstrates that the book went through
four major editions in order to reach its present form. Each edition was
physically coterminous with a scroll; a new edition, with revisions and
expansions, required the production of a new scroll, which took the
place of an earlier one thereafter discarded and reduced to oblivion.
The growth of the literary tradition, whether legal, narrative, or pro-
phetic, materialized in a succession of scrolls, the interval between
them being normally dictated by the life span of a scroll. Particular inci-
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dents, symbolized in Jeremiah 36 by Jehoiakim’s act of book burning,
might accelerate the development.

On the strength of the biblical account of the making of the scroll of
Jeremiah, it is possible to formulate a model for the way in which the
prophetic books came into being. In this model, scribes are instru-
mental in the making of the collections. Their work naturally exhibits
all the characteristics of scribal procedure, including transcription, in-
vention, and expansion. The scribes’ principal means of access to the
words and acts of the prophets was memory; personal memory, in
some cases, but mostly collective memory as extant in the minds of the
supporters and followers of the prophets. In addition, the scribes could
incorporate in the collections oracle records from the temple files. In
the course of the transmission of the prophetic collections, the scrolls
received additions. These additions were in a way “like” the earlier ma-
terial but were not necessarily from the same prophet; the further re-
moved from the first collection they were, the more significant the con-
tribution of the scribes who made the additions.

Jeremiah as a Scribal Artifact

If the account about the Jeremiah scroll in Jer 36 allows us to develop a
model for conceptualizing the coming about of the prophetic collec-
tions, the Book of Jeremiah supplies us with the material to test the va-
lidity of that model. Three propositions make up the model; translated
to the Book of Jeremiah they hold that (1) the Book of Jeremiah is a
scribal artifact; (2) the core of the book is based on personal and collec-
tive memory; and (3) the scribes expanded the original Jeremiah collec-
tion with material associated with Jeremiah but not necessarily from
him. The following sections will offer evidence demonstrating the accu-
racy and significance of these propositions.

In demonstrating that the Book of Jeremiah is a scribal artifact, I
wish to make two points. First, the book is a scribal composition as op-
posed to a prophetic memoir; those parts of the book that present them-
selves as a genuine autobiographical document by Jeremiah, namely

188

Scribal Culture and the Making of the Hebrew Bible



the so-called Confessions, are in fact the work of scribes. And second,
the scribal nature of the book is revealed by its use of existing oracle
collections to create new oracular material; the oracles against the na-
tions, collected in chapters 46–51 of the Masoretic text, offer some
striking illustrations.

Scattered over the first twenty chapters of Jeremiah we find the Con-
fessions of Jeremiah; they consist of complaints of the prophet and an-
swers by God (Jer 1:4–19, 6:9–11, 6:27–30, 9:1–6, 11:18–12:6, 15:10–
21, 17:14–18, 18:18–23, 20:7–18). It is the view of many scholars that
the Confessions of Jeremiah constitute a unique document that quali-
fies the prophet as an individual of great sensitivity and exceptional
literary merit.24 The usual designation of these individual laments as
“confessions” is significant of the value attached to them. Borrowed
from Augustine’s Confessiones, it identifies Jeremiah’s laments as one
of the oldest introspective texts in human history. The trouble, how-
ever, resides in the fact that these texts, if indeed authentically autobio-
graphical, are truly unique. There is nothing like them in the ancient
Near East. No one kept this kind of personal diary.25

The fact that the ancient Near East has no documented parallel to a
private record of an inner struggle with one’s destiny does not mean
that the Confessions of Jeremiah are without literary parallels. Some of
the laments from the Psalter, such as Psalm 69, would not be out of
place in the mouth of Jeremiah.26 The parallels with the Book of Job are
even stronger in some respects, since they extend to the divine replies.27

However, the individual laments in the Psalms are not personal docu-
ments but formulaic prayers intended for multiple use and for purposes
of edification. And the Book of Job is not really about Job but about
the problem of the theodicy. The laments and the divine responses are
didactic literature.

The laments of Jeremiah and the accompanying divine replies have a
striking parallel outside the Bible in the Babylonian wisdom composi-
tion known as Man and His God.28 The cuneiform poem consists of
three parts. After a short introduction of the protagonist, the subject of
the text launches into a lament that is quite like the laments of the Bi-
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ble. At the end of the text the deity responds with an oracle of salvation
and encouragement. The text compares with Ludlul bÁl nÁmeqi, which
is also an account of individual misfortune ending with the delivery of
the sufferer by a merciful god.29 Unlike Man and His God and the Book
of Job, Ludlul lacks a divine discourse. A common characteristic of
the three texts, however, is their didactic nature. Though they present
themselves as (auto)biographical narratives, they are in fact scholarly
wisdom texts.

In view of both the biblical and the extrabiblical parallels, the Con-
fessions of Jeremiah are best interpreted as a literary creation for pur-
poses of instruction and edification. They are not a genuine ego-docu-
ment but a scribal composition designed to create a certain image of the
prophet Jeremiah. Its author wanted to construct a prophetic identity
for Jeremiah. To reach his aim, he focused on Jeremiah’s inner struggle
to come to terms with his prophetic calling as a way to show what it
means to be a real prophet. In so doing, he contributed in no small
measure to the romantic perception of the biblical prophets as tor-
mented individuals of great literary talent.

The fact that the composer of the Confessions was indeed construct-
ing a prophetic identity is clear from the correspondences between the
Confessions and the account of Jeremiah’s calling in the first chapter of
the book. Some of the parallels are astonishingly close.

And I will make you . . . a fortified wall of bronze;

They will attack you, but they shall not prevail over you,

For I am with you to save you and deliver you.
Jer 15:20

And behold, I will make you today a fortified city,

And a wall of bronze . . .

They will attack you, but they shall not prevail over you,

For I am with you . . . to deliver you.
Jer 1:18–1930
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Other correspondences are less striking but nonetheless substantial.
According to Jer 1:4, Jeremiah was destined to become a prophet be-
cause God had set him apart even before he was born. In the Confes-
sions the prophet acknowledges his special position by saying that he is
called by God’s name (Jer 15:16). God put His word in the mouth of
the prophet (Jer 1:9), and the prophet claims that “when Your words
were offered, I ate them” (Jer 15:16). “Do not be a cause of dismay for
me,” prays the prophet (Jer 17:17), echoing God’s injunction “not to
be dismayed by them, lest I dismay you before them” (Jer 1:17).

The connection between Jeremiah’s calling (Jer 1:4–10, 1:11–19), on
the one hand, and the Confessions, on the other, is seldom taken into
account, because commentators feel that the two belong to different
genres. Yet the narratives of Jeremiah’s calling are a mixture of divine
speech (“I make you a prophet,” “I make you a fortified city,” “Fear
not, for I am with you”) and individual complaints (“I do not know
how to speak, for I am only a youth”) very much like the Confessions.
With their mixture of laments and divine speeches, the Confessions are
a sequel to the calling of the prophet. The author intended to show that
inner conflict does not attend only the beginning of a prophetic career
but accompanies it all along. A real prophet is always pursuing an inner
dialogue with God.

One reason why many students of the Book of Jeremiah find it hard
to believe that the Confessions are a scribal invention is that they con-
tain implicit—and at times explicit—references to the life of the
prophet. Was the scribe of the Confessions so bold as to simply make
up a spiritual biography of the prophet? It does not seem so. In addi-
tion to a rich store of Psalms phraseology from which he did borrow,
he had some well-known prophets as models for Jeremiah. Their ca-
reers and experiences served as a source for the spiritual autobiography
outlined in the Confessions. Two models are mentioned in Jer 15:1–3:
Even if Moses and Samuel were to stand before God, God would not be
won over to the people. Jeremiah is supposed to be like Moses and
Samuel. Other prophets, such as Elijah, though not mentioned in the
Book of Jeremiah, provided supplementary data to flesh out the inner
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life of Jeremiah. Another model prophet was Micah; he also announced
doom to Jerusalem and was proved to be right (Jer 26:17–19).

The model prophets supplied, first of all, certain elements for the
portrait of Jeremiah as a prophet. In response to the divine calling, Jere-
miah objects that he is only a youth (na‘ar) and that he does not know
how to speak (Jer 1:6). The youthfulness is borrowed from Samuel’s
calling (1 Sam 3:1–10) and the lack of rhetorical ability echoes Moses’s
alleged speech impairment (Exod 4:10, 6:11, 6:29). The role of the
prophet as an intercessor, mentioned in the Confessions (Jer 15:11,
18:20) and referred to in the sermons (Jer 7:16, 11:14, 14:11), goes
back to Moses (Num 11:1–13, 21:4–9; Deut 9–10) and Samuel (1 Sam
7:5, 8:6, 12:19, 12:23). That people do not listen is a problem con-
fronting all prophets—as Moses (Exod 6:8, 6:11) and Samuel (1 Sam
8:6–8) knew before Jeremiah (Jer 6:10, 20:8). Jeremiah faced enmity
(Jer 11:18–21, 12:6, 15:10, 18:18–23, 20:10) and found life unbear-
able (Jer 20:14–18), just like Elijah (1 Kings 19:1–14) and Moses (Num
11:15). Even the desire to withdraw to the desert (Jer 9:1) is copied
from Elijah (1 Kings 19:4).

The correspondence between Jeremiah and Micah is even closer.31

The writer of Jer 26:17–19 refers to Micah as a precedent of Jeremiah.
He quotes from Micah’s oracles and thereby attests to the existence of
the written collection. The author of the Confessions borrowed from
the Book of Micah to enrich Jeremiah’s experience with certain particu-
lars.32 In fact, the Micah collection may have given him the idea for the
Confessions, since it contains a personal lament much in the vein of
those by Jeremiah (Mic 7:1–6). Enmity from Micah’s own household
(Mic 7:5–6) and attempts to keep him from prophesying (Mic 2:6) find
many echoes in Jeremiah’s Confessions. As Micah (Mic 3:8), Jeremiah
is filled to the brim with God’s anger, to the point where he cannot keep
it in (Jer 6:11, 15:17, 20:9). Specific images, such as that of the “incur-
able wound” and the “deceitful spring” (Jer 15:18) come from Micah
(Mic 1:9, 1:14), as does the image of the prophet gleaning leftovers
from the harvest (Jer 6:9, based on Mic 7:1).

It would be tedious to draw out the complete list of all the correspon-
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dences between Jeremiah’s Confessions and other parts of the Hebrew
Bible, including the Book of Psalms. The parallels that have been men-
tioned should suffice to show that the Confessions are not a creatio ex
nihilo; their author had access to a mine of materials from which to
borrow all sorts of elements and expressions for the construction of
Jeremiah’s prophetic identity. These materials were literary, and the
scribe who used them worked on the basis of texts that he had memo-
rized. Jeremiah’s own life was just a minor source of inspiration. The
only reference in the Confessions to a specific detail from the life of Jer-
emiah is the mention of “the men from Anathoth” (Jer 11:21), and that
could simply depend on the fact that Anathoth was known to be the
birth town of the prophet. Everything else in the Confessions is the re-
sult of creative use of topics, texts, and phrases from the written stream
of tradition.

The importance of the written tradition as a source for material attri-
buted to Jeremiah is more conspicuous yet in the case of the section
known as the Oracles against the Nations (Jer 46–51). Several of these
oracles are artificial in the sense that scribes manufactured them by
borrowing bits and pieces of other oracles and merely changing some
of the names. One oracle is entirely a montage of citations from other
oracles. The phenomenon of literary borrowing is further evidence of
the use the scribes made of existing written sources. In composing the
Book of Jeremiah, the scribes operated as scribes used to do; they drew
from written sources to produce new literature.

In the oracles against Babylon (Jer 50–51), the scribes recycled mate-
rial from earlier parts of the Book of Jeremiah. Verses 41–43 of chapter
50 speak about a people coming from the north, “a great nation and
many kings . . . from the ends of the earth”; this nation will wage war
“against you, Daughter of Babylon.” The oracle is almost literally a ci-
tation from Jer 6:22–24. In the earlier context, however, the nation
from the north marched “against you, Daughter of Zion” (Jer 6:23);
“the King of Babylon” who hears the report (Jer 50:43) was originally
the anonymous population of Judah: “we” (Jer 6:24). In chapter 51
something similar occurs. The hymn to God the Creator, who is vastly
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superior to the lifeless idols (Jer 51:15–19) has been taken, verse by
verse, from Jer 10:12–16. The two instances show that the Jeremiah
tradition grew by a process of relecture: the scribes studied the received
text and reapplied it to new situations.

The most striking instance of a prophecy that is a scribal construct is
the prophecy against Edom (Jer 49:7–22, LXX 30:1–16). The proph-
ecy in question is a patchwork of fragments from existing oracles.
Almost every verse has a correspondence, often literal, elsewhere in
the prophets or in the Book of Jeremiah itself. Verse 7 compares to
Obadiah 8; verse 8 is an adapted quote from an oracle against Hazor in
Jer 49:30a and 49:32c; verses 9 and 10 have an analogue in Obadiah
5–6; verses 12 and 13 are a variation on Jer 25:15–29 and 25:8–11, re-
spectively; verses 14–16 have a variant formulation in Obadiah 1–
4; verse 17 is also found in Jeremiah’s prophecy against Babylon in
Jer 50:13b; verse 18 is paralleled by Jer 50:40 with minor variations;
verses 19–21 have an almost exact parallel in Jer 50:44–46 (LXX
27:44–46), with the substitutions of “Edom” for “Babylon” and “the
inhabitants of Teman” for “the land of Chaldea” (LXX, “the Chaldean
inhabitants”). Verse 22, finally, occurs also in Jer 48:40–41 (not in the
LXX) with the same formulation but applied to Moab. For “Bozrah”
and “Edom” in Jer 49:22 the parallel in Jer 48:40–41 has “Moab”
twice.

The text is an anthology of oracles, much as the psalm of Jonah (Jon
2:3–10) is an anthology of lines from the Psalms. The anthology is the
work of a man who was well versed in the written tradition of the
prophets; outside the circle of professional scribes, such men did not
exist. The Edom prophecy is most likely a composition based on quota-
tions from memory. Variants in vocabulary and orthography, free cita-
tions, and the like, suggest that the scribe who wrote the text was not
surrounded by manuscripts from which he simply copied. He freely
drew from the oracles stored in his memory to create a new oracle,
which he added to the oracles of Jeremiah.33 It was, typically, a scribal
technique to make the prophet speak again, posthumously.
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Prophets from Memory: The Acts and Oracles of Jeremiah

The second proposition in our model for the making of the prophetic
books concerns the role of memory, both individual and collective.
While not excluding the possibility that scribes consulted the temple ar-
chives when writing the Book of Jeremiah, the model attributes a cru-
cial role to recollections about the prophet that were shared among
his followers and admirers. This implies that many stories about the
prophet, and oracles attributed to him, circulated for some time in the
oral tradition before scribes committed them to writing.

The text that I will use to illustrate the “memory hypothesis” is a
work that may be dubbed the Acts and Oracles of Jeremiah. It is a doc-
ument now disassembled into pieces scattered through the Book of Jer-
emiah. To bring the fragments together again, it is helpful to be aware
of the structure of the Book of Jeremiah in its present form. The differ-
ences between the Greek and the Hebrew version of Jeremiah demon-
strate that the book consists of three parts. In the Greek translation of
the Septuagint, based on a Hebrew edition of Jeremiah still partially ex-
tant in the Qumran documents, the Oracles against the Nations (Jer
46–51 in modern Bible translations) follow right after Jer 25:13 (Jer
25:14–31:44 LXX); as a matter of consequence, Jer 26 in the Masoretic
text is Jer 33 in the Septuagint. The different position of the Oracles
against the Nations allows a division of the book into three parts. Part
One runs from chapter 1 through 25; Part Two runs from chapter 26
through 45; and Part Three is the Oracles against the Nations (46–51).
Chapter 52 is, by all accounts, an appendix to the book as a whole.

Part One of the book differs from Part Two in its focus on the words
of the prophet. Whereas Part Two contains the acta of Jeremiah, Part
One contains his dicta. The difference comes to the fore with particular
clarity when we compare the parallel accounts of Jeremiah’s sermon in
the temple in chapters 7 and 26. Whereas chapter 7 contains an exten-
sive report of the words of Jeremiah, chapter 26 is very concise about
his sermon. It focuses instead on the hostile reactions to the prophet
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and the protection he received from Ahikam son of Shaphan. The dif-
ference is characteristic of the respective angles of Jeremiah Part One
and Part Two.

Within Part One there are a number of sermons whose ideas and
phraseology are reminiscent of Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomistic
History. These prose sermons begin in 7:1–8:3 and continue in 11:1–
14, 13:1–14, 16:1–18, 18:1–12, 19:1–20:6, 21:1–10, 22:1–5, 24:1–10,
25:1–13. Several sermons presuppose a particular context without tell-
ing the reader what that context is. For example, in the sermon against
the people who refuse to comply with the terms of “this covenant”
(Jer 11:1–14), we must guess what covenant the prophet is talking
about. Something similar is true for the sermon in chapter 7, the Tophet
prophecy in 19:1–13, and the reference to “this book” in 25:1–13. This
out-of-context phenomenon is presumably the result of an editorial
strategy by which the orations were lifted from their narrative frame-
work because the composer was interested only in collecting the ora-
cles. This explanation presupposes the prior existence of a source in
which sermons and context were joined, which postulated text we may
call the Acts and Oracles of Jeremiah.

To reconstruct that source, we must look at chapters 26–45. The
composer of Part Two wanted to portray Jeremiah as a true prophet
and a true patriot. He therefore highlighted Jeremiah’s conflicts with ri-
val prophets (such as Hananiah, and the false prophets in Babylon) and
his attitude toward the Babylonians. Most of the material that Part
Two uses is of the same cloth as the prose sermons in Part One. In fact,
some of the stories in Part Two supply the original context of the ser-
mons in Part One. The tale about the temple sermon in Jer 26 provides
the context of that sermon in Jer 7; the rubric in Jer 7:1–2 (missing in
the LXX edition) is entirely based on Jer 26. The proper understanding
of Jer 25:1–13 requires knowledge of Jer 36. Part Two supplies the
background of the sermon about “this covenant” as well; the text re-
fers to the act of manumission to which Hezekiah committed the popu-
lation by covenant (Jer 34:8–22).

Because of the connections between the prose sermons of Part One
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and the narratives of Part Two, Sigmund Mowinckel suggested that the
sermons are Deuteronomistic elaborations of the biographical narra-
tives of Part Two.34 This implies a unilateral dependence of the sermons
in Part One on the narratives of Part Two. However, there are also in-
stances where Jeremiah Part Two refers back to the prose sermons of
Part One. The reference to “the loathsome figs so bad that they can-
not be eaten” in Jer 29:17 presupposes knowledge of Jer 24:1–10. The
mutual dependence of sermons and narratives shows that they were
originally part of a single source, the one I have dubbed the Acts and
Oracles of Jeremiah. Except for some later additions (e.g., Jer 30–31,
33), it is basically coterminous with Part Two plus the sermons from
Part One.

The Acts and Oracles of Jeremiah has its roots in the oral tradition
among scribes of the early exilic period. Proof of the point is the occur-
rence of several doublets. The story of the delegation sent by King
Zedekiah to the prophet Jeremiah, found at Jer 37:3–10, is a doublet of
Jer 21:1–7. According to the one version, Zedekiah sent Zephaniah son
of the priest Maaseiah and Jehucal son of Shelemiah (37:3); according
to the other he sent Zephaniah and Pashhur son of Malchiah (21:1).
The one version has the delegates asking Jeremiah to intercede with
God on their behalf (37:3), the other has them asking the prophet to in-
quire of God on their behalf (21:2). The tenor of the answer that they
receive is the same in both cases. Instead of taking these narratives as
referring to two consultations of the prophet, I understand them as re-
flecting slightly diverging traditions about the same event.35

Much the same can be said about the doublet concerning the incar-
ceration of Jeremiah on the charge of treason, his liberation from jail,
the secret consultation by the king, and Jeremiah’s subsequent con-
finement in the prison compound (Jer 37:11–21//38:1–28). The simi-
larity between the stories, with respect to both general structure and
specific details—such as the identification of “the house of the pit” (bêt
habbôr, 37:16) or simply “the pit” (38:6 and elsewhere) with the house
of the scribe Jonathan (37:15, 20, 38:26)—is such that they must go
back to the same events. The occurrence of these doublets shows that
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we are not dealing with “an eyewitness account of events by a contem-
porary observer such as Baruch son of Neriah.”36 The composition
stems from a milieu in which variant oral traditions have been circulat-
ing for some time. The scribes who put these traditions in writing knew
them from hearsay.

I have argued that the prose sermons in Jeremiah Part One were am-
putated from the Acts and Oracles of Jeremiah, now found in Jeremiah
Part Two. The fact that chapters 26–45 do contain a few full-blown
sermons in the vein of the sermons of Part One demonstrates that the
oral tradition about Jeremiah was not only retentive but also creative.
The tradition kept producing new oracles, whether based on inven-
tion or recollection or a mixture of both. Jeremiah’s sermon about the
Rechabites (Jer 35) is an example; the written version came into exis-
tence after the editor of Jeremiah Part One had composed his oracle
collection. Both the doublets and the new sermons attest to the vitality
of the oral traditions about Jeremiah.

In the 1930s and 1940s, Scandinavian scholars emphasized the im-
portance of the oral tradition behind the books of the prophets. In
the view of Henrik Samuel Nyberg, Harris Birkeland, and Sigmund
Mowinckel—and many others in their wake—the prophetic books as
we know them are the outcome of a long process of oral tradition.37

Nyberg and Birkeland even suggested that the aggregation of separate
oracles into collections was an oral phenomenon. These views are no
longer in favor among biblical scholars. Studies done in the 1950s and
the 1960s observed that the formation of the prophetic collections was
essentially a literary process.38 About the same time, social anthropolo-
gists demonstrated the flexibility of oral traditions and their unreliabil-
ity as a source of historical information.39 In the model developed in
this chapter, the formation of the prophetic books was neither a purely
literary nor a purely oral phenomenon. The scribes who composed the
collections used written texts (such as the Acts and Oracles of Jere-
miah) that had a limited period of oral tradition behind them. At the
same time, though, the oral tradition remained productive of new texts.

As the oral tradition was committed to writing, the oracles of the
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prophets borrowed their style from the scribes who wrote them down.
The style of the Jeremiah sermons is generally qualified as Deuter-
onomistic because their outlook and phraseology are akin to what we
find in the Book of Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomistic History.
This could mean that the scribes behind the Book of Jeremiah (or much
of the material in the book) had the same background as, or were
even identical with, the scribes behind Deuteronomy and the Deuteron-
omistic History. As Andrew Dearman observes, though, “Deuterono-
mistic prose is similar to . . . scribal prose.”40 The prose sermons of Jer-
emiah are essentially a scribal version of prophecy.

Expanding the Prophets

The third element of the production model we are testing concerns the
growth of the prophetic collections through the addition of “many
[other] words like these” (Jer 36:32). Our examination of the Oracles
against the Nations (Jer 46–51) has revealed how the scribes recycled
existing Jeremiah oracles as well as oracles attributed to other proph-
ets, as a means of expanding the Jeremiah tradition with “new” materi-
als. Such expansions occurred in the course of successive editions of the
book. Usually we can reconstruct these various editions only on the ba-
sis of intratextual traces; rubrics and colophons proved to be such
traces in the case of Deuteronomy. With the Book of Jeremiah, how-
ever, we are in the fortunate circumstance of having two different edi-
tions at our disposal; the one is extant in the Masoretic text of the He-
brew Bible, the other in the Greek translation of the Septuagint. Our
study of expansion in the books of the prophets will be based on a com-
parison of these two editions.

Biblical scholars have long been aware of the fact that the Greek
translation of Jeremiah as extant in the Septuagint is shorter by one-
seventh than the text in the Hebrew Bible. Its arrangement of the mate-
rial, moreover, differs at some points from that in the Hebrew text. The
most striking instance is the position of the Oracles against the Na-
tions. Whereas the Septuagint places them right after 25:13 (“And I
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will bring upon that land all that I have decreed against it, all that is re-
corded in this book—that which Jeremiah prophesied against all the
nations”), the Hebrew Bible has them at the end of the book (chapters
46–51). The discoveries in the Judean Desert have yielded a fragment
of a Hebrew version of Jeremiah (4QJerb) that agrees with the Sep-
tuagint (henceforth JerLXX) against the Hebrew text known from the
Masoretic tradition (henceforth JerMT). Based on this fragment, schol-
ars have concluded that the Greek translation goes back to a Hebrew
text of Jeremiah that differs in important respects from the Masoretic
text as we know it from the Hebrew Bible.

The differences between JerMT and JerLXX are such that they cannot be
attributed to scribal errors in the process of transmission. Nor can the
Hebrew vorlage of the Septuagint be interpreted as an abbreviated ver-
sion of the book. In view of their different placement of the Oracles
against the Nations, JerMT and JerLXX represent two different editions of
the same book. Chronologically, the edition reflected in JerLXX precedes
the one extant in JerMT. Although a new edition may delete parts of a
previous one (the Standard Babylonian edition of Gilgamesh skipped
the encounter between Gilgamesh and Shiduri known from the Old
Babylonian edition), each successive edition entails, as a rule, an expan-
sion of the text. There are no indications to the effect that this rule does
not apply for the two editions of Jeremiah.41

A study of the expansions made in JerMT demonstrates that the scri-
bal modes of textual production as evidenced in the Oracles against the
Nations continued to be practiced after the completion of the Hebrew
vorlage of JerLXX. On the basis of a compositional analysis, chapters
30–31 and 33 are generally considered secondary insertions in Part
Two of Jeremiah (Jer 26–45).42 After the Hebrew vorlage of the Septua-
gint had been written, this inserted part of the book remained under
construction. In the edition represented by the Masoretic text, a scribe
added another thirteen verses to what is now chapter 33 (Jer 33:14–
26).43 They contain an extended paraphrase of (a) the “promise” (liter-
ally, “the good word”) mentioned in Jer 29:10 (“I will fulfill my good
word for you”); (b) the prophecy of a scion for the royal dynasty of Da-
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vid in Jer 23:5–6 (quoted in 33:14–16); and (c) the parallel that Jer
31:35–37 draws between the immutable laws of nature and the immu-
table commitment of God to His people (paraphrased in 33:19–26).
The scribe who added 33:14–26 elaborated on the earlier restoration
oracles and gave them a particular twist by emphasizing the central
role of the Davidic dynasty and the Levitical priests (33:17–18, 33:22,
33:26). The perspective is clearly post-exilic, since the verses con-
template a restoration of both the kingship and the priesthood
along the same lines as the oracles of the prophet Zechariah (Zech 3–4,
6:9–13).44

Expansion by the addition of thirteen verses is a conspicuous way of
altering a received text. The scribes of JerMT expanded their text in a
more subtle fashion by adding various references to King Nebuchad-
nezzar and the reign of the Babylonians. A comparison of Jer 25:1–13
in JerLXX and JerMT provides a good illustration. JerLXX dates the oracle
in “the fourth year of King Jehoiakim son of Josiah of Judah,” thereby
establishing a link with Jer 36:1–2. JerMT adds that the fourth year of
Jehoiakim coincided with “the first year of Nebuchadnezzar king of
Babylon” (Jer 25:1). The addition is not fortuitous but part of a new
perspective that the editor of JerMT imposed on the text. In verse 9 he
refers to Nebuchadnezzar as the servant of Yahweh (‘abdî, “My
servant”); verse 11 predicts that all the nations shall serve the king of
Babylon for seventy years; verse 12 announces that Yahweh will punish
the king of Babylon and the Chaldeans for their sins; and verse 14 re-
peats that they (i.e., the Babylonians) will bear the consequences of
their sin.

All of the references to Nebuchadnezzar, Babylon, and the Chal-
deans just mentioned are lacking in JerLXX. In contrast with the JerLXX

edition (Hebrew vorlage), the editor of JerMT hints at the doctrine of a
translatio imperii in which the reign of Nebuchadnezzar inaugurates
seventy years of Babylonian supremacy.45 The scribal editor based his
conception of the historical succession of empires on an understanding
of the verdict on King Jehoiakim in Jer 36:30. In response to the de-
struction of the Jeremiah scroll by the king, the prophet announces the

201

Manufacturing the Prophets



end of the Davidic dynasty (Jer 36:29–30); the oracle of doom com-
bines the earlier oracles of Jer 22:18–19 and 22:30 in a “new” pre-
diction. By emphasizing that the year in which Jehoiakim sealed the
fate of his dynasty coincided with the accession of Nebuchadnezzar,
the editor of JerMT was implying that Nebuchadnezzar would execute
God’s plan; Nebuchadnezzar was, as JerMT 25:9 has it, the “servant” of
Yahweh.

The different versions of Jer 25:1–13 show that the scribes of the Jer-
emiah tradition were not only adding “many [other] words like these”;
they were also reframing the message of the prophet in such a way as to
make it relevant for their own time. The doctrine of the succession
of world empires occurs in full-blown form in the Book of Daniel
and other apocalyptic writings; its purport is to show that God rules
world history. Human kingdoms have their day until, at the end of
time, God will establish His reign. The Jeremiah edition extant in the
Masoretic text marks an intermediate stage between prophecy as a
commentary on national history and prophecy as a global vision of
world history.

The comparison between JerMT and JerLXX proves the importance of
expansion as a scribal mode of text production. In the vast majority of
cases, however, such formal proof is not available. And with Jeremiah,
when the texts of JerMT and JerLXX agree, we cannot prove that some
parts of the book were additions to the original collection because we
do not possess a manuscript of that collection. It is very possible, for in-
stance, that Jer 2:1–4:2 contains oracles from before the time of Jere-
miah.46 The Northern Kingdom had ceased to exist as a political reality
in 722; why address it some one hundred years later and upbraid it
for seeking help from Assyria and Egypt (Jer 2:18.36)?47 The reproof
would fit the time of Hosea (ca. 730 b.c.e.) much better. In fact Hosea
makes a very similar reproach (Hos 7:11), and there are quite a number
of other parallels between Jer 2:2–4:2 and the Book of Hosea as well.
The resemblances might well follow from the circumstance that the Jer-
emiah oracles against Israel are not actually from Jeremiah but from
a contemporary of Hosea. The scribes may have expanded the Jere-
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miah collection with pre-Jeremiah material, as they expanded the Isa-
iah collection with post-Isaiah material (the so-called Deutero-Isaiah
and Trito-Isaiah).

The “Scribalization” of Prophecy

The Book of Jeremiah is paradigmatic of the books that the Bible attri-
butes to pre-exilic prophets: the prophets who gave their names to
the books wrote neither those books nor the oracles they contain; the
Neviim are the work of scribes. The scribes who composed the books
used written records based on the recollections of partisans and sup-
porters of the prophets; separate oracles existed in written form before
the collections took shape. Narratives about the prophets also had their
source in memories cultivated and transmitted by the prophets’ sympa-
thizers. Working with written sources of various kinds, the composers
of the prophetic books expanded the prophetic materials by a pro-
cess of relecture, creative citation, and appropriation of written oracles
from anonymous prophets.

By the early exilic period, written oracle collections had become an
established phenomenon with the literate elite of the Jews; as a result,
the authority of the prophets became a scriptural authority. This de-
velopment would have several consequences, one of which was the
“scribalization” of prophecy. Once prophecy had become a written
genre, new prophets employed writing as the principal means of dis-
seminating their ideas. The anonymous individual known as Deutero-
Isaiah is likely to have been a prophet of the new stamp: he wrote his
message, instead of preaching it in the streets. In the late Persian and
the early Hellenistic periods, the posthumous transformation of proph-
ets into writers was complete; those wishing to emulate the prophets,
such as the author of the visions of Daniel (Dan 7–12), presented their
work as a scribal activity.

Another consequence triggered by the scribalization of prophecy was
a new paradigm of revelation. As I shall demonstrate in the next chap-
ter, the transition of authority from the spoken word to the written text
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led to a reinterpretation of the notion of revelation. Just as prophecy
had become written prophecy, so the concept of revelation would be-
come coterminous with the book. Without their knowing it, the scribes
who wrote down the oracles and composed the prophetic collections
were sowing the seeds of a radical transformation of Israelite religion.

204

Scribal Culture and the Making of the Hebrew Bible



INVENTING REVELATION

The Scribal Construct of Holy Writ

In the course of their transmission, the books of the Bible came to
be viewed as divine revelation. As Josephus writes in the first cen-
tury c.e., the Jews held their scriptures to be “oracles of God” (theou
dogmata, C. Ap. 1.42).1 The early church adopted the same view and
passed it on to most Christians of the Middle Ages and the early mod-
ern period. In fact, much of the Bible’s impact on the history of Western
civilization has been due to the belief that it is, in one way or the other,
the “Word of God.” To deal with the origins of the Bible without ex-
plaining its status as Holy Writ would yield a truncated account of its
making. This chapter will therefore offer an analysis of the factors be-
hind the claim that the Bible is a revelation.

The Hebrew Bible is the product of the scribal culture of its time; its
status as divine revelation is a construct of the Hebrew scribes as well.
Though the scribes did not invent the notion of revelation as such, the
framing of the books as Holy Writ was their doing. To understand their
concept of revelation, it is helpful to observe that the Bible is not the
only set of ancient Near Eastern texts to claim supernatural origins.
The scribes and scholars of Mesopotamia, too, believed that the key
texts of their literary canon were from the mouth of the gods. In fact,
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the cuneiform canon presents both a precedent for and a parallel to the
transformation of the Hebrew scriptures into the Word of God.2

This chapter focuses on the development of the revelation paradigm
as applied to the Hebrew Bible. After making some preliminary obser-
vations about the notion of revelation, we will study how Babylonian
and Assyrian scribes used the revelation paradigm. We will then turn to
the biblical evidence, to see how the Hebrew scribes sought to legiti-
mize the texts they produced and transmitted by qualifying them as
revelation.

Revelation: From Oral to Written

The notion of revelation is probably as old as religion itself; if religion
is defined as human interaction with culturally postulated superhuman
beings, revelation may be defined as human knowledge from a cultur-
ally postulated superhuman source.3 Knowledge, in this context, covers
more than a stock of information; it embraces a grasp of things, intelli-
gence, know-how, and insight into matters hidden to others. Diviners,
prophets, and priests are the ones who claim access to such extraordi-
nary knowledge. They derive their power and authority from the privi-
leged intelligence they possess.

In the civilizations of the ancient Near East, knowledge from revela-
tion is in origin oral lore; predictions, oracles, and instructions are
found in the mouth of religious specialists: diviners answer their cli-
ents’ queries, prophets deliver their oracles as the divine inspiration
moves them, and priests tell worshippers what behavior pleases the
gods. The experts transmit their know-how by oral instruction among
themselves, as well. So long as this special knowledge is not available
without the mediation of religious experts, it is not thought of as some-
thing with a separate existence. In its oral manifestation, revelation is
lodged and anchored in its human transmitters.

Matters change to the extent that we may speak of a paradigm shift
when written texts supplant the oral tradition as the main channel of
information. When the notion of revelation is transferred from the spo-
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ken word to the written text, the concept gains a new significance. Ap-
plied to a collection of texts, revelation denotes a product rather than
an interaction. Since the written text has an objective existence outside
its producers and consumers, it is a source of authority by itself. Where,
before, religious specialists derived their legitimacy from the revelation
they possessed in person, they now have to refer to the sum of knowl-
edge laid down in a body of texts. The related changes in the concept of
revelation affected the nature and the role of religious experts: revela-
tion became the province of scribes and scholars; the art of interpreta-
tion supplanted the gift of intuition.

To discover the internal logic of these developments we shall first
look to Mesopotamia. The cuneiform evidence indicates that the con-
cept of revelation as a characteristically scribal construct emerged at
the end of the second millennium b.c.e. under the influence of the in-
creasing role of literacy in the transmission of religious lore. In tandem
with the new view of revelation, the role and position of religious ex-
perts went through significant changes. The insights derived from a
study of the Mesopotamian evidence will illuminate comparable devel-
opments in Israel.

Revelation as a Scribal Construct in Mesopotamia

A key text for understanding the Mesopotamian concept of revelation
is the Catalogue of Texts and Authors.4 The Catalogue is a sophisti-
cated work of scholarship; it lists all the classic texts studied in scribal
circles of the seventh century b.c.e. and gives for each text the name of
its author. In the discussion of the Catalogue in connection with the
Mesopotamian concept of authorship (Chapter 2) it became clear that
the Catalogue does not distinguish between author and editor. Nor
is the list concerned with authorship for the reasons modern readers
would find it relevant; the primary interest of the Mesopotamian schol-
ars lies with the authority of the traditional texts.

The Catalogue lists the works of the cuneiform tradition in their or-
der of presumed antiquity.5 Though the text has been preserved only in
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fragments, it is still possible to see that it distinguishes three successive
eras in the literary production. The earliest group of texts are “from the
mouth of Ea,” the second group of texts are by sages from before the
Flood, most notably Adapa, and the third and largest group of texts are
by various postdiluvian scribes and scholars of great repute. Antiquity
is the yardstick of authority: the older the work, the higher its rank
among the classics.6 The divine authorship attributed to the oldest texts
underscores the fact that they enjoy the greatest authority. For the pur-
pose of the present discussion, it is this group that merits our particular
attention.

The core of the cuneiform canon consists of the large reference
works of the various scholarly disciplines of first-millennium Mesopo-
tamia. Everything that falls within the categories of incantation litera-
ture (ÀšipÄtu), liturgical lore (kalûtu), astrology (EnÄma Anu Enlil),
medical prognostics (sakikkû), and various types of omen literature
(physiognomy, malformed births, and chance utterances) is traced to
Ea, the Mesopotamian god of wisdom. In addition to these compendia,
the Catalogue mentions two Sumerian myths as being “from the mouth
of Ea” (ša pî dE[a]); the scribes used these literary texts as scholarly lit-
erature.7 By giving pride of place to the professional literature of the
literate scholars (the Àšipu, the kalû, the Çupšar EnÄma Anu Enlil, and
the asû), the Catalogue proves to be a scribal composition. Also, the
concept of revelation it employs is a scribal construct. An explanatory
passage toward the end of the text implies that Ea spoke these texts and
that “Adapa wrote them down at his dictation” ([Ada]pa ina pîšu
isÇuru).8 These texts “from before the Flood” (ša lÀm abÄbu) were
transmitted down the generations through the intermediary of Adapa
and other celebrated sages from the past.9

Without actually using the word “revelation,” the Catalogue applies
that concept to a major part of the written tradition. It thus reflects a
new paradigm of revelation; no longer an interaction between gods and
religious specialists, revelation is now encoded in a set of written texts.
The Catalogue was written around 700 b.c.e.

10 Other texts from that
time also attest to the new paradigm of revelation. In an almost ca-
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sual manner, Sargon II (709–705) refers to hemerological lore “which
Niššiku [a name of Ea] the lord of wisdom wrote down on an ancient
tablet.”11 A literary prayer to Marduk refers to an incantation for ap-
peasing an angry god as “the writing of Ea” (šiÇru ša dEa).12 A minor
myth from the first millennium mentions Ea as the author of directions
for preparing various medicinal poultices.13 All of these texts say that
the professional literature of the scholars springs from the subterra-
nean deep (apsû), the “house of wisdom” that is the home of Ea.14 By
700 b.c.e., then, the new paradigm of revelation seems to have been
well established.

According to the new paradigm of revelation, the textual lore of the
Mesopotamian scholars comes, in more than one respect, from another
world. It is from the gods; from the time before the Flood; and from an
extraterrestrial place that ordinary humans can never reach. Where Ea
is identified as its divine author, that place is the abyss, the watery
abode underneath the earth. Other texts from the first millennium indi-
cate that the extraterrestrial source of revelation could also be situated
in heaven.15 Two texts demonstrate the latter point; the one is the Myth
of Enmeduranki, which goes back to about 1100 b.c.e.;16 the other is
the Myth of Adapa, in its Neo-Assyrian version.

According to the Myth of Enmeduranki, the gods Shamash and Adad,
patron deities of divination, brought Enmeduranki, an ancient king of
Sippar, into their assembly.17 Though the text does not specify the loca-
tion of this divine assembly (puéru), the reference to “a golden throne”
implies that it was in heaven.18 Having seated Enmeduranki before
them, Shamash and Adad revealed to him the art of divination by
showing him the proper techniques. They gave him the “tablet of the
gods,” that is, the liver, that he might read its signs as an encrypted
message. After he returned to earth, Enmeduranki assembled “the men
of Nippur, Sippar, and Babylon” before him and transmitted to them
what he had learned from the gods. The myth serves as an introduction
to instructions for a teacher (“father”) who intends to teach a novice
(“son”) the lore of divination. The genealogy of the discipline makes it
a heavenly revelation. It is, as the text says, “a mystery of Anu, Enlil,
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and Ea” (niËirti dAnu dEnlil u dEa, lines 7, 13, 17) and “a secret of
heaven and underworld” (pirišti šamê u erËetim, lines 8, 14, 16); the
same applies to its written lore, including the commentary texts, the as-
trological series EnÄma Anu Enlil, and the calculation tables.19

Through his heavenly journey, Enmeduranki learned “the wisdom of
Shamash and Adad.”20

Another human who traveled to heaven is Adapa, patron and found-
ing father of the art of exorcism (ÀšipÄtu).21 The Old Babylonian ver-
sion of his myth tells about his breaking the wing of the South Wind;
his trial in heaven by Anu; and his return to earth without the gift of
immortality.22 The Neo-Assyrian version, dating to ca. 750 b.c.e., has
added a summary that serves to introduce an exorcistic procedure. It
repeats that Adapa went up to heaven and saw all its secrets; though
still a human being, he thus gained divine knowledge. Adapa’s heavenly
knowledge is invoked, in the Neo-Assyrian expansion, as a means to
cure disease.23 In first-millennium texts, the wisdom of Adapa is indeed
proverbial.24 His wisdom is no ordinary wisdom; it has its source in
heaven.25

Summing up the relevant evidence from first-millennium Mesopota-
mia, we find that the concept of revelation is applied to a restricted
group of texts within the cuneiform canon, most notably the profes-
sional compendia of the main scholarly disciplines. According to the
new doctrine, these texts go back to the gods, and more especially to
Ea; even the extispicy corpus, known as bÀrûtu, though hailed as “the
wisdom of Shamash and Adad,” has been “proclaimed” (nabû) by Ea,
as one text has it.26 Since the gods have their abode in extraterrestrial
locations, their revelations are either from the cosmic deep or from
heaven. As an oft-repeated saying has it, no human being can climb to
heaven or go down to the underworld; those are inaccessible places.27 If
the gods had not revealed them, no one would ever know “the secrets
of heaven and underworld.”28

In the conception of the Mesopotamian scribes, revelation takes the
form of written texts. Gods did not, as a rule, write revelations them-
selves, however; in Mesopotamia there was no tradition of a divine
autographon comparable to the two tables of the Ten Commandments.
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Ea dictated his revelation to Adapa, who transmitted it in turn to the
sages after him. The legacy of these apkallus was still being transmit-
ted among the first-millennium scholars. They studied texts “from the
mouth of the ancient apkallus from before the Flood.”29 To stress the
reliability of the tradition, one colophon claims that the copyist of
hemerological lore inherited “from the seven apkallus” had access to
master copies from “Sippar, Nippur, Babylon, Larsa, Ur, Uruk, and
Eridu.”30 The seven cities correspond with the seven apkallus, and the
reference to these “master copies” (gabarû) is intended to convey the
message that the text is the faithful transcript of the words of the sages
from before the Flood.31 Through the written tradition, then, the schol-
ars claim to have access to “the wisdom of Ea” (nÁmeq dEa).32 The
chain of tradition links the scribes and scholars of the present to their
distant forebears from the past. Not even the great Flood has been able
to break the chain; as by a miracle, the revelations from before the
Flood have been preserved intact.33

Dating the New View of Revelation

When did the Mesopotamian scribes begin to think of their texts as rev-
elations? A study of some of the younger cuneiform classics demon-
strates that this new concept of revelation is older than the first millen-
nium b.c.e. In looking at the references to revelation in the more recent
additions to the scribal canon, it is possible to trace the emergence of
the concept back to the end of the second millennium b.c.e.

One of the latest texts in the scribal stream of tradition is the Song of
Erra. Written around 800 b.c.e., it is one of the rare cuneiform texts to
present itself as a revelation.34 According to its postscript, the god Erra
revealed the text at night; as the author woke up, he committed it to
writing without skipping a single line; he then read it again to Erra for
checking, and Erra spoke his approval.

Its compiler is Kabti-ilÀni-Marduk, son of Dabibi.

In the middle of the night He [i.e., the god] revealed it to him,

And exactly as He had spoken during his morning slumber,35
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He [the author] did not skip a single line, nor did he add one to it.

When Erra heard it, he approved.36

This story of origins is striking on two counts: first, because it gives the
name of the author of the text, one Kabti-ilÀni-Marduk; second, be-
cause it defines the composition as a literal transcript of a divine revela-
tion. The identification of the author is probably due to the prophetic
prediction the text contains; the description of a nocturnal revelation is
designed to endow the new composition with the same status as the
classics. If the classics go back to the gods, a new text aspiring to be-
come a classic has to invoke the same paradigm. Indirectly, then, the
Song of Erra attests to the view that the classics are from the mouth of
the gods.

Another latecomer of cuneiform literature is the Babylonian Epic
of Creation, known among the Mesopotamian scribes as EnÄma eliš.
EnÄma eliš is a propagandistic myth in praise of Marduk, the city god
of Babylon. It was written at the end of the second millennium, when
Babylon rose to a political prominence it had not possessed for centu-
ries. By raising Marduk to the top of the pantheon, the poet meant to
consolidate the position of Babylon on the political map. To promote
his composition, the author added a postscript in which he claims a di-
vine origin for his work.

This is the revelation which an Ancient, to whom it was told,

wrote down and established for posterity to hear.37

The text uses the fiction of a divine revelation granted to an anonymous
author from the past, here simply referred to as “an Ancient” (maérû).
The word for “revelation” is taklimtu, literally a “demonstration”; the
term preserves a reminiscence of the time in which revelation was pri-
marily thought of as a visual experience.38 In this case, however, “they,”
that is, the gods who had earlier recited the fifty names of Marduk, told
the text to an Ancient, meaning that they had been dictating it. Said
Ancient put it down in writing and “established” it (šakÀnu) for future
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generations to hear, which probably means that he placed the work on
the scribal curriculum.39

It makes sense for the author of EnÄma eliš to resort to a special
strategy to get his text accepted, because his work is not just a new text
but also a theological innovation. By making Marduk number one
among the gods, EnÄma eliš disturbs the traditional hierarchy of the
pantheon. To legitimize this theological move, the author invokes the
paradigm of revelation as applied to written texts. That paradigm, in
other words, must already have been in place. Since EnÄma eliš was
written in the reign of Nebuchadnezzar I (1125–1104), the concept of
written texts being divine revelations must go back to the late second
millennium.40

Another piece of evidence in support of the view that the notion of
revealed writings arose in the late second millennium is the Standard
Babylonian version of the Epic of Gilgamesh. The Old Babylonian
edition of Gilgamesh is a third-person account of the great deeds of
Gilgamesh. The epic conveys the message that the way to a good life re-
quires acceptance of one’s mortality and the mental disposition to mod-
erately enjoy the good things in life. The standard version, written
around 1100 b.c.e., changes the mood of the epic. The editor has
added a prologue of twenty-eight lines in which he pictures Gilgamesh
as a man who obtained hidden wisdom, inaccessible to others.

He learned the sum of wisdom of everything:

He saw what was secret, discovered what was hidden,

He brought back a message from before the Flood.
Gilgamesh I i 6–8

The theme of the prologue returns at the end of the text, in tablet
XI. That tablet describes the encounter between Gilgamesh and
Utanapishti, the hero who survived the Flood. This Utanapishti “re-
veals” (petû) various secrets, referred to as “a hidden matter” (amat
niËirti) and “a secret of the gods” (pirišti ša ilÂ, Gilgamesh XI 9–10, re-
peated in 281–282).
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Even if the language of secrecy is largely rhetorical, the standard ver-
sion of Gilgamesh reflects a significant shift in the concept of wisdom.
Whereas in the Old Babylonian edition wisdom is human knowledge
painstakingly acquired through a lifetime of experience, half a millen-
nium later wisdom has become divine. A deified hero from before the
Flood has supplanted Shiduri, the female innkeeper who gave Gilgamesh
good counsel in the Old Babylonian text. The wisdom Utanapishti dis-
closes is out of reach for ordinary mortals. It is from before the Flood—
that is, chronologically remote—and beyond the ocean and the waters
of death, from the realm of the gods. Unless revealed, this wisdom re-
mains hidden.

I do not mean to imply that the standard version of Gilgamesh pre-
sents the text of the epic itself as a revelation. That is not the case; on
the contrary, the editor defines his text as a narû, a literary testament,
by Gilgamesh himself.41 What it does attest to, however, is a preoc-
cupation with esoteric knowledge (hence the language of secrecy) and
an interest in the notion of revelation. The edition by Sin-leqe-unninni
reflects a spiritual climate in which scholars were looking at ways to
redefine the written heritage that was theirs. In their attempts at redefini-
tion, revelation proved to be a helpful paradigm in establishing the au-
thority of the written lore of their craft.

Explaining the Emergence of the Revelation Paradigm

The cuneiform evidence attests to the emergence of the revelation para-
digm as a means to assert the authority of the written tradition. Scru-
tiny of the relevant data allows us to date the new view of revelation
around 1150 b.c.e. What the texts do not tell us, however, are the rea-
sons that prompted the scribes to shift to the revelation paradigm. Why
did the scholars of the period feel compelled to invoke the notion of
revelation, and why just then?

Let us first look at one answer to this question that does not with-
stand critical examination. It merits a reassessment because it is the
principal explanation to have been advanced thus far.42 The theory
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holds that the scribal doctrine of revelation was designed to combat a
mood of skepticism about traditional values. The concept of revelation
would have been used to buttress the plausibility structures, to use
the terms of the sociologist Peter Berger.43 This thesis assumes, first,
that skepticism was a striking characteristic of the period around 1150
b.c.e., which corresponds, in Mesopotamian history, with the early
post-Kassite era, and second, that the revelation paradigm was de-
signed to lend credibility to a tradition otherwise assailed by doubt and
disbelief.44 The first assumption can in principle be checked by means
of a historical inquiry; the second is more in the nature of a conviction
that is beyond falsification, but that a few sobering observations can
put in perspective.

To show that the early post-Kassite era was marked by skepticism,
one could refer to the Babylonian Theodicy, reportedly written some-
time between 1125 and 1050.45 This clever acrostic reflects a mood of
pessimism and a temperate form of agnosticism, as shown by a handful
of quotations.

The design of the god is as remote as the netherworld.46

The strategy of the god [is inscrutable] like the innermost of heaven,

The decree of the goddess cannot be understood:

Teeming humanity is well acquainted with hardship.

The plans concerning them are [a deep mystery] to humans,

To understand the way of the goddess [is beyond them.]

Their destiny47 is close, [but its meaning is far away.]48

The divine mind is remote like the innermost of heaven,

It is very hard to understand, and people do not know it . . .

Try as one may, humans do not know the design of god.49

The emphasis in these reflections is on human ignorance of the plans
and purposes of the gods. In the view propagated by the Theodicy, this
ignorance is an implication of divine transcendence. Heaven and un-
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derworld, the classic habitat of the gods, are out of human reach; they
are also beyond the intellectual grasp of humans. Gods, in this view, are
not just physically remote and distant but intellectually, as well.

Another text from roughly the same period is the poem in praise of
Marduk known as Ludlul.50 Ludlul tells the story of Shubshi-meshre-
Shakkan, brought to disgrace by envious colleagues but returned to
high office through the intervention of Marduk.51 The plot offers a set-
ting for sombre speculations in a vein familiar from the Theodicy.

What is proper to oneself is an offense to one’s god,

What in one’s own heart seems despicable is proper to one’s god.

Who can learn the reasoning of the gods in heaven?

Who could understand the intentions of the god of the depths?52

Where might human beings have learned the way of a god?
Ludlul II 33–38

This passage combines the familiar notion of the remoteness of the
gods (they are either in heaven or in the subterranean depths) with
doubts about the validity of our moral values. How can we be sure that
the gods use the same yardstick that we do when it comes to measuring
human integrity? It is not implied that the gods hide their desires and
designs on purpose, but that humans are incapable of knowing what
the gods mean and what they want.53 This is the voice of skepticism.

In an attempt to link the skepticism of the Theodicy and Ludlul to
the socioeconomic circumstances of the time, Rainer Albertz has ar-
gued that both were written in response to the social transformations
that were taking place just then.54 Sources from the aftermath of the
Kassite period speak about repeated occurrences of famine, raids by
Aramaeans and Sutaeans, and a central authority seriously impaired by
local manifestations of insubordination.55 The emergence of a new up-
per class and the demise of the traditional aristocracy fostered a climate
in which doubts about divine justice were rampant. The theological ex-
pression of these doubts emphasizes the transcendence of the gods and
the insufficiency of the human intellect to know them. This religious
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skepticism, then, would be a phenomenon typical of the decades sur-
rounding the end of the Kassite era.

Two considerations impair this theory. A first objection is the fact
that no one historical period has a monopoly on social turmoil. It is
true that the early post-Kassite era was a time of unrest, economic dis-
tress, and social uncertainty, but it is not difficult to point to other
times that witnessed disturbance on a comparable scale; if one has an
eye for it, almost every period contains evidence to the effect that soci-
ety was going through incisive changes. The ubiquity of social crisis im-
perils the explanatory power of the theory that regards the Theodicy
and Ludlul as typical products of the turbulent years of the twelfth cen-
tury b.c.e.

The second objection concerns the date of the two compositions;
as it is, the evidence for a twelfth-century date is not entirely satisfac-
tory. Though the possibility has never been seriously considered, the
Theodicy could be from the first millennium b.c.e.

56 And while Ludlul
is likely from the late Kassite period, it has a precursor from Ugarit (ca.
1400 b.c.e.) that itself is likely to go back to an Old Babylonian fore-
runner.57 The subject matter, in other words, is hardly the exclusive
property of any one particular period.

The second tenet of the skepticism theory is that the revelation para-
digm is primarily a means of conferring plausibility on contested tradi-
tions. This assumption is far from compelling. As a rule, periods of so-
cial crisis are apt to elicit manifestations of faith as much as they foster
skepticism. Skepticism, moreover, does not necessarily lead to disaffec-
tion from tradition and its institutions. It is difficult to believe that the
argument from authority, or divine revelation, would persuade Mes-
opotamian skeptics to put their faith in the experts who handled the
tradition.

Instead of looking for a cause in the social history of Mesopotamia,
it may be preferable to explain the emergence of the revelation para-
digm as a consequence of the shift in the tradition from the oral to the
written.58 The hypothesis that takes the revelation paradigm as a conse-
quence of literacy is based on the following considerations. So long as
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religious lore is the oral treasure of a society of specialists, it is in a way
impervious to criticism. Oral traditions are characteristically in a state
of flux; research in oral cultures shows that the alleged antiquity of the
tradition does not inhibit its spokesmen from adapting and reshaping it
as they see fit. The tradition is the preserve of the specialists who keep
and maintain it; the audience is unable to check the version of the per-
forming expert against the original, for there simply is no “original.”

Once the knowledge of the experts has been put down in writing, the
tradition obtains an existence outside the mind of the initiate. The tran-
sition from an oral to a written tradition is neither abrupt nor com-
plete; for centuries the written tradition runs alongside the oral one, the
one fructifying and supporting the other and vice versa.59 Yet at some
point the written tradition takes the lead; from that moment on, new
experts are formed on the basis of textual instruction. Quotation be-
comes a means of persuasion; the phrase “it is written” gives additional
force to an argument.60 The oral lore does not die, but its authority is
subordinate to that of the written texts. As the tradition develops a sep-
arate identity in the process of codification, its users are faced with a
problem of legitimacy.

My explanation assumes that the decisive turning point in the bal-
ance between the oral and the written occurred around 1300 b.c.e.;
from that time on, orality gave way to writing as the first source of au-
thority. An important indicator of the change is the cuneiform lexico-
graphical tradition. A study of the lexicographical texts from before
1300 b.c.e. shows that oral instruction played a central role in the
training of scribes. Students wrote from dictation, while teachers used
their memory rather than a textbook. From 1200 b.c.e. on, the lexico-
graphical texts occur in a stabilized form that remains essentially the
same for centuries. From that moment on, students began to acquire
their knowledge by copying texts rather than listening to a teacher; the
master copy took the place of the master.61

The evidence of the lexicographical lists is contemporaneous with
the evidence for attempts at creating a kind of literary canon. Under the
Second Dynasty of Isin (ca. 1150–1030), Esagil-kÂn-apli published the
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authorized text of the diagnostic compendium Sakikkû in a standard
series of forty tablets.62 In the same period, Sin-leqe-unnini made a new
edition of Gilgamesh meant to take the place of all earlier and diverg-
ing versions.63 We know that the astrological series EnÄma Anu Enlil
also reached its canonical shape in the late second millennium.64 In con-
junction with the publication of the authorized series, Esagil-kÂn-apli
redesigned the curriculum for the exorcists on the basis of reference
works and textbooks. Although writing and written texts had been
characteristic features of Mesopotamian civilization since the early third
millennium, the culture went through a development in which written
texts ousted the oral tradition from its privileged place.

Once the written tradition supplanted oral knowledge, it needed an
authority that did not derive from those who transmitted it. The prob-
lem facing the scribes was legitimacy rather than credibility. Once the
written texts came to serve as the standard of tradition, the tradition
could not derive its authority from the experts who used the texts. The
scribes found their new source of authority in the concept of divine rev-
elation. Through the construct of an antediluvian revelation from Ea to
the apkallus, transmitted in an unbroken chain of sages, scribes, and
scholars, the written tradition could claim a legitimacy issuing from the
gods.

In support of the theory that the revelation paradigm was an answer
to a legitimacy problem, one can point to the emergence of the rhetoric
of secrecy.65 At about the same time that the Mesopotamian scribes and
scholars began to speak of the tradition as having been revealed, they
started to emphasize its secret nature. An early literary expression of
the turn to esoteric knowledge is the standard version of Gilgamesh. By
means of several expansions, the editor turned Gilgamesh into some-
one who had been initiated into secrets from before the Flood. Both the
cuneiform tradition and modern scholarship assign these changes in
the epic to ca. 1100 b.c.e.

Another indication of the scholarly preoccupation with secret lore is
furnished by the so-called secrecy colophons. These colophons qualify
the texts as “privileged information,” using the terms niËirtu (from
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naËÀru, “to guard, to preserve”) and pirištu (from parÀsu, “to cut off,
to separate”); the one term emphasizes that the text is secret, the other
that it is exclusive. The secrecy colophons add that the texts are for ini-
tiates only, the classic term for “initiate” being mÄdû, literally “the one
who knows, the expert” (from idû, “to know”). This is what a stan-
dard secrecy colophon looks like:

Secret of the scholars. The initiate may show it only to another initiate;
the noninitiate may not see it. Forbidden thing of the gods.66

This type of colophon is characteristic of first-millennium texts and
flourished particularly in Neo-Assyrian times. It made its first appear-
ance, however, toward the end of the second millennium. The earliest
examples are from the library of Tiglath-pileser I (ca. 1114–1076) and
from late-second-millennium b.c.e. Nippur.67

To qualify a text as a revelation is not exactly the same thing as to say
that it is secret. On the contrary, one might argue that once something
is revealed, it is no longer a secret. And yet the notions of revelation
and secrecy are intimately connected in the cuneiform tradition, both in
time and in their reference to written lore. I would suggest that they
both are related to the shift from the oral to the written. To legitimize
the written tradition, the Mesopotamian scholars qualified it as divine
revelation; to preserve their privileged position as brokers of revealed
knowledge, they declared it to be secret knowledge. The insistence on
secrecy became necessary when the tradition began to circulate in writ-
ing, for as Plato said, “It is not possible that what is written down
should not get divulged.”68

That the prohibition against disclosure meant that the general public
was wholly ignorant of the written lore of the specialists is doubtful. In
the history of religions, “secrets” often turn out to have been public se-
crets.69 The motto of secrecy was mainly a matter of rhetoric; the rate
of literacy in Mesopotamia was too low for written lore to be in danger
of excessive dissemination. Nevertheless, the injunction not to show
the text to outsiders served its purpose so long as it gave insiders the
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idea that they belonged to the happy few. The principal function of the
secrecy colophon was to preserve a sense of privilege among the ex-
perts.70

If the real target group of the secrecy colophons was the society of
scholars themselves, it stands to reason that the revelation paradigm
was addressed to them in the first place as well. Both the revelation par-
adigm and the ethics of secrecy were scribal constructs to convince the
scholars of the time of the validity of their written lore and of the privi-
lege of their profession. There was no need to persuade the public;
the ancient Mesopotamians consulted their specialists as doggedly as
we turn to our doctors, therapists, and lawyers, whether they solve
our problems or not. Once the professional lore of the Mesopotamian
scholars had become written lore, both the status of the knowledge and
the position of the experts had to be reinvented, so to speak. Revelation
was a construct of scribes for an audience of scribes, just as scribes en-
joined secrecy on other scribes for the benefit of all who belonged to the
scribal profession.

The Written Torah as Revelation

The insights gained from a study of the Mesopotamian evidence pro-
vide an interesting angle from which to approach the concept of revela-
tion in the Hebrew Bible. In attempting to determine when the revela-
tion paradigm was applied to written texts in Israel, we will work from
my hypothesis, developed on the basis of the cuneiform material, that
this moment coincides with the development of the written tradition
into the primary source of authority.

The biblical record of the history of Israel and Judah tells about
many priests and prophets who provided oral instruction to the people
and their leaders; they disclosed God’s designs through advice, oracles,
and sermons. The first time the historians refer to a book as a source of
instruction, however, is on the occasion of the cult reform of King
Josiah in 622. The biblical narrative about this event attests to a turn-
ing point in the relationship between the oral and written traditions.
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According to the account in 2 Kings 22–23, the priest Hilkiah was
searching in the temple for silver when he discovered “the Book of the
Torah” (sÁper hattôrâ, 1 Kings 22:8; 2 Chron 34:14). He reported the
find to the royal secretary Shaphan, who in turn informed King Josiah
(1 Kings 22:8–10). Josiah had the book brought and read to him. On
hearing the text of the Torah, the King realized that he and his fore-
bears had long been acting against God’s commandments. He there-
fore decided to carry out a reform: cult symbols of deities other than
Yahweh were destroyed, local sanctuaries were burned, and the Pass-
over festival was celebrated in accordance with the rites as God had
prescribed them (2 Kings 23). When he centralized the cult in Jerusa-
lem, King Josiah took his cue from a written text; the Book of the To-
rah had proved traditional custom to be corrupt; the oral lore of the
specialists stood corrected by a book.

This outline of Josiah’s reform is based on the second book of Kings,
which closes the larger work of the Deuteronomistic History. Since the
Deuteronomistic History achieved its final form during the Babylonian
Exile, it is theoretically possible that the notion of a book as the basis
for a reform is a secondary construct; it is even conceivable that the re-
form in question is a later fiction. The archaeological record, how-
ever, indicates that Josiah did indeed carry out a reform, even if it was
less comprehensive in its effects than the author of Kings intimates.71

We have, moreover, the testimony of Jeremiah, who was active as a
prophet from the reign of Josiah onward (Jer 1:1). In an early oracle he
joins issue with opponents who refer to the Torah of Yahweh as some-
thing they possess in writing (Jer 8:8–9).72 Jeremiah also attacked those
who took the temple of Jerusalem to be the house of Yahweh and there-
fore an inviolable safe haven (Jer 7, 26). By this witness, the doctrine of
the Jerusalem temple as the single legitimate place of worship and the
existence of a written Torah both go back to the days of Josiah.

The combined evidence of 2 Kings 22–23 and the Book of Jeremiah
implies the existence, toward the end of the seventh century b.c.e., of a
book known as “the Book of the Torah” or “the Torah of Yahweh.” In
1805, Wilhelm de Wette made a convincing case for identifying this
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Book of the Torah with Deuteronomy.73 Cult centralization, icono-
clasm, and the Passover sacrifice are indeed central to both the Book of
Deuteronomy (Deut 12, 16:1–8) and Josiah’s reform. After the discov-
ery by De Wette, it took almost another century before Bible scholars
decided that the book that Jeremiah had denounced as a fraud must
also be identified with Deuteronomy.74 Once the connection had been
made, the identification seemed obvious; the reason it took so long was
the reluctance on the part of many scholars to admit that one book of
the Bible would qualify another book of the Bible as a fraud.

The qualification of Deuteronomy as a fraud is not my point,
though; what I want to demonstrate is the connection between the ref-
erence to a book as an ultimate source of authority and the invocation
of the revelation paradigm. We know that the Book of the Torah that
Josiah referred to is to be identified with Deuteronomy; if my theory is
correct, then, we should expect to find in Deuteronomy a reference to
its own status as revelation. Such references are indeed not lacking;
they are most explicit in the second edition of the text, which I have
dubbed the Torah Edition, a product of the early exilic period.

In the Torah Edition, the Book of Deuteronomy opens with the ru-
bric of Deut 4:44:

This is the Torah which Moses set before the children of Israel.

It ends in Deut 29:28 with a conclusion that reads like a colophon:

The hidden things belong to Yahweh our God; but the things that have
been revealed belong to us and to our children, that we may do all the
words of this Torah.

In the presentation of the Torah Edition, then, the text of Deuteronomy
is a Torah—that is, an instruction—by Moses, the legendary founder of
the nation; that instruction, moreover, is not based on human insight
but has been revealed (a passive form of the verb gÀlâ) by God.

The perspective of the Torah Edition comes to the fore in more elab-
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orate fashion in its opening chapter, now Deut 5:1–6:3. Here the editor
makes a distinction between the revelation God gave publicly and the
revelation that He granted Moses in private. God spoke the Ten Words
in the presence of all the Israelites (Deut 5:22); afterward, however, He
spoke to Moses alone and revealed to him all the “rules and verdicts”
he was to teach his people (Deut 5:28–31). In this view, Deuteronomy
is the Torah that Moses wrote not long before he died, on the basis of
the revelation God had given to him on Mt. Horeb.

The Torah Edition of Deuteronomy combines the doctrine of a reve-
lation in writing with a characteristic “book awareness.” Although the
reference to Moses writing down his Torah does not occur before Deut
31:9, the closing sections of the Torah Edition, to be found in the last
part of Deuteronomy 28 and all of Deuteronomy 29, emphasize that
the Torah has become a book: “all the words of this Torah which are
written in this book” (Deut 28:58); “the book of this Torah” (Deut
28:61); “all the curses of the covenant written in this book of the To-
rah” (Deut 29:20; cf. 29:19, 29:26). These expressions are at odds with
the fiction that Deuteronomy is a valedictory oration; this is Moses the
author speaking. The scribes of the Torah Edition thought of Deuter-
onomy as a book containing a revelation, and they put their conception
in the mouth of Moses.

Though allegedly written by Moses, the Book of Deuteronomy did
not see the light before the reform of Josiah in 622 b.c.e.; the story of
its spectacular discovery in the temple is an invention designed to con-
vey a false aura of antiquity. The parallel with EnÄma eliš is striking:
EnÄma eliš presents itself as the work of an anonymous Ancient who
wrote down what the gods revealed to him; Deuteronomy refers to
Moses as the author who wrote down what Yahweh had revealed to
him. In both cases we are dealing with a theological innovation—the
promotion of Marduk to the summit of the pantheon, in the first case;
the restriction of cultic worship to Jerusalem, in the second—presented
as an ancient revelation. The notions of antiquity and revelation rein-
force each other. In reality, Deuteronomy is a recent text and the notion
of revelation it promotes is a scribal construct formulated in the early
sixth century b.c.e.
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The Jeremiah oracle about the Torah of Yahweh (Jer 8:8–9) demon-
strates that the notion of a book as divine revelation was already famil-
iar in the late seventh century.

How can you say, “We are sages,

and we possess the Torah of Yahweh”?

Assuredly, the deceitful pen of the scribes

Has turned it into a deception!

The sages shall be put to shame,

they shall be dismayed and caught.

For they have rejected the word of Yahweh,

so what kind of wisdom is theirs?
Jer 8:8–9

The prophet speaks about a written document, produced by scribes,
qualified as Torah, and attributed to Yahweh. The scribes proclaimed
the book to be a revelation, because they referred to it as “the Torah of
Yahweh.” As a source of authority, it has obviously supplanted the oral
tradition, since those who proclaim themselves “sages” derive their
wisdom from the possession of the written law; instead of boasting of
their mastery of the oral lore of their profession, they exult in their ac-
cess to a written text.

Deuteronomy, Jeremiah, and the Deuteronomistic History speak
about Deuteronomy as Torah revealed in writing. Deuteronomy was
not the first manifestation of a written tradition of laws and customs,
however. Since much of Deuteronomy is in fact a revision of the Cove-
nant Code, now incorporated in the Book of Exodus (chapters 21–23),
the book stands in a tradition of written law.75 The innovation of Deu-
teronomy lies not in the fact of its being written Torah, then, but in its
claim to be a source of authority overruling the oral tradition. Until
Deuteronomy, the written word had been an aid in the oral transmis-
sion of the tradition; Deuteronomy stands for a reversal of roles: it
turns oral exposition into a handmaid of the written text.

Once the written Law supplanted the oral Torah as the primary
source of authority, the concept of revelation became a subject of theo-
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retical reflection. Jewish scholars from the Hellenistic period developed
a theology of the Torah and, by the same token, of revelation. Drawing
on the imagery of Proverbs 8, Job 28, and Deuteronomy 30:12–14, Ben
Sira equated the Torah with Wisdom personified (Sir 24).76 Issued from
the mouth of God, Wisdom came down from heaven and received a
resting place in Jerusalem, where she invites all those who desire her to
eat their fill of her produce. “All this,” Ben Sira writes, “is the book of
the covenant of the Most High God” (Sir 24:23). The Book of Baruch,
a pseudonymous work of the late second century b.c.e., also takes “the
book of the commandments of God” (Bar 4:1) as the ultimate embodi-
ment of wisdom. The author alludes in unmistakable fashion to Deu-
teronomy 30:12–14 (“Who has gone up to heaven and taken her? . . .
Who has gone over the sea and found her?” Bar 3:29) as corroborating
evidence for his argument.

The rabbinical theology of the Torah developed two other notions.
The sages focused on the preexistence of the Torah, and they specu-
lated about the way in which the divine Torah came within human
reach. The doctrine of the preexistence of the Torah is foreshadowed in
Ben Sira’s reference to its having been created “from eternity, in the
beginning” (Sir 24:9). Rabbi Aqiba picked up the idea and argued
that the Torah was “the instrument by which the world has been cre-
ated.”77 The Midrash Rabbah on Genesis understands this to mean that
God consulted the Torah before He created the world, much like a
craftsman consults his parchments and tablets before he starts building
(Midr. Rab. Gen 1/1). This image implies that the Torah contains infor-
mation from which even God can learn; such is indeed the idea under-
lying the view that God spends the first hours of each day studying the
Torah (b. Ab. Zar. 3b).

Faced with the problem of explaining the transfer of the Torah from
heaven to the human realm, the sages offered different solutions. These
imply different modes of revelation. The more traditional view holds
that God revealed the Torah to Moses using the mode of dictation.
“The Holy One, Blessed be He, dictated; Moses repeated; and Moses
wrote” (b. B. Bat. 15a). Because Moses was a meticulous scribe, he
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made a transcript of God’s words that was faithful to the smallest de-
tail; even the tiniest dot is from God (b. Sanh. 99a). Another view takes
it that Moses received the Torah through the mediation of angels (Acts
7:53; Heb 2:2). This theory implies that Moses himself did not write it,
but that he received a heavenly copy of the Torah. The two views con-
cur, however, in assigning to Moses a role of receptor rather than medi-
ator: revelation has become an act of God in which the human party is
a passive instrument.

The Prophets as Revealed Literature

So far this history of the concept of revelation in Israel has focused on
the Torah, the Book of the Torah being, first, a designation of Deuter-
onomy and, second, a name of the first section of the Hebrew Bible
(Genesis through Deuteronomy). What I want to look at now are the
books of the prophets.

The thesis that underlies my historical analysis assumes that the reve-
lation paradigm is invoked when written texts supplant the oral tradi-
tion as the principal source of authority and the main channel of infor-
mation. In the area of prophecy, this moment occurs later than it does
with the Torah. To understand the emergence of the revelation para-
digm in connection with the prophetic literature, we must establish
both when this literature came into being and when it came to supplant
the spoken delivery of oracles as the principal conduit of prophecy.

The earliest prophetic collection of the Bible that presents itself ex-
plicitly as a book is the Book of Jeremiah. According to the narrative
in Jeremiah 36, the scribe Baruch made a complete transcript of the
prophecies of Jeremiah, which he wrote down in a scroll. Whether fact
or fiction, the story proves the existence of a written oracle collection
attributed to Jeremiah. Elsewhere in Jeremiah, too, there is evidence
that the composers of the text were deliberately creating a book. The
text repeatedly refers to itself as a scroll (sÁper; see in addition to Jer 36,
Jer 25:13, 30:2, 45:1, 51:60). In the narrative of Ezekiel’s calling, dated
in 592 b.c.e., God makes the prophet eat a scroll containing all the
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words he was to prophesy (Ezek 2:8–3:4). In this conception of proph-
ecy, the oracles existed in writing even before the prophet pronounced
them; he became the mouthpiece of a book.78 The evidence shows that
prophetic books had become a normal phenomenon in the early sixth
century b.c.e.

As is clear from both the cuneiform texts and the Hebrew Torah, the
emergence of written texts need not entail the simultaneous eclipse of
an oral tradition. Applied to the phenomenon of prophecy, this means
that the literary fixation of oracles need not replace prophets perform-
ing orally. Some of the exilic and post-exilic oracle collections from the
Bible may have originated in writing (Deutero-Isaiah is a case in point),
but it is unlikely that Joel, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi were books
from the start. Most commentators understand these collections as lit-
erary reflections of oral performances. At any rate, the references to
prophets in Nehemiah 6:7 and 6:14 demonstrate that oral prophecy
was still alive in the Persian era. The emergence of written prophecy,
then, did not immediately reduce oral prophecy to a subordinate posi-
tion; until the mid-fifth century, prophets were still performing.

In the second century b.c.e., however, the books of the prophets had
taken the place of the prophets themselves. According to a text from
about 160 b.c.e., Daniel understood “from the books” (bassßpÀrîm)
the number of years Jeremiah had given as the time of Jerusalem’s deso-
lation (Dan 9:2). Instead of turning to a living prophet, Daniel con-
sulted a book. In the Prologue to Ben Sira, the grandson of the author
refers to “the Law, and the Prophets, and the other books” (Prologue
Ben Sira, lines 24–25)—implying that to him the prophets were first
and foremost books. Ben Sira himself mentions Isaiah, Jeremiah,
Ezekiel, and the Twelve in his Praise of the Fathers (Sir 48:22–25, 49:7–
10). He knew these men from the scrolls that carried their names, as is
apparent from the citation of the Malachi postscript (Mal 3:22–24)
in Sir 48:10. By the second century b.c.e., then, the authority of the
prophets had passed on to their books.

The publication of the Scroll of the Twelve in the third century b.c.e.

marked the increasing impact of written prophecy. As I shall argue
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at some length in Chapter 9, the publication of the Minor Prophets
in one book—physically a scroll—amounted to a declaration by the
scribes that the era of prophecy had come to an end. That is why they
created a twelfth prophet, by attributing several anonymous oracles to
a fictitious prophet by the name of Malachi. Twelve is the number of
plenitude and completeness; as the last prophet of the Twelve, Malachi
concluded the prophetic era. To judge by the internal evidence, the
Scroll of the Twelve did not see the light before the Hellenistic age,
which means that it came into being in the third century.

As the term “Prophets” came to designate a collection of scrolls, the
Hebrew scribes began to develop a new understanding of the prophetic
experience. This new conception of prophecy comes to the fore in the
apocalyptic literature of the late third and the early second centuries
b.c.e. In the modern appreciation of biblical genres, there is quite a dif-
ference between prophecy and apocalypticism.79 Although there is no
point in denying the distance between the two, it is important to under-
stand that the apocalyptic literature reflects a particular perception of
prophecy. Those who wrote under the names of Enoch and Daniel
were trying to imitate the prophetic genre. The fact that they produced
something quite distinct from traditional prophecy shows that their
perception of prophecy bears all the marks of their own time.80

Let us take, as key witnesses, the Book of the Watchers (1 Enoch 1–
36, third century b.c.e.) and the Book of Daniel (ca. 160 b.c.e.). These
texts present Enoch and Daniel as scribes and sages rather than proph-
ets in the vein of Elijah. The author of the Book of the Watchers calls
Enoch “the scribe of righteousness” (1 Enoch 12:4, 15:1; compare
92:1) and describes him more than once in the act of writing or reading
(1 Enoch 13:4, 6; 14:4; 33:3, 4). Daniel had received a scribal forma-
tion (Dan 1:4) and had knowledge of all sorts of writings (Dan 1:17).
Enoch and Daniel owe their special wisdom to visions; transported into
the heavens, they are able to see hidden matters and to converse with
angels. Their god is a “heavenly God who reveals mysteries” (Dan
2:28; compare 2:47). In the perception of the scribes of the Hellenistic
period, then, prophets were sages who had seen heavenly secrets; their
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books are filled with superior wisdom, to be grasped by illuminated
readers (1 Enoch 5:8; compare Hos 14:10).81

Both in Daniel and in the Book of the Watchers, the rhetoric of reve-
lation occurs in conjunction with an emphasis on writing as the pri-
mary vehicle of prophecy. Daniel and Enoch recorded their visions in a
book (1 Enoch 14:1, 14:7; Dan 7:1, 12:4). Books were important, too,
in their visionary experiences. The future that Daniel saw in his visions
was written in heavenly books (Dan 10:21, 12:1); the apocalyptic ex-
perience permitted the prophet to read those books. At the same time,
we find him consulting the books of the prophets of the past (Dan 9:2).
Enoch, for his part, could look up the names, the laws, and the compa-
nies of the stars in the text the angel Uriel had written for him (1 Enoch
33:4). In more than one way, then, books are prominent in these Helle-
nistic texts.82 The Book of the Watchers and Daniel exhibit a focus on
the written word that reflects a transfer of prestige from the spoken or-
acle to the prophetic book.

The new conception of prophecy affected the way in which the
scribes viewed the prophets of the past, which is reflected in the super-
scriptions to the prophetic collections.83 When prophecy became pri-
marily a literary genre, the prophets were posthumously transformed
into authors. Though early oracle collections include some scattered
references to prophets writing (Isa 8:1, 30:8; Hab 2:3), the Chronicler
is the first to systematically present the prophets as authors. He de-
scribes the prophet Isaiah as the writer of a chronicle about Uzziah (2
Chron 26:22; compare 32:32) and the prophet Jeremiah as the author
of Lamentations (2 Chron 35:25; compare Josephus, Ant., 10.5.1). In
addition to Isaiah and Jeremiah, the Chronicler refers to works writ-
ten by “Samuel the Seer” (1 Chron 29:29); “Nathan the Prophet” (1
Chron 29:29, 2 Chron 9:29); “Gad the Seer” (1 Chron 29:29); “Ahijah
the Shilonite” (2 Chron 9:29); “Iddo the Seer” (2 Chron 9:29, 12:15;
cf. 13:22); and “Shemaiah the Prophet” (2 Chron 12:15). The attribu-
tion of historiography and liturgical laments to the prophets demon-
strates that the prophets had come to be perceived as men of letters.

When the Hebrew scribes adopted the revelation paradigm in con-
nection with the prophetic literature, they took the vision (ÉÀzôn) to be

230

Scribal Culture and the Making of the Hebrew Bible



the classic mode of prophetic revelation. That is why the rubrics of the
prophetic books often use the terminology of the visionary experience
as the technical vocabulary for prophecy, even for prophets whose ora-
cles do not refer to any vision (Isa 1:1, 2:1; Amos 1:1; Hab 1:1; Ob 1;
Nah 1:1; compare 2 Chron 32:32). This particular construction of the
prophetic experience is related to the legitimizing accounts contained
in the prophetical scrolls. The calling narratives of the prophets, in-
serted in their books as proof of their credentials, are often related to
visionary experiences in which the prophet communicates with God
(Isa 6). The scribes have turned this element of the prophetic experience
into a kind of dogma of prophetic revelation.

There should be no mistake about the antiquity of the notion of reve-
lation in connection with prophecy; prophets have always claimed to
act as the mouthpiece of God. The novelty of the scribal construct
of prophecy as a revelation lies in the reference to written texts. The
scribes developed the notion of the prophet as a scribe, and of his mes-
sage as a secret revealed by heavenly figures, to legitimize the fact that
the prophets had become books. Prophets were men of the past; the
scribes had taken their place. The only way in which God would now
speak to human beings was through the written text.

Conclusion

In the title of this chapter I call revelation a “scribal construct.” It will
be clear by now that this expression was not intended to mean that
scribes invented the notion of revelation as such; their invention was
rather in the nature of a radical transformation. They used the concept
of revelation as an epistemological category to qualify a body of litera-
ture. By identifying revelation with a circumscribed group of texts, the
scribes shifted the focus of the concept. Until then revelation had been
understood as an interaction between superhuman beings and human
individuals in which the former imparted knowledge to the latter; in
the conception developed by the scribes, revelation became an object
rather than an interaction: it was coterminous with a set of texts.

The shift of focus had implications for those who had acted as medi-
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ators of revelation in the past. The charismatics of old, whether proph-
ets, priests, or sages, were posthumously transformed into scribes. Some
might think of Isaiah or Jeremiah as the authors of their books, but in
the scribal construct of revelation, the real author is God. The emphasis
on the status of the text as revelation meant that its presumed author
had actually been writing down dictation; Adapa wrote what Ea said,
just as Moses transcribed the words of God. The mediator became a
mere channel; not an author and composer, but a scribe and tran-
scriber.

The trigger for the new scribal concept was the increasing impor-
tance of the written text as a medium of information, to the detriment
of the oral tradition. The book became the norm, as illustrated by the
account of Josiah’s reform. Textbooks supplanted oral lore as the main
source of instruction and reference. The growing reliance on the writ-
ten tradition required a legitimization. The scribes found such legiti-
macy in the construct of revelation.

The consequences of the new concept of revelation have been tre-
mendous. Once the text became a revelation instead of an aid to the
expert or an archival record, it turned into a store of hidden treasures
and secret meanings. The scribal doctrine of revelation spawned an
exegetical tradition in which the quest for the meaning of a text came
to resemble an oracular inquiry. The book became an icon, and read-
ing and copying, acts of devotion. By redefining the concept of revela-
tion, the Hebrew scribes laid the foundations for a cult of the book,
the repercussions of which are still perceptible in the modern reception
of the Bible.
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CONSTRUCTING THE CANON

The Closure of the Hebrew Bible

Throughout this book we have looked at the making of the He-
brew Bible from the perspective of the Hebrew scribes; we now con-
clude with an account of the canon, because the canon is the final act in
the making of the Bible. The previous chapters have demonstrated that
the books of the Hebrew Bible are products from the scribal workshop.
However, the production history behind the books of the Bible does not
explain how the separate scrolls became one book, and why this one
book—and this book only—had canonical status. Why precisely this
collection of texts, to the exclusion of others? And whence did they de-
rive their claim to canonicity?

To speak about the canon of the Hebrew Bible is a little awkward,
since the very term is a Christian coinage.1 The dictionaries show that
Greek kanÃn developed the meaning of “table.” Astronomical tables,
for instance, could be referred to as kanones. In ecclesiastical usage, the
kanÃn is a table or list of books received by the church as divine revela-
tion. The first examples of such a list are from the second century c.e.

2

Employed in the sense of “list” or “table,” the term kanÃn can alter-
nate with the word katalogos, “catalogue.”3 A “canon” or a “cata-
logue” gives the number, the names, and the order of the books.4

Without calling it a canon, Jewish scholars of the Common Era were

233



familiar with the phenomenon of an authoritative list of books. A dis-
cussion in the Babylonian Talmud about the order and the authors of
the works of the Hebrew Bible lists twenty-four books; the Twelve Mi-
nor Prophets are counted as one, and Ezra-Nehemiah as well (b. B. Bat.
14b–15a). Though the Talmud is a document from later times, it here
preserves an early tradition.

Two testimonies from the first century c.e. prove the antiquity of the
Talmudic list of canonical books. In his elegant defense of Judaism,
Flavius Josephus contrasts the “myriads of inconsistent books” of the
nations with the twenty-two books of the Jewish people (“our books”)
that are “justifiably relied upon” (dikaiÃs pepisteumena) (C. Ap. 1.38–
40). The second text is found in an apocalyptic work attributed to
Ezra. It records how Ezra, under divine inspiration, dictated the text of
ninety-four lost works of Moses to five scribes. Twenty-four books he
made public so that they might be read by “the worthy and the unwor-
thy” alike; the remaining seventy he kept under seal for “the wise” (2
Esdras 14:44–46). The twenty-four books of Ezra correspond with the
twenty-four books of the Bible as counted by the Talmud; the twenty-
two books mentioned by Josephus probably refer to the same books in
a different count and a different division.5 By specifying the number of
the books, both Josephus and the author of 2 Esdras 14:44–46 implic-
itly rely on a list.

It is important to acknowledge that the canon is originally a list and
not a volume. We think of the Bible as a book, but the physical shape of
a book goes back to the codex, and the earliest codex of the Hebrew Bi-
ble that we have is the Aleppo codex from the ninth century c.e. Earlier
evidence of the Bible in the form of a codex concerns the Greek version
only.6 The Hebrew Bible was a list before it was a book. In view of the
numerus fixus given in several first-century c.e. texts, moreover, the list
was apparently considered to be closed. The question, then, is how did
this list come about?

The classic view of the history behind the biblical canon is the so-
called three-stage theory developed in 1871 by the German scholar
Heinrich Graetz and elaborated and disseminated in the works of Frants
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Buhl, Gerrit Wildeboer, and Herbert E. Ryle.7 It assumes that the Bible
was canonized in three phases: first the Law (Hebrew tôrâ, also known
as the five books of Moses, from Genesis through Deuteronomy), then
the Prophets (Hebrew nßbî’îm, consisting of the former and the latter
prophets; that is, the historical books and the prophetical collections),
and finally the Writings (Hebrew kßtûbîm). The entire process took
some 500 years and was brought to a close in 100 c.e. by a rabbinical
meeting at Jamnia known in the literature as the Council of Jamnia;
there the Jewish authorities reached an agreement on the boundaries of
the canon.

Today this theory of canonization is no longer in favor with the
scholarly community. Its fatal flaw is the alleged Council of Jamnia. A
critical reading of the rabbinical sources has led most scholars to con-
clude that there never was a Council of Jamnia; it is a historical chi-
mera of dubious Christian inspiration.8 Because the Council of Jamnia
is not a historical detail but the cornerstone of the theory, its dismissal
disqualifies the theory as a whole. The history of the canonization of
the Hebrew Bible has to be written anew. Most biblical scholars are
well aware of this challenge, but they are hardly of one mind about the
way to handle it.

In reaction against the classic theory of canonization, there is a wide-
spread tendency today to explain canonization as an organic process.
The following sentences from The Oxford Dictionary of the Jewish Re-
ligion are fairly typical.

No record exists . . . of a particular time and place at which the biblical
canon was established, and no single authoritative institution ever existed
in Jewish history that would have had the power to establish the canon.
Rather, the canonization of the Bible was a natural, gradual process, by
which those writings popularly believed to be of great antiquity and di-
vinely inspired were accorded sacred status.9

Other treatments of the canon, too, describe it as the outcome of “a
natural, gradual process.”10 On this view, the canon is the spontaneous
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creation of the community of the faithful, persuaded as they were by a
power intrinsic to the scriptures.

The theory of organic growth presents no great advance over the
classic three-stage theory. Though the proponents of the theory avoid
theological categories, they promote in fact a close parallel to the Prot-
estant notion of the logos autopistos, the “self-authenticating Word.”11

According to this view, the books of the Bible are canonical because of
their content; that content has the virtue of persuasion, which is why
the books were eventually recognized to be sacred. This theory draws
its inspiration from a sense of unease about the notion of authority.
The modern ideal of individual freedom and dignity does not sit well
with the idea of a canon that requires submission. If the solution is a
kind of crypto-fundamentalism, however, the cure is worse than the
disease.

Contemporary scholars advance two other models that could serve
as an alternative to the three-stage theory. One model is that of the li-
brary catalogue; the other is that of the scribal curriculum. The one as-
sumes that the canon derives from the list of books available in the li-
brary, more specifically the library attached to the temple in Jerusalem.
The other derives the canon from the list of works established for the
classroom. Both models are not just models for the process of canon-
ization; they serve as precedents as well. The library catalogue and the
school curriculum are presented as the precanonical phase of the books
of the Hebrew Bible. Both models relate the canon to institutions inti-
mately associated with the scribal culture of the day, and in this respect
they fit the perspective adopted in this book. Let us have a closer look.

The Library Catalogue as Precursor of the Canon

Since the canon is originally a catalogue of sorts, the library catalogue
seems to offer a close analogy. Being a collection of books, the Bible
compares to a library—a portable library perhaps, but a library never-
theless; St. Jerome called the Bible a “sacred” or “divine” library.12 In
light of such considerations, the library model appears to offer a prom-
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ising avenue for conceptualizing the canon. Perhaps the books of the
Hebrew Bible were once the holdings of the temple library at Jerusa-
lem. Several authors have embraced this theory and used it to explain
the nature of the canon and the order of the biblical books.13

The library hypothesis—“library hypothesis” being short for the the-
ory that the canon of the Hebrew Bible goes back to the catalogue of
the temple library in Jerusalem—is based on three assumptions. Ac-
cording to assumption one, there was a library in the temple at Je-
rusalem; assumption two says that the holdings of that library were
regarded as special, that is, protocanonical, which implies a discrimi-
nating acquisition policy on the part of the Jerusalem librarians; and
assumption three holds that there was a library catalogue as a prece-
dent of the canon. Let us assess these three assumptions.

The first assumption, namely that there was a library connected to
the temple in Jerusalem, seems fairly unproblematic.14 According to a
pseudonymous letter from about 60 b.c.e., cited in the introductory
section of the second book of Maccabees (2 Macc 1:10–2:18), there
was a temple library (bibliothÁkÁ is the Greek word) in Jerusalem.15

This is what the Jews from Jerusalem wrote to their coreligionists in Al-
exandria:

The same things are also reported in the records and in the memoirs of
Nehemiah, and also that he founded a library in which he collected the
books [biblia] about the kings, and of the prophets, and the writings of
David, and royal letters about votive offerings. In the same way Judas too
collected all the books that had been lost on account of the war that had
come upon us; they are in our possession. So if you should lack some of
them [in your collection], send people to get them for you.

2 Macc 2:13–15

The letter mentions Nehemiah as the founder of the library and Judas
Maccabee as the one who replenished its holdings by collecting all the
books that had been lost during the war. Proud of their well-stocked li-
brary, the authors of the letter extend an invitation to the Jews in Alex-
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andria to have copies made of those books lacking in the Alexandrian
collection. Though the founding of the library by Nehemiah may be-
long to the realm of legend, the library’s existence in Jerusalem seems
assured.

The evidence for a temple library in Jerusalem is not confined to the
reference in 2 Macc 2:13–15. The report of the discovery of the Book
of the Law by the priest Hilkiah (2 Kings 22) presupposes the practice
of keeping books in the temple in the pre-exilic period. Another witness
to a temple archive or library is the story of Samuel depositing a scroll
(sÁper) recording the rules of the monarchy in the sanctuary (“before
Yahweh,” 1 Sam 10:25); the narrative probably projects later customs
back onto the time of the incipient monarchy. Parallels to the temple li-
brary of Jerusalem abound, both in the Near East and in the classical
world. In the words of Moshe Greenberg, “The existence of a temple li-
brary . . . is a commonplace in the ancient Near East; indeed, it would
have been odd had the Jews not had such an archive at Jerusalem.”16

If the existence of a library connected to the Second Temple can be
accepted as a historical fact, it remains to be established what kind of
institution it was. In our minds, the term library designates, more or
less by definition, a public library. Before the Hellenistic era, however,
public libraries were unknown.17 Temple libraries were not public, even
though we would define temples as public institutions. Not all temple
areas were open to the public. Access to the library was limited to au-
thorized personnel only. For Mesopotamia, this fact comes to the fore
in the colophons appended to copies housed in the library. They often
specify that the tablet in question is sacred property of the temple. It
was secret lore and accessible only to the initiate.18

The fact that the libraries of antiquity were not public blurs the dis-
tinction between library and archive. Most of these libraries were not
libraries in our sense of the word; they were storage rooms for precious
objects, some of which were written texts. According to Josephus, the
priest Hilkiah (Eliakias, as he has it) found the sacred books of Moses
as he was bringing out the gold and silver from the temple treasuries.19

Josephus thus establishes a link between the library of the temple and
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its treasuries. Other evidence points to the same connection. Accord-
ing to Ezra 6:1, the royal library of Darius, literally “the house of
the books” (bêt siprayyÀ’), was also the place where the treasures
(ginzayyÀ’) were stored. The Talmud says that the king should order
two copies of the Law, one for his personal use and one for his treasury
(bêt gßnîzâw, b. Sanh. 22a). Copies of official decrees were routinely
stored in the temple treasury as well (1 Macc 14:49; compare the refer-
ence to “royal letters about votive offerings” in 2 Macc 2:13).20

While the existence of a temple library in Jerusalem is not in doubt,
its nonpublic character marks a difference between library and canon.
Unlike the esoteric books preserved for the privileged few, the twenty-
four books of the canon are public property, available to “the worthy
and the unworthy” alike (compare 2 Esdras 14:44–46). If the parallel
between library and canon is maintained, then, one must assume a
transformation of the rules of entry. Strictly speaking, however, as-
sumption number one is borne out by the evidence: the temple at Jeru-
salem did indeed possess a library.

How about assumption number two? Did the librarians of Jerusalem
accept into their collection only books that they judged to be holy and,
in a manner of speaking, protocanonical? Proponents of the library
theory are quite certain that this was indeed the case. Thus Roger
Beckwith, in a monograph on the canonization of the Bible, writes that
“the primary reason for laying up books in the Temple was not their li-
turgical usefulness but their sanctity . . . [U]ncanonical books would
not normally be brought into the Temple, which was the place for lay-
ing up holy books.”21 Beckwith makes much of the fact that Josephus
uses the verb anakeimai when he speaks about the “scriptures” being
stored in the sanctuary.22 The verb would imply that the texts in ques-
tion were regarded as votive offerings, and thus sacred.23 This argu-
ment is not very impressive, since the sanctity conferred on written
scrolls housed in the temple does not imply that their contents were ca-
nonical. In the oral culture of the ancient Near East, written artifacts,
whether scrolls or tablets, were items of value irrespective of their ac-
tual content.
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We have no evidence about the acquisition policy of the Jerusalem li-
brary; in fact, we do not even know what the temple collection con-
tained. The only clues for our speculation on the subject are (1) the
summary description of the Jerusalem library holdings in 2 Macc 2:13–
15; (2) assumptions about the texts likely to be needed and stored in
the temple; and (3) the comparative evidence from the ancient Near
East, ranging from the libraries of Mesopotamia and Egypt to the scroll
collection of Qumran. Since the comparative evidence yields data about
both the actual possessions of libraries and, in some cases, the methods
by which the owners built up their collections, it offers the most solid
starting point for our investigation.

Ouside of Palestine, there were libraries all over the ancient Near
East.24 They were of two types: while most libraries were what we
would call reference libraries, a few were designed as comprehensive li-
braries, with collections that aimed to be complete.25 The Mesopota-
mian temple libraries were nearly all text collections for the use of
priests, scribes, and scholars affiliated with the temple; hence the pre-
dominance of learned textbooks over works of a more literary nature.
The largest temple library discovered so far had some 800 tablets; the
private family libraries of exorcists and other scholars were smaller but
essentially similar.26 Temple libraries in Egypt were comparable to the
Mesopotamian ones in that they, too, were usually of a modest size.27 A
catalogue from Edfu demonstrates that the temple there had a collec-
tion confined to scrolls needed for practical purposes. The list runs
to some thirty-five titles; a small room sufficed for the storage of the
scrolls.28

Compared with the reference libraries of the temples, the palace li-
brary (or libraries) of King Assurbanipal belonged to a different
world.29 Being about twenty times as large as a temple library, it could
pretend to be comprehensive. King Assurbanipal pursued an aggressive
acquisition policy for his collection of texts; in addition to the tablets
and writing boards that he confiscated, he had scribes and scholars
copy numerous texts.30 Correspondence between the palace at Nineveh
and the scholars of Borsippa and Babylon shows that the king was will-
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ing to pay a good price for the texts he commissioned.31 Administra-
tors kept track of the tablets that came in; in the end, the library had
collections totaling some 10,000 tablets.32 This, then, was a library
that aimed to have the complete range of cuneiform science, law, and
literature.

It does not seem that Assurbanipal used selection criteria for the
texts that entered his libraries other than comprehensiveness. In one
letter the king orders his servants to collect every text that is “suitable
for my palace (library).”33 The phrase has been understood to mean
“beneficial to my governance,” but that is stretching the meaning of the
term for “palace” (ekallu).34 Another letter shows that the king was in-
terested in obtaining “all the scribal learning” (kullat ÇupšarrÄtu) from
the temple libraries of Borsippa and Babylon.35 Assurbanipal shows a
preference for scholarly texts over fiction, but he strikes us primarily as
a collector with an “obsessive desire to possess everything.”36 There is
no evidence that he was trying to make a canonical or official collec-
tion.37

The library of Assurbanipal is one of the few Near Eastern libraries
of the past that sought to obtain copies of every written work worthy
of preservation. The Ptolemaic library of Alexandria falls into the same
category; its scope was even more ecumenical. Did the temple library of
Jerusalem belong to the same type, or was it a reference library of the
kind found in many other temples of the Near East? The answer proba-
bly lies in between.

The most important archaeological event for biblical scholarship in
the twentieth century was the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls at
Qumran. This extraordinary collection of texts gives us an idea of what
a major Jewish library of the Hellenistic era may have looked like. The
Qumran library was, broadly speaking, comprehensive; it contained
copies of works with opposite views, such as the Aramaic Levi docu-
ment, Jubilees, and 1 Enoch, on the one hand, and Ben Sira, on the
other.38 Except for the Scroll of Esther, we know of no Jewish literary
text clearly dating from before 150 b.c.e. that was not represented. In
fact, Qumran has yielded many Hebrew texts that never made it into
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the Hebrew Bible. It is theoretically possible that the temple library
of Jerusalem was smaller than the library of Qumran. This, however,
seems highly unlikely. The authors of the letter quoted in 2 Macc 2:13–
15 assume that the Jerusalem library has various works not available to
the Jews in Alexandria. Ben Sira was available at Qumran and Alexan-
dria; it must have been present in the Jerusalem library as well. The fact
that it was not included in the Hebrew Bible shows that there is no one-
to-one correspondence between the Masoretic canon and the holdings
of the temple library in Jerusalem.

According to 2 Macc 2:13–15, Nehemiah founded a library in which
he collected “the books [biblia] about the kings, and of the prophets,
and the writings of David, and royal letters about votive offerings.”
This summary is striking on two accounts. For one, it fails to mention
the Torah—that is, the Pentateuch; second, it refers to “royal letters
about votive offerings,” which we are unable to identify with any texts
from the Hebrew Bible. The summary description of the collection is
apparently eclectic, since the library surely had a copy of the five books
of Moses. In fact, the reference to the royal letters suggests that it con-
tained various texts not found in the Hebrew Bible as we know it.
Whether the Jerusalem library had a copy of the corpus of writings at-
tributed to Enoch, as was the case at Qumran, is doubtful. It is unlikely
the temple authorities of Jerusalem accepted the authorship of Enoch;
that may have been sufficient reason not to admit the texts to their col-
lections. Be that as it may, the temple library of Jerusalem surely con-
tained more texts than those found in the Hebrew Bible.

Assumption number three still remains to be investigated. Can we es-
tablish a link between the list of the books of the Hebrew Bible and the
catalogue of the Jerusalem library? Despite the presence of libraries all
over the Near East, the evidence for actual library catalogues is scant.
There are lists and inventories that have been interpreted as library cat-
alogues, but closer inspection shows that they in fact represent four dis-
tinct functions, none of which is that of a library catalogue in the mod-
ern understanding of that term.39

First, some of the Mesopotamian catalogues are in fact curricular
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lists, that is, enumerations of works to be studied by scribes and schol-
ars to be; I will return to these texts in the discussion of the curriculum
hypothesis.40 Second, other catalogues are lists of texts belonging to
one specific genre or to a particular series. A third group of catalogues,
dating from the reign of Assurbanipal, are lists of recent library acquisi-
tions. And fourth, some “catalogues” are inventories. Such inventories
are comparable to library catalogues in some respects, but they are pri-
marily an account rather than a tool for visitors to the library. There is
no proof that the order of the inventory corresponds to the order of the
tablets on the shelves.41 Nahum M. Sarna has proposed to interpret the
Talmudic list of the books as a library catalogue (b. B. Bat. 14b–15a),
but the order is by presumed antiquity rather than disposition on the
shelves.42

Since there is no conclusive evidence of library catalogues in the an-
cient Near East, it is difficult to take the biblical canon as the transcript
of a library catalogue. The only type of catalogue that really compares
to the Hebrew canon is from the West rather than the East. The Helle-
nistic era saw the emergence of the prescriptive library catalogue, a
subcategory of the Greek pinakes, “indexes,” that were in use as nor-
mal library catalogues.43 Because the selective pinakes listed only the
foremost among the poets, orators, historians, and philosophers, they
functioned in fact as a kind of canon. Those who wished to constitute
their own library could use them as a guideline.44 It has been suggested
that the Jewish sages composed the list of Hebrew books in imitation of
the Hellenistic lists of exemplary works; such lists being the basis for
the canon, the canon would be selective without being exclusionary.45

It is doubtful whether the selective catalogues of the Hellenistic era
had a formative influence on the canon of the Hebrew Bible. The paral-
lel is primarily relevant for the way in which the canon may have func-
tioned. Most Jews of the early Common Era owed their knowledge of
the Hebrew scriptures to their local synagogues. Every Jewish place of
worship owned a collection of scrolls used for public readings; every
synagogue, in other words, had a reference library. The canon resem-
bles the pinakes in that it can be viewed as a list of works ideally pres-
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ent in every synagogue library. If the library hypothesis fails to account
for the formation of the Hebrew canon, then, the selective catalogues
for a model library may illuminate the way in which the canon func-
tioned in the centuries before the printing press.

If we have to abandon the interpretation of the canon on the basis of
the library analogy, does this mean that the library model is entirely
without value? I do not think so. The existence of libraries prepared the
ground, so to speak, for the emergence of canons. Though the presence
of a text in a library need not imply canonicity, it does mean that the
text in question had entered the stream of tradition. Libraries embod-
ied the literary and scholarly heritage. And a work had to be perceived
as “traditional”—or “ancestral” (patrÃios), as the Prologue of Ben Sira
has it—as a precondition for becoming canonical. In this sense, inclu-
sion in the library was a condition for inclusion in the canon; however,
inclusion in the library was not a ticket to canonization.46

The Scribal Curriculum as a Precedent of the Canon

The second model put forth as a way to conceptualize the process of
canonization is that of the scribal curriculum. Let me emphasize once
again that the curriculum, like the library, serves as a model and a pre-
cedent for canonization. It is intended both to illuminate the mechanics
of the canonization process and to explain the role of the books of the
Bible before they became the books of the Bible. Whereas the library
hypothesis says that they were library books, the curriculum hypothe-
sis takes them as textbooks.47

Between a school curriculum and a library catalogue there is an obvi-
ous similarity. Both are lists of texts with a claim to the status of “clas-
sics.” Within this general correspondence, there is room for a distinc-
tion, however, given that the curriculum is selective whereas the library
is not. Since every study program is by definition constrained by limita-
tions of time and means, we know that the scribal curriculum could ac-
commodate only a limited number of works. If only for practical rea-
sons, it was subject to closure.
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Precisely because a curriculum is subject to closure, texts are in com-
petition for a place. Unlike a place in a library, inclusion in a curricu-
lum asserts the superiority of a written text over other texts. In this re-
spect, the scribal curriculum could be viewed as a laboratory from
which the canon was issued. The case of newly created texts offers a
good illustration of the process. New texts have to vie with other com-
positions, both from the past and from their own time, for a place in
the stream of tradition. Take a newcomer among the classics of Meso-
potamia: EnÄma eliš, written at the end of the second millennium. It
is an ancient text by our standards, but young by comparison with
Gilgamesh and the story of the Flood.

The postscript of EnÄma eliš makes it clear that the composer hoped
his text would achieve lasting fame through its use in scribal education.
Just after celebrating Marduk by means of an ingenious exegesis of his
fifty names, the poet adds:

The wise and the learned should ponder them together,

The teacher should repeat them and make the pupil learn by heart.

The ears of the shepherd and the herdsman should be open

In order not to neglect Marduk, the champion of the gods,

That his land may prosper and he himself be safe . . .

This is the revelation which an Ancient, to whom it was told,

wrote down and established for posterity to hear . . .
EnÄma eliš, VII:145–150, 157–158

Preservation in writing does not guarantee admission to the ranks of
the classics. That is achieved by “establishing” the text for future gen-
erations to hear. The verb here translated as “established” (šakÀnu) is
used for putting a text on the scribal curriculum, which is likely what is
being referred to here.48 We know that the scribal curriculum was es-
tablished under the auspices of the king.49 That is why the text explic-
itly solicits endorsement by the king, poetically called “the shepherd
and the herdsman”; he had to agree with a major addition to the text-
books.50 That the school was the context for the transmission of the

245

Constructing the Canon



text is implied, too, by the reference to the “wise” (enqu) and the
“learned” (mÄdû), the teacher (“father,” abu) and the pupil (“son,”
mari).51

On the crucial point of closure, the curriculum compares to the canon.
Its boundaries may have some elasticity, but every teacher knows that
there are limits to what the curriculum can accommodate. Decisions
about the content of the curriculum, moreover, are an exercise of au-
thority, just as the canon represents an act of authority. In the Mesopo-
tamian context, jurisdiction over the curriculum ultimately lies with the
king. The curriculum is imposed, just as the canon is. Though the cur-
riculum of the Jewish scribes in the Second Temple period did not have
a royal sanction, it could hardly have been established without the ap-
proval of the temple authorities. The curriculum, then, does provide a
model for the concept of a selection of texts from the stream of tradi-
tion.

The parallel between curriculum and canon becomes even more com-
pelling if we distinguish between a core and an elective curriculum. By
assuming the presence of electives on the curriculum, we broaden the
concept to include a longer list of works that are deemed suitable for
teaching purposes. This opens up the possibility that—for instance—all
the prophetic books of the Hebrew Bible were potentially curriculum
material, but that only some were actually studied. The situation would
thus compare to the literary curriculum in modern schools, where stu-
dents only read a few titles from a list of approved and suitable books.
The curriculum—that is, the list of works fit for scribal students—is
more comprehensive than the actual study program.

In his study published in 2003, the Belgian Assyriologist Herman
Vanstiphout argues that some of the literary catalogues from ancient
Babylonia attest, in fact, to a core curriculum.52 Although these lists are
not identical, they overlap considerably when it comes to the classics to
be studied by scribal students. When properly understood, these cata-
logues are a witness to what Vanstiphout calls “the first canonization in
history.”53 A sobering comment is nevertheless in order. What these
texts attest to is at best a virtual canon, since no two catalogues are the
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same. Moreover, this virtual canon is unlike the biblical canon in that it
is open to fluctuations; different times and different places cultivated
different canons. While the term “canon” is perhaps not inappropriate,
such cultural canons are not to be confused with the canon of the He-
brew Bible.

A major objection against the curriculum hypothesis concerns the
technical nature of the curriculum. Since there was no formal educa-
tion for all in the ancient Near East, the curriculum was designed for
the training of professional scribes and specialized scholars. Assuming
that the parallel with the Mesopotamian curriculum is valid, it is highly
unlikely that the curriculum for Hebrew scribes would be coterminous
with the biblical canon. In the initial phase of their training, the Mes-
opotamian scribes had to study lexicographical lists of various kinds;
in the program for advanced studies, the textbooks of the Mesopo-
tamian students dealt with exorcism, divination, and various other sci-
ences or pseudo-sciences. There was only very limited room in the cur-
riculum for epics and other types of literature. In the biblical canon,
the more “technical” textbooks are underrepresented whereas works
of literature are overrepresented in comparison with the curriculum.
In my reconstruction of the curriculum of the Hebrew scribes, there
is only a partial overlap between the curriculum and the—later—
canon.

Neither the library catalogue nor the scribal curriculum provides a
perfectly adequate model for understanding the origins of the biblical
canon. The parallels between the three distinct phenomena is neverthe-
less striking inasmuch as the selective library catalogue, the curriculum,
and the canonical list are all discriminatory as well as authoritative.
Moreover, they deal with written compositions of particular prestige
and are thus typically expressions of a culture of literacy. In a world
without libraries or schools, there could hardly have been a canon. Yet
the biblical canon cannot be reduced to either a library catalogue or a
curriculum; it is a reality of its own kind. To grasp that reality in its
proper perspective, we must look at the historical stages leading up to
the canon.
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Ezra and the Canonization of the Law

Although neither the library catalogue nor the scribal curriculum pro-
vides an adequate model for understanding the origins of the biblical
canon, they do have the merit of alerting us to the fact that the canon
was at home in the scribal culture of antiquity. Both the library and the
curriculum are manifestations of scribal culture; the canon, too, is a
phenomenon that would not have seen the light if it were not for the
Hebrew scribes.

Scribes in fact played a crucial role in the emergence of the biblical
canon. Around 450 b.c.e. Ezra the scribe took the first step toward its
creation. Mandated by the Persian authorities to provide the province
of Judah with a national constitution, Ezra promulgated the Torah of
Moses as the law of the land. The Torah that Ezra imposed consti-
tuted the beginning of the canon; it was its earliest form and remained
its lasting core. The second step occurred two centuries later, when
the Jerusalem temple scribes published an edition of the Prophets, the
Psalms, and Proverbs. The scribes regarded their edition as definitive
because they considered the era of revelation to be closed. There was
no canon as yet but all the ingredients were present; the canonical era
being closed, the closure of the canon was only a matter of time.

My reconstruction of the process leading up to the biblical canon de-
parts from the classic three-stage theory in two respects: instead of
three stages, I distinguish only two, and instead of a closure of the
canon, I prefer to speak of a closure of the canonical era. Aside from
the speculation about a Council at Jamnia, the three-stage theory errs
fundamentally on two counts. First, by interpreting the Masoretic divi-
sion of the Bible into three sections as the historical order of canoniza-
tion, the theory ends up in hair-splitting discussions about the status
and the number of books in the section known as the Writings. In the
Hellenistic and Roman periods the division between the Prophets and
the Writings was everything but watertight. Josephus counted much of
what is now in the Writings as belonging to the Prophets; the funda-
mental division was that between the Law and the Prophets. Second,
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the classic theory approaches the history of canonization in terms of its
outcome; this is another error. The outcome of the process being a
canon—that is, a closed list of books—the theory views the preceding
stages as canons as well. This leads to the self-contradictory notion of
a closed list that was twice expanded. In fact, however, the Hebrew
scribes of the Hellenistic period did not make a list but developed the
notion of the era of revelation; the later list merely names the works be-
lieved to be genuinely from the canonical era.

The first stage in the making of the Hebrew canon was the canoniza-
tion of the five books of Moses, known as the Torah. The Law of Mo-
ses received canonical status under the impetus of the Persian authori-
ties. In their dealings with conquered nations, the Persians sought to
provide their rule with a solid base by sanctioning the codified law of
the land as the law of the Persian king.54 Those nations that did not
possess a national law were urged to create one. Egypt is an example.
According to the Demotic Chronicle, the Persian king Darius ordered
the governor of Egypt in 518 to install a commission of priests, schol-
ars, and military leaders to put the laws of Egypt into a written code.55

The work took them more than ten years. Around the same time, Dar-
ius sent an Egyptian priest by the name of Udjahorresnet from Elam to
Egypt. His mission was to restore the workshops of the Egyptian tem-
ples, thereby creating the necessary infrastructure for the implementa-
tion of the law.56

The parallel between the mission of the Egyptian priest
Udjahorresnet and that of the Jewish priest Ezra is striking. Ezra was
sent from Babylonia to Jerusalem to reorganize the province of Judah
in accordance with the rules of the Law. The Persian authorities re-
ferred to Ezra’s law code as “the Law of your God that is in your hand”
(Ezra 7:14). Since Ezra was an expert in the Law of Moses (literally, a
“proficient scribe of the Law of Moses,” Ezra 7:6), it is legitimate to
equate the “Law of your God” with the Torah of Moses. The Persian
king explicitly endorsed the mission of Ezra by adopting Jewish na-
tional law as the law of the Persian king (Ezra 7:26).

For the implementation of the Torah as the national law, Ezra had to
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create an infrastructure that would render it possible to administer the
Torah at a local level. To achieve this goal, Ezra established a network
of regional centers for public instruction and jurisdiction; these were
the ancestors of the later synagogues.57 Ezra put Levites in charge of the
local centers. The Levites were a scribal elite that gave regular readings
of the Torah, adjudicated local disputes, and fulfilled various admini-
strative duties (compare 2 Chron 17:7–9). The local administration
was subordinate to the central temple authority in Jerusalem, in con-
formity with the Deuteronomic Constitution. The synchronization of
the religious calendar, for instance, was determined by the authorities
in Jerusalem.

The identification of Ezra’s law book is a topic of ongoing scholarly
debate.58 It has been strongly put forth that the law that was “in the
hand” of Ezra was in fact Deuteronomy, or the Priestly Code, or a doc-
ument now lost to us. None of these solutions satisfies. It was Ezra’s
mission to implement a national law; to that end he had to fuse parti-
san documents (such as Deuteronomy and the Priestly Code) into a
higher unity, which ultimately resulted in the Pentateuch, or the five
books of Moses.59 The veneration of the Pentateuch by the Samaritans
forces us to posit its acceptance well before the schism with Judaism oc-
curred.60 The work must have been composed and published before
400 b.c.e.; 450 is a plausible date.61 Ezra was a scholar who received
his scribal training in Babylonia. His work on the Pentateuch compares
to the editing of the Gilgamesh Epic by Sin-leqe-unninni and the edit-
ing of the prognostic compendium Sakikkû by Esagil-kÂn-apli. The lat-
ter used disparate sources (“twisted threads,” in the scribal idiom) to
produce a “new text” (Sumerian sur gibil).62 Ezra did the same for the
Law of Moses. Whether he did so in person or as supervisor of an edi-
torial committee hardly matters. His name is attached to the edition;
the Pentateuch is as much the Book of Ezra as it is the Book of Moses.

In Jewish historiography, Ezra is a symbol of the Jewish restoration
in the Persian era; in the history of religions, Ezra counts as the found-
ing father of Judaism: what some see as a restoration is for others the
beginning of something distinctly new. Ezra was indeed an innovator in
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the sense that he fused separate and at times conflicting legal and narra-
tive traditions—the various strands of the Pentateuch—into one liter-
ary work and defined it as the Law of Moses. It is a feat of scribal acu-
men because it incorporates early legal texts, such as the Covenant
Code, alongside law that was meant to supersede them, such as Deuter-
onomy; it has different visions on the temple and the priesthood co-
habiting under the single authority of Moses; it succeeds in weaving
parallel historical traditions into one narrative. Ezra’s work has been
characterized as a compromise.63 It is indeed artificial and replete with
redundancy, but it stands as a symbol of Jewish identity. That identity,
embodied in the Law, was a scribal creation.

Without the Persians, there would not have been a Pentateuch. The
Persians are responsible, too, for the transformation of the Torah into
the Law, because the codification of the legal traditions did not leave
their nature unaffected. It is often said that Greek nomos is a mistrans-
lation of Hebrew tôrâ; tôrâ means “instruction, advice,” whereas no-
mos is “law.” The Greek translation, introduced by the Septuagint,
turns an act of personal interaction into an impersonal and abstract no-
tion. But the Greek language is not to blame. Well before the Septua-
gint, the Persian authorities defined the Torah of God as “law” (dÀt).
They thus brought to a conclusion a development that had been going
on for some time. The Book of Deuteronomy, written in the seventh
century b.c.e., had already transformed the plural tôrôt, oral instruc-
tions delivered by the priests (see, e.g., Jer 18:18; Ezek 7:26; Hag 2:11–
13), into a single tôrâ, the written instruction of Moses. By virtue of
being written, the Torah became binding as a general rule; particular
situations became cases, and for each case, the law did provide.

Codification is a form of canonization.64 And in this case, canoniza-
tion is not the outcome of some organic and natural process but the re-
sult of the editorial activity of Ezra—either as actual editor or as edito-
rial supervisor—and a decree by the Persian government. Scribes like
Ezra can make a book from separate documents, but it is not within
their power to impose that book as binding. The power to impose be-
longs to the authorities—the Persian authorities, in this case.65

251

Constructing the Canon



The Closing of the Canonical Era

Two distinct but closely connected events marked the second phase
in the canonization of the Hebrew scriptures. Between 300 and 200
b.c.e., the scribes of the temple workshop at Jerusalem prepared an
edition of the Prophets, the Psalms, and the Book of Proverbs to meet
the demands of a growing class of literate laymen; their edition was
meant to be definitive and to be put at the disposal of the public, to be
read in local places of worship, in schools, and by private individuals.
At the same time, the temple scholars formulated the doctrine of the
closure of the prophetic era. According to this new doctrine, the Spirit
of prophecy had departed from Israel after the days of Ezra. Direct rev-
elations were believed not to occur any longer; thenceforth, divine il-
lumination could be obtained only by a study of the Law and the
Prophets.

The third century b.c.e. was a period of important editorial activity
of the Hebrew scribes. To appreciate the scope and significance of their
work, we can start by looking at their edition of the Minor Prophets.
Originally most of the Minor Prophets—so called because the books in
question do not match the volume of the Books of Isaiah, Jeremiah,
and Ezekiel—were works on separate scrolls, some of which were in
existence in pre-exilic times. Both the First Book of Kings and the Book
of Jeremiah contain a reference to the Micah scroll (1 Kings 22:28,
compare Mic 1:2; Jer 26:18, compare Mic 3:12); the oracle collections
of Hosea and Amos also presumably existed in the First Temple period
as separate scrolls.66 Around 250 b.c.e., however, the Jerusalem scribes
decided to publish all the Minor Prophets on a single scroll. Moreover,
they artificially turned their number into twelve by inventing a prophet
by the name of Malachi.

Originally Malachi was not a name but a title, meaning “My Mes-
senger.” It is taken from Mal 3:1, where God is quoted as saying, “Be-
hold, I am sending My Messenger to clear the way before Me.” The
scribes took this reference as an allusion to the name of the other-
wise anonymous author of the oracles. In fact both the name Malachi
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and his book are artificial, since the three chapters of Malachi were
originally part of a collection of three anonymous “pronouncements”
(maØØÀ’, Zech 9:1, 12:1; Mal 1:1); two were added to the Zechariah
collection, and the third was turned into a separate book.67 The scribes’
motive for creating a twelfth prophetic book had to do with the num-
ber twelve: twelve stood for plenitude and, by implication, for closure.
The publication of the Twelve Minor Prophets as a single scroll con-
veyed the message that the time of the prophets had come to an end; no
new prophet would thenceforth arise.

If Malachi is a scribal construct created to obtain the canonical num-
ber of twelve, it follows that the Book of Malachi would originally
have been placed at the end of the Minor Prophets. In this respect, the
Masoretic manuscripts of the Minor Prophets preserve the original or-
der.68 Further corroboration of the position of Malachi at the end of the
Minor Prophets is provided by the occurrence of an editorial postscript
or epilogue, less aptly called a colophon, that pertains to the Minor
Prophets as a whole.69

Be mindful of the Law of My servant Moses, whom I charged at Horeb
with decrees and verdicts. Lo, I will send the prophet Elijah to you before
the coming of the awesome, fearful day of Yahweh. He shall turn the
hearts of fathers to their children and the hearts of children to their fa-
thers, lest I come and strike the whole land with utter destruction.

Mal 3:22–24

This postscript closes the Book of Malachi and, by the same token, the
Book of the Twelve as a whole. It is highly significant of the doctrinal
outlook of the scribal editors.

The epilogue to the Twelve Prophets consists of two parts. The first
part urges the reader to be loyal to the Law of Moses, while the second
one predicts the return of the prophet Elijah. The double edge of the ep-
ilogue reflects the two major concerns of the editors. The Torah of Mo-
ses is the ultimate source of authority they acknowledge; attributed to
Moses in his capacity as “servant” of the Lord, it contains the “decrees
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and verdicts” (Éuqqîm ûmišpÀÇîm) for every Israelite. Both the tenor
and the phraseology are strongly reminiscent of the Book of Deuteron-
omy. The scribal editors imply that the publication of the Prophets is
not meant to take the place of the Torah but to serve as a reminder of
its importance.

The second part of the epilogue has a Deuteronomic flavor as well.
Since the era of the prophets has come to a close, the editors do not pre-
dict the coming of a new prophet but the return of a famous prophet
of old. Their source of inspiration is Deut 18:15–18, where God an-
nounces that He will raise up a prophet like Moses. The Samaritans
read this text as an announcement of the Taheb, the “Restorer,” who
would put an end to the age of disfavor before the Day of the Lord.70

The Jerusalem editors of the Minor Prophets identified this Restorer
with Elijah; he would “restore” (šwb, hip‘il) the heart of the fathers to
the sons and vice versa.71 Elijah was indeed “like Moses,” as both Eli-
jah and Moses had been transferred to heaven.72 Elijah’s return would
be a return from on high. The editors believed that the end of time—the
Day of Yahweh—was near; Elijah’s mission would be to prepare the
people for the event. This suggests that the publication of the Prophets
is to be situated in a time of Messianic expectations.

The epilogue or colophon of the Minor Prophets is important not
only for the insight it provides into the doctrinal stance of the editors,
but also as an indication of the scope of their editorial work. The refer-
ence to the Torah of Moses creates a literary bracket that links the
scroll of the Minor Prophets to the first scroll of the entire section
known as the Prophets (Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings, Isaiah, Jere-
miah, Ezekiel, the Twelve). Mal 3:22 echoes Josh 1:7.

But you must be very strong and resolute to observe faithfully the entire
Law that my servant Moses enjoined upon you.

The scribal technique of the inclusio—the technical term for such a
bracket—is a subtle way of marking the beginning and the end of a lit-
erary unit—a unit that, here, consists of the entire collection of the
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Prophets, from the former to the latter.73 The edition of the Minor
Prophets, then, was designed as the final piece of a larger literary
edifice.

The Malachi epilogue contains a very general indication of the his-
torical background of the edition of the Prophets. There are several
data that allow us to be more specific about its chronological place. Ben
Sira, who is writing between 200 and 180 b.c.e., quotes from the epi-
logue to Malachi (Sir 48:10) and refers to “the bones of the twelve
prophets” (Sir 49:10). He can have done so only because he was famil-
iar with the published scroll of the Twelve Prophets. Copies of the
Twelve Prophets were also found among the texts at Qumran; they
go back to the first half of the second century b.c.e. In the Book of
Daniel, finally, dating from ca. 160 b.c.e., the protagonist is presented
as studying a prophecy of Jeremiah that he found “in the books [of
the prophets]” (bassßpÀrîm, Dan 9:2). By 200 b.c.e. at the latest, then,
the publication of the Prophets, including the scroll of the Twelve, was
a fact.

From various references to Greece in the prophetic corpus it is clear
that the publication of the Prophets cannot have preceded the Hellenis-
tic era.74 A rough estimate puts the edition somewhere between 300
and 200 b.c.e. At that time, Judah was under the rule of the Ptolemies.
The Ptolemaic period in Palestine is characterized by increasing ten-
sions between a social upper class of landed gentry and the leading
priestly families, on the one hand, and the general population of peas-
ants, craftsmen, retailers, and Levites, on the other.75 The discontent of
disinherited classes bred speculation about an imminent divine inter-
vention. The edition of the Prophets is an expression of the eschatologi-
cal expectations of the time. It is a call to return to the values of the old-
time religion (the Torah of Moses) in the face of the Day of the Judg-
ment, which was to come very soon.

The creation of a twelfth Minor Prophet (Malachi) and the edition of
the Minor Prophets as one work demonstrate that the scribes believed
that the prophetic era had come to a close. It was only because no new
prophet would arise that the prophets of old could be published in a
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definitive edition. The doctrine of the end of the era of revelation is not
formulated in the Hebrew Bible itself; we conclude that it existed by in-
ference from the edition of the Minor Prophets and from its edito-
rial epilogue. Later Jewish sources are more explicit. According to the
Tosephta on the Mishna tractate Sotah, “When the latter prophets,
Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi, died, the Holy Spirit departed from
Israel.”76 In the first century c.e., Josephus wrote that the time of reve-
lation had come to a close under Artaxerxes (C. Ap. 1.40–41), the Per-
sian king from the time of Ezra.77

Even though its explicit formulation is later than the canonization of
the Hebrew scriptures, the doctrine of the era of prophecy is of crucial
importance for the correct understanding of the logic underlying the
biblical canon. The era of prophecy is the era of revelation, and thus,
by the same token, the canonical era; Moses stands at its beginning and
Ezra at its end. Everything written that is holy and inspired can have
come only from their time. The scribes of the early Hellenistic period
did not draft a list nor did they close the canon; they simply enunciated
the principle that the time of revelation belonged to the past. Supernat-
ural authority attached only to writings by inspired men from the era of
prophecy. Such men could indiscriminately be referred to as “prophets,”
a term that came to signify all authors inspired by the Holy Spirit.78

If there was a criterion of canonicity, then, to use an anachronism, it
was a formal one. For a written text to have divine authority, it had
to pass the test of antiquity. The books of true value were the “ancestral
books,” as the grandson of Ben Sira calls them (Prologue to Ben Sira,
line 10).79 Hence the proliferation of pseudonymous authorship in the
Hellenistic and Roman periods; a writer who wanted his text to gain
the same status as the holy books had to convince his audience that his
work was of high antiquity.80 Some authors succeeded in this stratagem
and others failed; the author of Daniel found credence, but the authors
of the Enoch literature did not—or found it only in limited circles.
There was a critical readership that was well aware of the possibility of
forgery; many authors tried to pass off their work as ancient, but most
of them failed to persuade their audience.81
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Acting on the conviction that the productive era of inspired texts had
come to an end, the temple scribes of Jerusalem prepared final editions
of other works from the past as well. Both the Book of Psalms and the
Book of Proverbs, the one attributed to David and the other to Solo-
mon, received a new edition in the third century b.c.e., around the
same time the scroll of the Minor Prophets saw the light. Although the
Psalms, the Proverbs, and the Minor Prophets are quite different types
of literature, the scribes who edited them in the form in which we know
them took these texts to belong to one and the same written heritage;
these were the works of inspired authors and were full of divine wis-
dom.

The spirit in which the editors prepared these texts for publication
is evident from their comments at the beginning and the end of their
editions. The prefaces and postscripts (“colophons” is the term often
used) are notices to the reader; the scribes have thus left instructions
concerning the purpose of the sacred literature and the way in which
the reader should approach the text. A comparison of the postscript to
Hosea (the book that opens the scroll of the Minor Prophets), the intro-
duction to the Book of Psalms, and the preface to the Book of Proverbs
are illuminating. The three texts are given below.

He who is wise [ÉÀkÀm] will consider these words,

He who is prudent [nÀbôn] will take note of them.

For the ways of Yahweh are straight;

The righteous [Ëaddîqîm] will go in them,

But the sinners [pÃšß‘îm] will stumble on them.
Hos 14:10

Fortunate the man who does not go in the counsel of the wicked

[rßšÀ‘îm],

Or take the way of the sinners [ÉaÇÇÀ’îm],

Or join the company of the insolent [lÁËîm];

Rather, the Torah of Yahweh is his delight,

And he studies [lit.: mutters] His Torah day and night . . .
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Therefore the wicked [rßšÀ‘îm] will not survive the judgment,

Nor will sinners [ÉaÇÇÀ’îm] in the assembly of the righteous [Ëaddîqîm].

For Yahweh knows the way of the righteous [Ëaddîqîm],

But the way of the wicked [rßšÀ‘îm] will perish.
Ps 1:1–2, 1:5–6

The proverbs of Solomon son of David, king of Israel . . .

The wise man [ÉÀkÀm] who hears them increases his grasp,

and the prudent one [nÀbôn] acquires intelligence

For understanding proverb and epigram,

the words of the wise and their riddles.

Reverence of Yahweh is the beginning of knowledge;

Fools [’ßwîlîm] despise wisdom and discipline.
Prov 1:1, 1:5–7

These editorial notices share three characteristics: first, they address the
reader as one who is “wise” or seeks to obtain wisdom; second, they
emphasize the importance of studying and understanding the text; and
third, they classify the human race in two camps: on the one side are
the righteous, the wise, and the prudent ones; on the other side the
wicked, the sinners, the fools, and the insolent.82

Each of these three characteristics is related to the fact that the na-
tional heritage has become literature. Being literature, the religious tra-
dition has to be read and to be studied; the reader “mutters” the text
over and over (Ps 1:2) in order to penetrate its meaning (Hos 14:10,
Prov 1:6). Righteousness comes from reading, and the very act of read-
ing amounts almost to proof of righteousness. The new role of the writ-
ten word turns intelligence into a moral virtue; the wise one belongs by
definition to the righteous, just as the fools and the wicked are in the
same pack. The stereotypical division between the righteous and the
wicked—or the wise and the fools, the prudent and the insolent—is
an expression of the rift between a growing class of readers and a
nonliterate majority.

The very likeness of the scribal introductions and postscripts found
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in Psalms, Proverbs, and the Minor Prophets may be taken as an indi-
cation of the fact that the same scribal circles that prepared the edition
of the Twelve were also involved in the edition of the Psalms and the
Proverbs, which means that the edition of the three corpora took place
at about the same time. What triggered such significant editorial activ-
ity? The dogma of the post-prophetic era was not its sole impetus, since
the belief in the closure of the canonical era is perhaps a necessary
but hardly a sufficient condition for publication. The decisive factor is
more likely to have been the increasing demand for a national literature
by an educated public.

The Hebrew scribes of the time were not alone in their effort to pub-
lish a national literature. The Hellenization of the Near East led to an
increased production of national—and often nationalistic—historiog-
raphy. The Babylonian priest Berossus wrote the history of Mesopota-
mia in the third century b.c.e.; Manetho wrote the history of Egypt in
the second century b.c.e. (we still use his system of counting the Egyp-
tian dynasties).83 The publication of the Prophets, the Psalms, and the
Proverbs by the temple scribes of Jerusalem can be viewed as a Jewish
response to the cultural impact of Hellenism: this was the national li-
brary of the Jewish people (“the ancestral books,” according to Ben
Sira’s grandson; “our books,” in the words of Josephus).84

Hebrew scribes had been reading and transmitting literary works
since the late pre-exilic era; in the early Hellenistic period, however,
they took the initiative to edit large parts of their written heritage for
the purpose of publication. Until then, the Psalms, the Proverbs, and
the Prophets had circulated in writing only among the scribal elite; the
new edition in the Hellenistic period was innovative and revolutionary
in the sense that the scribes put the venerated texts at the disposal of a
general audience. The effect was a democratization of the written tradi-
tion. There was no printing press, of course, but manuscripts began to
be copied in increasing numbers. About a century later, around 150
b.c.e., the collections of Qumran attest to the existence of multiple
copies of traditional literature. By the witness of Ben Sira, copies were
available for study in schools.
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The fact that the Jerusalem scribes prepared Psalms and Proverbs
for publication at about the same time that they edited the Scroll of
the Twelve means that the interpretation of the Masoretic sequence—
Prophets (Neviim) and then Writings (Ketuvim)—as the chronological
order of canonization is mistaken. The canonization of the Writings,
if the anachronism be permitted, is in no way secondary to that of
the Prophets. In fact, the repartition of the biblical books over the two
sections is subject to fluctuations; Josephus reckons Ruth, Chronicles,
Ezra-Nehemiah, Esther, Job, and Daniel among the Prophets, mention-
ing only four “remaining books” (C. Ap. 1.38).85 And while there is
ample evidence of an early tripartition of the Hebrew scriptures, the
fundamental distinction is really between “the Law and the Prophets,”
as the expression goes in the Gospels and elsewhere (e.g., 4 Macc
18:10–19, first century c.e.), which implies that “Prophets” could be
used to designate all the “ancestral books” outside the Torah.86

There is no reason to believe that the scribes of the early Hellenis-
tic period had less veneration for Psalms and Proverbs than for the
Prophets. On the contrary, they prepared the editions of Psalms and
Proverbs in the same spirit in which they edited the Prophets; like the
Prophets, Psalms and Proverbs were books from the era of the Holy
Spirit, written by famous men who had the gift of prophecy.87 When the
scribes were publishing what might be called a national library, they
naturally included Psalms and Proverbs in the collection. It was their
intention to put the ancestral heritage in the hands of a lay readership;
the selection criterion they used was primarily antiquity, on the as-
sumption that antiquity equaled inspiration by the Spirit.

By publishing a “national library,” the scribes were producing a kind
of canon without closing it. It bears emphasizing once more that the
early Hellenistic scribes did not close the canon but declared the era of
revelation to be closed; they invented the idea of a canonical era. The
dogma they enunciated allowed for the possibility of the discovery of
other works not yet known but nevertheless from the canonical era; a
successful forgery could thus become part of the national library as
well. The case of Daniel offers the most remarkable illustration. Writ-
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ten just before the middle of the second century b.c.e., some one hun-
dred years after the scribal doctrine of the canonical era had developed,
the Book of Daniel was accepted into the ancestral literary heritage be-
cause the religious authorities gave credence to the fiction of its author-
ship by a prophet from the Babylonian Exile. God had told Daniel to
keep his book sealed until the time of the end (Dan 12:4); readers could
adduce this as an explanation for why the book had only recently come
to light.

The earliest attestations of the Hebrew canon as a list come from the
second half of the first century c.e. (Josephus, C. Ap. 1.38; 2 Esdras
14). Between 250 b.c.e. and 50 c.e., it seems that there was no canon in
the sense of a numerus fixus of holy books. The widely accepted doc-
trine of the era of revelation permitted discussion about the authentic-
ity, antiquity, and authorship of specific books. To judge by the evi-
dence of the Old Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible (the so-called
kaige edition), some circles did not regard Esther and Qohelet as genu-
ine works of the canonical era.88 The absence of Esther among the
Dead Sea Scrolls supports this observation. On the other hand, the
Qumran community did apparently accept the Enoch writings and Ju-
bilees as genuinely ancient—an opinion that the scribal milieu of Jeru-
salem, from which Ben Sira came, did not share.89

The closure of the canon is the result of the eventual consensus among
Pharisee scholars about the age and authenticity of the books of the
Hebrew Bible. They accepted Qohelet and Song of Songs among the
ancestral books because they held King Solomon to be their real au-
thor; they accepted Ruth and Esther because they identified the time
frame of the compositions with the time of the authors. Later tradition
attributes Job to Moses; its occurrence at Qumran in an archaic script
shows that the idea predates the Common Era. By taking the reign of
Artaxerxes as the terminus ad quem of the prophetic era (Josephus, C.
Ap. 1.38), Chronicles, Ezra, and Nehemiah could also be viewed as in-
spired literature, assuming Ezra and Nehemiah had written them (so b.
B. Bat. 14b). Content and ideas were not at issue where canonicity was
at stake; the scholarly debate was about authorship and antiquity.90
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In his defense of Judaism, Josephus acknowledges the existence of
Jewish books written after the era of revelation, from Artaxerxes (ca.
400 b.c.e.) to his own day (ca. 80 c.e.). These, as he writes, “have not
been deemed worthy of equal credit [pistis] with the earlier records, be-
cause of the failure of the exact succession [diadochÁ] of the prophets”
(C. Ap. 1.41). The Greek translation of the Hebrew scriptures extant in
the Septuagint includes a number of these later works. The broader se-
lection of the Septuagint has at times been taken to imply that the Jews
at Alexandria, where the translation originated, had a larger canon
than the Palestinian Jews. The discussion is somewhat spurious, be-
cause the term “canon” is inappropriate in this context. There was no
Septuagint as yet, only Greek translations and adaptations of various
Hebrew books; the Greek Bible is an invention of a later time.91

Conclusion

The canonization of the Hebrew scriptures—which is the final act in
the making of the Hebrew Bible—is an act of closure in the sense that
the scribes of the Second Temple propagated the notion of the closure
of the prophetic era, which might also be termed the canonical era; the
closure of the canon is a derivative of that doctrine. The notion of clo-
sure underlies the edition of the Minor Prophets in the form of the
Scroll of the Twelve; the artificial construction of a twelfth prophet
springs from the wish of the scribes to present the succession of the
prophets as completed and, therefore, closed. The Jewish scholars did
not develop a doctrine about the closure of the Hebrew canon in paral-
lel to the dogma of the closure of the prophetic era; the closure of the
list is legitimized by the doctrine of the prophetic era, on the under-
standing that ancient books that were still hidden from the public were
meant to remain secret (2 Esdras 14).

The criteria for establishing the Hebrew canon were authorship and
antiquity; often the issue narrowed down to the authenticity of books
claiming to be part of the heritage of the canonical era. In this re-
spect, different Jewish communities professed different opinions and
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had, thus, different canons. Members of the Qumran community be-
lieved in the authenticity of the Enoch literature and Jubilees, which
they studied alongside the Prophets. There is no evidence that people at
Qumran rejected the doctrine of the prophetic era; on the contrary, the
practice of scriptural commentary, extant in the so-called pesharim, im-
plies that the community recognized the special character of the ances-
tral books. Unlike the scribal circles in Jerusalem, however, they cred-
ited a significant amount of pseudonymous literature with authenticity.

The canon of the Hebrew scriptures has come about on account of
two decisions carried out by persons or institutions in a position of au-
thority. One decision was the promulgation of the Torah as the law of
the land, issued by God, legitimized by the king, and enforced by Ezra
and Nehemiah; the political motive behind this decree is unmistakable.
The second act of authority, occurring about two centuries later, was
the enunciation of the dogma of the prophetic era. The edge of the doc-
trine lay in the rejection of claims of inspiration by people from the
post-prophetic era. The scribal establishment of Jerusalem attempted
to secure its moral leadership by disqualifying contemporaneous vi-
sionaries and ecstatics as empty chatterboxes; the real prophets were
the Books of the Prophets, to whose interpretation the scribes held
the keys.92

The coming about of the biblical canon is a triumph of scribal cul-
ture in the sense that the scribes succeeded in transforming the written
traditions of a professional elite into a national library. The promulga-
tion of the Torah as the law of the land turned part of the scribal tradi-
tion into a national work of reference; the codification of the law im-
plied a transfer of authority from persons to a book. The publication of
the Prophets and the other books turned the heritage of the Hebrew
scribes into a national heritage; as a result, the scribal practices of
study, memorization, and interpretation became part of the religious
habits of a nation. Scrolls were the symbols of Hebrew scribal culture;
as the Bible became the symbol of Jewish religion, Judaism assumed
traits of the scribal culture.93

The canonization of the scriptures is the final act in the making of the
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Hebrew Bible; what follows is the history of its reception. From its ear-
liest scribblings to the closure of the canon, the Hebrew Bible was the
work of the Hebrew scribes; to tell the story of its making is to enter
their world. In this book I have explored the scribal culture of antiquity
in an attempt to do justice to the anonymous men to whom we owe the
Bible. Though they have obscured their presence in the text, it is their
legacy to the world; once we recognize their role in its making we will
read the Bible with different eyes.
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Notes

Introduction

1. See, e.g., Richard Elliot Friedman, Who Wrote the Bible? 2nd ed. (San
Francisco: Harper, 1997), for an immensely popular representative of the
genre.

1. Books That Are Not Books

1. From biblion, derived from biblos, originally the Greek name for the pa-
pyrus plant; hence “papyrus roll,” hence “book.”

2. 1 Macc 12:9 uses the expression ta biblia ta hagia; 2 Macc 8:23
speaks about hÁ hiera biblos, “the holy book,” presumably in reference
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Kulturen. Festschrift für Wolfgang Röllig, AOAT 247 (Kevelaer: Butzon
& Bercker; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1997), 315–324,
esp. 320–321. For a similar conclusion about literacy at the end of the
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24. Compare Alger N. Doane, “The Ethnography of Scribal Writing and An-
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“Bibliothèques,” Dictionnaire d’archéologie chrétienne et de liturgie, ed.
Fernand Cabrol et al. (Paris: Letouzey & Ané, 1907–1953), 2:842–904;
Carl Wendel, “Bibliothek,” Reallexikon für Antike und Christentum, ed.
Theodor Klauser et al. (Stuttgart: Hiersemann, 1941–), 2:231–274;
Rudolf Pfeiffer, History of Classical Scholarship, vol. 1: From the Begin-
nings to the End of the Hellenistic Age (Oxford: Clarendon, 1968). For
studies focused on Palestine, see Martin Hengel, “‘Schriftauslegung’ und
‘Schriftwerdung’ in der Zeit des Zweiten Tempels,” in Martin Hengel
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64. åerný, Paper and Books, 26–27.
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tion, rev. ed. completed by Erica Reiner (Chicago: Chicago University
Press, 1977), 13.

2. Authorship in Antiquity
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sessment of the parallels between Deuteronomy and the Neo-Assyrian
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Kultreform? Plädoyer für ein begründetes Minimum,” in Walter Gross,
ed., Jeremia und die “deuteronomistische Bewegung,” Bonner Biblische
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view by Eckhart Otto in Theologische Literaturzeitung 119 (1994): 15–
17. If Kaufman’s argument is accepted, the disposition of the laws in
Deut 12–26 would signal that the “decrees and verdicts” revealed to Mo-
ses orally are contained, virtually, in the written Torah. Contradictions
between the two are therefore impossible.

39. On oral lore in Mesopotamia see Yaakov Elman, “Authoritative Oral
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Studien zu kirchlichen Fragen der Gegenwart, Festschrift Wilhelm
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(54–60); English trans., The Deuteronomistic History, JSOT Supplement
Series 15 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1981).

331

Notes to Pages 158–161
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(27:6–7). It is usually assumed that the episode is at home in a tradition
about a covenant renewal at Shechem (compare Josh 24).
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52. Citation from Pfeiffer, Introduction, 185.
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64. On the Torah šebbe‘al-peh see Ephraim E. Urbach, The Sages: Their Con-
cepts and Beliefs, trans. Israel Abrahams, Publications of the Perry Foun-
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68. See Braulik, “Die Abfolge der Gesetze,” 252; Eckart Otto,
“Deuteronomium 4: Die Pentateuchredaktion im Deuteronomium-
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in Micah, Zephaniah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Obadiah and Joel (Edinburgh:
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cient Israel (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1980), 274.
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8. The following observations are based on Simo Parpola, Assyrian Proph-
ecies, SAA 9 (Helsinki: Helsinki University Press, 1997), LIII–LV. See also
Martti Nissinen, “Spoken, Written, Quoted, and Invented: Orality and
Writtenness in Ancient Near Eastern Prophecy,” in Ehud Ben Zvi and
Michael H. Floyd, eds., Writings and Speech in Israelite and Ancient
Near Eastern Prophecy, SBL Symposium Series 10 (Atlanta: Society of
Biblical Literature, 2000), 235–271, esp. 248–254.

9. See, e.g., Hermann Gunkel, “Die Propheten als Schriftsteller und
Dichter,” in Hans Schmidt, Die grossen Propheten (Göttingen:
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1915), xxxvi–lxxii, esp. xxxviii.

10. The reference to writing in Isa 30:8 reflects later speculation about the
purpose of written prophecy; the text does not go back to Isaiah but
flowed from the pen of later scribes. The scribes responsible for the trans-
mission of the Isaiah collection interpreted the text as an “everlasting
witness” (lß‘Ád ‘ad-‘ôlÀm, according to the revocalized text of Isa 30:8)
by analogy with the Book of the Torah (Deut 31:26, lß‘Ád). Jer 30:1–4,
which refers to Jeremiah as a writer, is designed to authenticate the so-
called Book of Consolation (Jer 30–31), secondarily inserted in the Jere-
miah scroll.

11. The word ÉÀzôn, literally “vision,” developed the technical meaning
“prophecy”; see 2 Sam 7:17 (dßbÀrîm)//1 Chron 17:15 (ÉÀzôn); Isa 1:1;
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crier; see Schaper, “Exilic and Post-Exilic Prophecy and the Orality/Liter-
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12. On the Habakkuk passage see also Michael H. Floyd, “Prophecy and
Writing in Habakkuk 2,1–5,” ZAW 105 (1993): 462–481, who argues
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Assurbanipals (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1996), 40–41, lines 118–
127 (Assurbanipal Prism A, par. 34). For a translation and discussion see
A. Leo Oppenheim, The Interpretation of Dreams in the Ancient Near
East, Transactions of the American Philosophical Society 46/3 (Philadel-
phia: The American Philosophical Society, 1956), 201–202, 249–250.

15. See Borger, Beiträge, 41, line 121*.
16. See Gösta W. Ahlström, The History of Ancient Palestine from the

Palaeolithic Period to Alexander’s Conquest, JSOT Supplement Series
146 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1993), 792; Rainer Albertz,
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ecy by royal officials. For letters written by prophets themselves see Jean-
Marie Durand et al., Archives épistolaires de Mari, 2 vols., Archives
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16. A bilingual praise of Nebuchadnezzar I (1125–1104) refers to the Baby-
lonian king as “offspring of [Enmeduranki] . . . who sat in the presence of
Šamaš and Adad.” See Wilfred G. Lambert, “Enmeduranki and Related
Matters,” JCS 21 (1967): 126–138, esp. 128, lines 8–10.

17. For the myth see Lambert, “Enmeduranki,” 132; Lambert, “The Qualifi-
cations of Babylonian Diviners,” in Stefan Maul, ed., Festschrift für Rykle
Borger zu seinem 65. Geburtstag am 24. Mai 1994: tikip santakki mala
bašmu . . ., CM 10 (Groningen: Styx, 1998), 141–158, esp. 148–149.
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Frederick E. Greenspahn, “A Mesopotamian Proverb and Its Biblical Re-
verberations,” JAOS 114 (1994): 33–38, esp. 33–35.

28. For the expression, niËirti šamê u erËeti, see Hunger, Kolophone, nos. 325
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