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Preface

This book contains a collection of papers that were presented during a confer-
ence entitled “Stones, Tablets, and Scrolls.” The conference was held at the Pon-
tifical Biblical Institute in Rome on May 11–13, 2017. The conference was born 
after a long discussion with our colleagues at the Pontifical Biblical Institute, 
to whom we wish to express our deep gratitude. The friendly atmosphere and 
discussion we enjoyed was thanks to the support of the rector of the PBI, Fr. 
Michael Kolarcik, and its treasurer, Andrzej Kowalko. However, the conference 
would not have been possible without the generous financial support of the Gre-
gorian University Foundation and the encouragement of its president, Fr. Alan 
Fogarty, SJ. We express our appreciation to the staff of Mohr Siebeck and to 
the editors of „Archaeology and Bible“ for accepting this volume to the series.

Peter Dubovský and Federico Giuntoli
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Introduction

Peter Dubovský

The discussions presented in our collection of articles are not new, since the mu-
tual interaction among the archaeological evidence (stones), extrabiblical texts 
(tablets), and biblical accounts (scrolls) is far from being a new topic. Neverthe-
less, the last century has witnessed new discoveries as well as new approaches 
in analyzing the data that call for a reevaluation of previous scholarship. A con-
tinual reassessment of the new archaeological and textual material unearthed and 
edited in recent decades is a recurrent duty of ancient and modern scholars. In 
other words, to reevaluate the complex process of the formation of the Bible is a 
scholarly task that must be constantly pursued. Thus, this book is one ring in the 
long chain of the continual scholarly effort to understand better how the Bible 
was born, written and rewritten, redacted, edited, and translated.

When Julius Wellhausen, William F. Albright, or other scholars were under-
taking a similar reassessment of extant data, the task was to a certain degree 
feasible for one scholar, albeit a scholar with extraordinary gifts. In the last de-
cades the situation has changed radically. No single scholar can be competent in 
all fields required for a reevaluation of the sources, be they material or textual. 
Since the amount of archaeological, extrabiblical, and biblical data has grown 
exponentially in the last decades, a proper evaluation of the data must be con-
ducted in dialogue with the experts in a given field. A conference organized by 
the Pontifical Biblical Institute in May 2017 and generously sponsored by the 
Gregorian University Foundation aimed at bringing together and creating an 
atmosphere of friendly discussions among three groups of scholars: archaeolo-
gists; experts in cuneiform studies, Greek-Roman literature, and Qumran; and 
biblical scholars. The present volume, thus, allows readers to engage in discus-
sion with specialists in different fields.

Moreover, recent discussions on the formation of the Bible, its editions, and its 
rewriting often tend to emphasize one period over another. Thus, the history of 
the biblical scholarship can be seen as a series of waves: there were periods when 
most biblical texts were dated to the preexilic period; then the pendulum shifted 
and several scholars preferred to date the biblical texts to the Persian or Helle-
nistic period; then again the Assyrian period became important, and so on. Each 
wave of scholarship brought to light new evidence, cast new light on the forma-
tion of the Bible, and set up some milestones that later generations must take 



into account. Recognizing the changing trends in scholarship, this book aims to 
give space to the most important currents that in the last centuries marked the 
scholarly writings concerning the formation of the Bible. Thus, the goal of this 
book is to present four major periods that left significant traces on the Bible: the 
Assyrian, Babylonian, Persian, and Greco-Roman periods. Even though we can 
distinguish more than four historical periods, we opted for these four because 
they had a great impact not only on the literature of the ancient Near East, but 
also on its culture, politics, and religion.

The book is divided into six parts. The first part starts with the paper of Di-
ana Edelman. This paper is a theoretical enterprise that tries to imagine what 
could have happened in different periods of the formation of the Hebrew Bible. 
Similarly, Jean Louis Ska evaluates the traces of the oral tradition preceding the 
written sources.

The second and third parts are dedicated to the Assyrian period (ninth– 
seventh centuries BCE). Part 2 contains three papers that evaluate the first 
wave of Assyrian expansion, i. e., before the advent of Tiglath-pileser III. Peter 
Dubovský discusses the birth of Israelite historiography, dated here to the early 
eighth century BCE; Israel Finkelstein evaluates textual and archaeological evi-
dence for an eighth-century Northern Kingdom; and Thomas Römer proposes 
to link the Jeroboam II stories with foundational stories of the Pentateuch. 
Part 3 is dedicated to the second phase of Neo-Assyrian expansion (from the 
late eighth century BCE until the end of the Assyrian Empire). Archaeologist 
Alice Hunt presents the archaeological background, and Assyriologist Eckhart 
Frahm evaluates various proposals to link a given stratum of the Bible with 
the Neo-Assyrian period. Assyriologist and biblical scholar Peter Machinist 
presents a rereading of the reign of King Manasseh and the biblical traditions 
linked with this king.

Part 4 studies the stones, tablets, and scrolls of the Babylonian period (sev-
enth–sixth centuries BCE). Archaeologist Jeffrey Zorn discusses the importance 
of Tell en-Maṣbeh as a window on the material culture of sixth-century Judah. 
Michael Jursa and Céline Debourse, specialists in Neo-Babylonian cuneiform 
material, examine the priestly aspects of Babylonian culture, which can provide 
a point of comparison for the priestly sources of the Bible. The last two papers 
of part 4, presented by Erhard Blum and Hermann-Josef Stipp, discuss evidence 
for dating texts from the Pentateuch and the book of Jeremiah to the Babylo-
nian period.

The Persian period is the focus of part 5. Pierfrancesco Callieri, who has exca-
vated several Persian sites, summarizes important archaeological evidence that 
can inform our understanding of cultural and religious continuity between the 
Babylonian and Persian periods. Agustinus Gianto presents a linguistic evalua-
tion of the use of Aramaic and other languages in Judah. Federico Giuntoli and 
Eric Meyers explored the questions of which strata of the Bible may be linked 
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with the Persian period, and what redactional processes occurred during this 
period.

The last part of this collection is dedicated to the Hellenistic and Roman pe-
riods. The first paper, written by Katell Berthelot, describes the historical back-
ground of these periods. Barbara Schmitz discusses links between the book of 
Judith and Hellenistic literature. Finally, three papers written by Emanuel Tov, 
Marcello Fidanzio, and Henryk Drawnel engage the Dead Sea scrolls and the 
textual and archaeological evidence for the editing and rewriting of the Bible at 
the end of the first millennium BCE.

Without pretending that this collection is the last word in the discussion of 
the formation of the Bible, we believe that the discussions generated during the 
conferences and the papers presented in this volume mark further advances in 
the never-ending scholarly endeavor to understand how the Bible came to be.
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The Text-Dating Conundrum: Viewing Genesis 
and Kings from an Achaemenid Framework

Diana Edelman

Scholars of the Hebrew Bible continue to debate the reasons and historical con-
texts for the creation of individual books now found in the Tanak and the Old 
Testament. Their subsequent expansion, collection, arrangement into larger sub-
groupings, and elevation to authoritative status remain open issues without firm 
answers as well. Hypotheses abound because manuscript evidence for the stages 
of creation and adaptation is lacking before the time of the Dead Sea Scrolls (ca. 
250 BCE–68 CE), due to the perishable nature of papyrus and parchment, the 
two main writing surfaces used in the southern Levant for letters and various 
compositions. Joining the ongoing debate, I will consider the types of written 
documents and literature we can logically associate with the three periods that 
are commonly viewed as possible periods of composition for the books of the 
Hebrew Bible: the late monarchic era (ca. 720–586 BCE), the Neo-Babylonian 
and early Persian periods (ca. 586–450 BCE), and the later Persian period after 
the rebuilding of Jerusalem (ca. 450 BCE–332 BCE). I will then undertake two 
case studies using the books of Genesis and Kings, looking at how the main 
themes, plotlines, and ideologies in each are best explained as features of com-
positions initially created in the later Persian period.

Biblical scholars largely agree on a few points about the manner in which 
individual books were created. The first is that those responsible worked in a 
cultural setting where oral tradition and composition were prevalent and written 
texts were limited primarily to specialized genres. Second, the majority of the 
population was illiterate. Third, the producers of individual books likely drew 
on preexisting oral and written sources, stock patterns, motifs, images, and idi-
oms. There is less agreement over the extent to which the producers used their 
imagination when composing. Fourth, each book has been adapted over time, 
both inadvertently, through the errors of scribes, but also deliberately, in order 
to bind together more closely the books within the collection and to make their 
contents relevant to later audiences. As a result, the Masoretic Text of each book 
does not reflect how it was initially conceived and executed as a coherent com-
position but represents a later, final form of the text that gives us partial access 
to some stages in the limited expansion of the original creation. This much is 



widely agreed, although the degree of authorial creativity involved in the cre-
ation of each book as a coherent composition is disputed.

Before we can begin to think about what kind of written texts would have been 
produced, and by whom, in the three time periods usually associated with liter-
ary production, two important issues need to be addressed. The first is what the 
assumption of a written-oral continuum means in ancient Judahite and Judean 
culture in terms of the creation and adaptation of individual biblical books. The 
second is the question whether the individual books are the products of authors, 
as opposed to editors or tradents. These preliminary issues are interrelated and 
can be treated together. After these issues have been discussed, I will survey the 
three historical periods and the kinds of texts we might expect to be produced 
in each and then consider the compositional dates of the books of Genesis and 
Kings.

A. The Oral-Written Continuum and the Role 
of Authors versus Editors and Tradents

It is widely recognized that literacy was quite limited in ancient Israel and Ju-
dah; they were primarily oral cultures in which written records backed up oral 
statements and agreements for archival purposes but did not serve as the primary 
medium of expression or of transmitted memory. Ruth Finnegan describes such 
a cultural situation as operating on an oral-written continuum.1 Noting that the 
various compositions in the Hebrew Bible display traits typically associated 
with orally composed works, Susan Niditch argues that it is best to view them 
as belonging to an “oral register.” She does not use the term to refer to a specific 
mode of composition but rather to “the style of compositions whether the works 
were created orally or in writing.” The term also includes “the patterns of content 
that are the plots of biblical narratives and … various recurring literary forms, 
employed by a range of biblical authors.”2 Because the same story patterns and 
literary devices and techniques could appear in oral or written compositions, 
there is no foolproof method for deciding which units of material might have 
originated as oral compositions that were subsequently appropriated by the cre-
ators of biblical books, and which were composed from scratch by the individual 
who conceived of a given book as a whole.

The impact of this concept of an oral-written continuum on scholarly think-
ing about scribal activity, especially on composition, has varied. So, for exam-
ple, Eugene Ulrich, a Dead Sea Scrolls scholar, has paid lip service to authorial 

1 Ruth H. Finnegan, Literacy and Orality: Studies in the Technology of Communication (Ox-
ford: Blackwell, 1988), 139–74.

2 Susan Niditch, Oral World and Written Word: Ancient Israelite Literature, LAI (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 1996), 10.
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activity in the creation of the present biblical books but more or less rules it out 
in his description of the formation of books. In his view, the texts originated 
and developed for the most part as traditional literature in a largely oral culture 
and so were created by a community: “Each book is not the product of a single 
author, such as Plato or Shakespeare, but of multiple, anonymous bards, sages, 
religious leaders, compilers, or tradents.”3 Each was constituted by the repeti-
tion, augmentation, and reshaping of earlier traditions by later authors, editors, 
or tradents over the course of many centuries. “Thus,” Ulrich concludes, “the 
text of each of the books is organic and developmental, a composition-by-mul-
tiple-stages, sometimes described as a rolling corpus.”4 He acknowledges the 
oral-written continuum and the role of orality, but his view of the creation of 
the texts is heavily influenced by his understanding of the work of scribes in the 
transmission of texts and the pluriformity of the texts of various biblical books 
in the Qumran collection.

I reject this model of scribal activity, which denies to scribes any sort of cre-
ative literary impulse. The presence of earlier source material, whether written 
or oral, within a given biblical book does not rule out the fact that a single in-
dividual conceived of the book project as a coherent composition with a begin-
ning, middle, and ending, and a storyline with plot developments, twists, and 
a final denouement that followed set conventions used in composing both oral 
and written material. The first manuscript of any narrative-based biblical book 
formed a coherent literary unit, conveying its messages through the contents. In 
the model used by Ulrich, it is impossible to identify at what stage in a book’s 
growth it could have been regarded as a coherent literary unit.

Certainly, changes were subsequently introduced, both inadvertently in copy-
ing and deliberately, to update a book and eventually to integrate it into the cur-
rent collection. Nevertheless, its overall shape and the elements that comprise 
its storyline reflect the creative conception of the book’s first composer. Simi-
larly, every oral performance is the creation of its bard or storyteller, who shapes 
the specific form and content of a tale in accord with the type of audience, the 
particular setting, and the allotted time frame, even when using standard ele-
ments. The biblical writers were not authors or narrators who composed in the 
same way as Plato or Shakespeare, who did not incorporate source material to 
the same extent.5 Nonetheless, they were anonymous authors or narrators who 

3 Eugene Ulrich, The Dead Sea Scrolls and the Developmental Composition of the Bible, 
VTSup 169 (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 2.

4 Ulrich, Dead Sea Scrolls, 10.
5 For the distinction between a real author and the narrator whose voice is heard in a work 

of literature, see, e. g., Jean-Louis Ska, “Narrator or Narrators?,” in The Exegesis of the Pen-
tateuch: Exegetical Studies and Basic Questions, FAT 66 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009), 
221–24. For the concept of the implied author, who is constructed in the imaginations of readers 
on assumptions deriving from texts written by a real author, see Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric 
of Fiction (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961), 431. This “virtual” author often does 

The Text-Dating Conundrum 9



created coherent narratives, and not simply editors who cut and pasted together 
earlier sources to create longer and longer narrative sequences that grew organi-
cally over time, or tradents who preserved and passed on oral traditions, com-
mitting some to writing and adapting some along the way.6

To be sure, the concept of a “rolling corpus” mentioned by Ulrich is more ap-
propriate in the context of the prophetic books, but even in this setting it remains 
problematic. The term designates a process in which short pieces of existing 
text attract exegesis or commentary that becomes part of the text, which leads 
to gradual growth over time and eventually to a book.7 It certainly is possible to 
discern such exegesis within individual prophetic books, but does this necessar-
ily reflect a long-term, gradual process of growth, as is commonly assumed, or 
rather, was the exegetical commentary incorporated during the creation of the 
book, with some expansions added subsequently?

B. Types of Literature in the Monarchic Era

What sort of texts would have existed during the monarchy? Logically, they 
would have included a range of genres, such as treaties, letters, petitions, con-
tracts, lists, royal annals, inventories, land registries, tax registers and payment 
lists, collections of legal cases and prescriptions, commemorations of royal 
deeds, records of income from royal estates, and oracles and ecstatic pronounce-
ments relating to the king or the kingdom. In addition, some wisdom texts – for 
example, proverb collections – and liturgical texts, psalms, myths, and possibly 
omens and incantation collections probably existed in written form.

Many texts would have been produced in an administrative context. Exem-
plars of all of these genres logically would have been included as set texts in 
the training of scribes at different levels of their apprenticeship. The curriculum 
would have reflected the range of texts that future scribes would be expected to 
produce during their careers as civil servants, even if some ended up working 
in the private sector for wealthy or influential clients. What remains unclear is 

not correspond to the traits of the real author. Behind the narrator’s voice and the implied au-
thor is the actual author who created the work of literature, even if he must remain anonymous 
and unknowable.

6 Here I agree with John Van Seters, who helpfully traces the history of the impact of the Ro-
mantic movement and its definitions of author and editor on German biblical scholarship. See 
The Yahwist: A Historian of Israelite Origins (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2015), 164–77. 
However, I also agree with Jean-Louis Ska, who endorses the concept of an anonymous author 
who shaped inherited tradition to create a new composition, that we need to retain the concept 
of redactor to cover the subsequent reworkings of the initial edition of any given book, even if 
the content of such reworkings cannot be identified with certainty. Ska, “A Plea on Behalf of 
the Biblical Redactors,” in Exegesis of the Pentateuch, 232–45.

7 See, e. g., William McKane, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Jeremiah, 2 vols., 
ICC (London: Bloomsbury, 2015), 1:xlix–l, lxxxiv–lxxxv.
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