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CHAPTER ONE

HISTORICAL-CRITICAL RESEARCH AND EXTRABIBLICAL
SOURCES'

1. The Documentary Hypothesis

About a century ago, J. Wellhausen® synthesized the results of more
than two generations of Old Testament historical-critical scholarship on
the sources of the pentateuch into the “documentary hypothesis.” This
synthesis concluded that the pentateuch and indeed the first six books
of the bible had been formed from a composite of four originally
independent documents (commonly referred to by scholars as LE D
and P: the Yahwist, the Elohist, the Deuteronomist and the Priestly
sources), dating successively from the early monarchic period to
postexilic times.?

! Summaries of scholarship presumed by this study that I have consciously avoided
repeating: M. Weippert, Die Landnahme der isaelitischen Stimme in der neueren
wissenschaftlichen Diskussion (Gttingen, 1967); J.M. Miller, “The Israelite Occupation of
Canaan,” in Israelite and Judaean History, ed. by J.M. Miller and J.H. Hayes (Philadelphia,
1977), pp-213-284. G.W. Ramsey, The Quest for the Historical Israel: Reconstructing Israel’s
Early History (Atlanta, 1981); N.P. Lemche, Early Israel: Anthropological and Historical
Studies on Israelite Society in Premonarchical Times (Leiden, 1985); and Th.L. Thompson,
The Origin Tradition of Ancient Israel I, JSOTS 55 (Sheffield, 1987) pp.11-40.

2 J, Wellhausen, Geschichte Israels (Berlin, 1878; 2nd. ed. =Prolegomena zur Geschichte
Israels, 1883); idem, Israelitische und jiidische Geschichte (Berlin, 1894); idem, Skizzen und
Vorarbeiten, vols. 1-6 (Berlin, 1884-1899); idem, Die Composition des Hexateuchs und der
historischen Biicher des alten Testaments 3d. ed. (Berlin, 1899); idem, Grundrisse zum alten
Testament, ed. by R. Smend (Munich, 1965); sce also D.A. Knight, Julius Wellhausen and
His Prolegomena to the History of Israel, Semeia 25 (Chico, 1983). Wellhausen’s work on the
pentateuch was closely associated with that of K. Graf (Die geschichtlichen Biicher des alten
Testaments: Zwei Historisch-kritische Untersuchungen, Leipzig, 1866) and A. Kuenen
(Historisch-kritische Einleinng in die Biicher des alten Testaments hinsichlich ihrer Entstiehung
und Sammlung I. Die Entstehung des Hexateuch, Leipzig, 1887).

3 For a summary of recent discussions of the documentary hypothesis, S. de Vries, “A
Review of Recent Research in the Tradition History of the Pentateuch,” SBL Serninar
Papers 26 (1987), pp.459-502; N. Whybray, The Making of the Pentateuch, JSOTS 53
(Sheffield, 1987).




2 EXTRABIBLICAL SOURCES

The thrust of Wellhausen’s critical analysis of the pentateuch was
essentially historical: to establish through an understanding of the
history of the pentateuch’s composition and development as a composite
text evidence for an evolutionary history of the religion of ancient Israel.
In this, he sought to outline a stepped chronological development, away
from primitive forms of religious beliefs through henotheism to the
mature understanding of prophetic monotheism and ending in what he
understood as the narrow sectarianism of a priestly, cult-oriented
legalism. Essential to this historical and evolutionary goal of Wellhausen
and others was the isolation of discrete independent sources and their
chronological and ideological association with major epochal transitions
in Israel’s history: J with the United Monarchy, Judah and the Davidic
dynasty; E with the Divided Monarchy and the State of Israel; D with the
reforms of Josiah, the late preexilic period and the prophetic movement;
and P with the exilic and postexilic periods and the priestly circles from
Jerusalem.

However, while the orientation of Wellhausen’s work was decidedly
in the direction of a positive historical reconstruction of a history of
Israel’s religion, the implications of the documentary hypothesis largely
eliminated any acceptance of the historicity of the referents of the
pentateuchal narrative, which includes not only the creation and origin
narratives of Genesis 1-11 but also the patriarchal stories and the
Mosaic traditions. This aspect of his historical-critical research rendered
a polemical component to the acceptance and rejection of Wellhausen’s
documentary hypothesis that has rarely been absent in the subsequent
discussions of his work.

Essential to the history of scholarship expressed in Wellhausen’s
synthesis was that these four discrete sources of the pentateuch were to
be understood as literary documents created at the time of their written
composition, and hence as compositions reflecting the understanding and
knowledge of their authors and their world. This assumption contained
the disturbing corollary that nothing historically dependable about
earlier periods in Israel's history could be gained from them. The
usefulness of the pentateuch for reconstructing the early history of Israel
prior to the time of composition was thereby decidedly curtailed. After
two decades of intense and often personal attacks on his work, the
“Graf-Wellhausen approach” to the so-called historical books of the Old
Testament had become the dominant critical interpretation by the end
of the century.
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Wellhausen’s contributions to the history of critical scholarship were
immense. But none was as great or as lasting as this on the pentateuch.
It is hardly an exaggeration to state that most of the next century of
research on the pentateuch and the prehistory of Israel developed either
from Wellhausen’s synthesis or was consciously in reaction against it. In
the century of scholarship following Wellhausen, and largely as a result
of the documentary hypothesis’s dominance, many pivotal assumptions
and tendencies now common in the field have achieved the status of
axioms, moving historical-critical scholarship along a path away from
theology and giving it an orientation that is increasingly historical and
secular. While these tendencies and assumptions are products of the
enlightenment and of the nineteenth-century success of historicism in
Western thought, it was this work of Wellhausen, his colleagues and
successors that provided the fulcrum of change in biblical studies.

The broad acceptance of Wellhausen’s and Graf’s historical-critical
reconstruction of the composition of the pentateuch quickly influenced
the understanding of the rest of the Old Testament corpus, particularly
in the perception of sources, in compositional theory and in the
chronological analysis of the literary development of the Bible. Most
productive were the discussions about the extension of the pentateuch’s
sources (or the assertion of comparable sources) in the collection of the
narrative traditions of the “Former Prophets” of Joshua-2 Kings.
Derivative methods were used in the analysis of the relationship of
Joshua—2 Kings to the composition of Chronicles and the association of
Chronicles with the books of both Ezra and Nehemiah. Ultimately, the
methods that were developed in the study of the pentateuchal sources
gave a significant historical bent to the interpretation of the prophetic
corpus, especially in regards to Isaiah, and rendered chronological depth
to the collection of the psalms.

This comprehensive revision of biblical interpretation, following upon
the acceptance of the Graf-Wellhausen-Kuenen paradigm, was not
entirely dependent on the conclusions drawn from (or the ideological
implications of) their work. Nevertheless, the acceptance of the efficient
and practical methods and techniques of analysis, of which—even
today—Wellhausen’s works illustrate his mastery, influenced the entire
field. The concentration on details and anomalies, linguistic variations
and the theological and ideological plurality of the received text enabled
distinctions between the implied and received literary contexts of the
sources. It fostered a concentration on the composition of a text and its
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implied point of departure, and firmly established lasting and important
distinctions between the contexts and referents of these texts. Such
methods encouraged a discriminating avoidance of harmonies and an
increasing understanding of the composition of these complex traditions
in terms of process. The acceptance of these and like techniques of
scholarship were, in the debates that followed, of far more importance
than any of the controverted issues, such as the implicit rejection of the
pentateuch’s historicity, around which so many of the debates centered.
In the course of this still current debate, many of Wellhausen’s specific
conclusions and ideological positions foundered and were with justice
rejected. The methods and principles of his analysis, however,
representing as they did some of the best of nineteenth-century historical
analysis, laid the foundation of the scholarship of even his most
trenchant critics.

The success of this nineteenth-century alternative to the Mosaic
authorship of the pentateuch gave increasing strength and acceptance to
the recognition of human authorship as a point of departure for all
biblical scholarship, and concurrent support for the growing separation
of critical academic scholarship from religiously and theologically
motivated biblical interpretation. Nevertheless, in the century that
followed Wellhausen, many efforts were made to bridge this ever
widening gap, and the context of biblical scholarship within university
and seminary departments of theology ensured a steady stream of theolo-
gians committed to such a bridge. Yet, the dichotomy has remained. The
new role of historically critical, biblical research, centered within a post-
Enlightenment understanding of exegesis as a critical intellectual
discipline with its own independent role in the academy, makes it
exceedingly difficult to maintain biblical studies as a subdiscipline of
theology. As long as theology has dogmatically insisted on maintaining
the historical facticity or historicity of ancient biblical historiographies,
the challenge that historical research has posed for theology has been
inexorable.

Cumulative historical-critical research over the past century has, at
its best and methodologically most rigorous, increasingly undermined any
theological enterprise that laid its foundation on the interpretation of
the past as normative. This union of the abiding interest in the past with
efforts to reconstuct a critical understanding of that past has been one
of the most lasting results of the critical approaches espoused by
Wellhausen, and is perhaps the most far-reaching benefit of any of




DOCUMENTARY HYPOTHESIS 5

Wellhausen’s many contributions to biblical research. If it is still possible
for a theological approach to biblical research to take a legitimately
critical place within the academy, it must face with integrity the
historical-critical questions that both historians and theologians have
inherited from Wellhausen.

2. Synthesis of Biblical Tradition and History of the Ancient Near East

It was a younger colleague and close friend of Wellhausen’s at Halle, E.
Meyer, who, building on both Wellhausen’s documentary analysis and his
own broad anthropological interests in Arab culture, added a complexity
to Wellhausen’s discussion by creating a synthesis with the then known
history and geography of the ancient world.* This developed into the
first successful departure from Wellhausen’s more hypothetical literary
criticism. Especially in his Die Israeliten and ihre Nachbarstdmme, Meyer
argued that it is impossible to maintain, with Wellhausen and other
documentary critics, that the pentateuchal sources of J, E and P had
been independently coherent documents, since these sources were so
obviously lacking in any unifying self-coherent structures.

Meyer saw the traditions from which the documentary sources had
derived as having originated in oral traditions and collections of
narrative that consisted largely of folktale, legend and saga. The
narratives of Genesis, in particular, he saw as having little to do with
history,’ belonging rather to the world of fiction. On grounds of literary
form and perhaps a historian’s strong distaste for easy parallels, Meyer
strongly rejected the radical mythological interpretations of H. Winkler®
and the entire Babel-Bibel school then so popular, which saw so much
of Old Testament narrative as the refraction of cuneiform literature.’”

4 E. Meyer, Geschichte des Altertums 1-V (Stuttgart, 1884-1902); idem, Forschungen zur
alten Geschichte (Halle, 1892); idem, Die Isracliten und ihre Nachbarstdmme (Halle, 1906);
but also, idemn, Die Entstehung des Judenthums (Halle, 1896); idem, Julius Wellhausen und
meine Schrift Die Entstehung des Judenthums: Eine Erwiderung (Halle, 1897).

3 E. Meyer, op.cit., 1906, pp.130f.

$H. Winkler, Altorientalische Forschungen 1-111 (Leipzig, 1893-1906); See also idem,
Religionsgeschichtlicher und Geschichilicher Orient (Leipzig, 1906).

7 E. Meyer, op.cit. 1906, pp.146-148. The closure of this peculiar chapter of biblical
exegesis came with the reductio ad absurdum of A. Jepsen's two-volume work, Das
Gilgamesch-Epos (Berlin, 1924-1926).
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In this, Meyer’s work was very closely aligned with the writings of H.
Gunkel (who taught with him at Halle as a lecturer from 1889 to 1894),
who explored the relationship of Old Testament narrative with what was
known of world literature and folklore and developed his well-known
understanding of oral traditions that he early argued lay at the founda-
tions of biblical narrative.® Following Meyer, Gunkel’s wide ranging
historical interests and, in particular, his attempt to understand the
history of Isracl more in terms of world history and comparative studies
than solely in terms of literary criticism, found mature expression in his
editorial work and articles in the first® and second" editions of the
immeasurably influential encyclopedia, Religion in Geschichte und
Gegenwart.

Although Gunkel was by far the more renowned scholar in his day,
it was primarily through the work of orientalists, especially H.
Gressmann, a student of Wellhausen’s, that the growing influence of this
group—widely known as the “Religionsgeschichtliche Schule”—was very
quickly extended into ancient Near Eastern studies generally. This
radically altered the almost exclusively biblical orientation to the history
of Israel of the literary critical followers of Wellhausen. Gressmann’s
important publication of Altorientalische Texte zum alten Testament and
of Altorientalische Bilder zum alten Testament," as well as his close
collaboration with Gunkel’s narrative and folklore studies, had an
influence in Europe comparable to that of J.B. Pritchard’s more recent
ANET in America after World War 1, and extended the comparative
approach to the history of Israel to include the entire Near East.

8 H. Gunkel, Genesis, Handkommentar zum alten Testament (Géttingen, 1901), passim.
This early position of Gunkel, subsequently abandoned, was most emphatically argued by
F. Delitzsch (Genesiskommentor) and subsequently underlay G. Dalman’s search for an
anthropological and sociological context for biblical narrative, expressed in his magnum
opus, Arbeit und Sitte in Paldstina (originally published in Giitersloh, 1928-1942 and
reprinted in seven volumes in Hildesheim, 1964-1987). Dalman’s pioneering work in this
field (reflected also in the more liberally oriented work of the Scandinavian J. Pedersen,
Early Israel, vols. I-IV, Copenhagen, 1926-40) was supported by his influence in the
Deutscher Evangelische Institut fur Altertumswissenschaft des heiligen Landes (Paléstina-
Institut) and his founding and editing of the Paldstinajahrbuch from 1905, which helped
develop wider interests in biblical studies in both geography and anthropology.

9 1909 ff.

1% 1927 ff.

" H. Gressmann, Altorientalische Texte zum alten Testament and Altorientalische Bilder zum
alten Testament, 2nd. ed. (Berlin, 1926f.).
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This group of scholars was deeply involved in the flood of newly
discovered and newly translated texts of the ancient Near East. Itis to
a great extent the influence of these new materials, coupled with a
freedom from the theological narrowness of the predominantly biblical
orientation of both liberal and conservative protestant scholarship that
led to a new understanding of the early history of Israel. Some of the
adherents of this “history of religions school” made major contributions
to comparative literature and folklore studies as well. Others hoped
through archaeological and comparative cultural studies to develop an
understanding of the sociological context or “world” of the Bible™ as
a starting point of biblical studies.

Without directly challenging the major theses of the documentary
hypothesis,” these scholars decisively undercut its impact on the issue

2 In more recent times, the historical-critical influence of this school has continued not
only in the work of Alt and Alt's students, such as M. Noth, K. Elliger, S. Hermann, A.
Kuschke, and H. Donner, but also in that of Gressman’s student K. Galling, of French
scholars such as R. de Vaux and J. Tournay, Scandinavians such as S. Mowinckel, E.
Nielsen, J. Pedersen, and more recently G. Ahlstrom, T. Mettinger and N.P. Lemche, and
a number of such younger German scholars as V. Fritz, S. Mittmann, H. and M. Weippert,
P. Welten, M. Wiist, S. Timm and E.A. Knauf and their students.

'3 The pivotal studies of M. Noth (Uberh'efemngsgeschichre des Pentateuch, Stuttgart, 1948;
idem, ﬁberliefemngsgeschichtliche Studien I, Halle, 1943) and G. von Rad (Theologie des
Alten Testaments, Munich, 1957, idem, The Problem of the Pentateuch and Other Essays,
Edinburgh, 1966; Das erste Buch Mose: Genesis libersetzt und erklirt, G6ttingen, 1949-1953)
brought about a decisive shift in the understanding of the sources involved in the formation
of the narrative traditions of Genesis-2 Kings away from a perception of them as creative
literary works, and gave attention rather to an extended process of tradition formation,
concentrating efforts on identifying the originating creative core of the complex tradition
as well as the historical contexts which gave rise to both individual tradition complexes and
their transposition through long histories of redaction. Pivotal in the history of scholarship
were both von Rad’s “kleines Credo” as an originating core of the pentateuchal tradition
and Noth’s thesis of a Grundlage of tradition prior to the multiple variants of the received
traditions. K. Galling’s (Die Erwdhlungstraditionen Israels, BZAW 48, Berlin, 1928)
separation of the formation of the Mosaic tradition from that of the patriarchs also had a
lasting influence in German scholarship’s efforts to understand the pentateuch as a complex
of independent traditions which had had distinct and separable histories long preceding
their written forms. The use of the documentary hypothesis as an explanation for the
composition of the written traditions of the received texts has only been challenged
decisively in recent years by von Rad’s student R. Rendtorff (Das iber-
lieferungsgeschichiliche Problem des Pentateuch, BZAW 147, Berlin, 1977) and the recent
study of Rendtorff’s student E. Blum (Die Komposition der Vitergeschichte, Neukirchen,
1984); further N. Whybray (The Making of the Pentateuch, JSOTS 53, Sheffield 1987) and
Th.L. Thompson (ap.cit., 1987). However, a comprehensive alternative to the documentary
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of the history and origins of Israel by arguing persuasively that the
written documents (from which the narrative traditions of the Bible had
been formed) had an oral folk history long antedating their literary
composition. While accepting that the Yahwistic and Elohistic sources
reflected the period of the monarchy, they argued that this late context
was decisively applicable only to the final editorial additions and
harmonizations involved in the process of unifying a previously oral
tradition. The Yahwist and Elohist were not understood as authors, let
alone as historians of Israel’s past, but much more restrictively as collec-
tors and editors of a variety of legends and folk traditions of disparate
date and origin." The patriarchal narratives of Genesis, for example,
were first understood by Gunkel—fully concurring in Wellhausen’s
adamant dating of them to the time of the monarchy—as originally
ahistorical family tales that had only secondarily and gradually become
historicized and understood by the Israelites as part of the history of
their past.

[ would place the initial turning point of the conservative reaction to
the “history of religions school”—ironically enough—in O. Eissfeldt’s
championing of source criticism in his successful debate with Gunkel
over the role of the documentary hypothesis in form criticism as well as
of its function in the reconstruction of Israel’s earliest history.'
Gunkel’s capitulation to Eissfeldt’s critique' led to the far-reaching and
still widely accepted assumption in Old Testament studies that form and
source criticism were in practice complementary procedures. Rather than
alternative and conflicting approaches, form and source criticism became
a joint effort in critical exegesis. Now, with Eissfeldt, the history of the
pentateuchal tradition no longer led back to an ever more fragmented
and inaccessible folklore, populated by myths and other tall tales. The

hypothesis with the persuasive power of Wellhausen's Prolegomena has not yet been written.

'4 E. Meyer 1906, p.vii; H. Gunkel, esp. op.cit. 1901, p.19; H. Gressmann, esp. “Sage und
Geschichte in den Patriarchenerzdhlungen,” ZAW 30 (1910), pp.1-34; idern, “Ursprung und
Entwicklung der Joseph-Sage,” in Eucharisterion, Festchrift H. Gunkel (Leipzig, 1923)
pp-1-55; and K. Galling, op.cit.

'5 0. Eissfeldt, “Stammessage und Novelle in den Geschichten von Jakob und von seinen
Sohnen,” Eucharisterion (1923) pp.56-77; idem, “Achronische, anachronische, und
synchronische Elemente in der Genesis,” JEOL 17 (1963), pp.148-164; idem, “Stammessage
und Menscheitserzihlung in der Genesis,” SSAWL 110, 4 (1965), pp.5-21I.

6.1 Gunkel, opera citata, 1917, 1919, 1922; further, Th.L. Thompson, “The Conflict
Themes in the Jacob Narratives,” Semneia 15 (1979), pp.5-11.
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pentateuchal legends were now judged to have been in their earliest
forms tales about historical individuals: folk histories, which, because of
their mode of transmission as relatively unfixed oral traditions,
continuously attracted secondary inflations of what was asserted as an
original historical account, eventually achieving a resemblance to fictive
tales. That is, one had in the Old Testament not historicized fiction, but
fictionalized history. Eissfeldt established the immensely influential
doctrine that originating events lay behind the early biblical traditions
wherever more than a single variant or account of a tradition was extant
in the received text. An original historical event, which was thought to
have given rise to such a complex tradition, could be recovered, so
Eissfeldt argued, by discounting and removing the later, secondary
accretions, until ultimately one discovered the historical nucleus that was
hidden in all significant early traditions. It was only a short step to the
assumption—long confirmed by scholarly practice and authority in both
Germany and the United States—that the discovery of the primary or
original core of a tradition was a discovery of the historical event itself.
Its converse implication was also important: that the designation of an
element of the tradition as secondary marked it, ipso facto, as
unhistorical."

Eissfeldt thus maintained the value of the early patriarchal traditions
as history. The historical nuclei of the traditions were now sought in the
process of a long Traditionsgeschichte that Old Testament scholarship
widely asserted must lay behind our received text. In this search,
secondary expansions were sharply distinguished by scholars from what
was (frequently mistakenly) thought to be more original, primary, cores
of tradition that were inevitably given great historical weight, since such
primary traditions were understood to originate in events which they
purportedly portrayed. It was often thought that to isolate the original
form of a tradition was to write the prehistory both of the biblical text
and of Israel as well. In this process, the thrust of Wellhausen’s and
Meyer’s efforts to construct a critical history of early Israel was decisively
parried, as historical-critical scholarship accepted an essential doctrine
of fundamentalism, namely, that in the Bible one discovered history."

' Only recently has it become widely recognized that neither assumption is probable; see
J.M. Miller and J.H. Hayes, A History of Ancient Israel and Judah (Philadelphia, 1986), esp.
Pp. 74-79; and Th.L. Thompson, op.cit., 1987, pp.11{f.
®B.0. Long, “On Finding the Hidden Premises,” JSOT 39 (1987), pp.10-14.
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At the time, there seemed no question whatever but that these earliest
traditions were in fact direct reflections of the historical origins of Israel.

Eissfeldt argued further that the earlier the pentateuchal source or
document in which a tradition was found, the more likely that tradition
was to be close to the originating events. Thus the earlier J and E
documents were given paramount importance as the primary historical
sources for Israel’s early history. Eissfeldt attributed many of the
patriarchal sagas of Genesis to a specific literary type of narrative that
he called a Stammessage. In this he understood the patriarchal stories to
have their origin, not in historically irrelevant family tales that had, as
Gunkel earlier suggested, only later become historicized. He understood
them rather to have their nuclei and points of origin in the events of
historical tribes and nations that had been fictively personified as
individuals in the stories through fictionalized eponymic ancestors."
What in the extant text often gives the appearance of heroic tales
reflects rather the historical activities of groups. Not Jacob’s sons but the
tribes of an historical Israel lay behind the originating events of Genesis.

By means of this union of source and form criticism, Old Testament
historical-critical scholarship was able to redirect in the analysis of
tradition history what originally had seemed to many to have been a
destructive, negative trend in the higher criticism of Wellhausen, Meyer
and others, towards a consensus in search of an historically positive
synthesis. The correlative assumptions, that the traditional narratives of
the pentateuch were fictionalized history and that the originating events
of this tradition reflected the history of peoples of the ancient Near
East, were quickly assimilated in a new generation of scholars as
unquestioned—and to a great extent unquestionable—presuppositions
of nearly all historical scholarship about the Bible and early Israel. With
Eissfeldt and his generation, the pendulum of common opinion swung
decisively in a conservative direction.

3. The Rise of Biblical Archaeology

The gains for Israelite history of this conservative swing in scholarship
were immense. During the late 1920s, and increasingly through the

'9 0. Eissfeldt, op.cit., 1923; see further opera citata, 1963, 1965. On eponomy generally,
Th.L. Thompson, op.cit., 1974, chapter 12a.
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1930s, supported by the proven illustrative power of geographical
research and anthropological studies strongly supported by such
religiously conservative scholars as Dalman,” the influx of a very large
number of remarkable epigraphic and archaeological discoveries from
the ancient Near East permanently transformed the historical component
of biblical studies. Systematic archaeological explorations and major
excavations throughout Palestine and its neighboring regions brought a
flood of new information to both biblical exegesis and to the history of
Israel, affecting particularly biblical scholarship’s understanding of the
early history of Israel. As is also the case today, the problem of the
synthesis of a mass of new data (and the relative inadequacy of methods
in the field for integrating new types of historical information) was
pivotal to the interpretation of details. This unfortunately depended
largely on the research and imagination of only a handful of scholars.
While Eissfeldt’s major contributions to Old Testament scholarship lay
in literary criticism, the work and methods of two of his contemporaries
strongly influenced the future development of historical studies on both
sides of the Atlantic for nearly a half-century: W.F. Albright in the
United States and A. Alt in Germany.

Although Albright was more conservative and Alt more liberal than
Eissfeldt, both shared his essential union of source and form criticism.
They also shared his conservative presuppositions that the biblical
tradition was generally historical in origin and that the historical events
which lay behind any tradition could theoretically be discovered in the
earliest forms of that tradition. Albright and Alt shared a common goal
of constructing a history of early Israel on the basis of a critical appraisal
and synthesis of biblical, archaeological and ancient Near Eastern
studies. To uncover the historical events of Israel’s past was the task
which both men hoped to find resolved through the new extrabiblical
sources now becoming available. Unlike Eissfeldt, neither of these
scholars was much interested in the problems of source criticism. Alt was
openly pious towards Wellhausen’s work but, in practice, a successor
more of E. Meyer or of the early Gunkel. For him, the oral prehistory
of the text was of immense importance for historical reconstruction. The
documents of the pentateuch were perhaps necessary assumptions, but
were of limited use. Albright, on the other hand, after an initial flirtation
with the panbabylonianism of the Babel-Bibel school and with form

*® See above, note 8.
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criticism,” was openly hostile to Wellhausen and his successors,
particularly to their source-critically and form-critically based rejection
of the historicity of what were for Albright many of Israel’s earliest
traditions. Although Albright never attempted a sustained criticism of
the documentary hypothesis, he, like Alt, held a strong brief for a
preliterary oral transmission, and openly espoused the tradition history
promoted by many Scandinavian scholars.” In the wide range of studies
that Albright undertook, covering nearly the entire field of ancient Near
Eastern studies, he created an accumulating list of new historical hy-
potheses based on a direct correlation of biblical tradition with
extrabiblical data. On the strength of these theses, he was able to
conclude that the early history and prehistory of Isracl—from a
patriarchal period to the time of the monarchy—had been in outline
confirmed by the historical archaeological information from Palestine,
Egypt, Mesopotamia, Palestine and Syria of the second-millennium B.c*
Albright’s goal was to fit the early history of Israel into the framework
of the history of the ancient Near East.* The biblical narrative, already
assumed to be motivated by a comprehensive historiography originating
from approximately the same time as, or immediately after, the historical
events which it portrayed, provided for Albright both an interpretive
structure and a framework for hundreds of complex and fragmentary
discoveries throughout the many distinct fields of oriental studies which
had been newly created during his very productive career.

The unfortunate but understandable shallowness of Albright’s
historical perspective, the essential circuity of his comparisons, the lack
of a clear method of analysis and of explicit principles of verification and
the attraction to reconstructions in which every new element in his
hypothesis changed the constellation of the whole as new perspectives
were gained in related fields, ultimately destroyed his every attempt at

*' W.F. Albright, “Historical and Mythical Elements in the Joseph Story,” JBL 37 (1918),
pp-111-143. H. Winckler, opera citata.

** W.F. Albright, “Albrecht Alt,” JBL 75 (1956), pp.169-173.

*3 For summary accounts, See esp. W.F. Albright, From the Stone Age to Christianity
(Garden City, 1940, 1957); idem, Archaeology and the Religion of Israel (Baltimore, 1953);
idem, The Biblical Period from Abraham to Ezra (New York, 1963); idem, Yahweh and the
Gods of Canaan (London, 1968).

*4 W.F. Albright, op.cit. 1940.




BIBLICAL ARCHAEOLOGY 13

synthesis® and resulted in many of the later contributions of his life
incoherently contradicting much of his earlier work.? Albright was
neither an historian nor an exegete, but rather an antiquarian, an
archaeologist of great originality and a philologist of breadth. The field
of Semitic studies generally was poorly developed and allowed a range
of speculation that is of course impossible today. His great influence on
research in the fields of the archaeology and history of Palestine has,
however, been immense and extraordinarily creative. The wide range of
his interests, his productivity, and the quickness of his mind dominated
for both good and ill nearly two generations of American scholarship.
Albright’s work had a major impact on the development of three
critical theses in the history of Israel’s origins: a) the establishment and
delineation of an historical patriarchal period within the context of
ancient Near Eastern history. While Albright’s latest synthesis, in which
he attempted to portray Abraham as a donkey caravaneer of the Middle
Bronze I period, did not gain widespread support,”” and while his
earlier arguments for Abraham’s historicity on the basis of the
“Amorite” hypothesis and the nomadic character of Middle Bronze I
were strongly disputed and overturned in the mid-seventies,”® many of
the details of our history of the second-millennium B.C., especially as
they relate to chronology, archaeological stratigraphy and ceramic
typology are still today rooted in Albright’s often pioneering work. To
some extent this has been due to an ideologically saturated indifference
to any history of Palestine that does not directly involve the history of
Israel in biblical exegesis; b) an argument against an evolutionary view
of the origins of Israelite religion, coupled with the assertion of the
origins of Israelite monotheism in the Mosaic tradition.” The negative

*$ Th.L. Thompson, The Historicity of the Patriarchal Narratives, BZAW 133 (Berlin, 1974),
pp.52-57. See also, more recently, idemn, “W.F. Albright as Historian,” Proceedings of the
Midwest Regional Meeting of SBL (1992 forthcoming).

= Esp. W.F. Albright, “Abram the Hebrew, A New Archaeological Interpretation,”
BASOR 163 (1961), pp-36-54; but also substantial portions of idem, op.cit., 1968.

*7 M. Weippert, “Abraham der Hebrier? Bemerkungen zu W.F. Albright's Deutung der
Viter Israels,” Bb 52 (1971), pp.407-432.

28 Phil. Thompson, Historicity (1974), pp.17-186; idem, The Settlernent of Sinai and the
Negev in the Bronze Age, BTAVO 8 (Wiesbaden, 1975); idem, The Settlement of Palestine in
the Bronze Age, BTAVO 34 (Wiesbaden, 1979); J. Van Seters, Abraham in History and
Tradition (New Haven, 1975).

*9 Op.cit., 1940, p.45; 1942, p.68.
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focus of Albright’s arguments was primarily directed against the spector
of Wellhausen’s understanding of Israelite religion, beginning from an
original polytheism reflected in the patriarchal narratives, through the
henotheism of Joshua and Judges to the monotheism of the prophets.
Albright correctly saw this as severely undermining both the historicity
of the Mosaic tradition®* and the perspective of most of biblical
historiography.®' It is perhaps this issue of Religionsgeschichte more
than any other that separated Albright (who had been a student of the
ultraconservative P. Haupt) from Alt (strongly influenced by Gunkel).
On most issues, Albright’s views were very close to those of Alt,
especially to Alt’s understanding of the “God of the Fathers” as a
distinctively proto-Israelite, pre-monotheistic religious conception.
Albright also accepted Alt’s distinction in ancient Israelite law between
pre-Canaanite apodictic and originally Canaanite casuistic forms of laws,
and argued further that this distinction definitively established an
historical basis for an original Mosaic lawgiving. Albright also accepted
Alt’s concept of amphictyony as an essential, unifying political structure
of early Israel—attributing Israel's amphictyony, however, to a
preconquest period, and dating it prior to Israel’s entry into the land.
Finally, Albright echoed Alt’s understanding of charismatic leadership
as the primary ideological and sociopolitical foundation for the period
of the Judges.*

On the question of the historicity of the Mosaic tradition, however,
Alt was generally more skeptical than Albright, as his understanding of
a gradual and peaceful settlement of originally unrelated tribal groups
(which had become Israel only after their establishment in Palestine
under an amphictyony) was thoroughly irreconcilable with either an
historical patriarchal period or an understanding of Moses as the actual
founder of Israelite religion. While Albright recognized the essential
improbability of establishing extrabiblical evidence for the Israel of
Moses in Egypt or Sinai of the Late Bronze period, he used source and
form criticism® to argue that the documentary sources of the bible’s
pentateuchal tradition originated from a single eleventh-century epic
narrative. Since J, E and P gave independent affirmation of the essential

3 Op.cit., 1968, pp.153ff.

3 Ibid., p.183.

3 On Al, see below, Chapter 2.

3 A Al op.cit., 1940, pp.189-193.
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structure of the Mosaic tradition, he argued that the historicity of this
epic narrative could be accepted as likely. Once historicity could be
assumed, then the various Egyptian motifs of the Joseph and Moses
stories could function as supportive evidence. In Albright’s argument for
the authenticity and historicity of the Mosaic tradition, he began to use
a principle of argumentation that in subsequent years became
increasingly common throughout both American and German biblical
scholarship; namely, that if the biblical “witness” was “unanimous,” the
events recounted could be regarded as likely or probable. Albright
reconciled his Mosaic period with an independent and prior patriarchal
period in Palestine by pointing to such stories as Genesis 34> (which
involved only some of the Israelite tribes) as evidence for a preconquest
presence of these tribes in Palestine. This tradition Albright associated
with extrabiblical “evidence” by understanding the ‘apiru of the Late
Bronze Amarna tablets as reflecting a continuous Hebrew presence in
Palestine even during the period of sojourn. Albright’s argument closed
with the observation that only some of the Hebrew tribes had been
directly associated with Moses in Egypt and Sinai.*®

While few scholars today would care to support Wellhausen’s view
of the evolutionary development of Israelite religion that had dominated
scholarly understanding of Israelite religion prior to the publication of

3 W.F. Albright, op.cit., 1940, p.196. Critical in the assumption of unanimity is of course
that Albright’s ‘independent’ witnesses are the so-called J, E and P of the documentary
hypothesis, a theory which had largely been established on the “principle” that the large
number of doublet traditions in the pentateuch reflected multiple independent sources. The
circuity of this logic escapes many still today. Whether this theory of Albright’s was initially
independent of Noth’s Grundlage theory is uncertain. The two hypotheses served different
functions: while Noth’s Grundlage functioned as a base from which disparate oral traditions
developed, Albright’s oral epic served a harmonizing function for extant biblical traditions.
Speiser’s “Tradition” in his Anchor Bible commentary (Genesis, Garden City, 1965, esp.
his “Introduction™) adopts much of Albright's theory, but largely through the lens of Noth's
Grundlage. F.M. Cross’s hypothesis of an epical “Divine Warrior” tradition (Canaanite Myth
and Hebrew Epic, Cambridge, 1973) is a more sophisticated version of Albright’s theories,
allowing for an early dating of several early Hebrew poems, harmonistically read along a
continuum of epic poetry rooted in Ugaritic literature. Such interpretations stand or fall
neither on their heuristic value nor on the quality of the analogies with Ugarit but on their
wholly arbitrary historical assumptions.

¥ QOp.cit., 1940, pp.179-183.
®A position already put forward by Eissfeldt and by Meyer before him.
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Alvs “Der Gott der Viter” in 1929,” an understanding of development
and change in Israelite religion and of the creative role played by Old
Testament prophecy in the origins of monotheism, while not as yet
dominant interpretations, are nevertheless strong tendencies.® A fully
developed Mosaic period in Israelite history has hardly survived in
today’s scholarship, and many of the positions that Albright had
accepted from Alt are no longer widely held. Nevertheless, several of Al-
bright’s seminal views have been further explored and strongly supported
by his students. Certainly the concept of the radical distinctiveness of
Israelite faith and tradition from its ancient Near Eastern matrix is
unfortunately widely assumed in detail. G.E. Wright, FM. Cross*
and W.W. Hallo” have argued adamantly and expansively for the
uniqueness of Israelite culture and tradition both in contrast to and in
conflict with its “Canaanite” neighbors. It is most clearly in the “revolt
model” of Israel’s origins that many of these ideas are put forward by
G.E. Mendenhall and N.K. Gottwald. Fundamental to their “revolt”
theory is the acceptance of a “Moses group” separate from the rest of
Israel as the originators of “Yahwistic” faith.”® The historicity of the
Exodus* and the existence of an Israelite amphictyony as the

37 A. Alt, Kleine Schrifien I, pp.1-78 (Munich, 1953).

38 J.A. Emerton, “New Light on the Israelite Religion: the Implications of the Inscriptions
from Kuntillet Ajrud,” ZAW 94 (1982), pp.2-20; G. Ahlstrém, An Archaeological Picture
of Iron Age Religions in Ancient Palestine, Studia Orientalia 55/3 (Helsinki, 1984); idem, Who
Were the Israelites? (Winona Lake, 1986).

 For a brief survey see Th.L. Thompson, “The Joseph and Moses Narratives,” in Israelite
and Judaean History, ed. by J.H. Hayes and J.M. Miller (Philadelphia, 1977) pp.149-179,
210-212. Also J.B. Geyer, “The Joseph and Moses Narrative: Folk-Tale and History,” JSOT
15 (1980), pp.51-56 and Th.L. Thompson, “History and Tradition: A Response to J.B.
Geyer,” JSOT 15 (1980), pp.57-61.

40 G.E. Wright, The Old Testament Against its Environment (London, 1955); idem, God
Who Acts (London, 1962).

4" FM. Cross, op.cit, esp. pp.79-90; see however more recently idemn, “Biblical
Archaeology: The Biblical Aspect,” Biblical Archaeology Today, ed. by A. Biran (Jerusalem,
1985) pp-9-15.

4% W.W. Hallo, “Biblical History in its Near Eastern Setting: the Contextual Approach,”
in Scripture in Context, ed. by W.W. Hallo (Winona Lake, 1980) pp.1-26.

43 Above all, N.K. Gottwald, The Tribes of Yahweh: A Sociology of the Religion of Liberated
Israel, 1250-1050 B.C. (New York, 1979) pp.33-40.

44 Now supported by Mendenhall’s theory of the Hittite origin of biblical concepts of
covenant; G.E. Mendenhall, “Covenant Forms in Israelite Tradition,” B4 17 (1954),
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foundation of Israelite unity also remain as essential elements of this
theory.* c) The third major thesis of Albright is the well known
assertion that the biblical tradition of a united Israel conquering
Palestine has been confirmed by our knowledge of the destruction of
Late Bronze Canaanite cities by Israelite seminomads, resulting in the
onset of Iron I, understood as an Israelite occupation.

There are at least five distinct complexes of issues in this hypothesis,
which have often been viewed, even by Albright, as a single and univocal
theory—with unfortunate consequences. The affirmation of one part of
the hypothesis does not make the other aspects more probable nor does
it confirm the hypothesis as a whole. Each aspect has a life of its own.
The distinctiveness of the essential elements of this hypothesis has lent
much to its ability to persuade and to survive over the years in spite of
often trenchant and detailed criticism of various points of Albright’s
theories, which had been thoroughly reviewed in 1967 by M. Weippert
and again with devastating implications by J.M. Miller in 197

1) Historiography. When Albright argued that biblical historiography
is confirmed by archaeology he had in mind a specific understanding of
the biblical tradition. He believed that the biblical tradition is primarily
an historiographical account of the past, very much in the terms of
Eissfeldt.*” He took for granted that the Bible’s representations of the
ancestors of Israel were not only as historical individuals, but were also
literary representations of peoples, such as the Late Bronze ‘apiru or the
Middle Bronze “Amorites.” Moreover, Albright presupposed that the
affirmation of significant details of the tradition by extrabiblical sources
established the historicity of the tradition as a whole, while an absence
of affirmation and the contradiction of some elements of the tradition
by such sources required a scholarly reinterpretation of the tradition
which he understood to represent history through what was after all
story, with its structural, fictionalizing bias. Good examples of this
willingness to correct biblical tradition in the “light of history” are his
interpretation of the traditional biblical account of the conquest of Ai
and his dating of the conquest of Canaan to the Late Bronze-Iron Age
transition, which he shared with many. Since the excavations of at-Tall

pp-50-76; Th.L. Thompson, op.cit., 1977, pp.160-166.
45 Above all Gottwald, op.cit., 1979, pp.345-388.
6 See above, note 1.

47 Op.cit., 1963, 1965.
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(commonly identified with Ai) suggested that the site had been
unoccupied between the Early Bronze period and Iron II, Albright
suggested that the story about Ai in the Book of Joshua should be
understood as referring historically to the conquest of nearby Beitin, and
that this relatively minor adjustment of geographical perspective would
permit the historical affirmation of the event. Similarly, since Albright
believed that archaeological data relating to the destructions of Late
Bronze cities in Palestine were best understood as a result of the Israelite
conquest, he consequently corrected what had been understood as the
traditional biblical chronology—which generally he otherwise was careful
to maintain—and dated the conquest to the Late Bronze-Iron I
transition rather than to an earlier date that might better follow the
biblical chronologies.

Not only did Albright view the biblical narratives as an adjustable
history, his affirmation of historicity was specifically oriented to a select
group of traditions, particularly those of Joshua 1—9. Other traditions,
such as Judges 1* and Exodus 24:3-8,° which present a different
picture of Israel’s settlement in Palestine, were of little interest to
Albright and were not included in his picture of what the biblical view
of the conquest was. This of course was, in Albright’s terms, fully
legitimate, given his interpretation (following Eissfeldt) that the original
histories in the Bible had only survived in fragmentary and partially
fictionalized forms, of necessity limiting the scholar to an affirmation of
only a “minimal” or “essential” historicity.

2) Form Criticism. Albright’s confirmation of an essential historicity
for the “biblical” framework of events rested independently on the
poetically formulated “credal” summaries of Israel’s past. While probably
originating in the form-critical evaluation of credal formulas by Von
Rad,” this seemingly complicated thesis rests on the entirely unjustified

4 That this contradicted Albright’s repeated assertions, that the historicity of the
patriarchal narratives gained in plausibility because the prevalence of analogous evidence
corresponded chronologically with a biblical dating of the patriarchs which presupposed a
traditional dating of the conquest, is one of the more striking of the many anomalies of
Albright’s historical reconstructions, given the strong interests in chronological correlations
that dominate so much of his published writings.

49 M. Weippert, op.cit., 1967, J.M. Miller, op.cit., 1977.
5 Th.L. Thompson, 1987, p.187.
' Op.cit., 1966, pp.1-78, Th.L. Thompson, op.cit., 1977, pp-162-166.
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assumption—commonly held in Old Testament circles**—that generally
speaking poems are early and prose is late. This is certainly rooted in
the common sense observation that poetry is easier to remember; so that
(and here logic weakens perceptibly) remembered history is more likely
to be found in a form that is easier to remember. The jump in logic that
then asserts a date “close to the events” on the grounds of assumed
“early” forms for such poems as the songs of Miriam and Deborah is
regrettable.* The far too common unconfirmed assertion in biblical
studies derived from an oversimplistic concept: Formgeschichte (regnant
throughout this entire period of biblical scholarship), which decrees that
texts can be dated on the basis of their forms, supports a methodology
that is wholly inappropriate to critical scholarship. The primary difficulty
with this method is analogous to the problems of its daughter discipline
Redaktionsgeschichte. That is, we do not have—by the furthest stretch of
imagination—an adequate number of traditions and varieties of forms
to say anything specific about their transposition and history.*
Poetry—and especially highly dramatic epic poetry—gives no peculiarly
formal warrant for assuming roots in historical events, let alone
historicity (so also The Odyssey, The Aeneid). Nor does the particular
form of songs that find themselves within prose narratives support the
judgement that the song has a greater antiquity. Such an assumption
with reference to such songs as the frequently cited Exodus 15:21 and
Judges 5, which are refractions of a specific context within an
appropriate prose narration, is particularly mind-boggling and needs to
be understood as a product of a systematic, ideologically motivated
scholarly agenda. Who would think of making any such claims for the
barmaid’s speech or for Ea’s song to the reed hut of the Gilgamesh
story, or indeed the biblical song of Genesis 3:14-19? It is form-critically
characteristic of both biblical and ancient Near Eastern prose narratives
to break into song, but it does nothing for us in terms of chronology. To
assert that Ugaritic analogies to the song of Deborah help us date the
biblical song early not only flies in the face of even closer parallels in
the psalms but also ignores the proven durability of motifs, plot lines
and literary narrative traditions across millennia in the ancient Near

52 E.M. Cross, op.cit., 1973, pp.112-144, esp, p.121.
3 W.F. Albright 1956, op.cit., p.172.

34 See my comments on Redaktionsgeschichte in op.cit,, 1987, which are fully applicable
here.
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East. Neither the earliest examples of motifs or forms allows any preci-
sion of dating within the lifetime of that motif or form. Only if we can
establish that a specific motif or form has ceased to exist in intellectual
history can we render a “plus” factor of precision in our chronology, and
we do not have that kind of information for any pre-hellenistic
literature. Failing that capability in our sources, both Formgeschichte and
Redaktionsgeschichte are exercises in futility.

Except for purposes of chronology, Albright made little use of any
analysis of form or literary structure for the purpose of interpretation
and historicization, though he readily accepted many of Eissfeldt’s and
Alt’s conclusions and encouraged some of his students in this analysis.*
These uncritical form-critical assumptions, however, often marred his
otherwise open and critical perspective of historical questions*® and
have made constructive dialogue on many of his positions extremely
difficult for critics of the “conquest model.”s” Indeed, Albright was
admittedly least clear in his analysis of the Old Testament text itself, and
any but the most vague references to what in fact he understood the
biblical traditions to have been were rarely given.’® This unfortunately

55 Especially F.M. Cross, “Yahweh and the God of the Patriarchs,” HThR 55 (1962),
PP-225-259; idem, op.cit, 1973, and G.E. Mendenhall, “Law and Covenant in Israel and the
Ancient Near East,” B4 17 (1954), pp.26-46; idem, “Covenant Forms in Israelite
Tradition,” BA 17 (1954), pp.50-76; idem, “The Hebrew Conquest of Palestine