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All the rivers run into the sea; yet the sea is not full; unto the place
from whence the rivers come, thither they return again.
Ecclesiastes 1.7
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FOREWORD

I can’t say I wasn’t warned. ‘My sonne’, the wintry-wise preacher of
Ecclesiastes admonishes, ‘of making many bookes there is no end and much
studie is a wearinesse of the flesh’. Anyone venturing into Jewish history
has to be dauntingly aware of the immense mountain ranges of multi-
volume scholarship towering behind him. Nonetheless, forty years
ago, I agreed to complete a history of the Jews left unfinished at the
death of one of those scholars, Cecil Roth, whose entire life had been
devoted to that subject. At the time, I was at work on a book on the
Rothschilds and Palestine. Together with a friend and colleague at
Cambridge University, Nicholas de Lange, a scholar of Jewish philos-
ophy in late antiquity and Amos Oz’s translator, I had been educating
myself at the students’ expense in post-biblical history through an
informal seminar held in my rooms at Christ’s College. For a couple
of hours after supper, the sages, false messiahs, poets and rabble-
rousers came into our little company as we cracked walnuts and jokes,
and drank wine and the brimming cup of Jewish words.

But Nicholas and I had brought the gatherings together for a serious
reason. Outside of rabbinics there seemed to us no other place for
history or literature students to meet and discuss Jewish culture, and
that itself was a sign of how separate the subject had become from
the academic mainstream. By the time the invitation to complete the
Roth volume came along, there were other pressing reasons to want
to make a connection between the history of the Jews and everyone
else. It was 1973. The Yom Kippur Arab-Israeli War had just taken place.
Despite another Israeli military success, the mood was as sober as it
had been euphoric seven years earlier, after the Six Day War. This last
conflict had been a close-run thing, especially during the bold Egyptian



advance over the Suez Canal and into Sinai. The sands were shifting;
something which had seemed secure no longer was. The years which
followed saw Jewish history at both ends of its multi-millennia chro-
nology become fiercely self-critical of triumphalism. Biblical archae-
ology took a radically sceptical turn. Painful truths began to air about
what exactly had happened between Jews and Palestinians in 1948. The
realities’ of prolonged occupation, and eventually of facing the first
intifada, sank in. It became impossible to talk to non-Jews about Jewish
“history without the subject being swamped by the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict. Over everything else, understandably, the crematoria smoke
still hung its tragic pall. The unparalleled magnitude of that catastrophe
seemed to demand silence before its enormity, both from Jews and
Gentiles. = '

But, whatever the cost of breaking it, silence is not a historian’s
option. I believed that by writing a post-medieval history for a general
readership, one that gave full weight to shared experience, not all of
which was igvariably a story of persecution and massacre, I could act
asan interlocutor, persuading readers (and makers of history syllabuses)
that no history, wherever and whenever its principal focus of study,
was complete without the Jewish story, and that there was a lot more
to it than pogroms and rabbinics, a chronicle peopled by ancient victims
and modern conquerors.

This was the instinct I'd grown up with. My father was obsessed
in equal measure with Jewish and British history, and assumed the fit
between them. He would take the tiller at the back of a little boat
on the Thames, puttering along between Datchet and Old Windsor,
with some strawberries, scones and a pot of jam in a basket, and talk
of Disraeli one minute as though he had known him personally
(‘Baptised? What difference did that make?’) and the next of the
seventeenth-century false messiah Shabbetai Zevi through whom my
dad (and the ancestral Schamas) had obviously seen. (‘What a momser!
[bastard]’) Or who'd got their Jews right? Walter Scott or George Eliot,
the caricaturing Dickens of Oliver Twist or the sentimental Dickens
of Our Mutual Friend? We would moor under the willows to wrestle
with the pain of Shylock. It was from my parents, too, that I inherited
the sense that the Old Testament was the first written history of all,
that for all the poetic excesses of miracles, it was the scroll of enslave-
ments and liberations, of royal hubris-and filial rebellions, of sieges



e *and annihilations, of lawgiving and lawbreaking: the template on
which every other subsequent history would be laid. If my dad had

.« written it, his history'would have been called ‘From Moses to Magna
Carta’. But he didn’t. e

And neither did I, not in 1973. | tried, following on from Cecil Roth’s
narrative, but for whatever reasons the graft wouldn't take. And then
I went on forty years of wandering, not exactly in the wilderness but
to parts remote from my Jewish background, to Holland and South
Carolina, Skara Brae and Jacobin Paris. But through all that time, the
lines of the story I might have told stayed dimly present in my thoughts
and memories, like relatives tugging gently but insistently at my sleeve
at family weddings or funerals (which sometimes they did). Never
underestimate the power of a Jewish auntie much less the silent,
patient reproach of a mother.

So in 2009, when Adam Kemp of the BBC arranged a meeting to
talk about an idea for a new television documentary series ‘which
you'll either love or hate’, I knew, somehow, before it was out of his
mouth just what was in the offing. There was,  admit, a ﬂeetingjonah
moment. A voice inside me said, ‘Flee to Joppa, book berth on first
ship leaving for Tarshish.’ But then what good had it done him? So I
took hold of the project abandoned all those decades before, with
every kind of gratitude and trepidation. This time, the story would
have the persuasive power of television behind it, and through the
two media — writing and filming — organically interconnected but not
identical, I hoped to build exactly that bridge between Jewish and
non-Jewish audiences which somehow seemed to elude me forty years
earlier.

For all the immeasurable challenges (three millennia of history in
five hours of television and two books), this has been, and still is, a
great labour of love. However unequal to the task of telling this story,
it’s one I rejoice to be narrating, not least because the source materials,
visual as well as textual, have been so transformed over the past few
decades. Archaeological finds, especially inscriptions from the biblical
period, have given a fresh impression of how that text, which would
become the heritage of a large part of the world, came into being.
Mosaics have been uncovered from one end of the Jewish world to
the other that radically alter not just our sense of what a synagogue
and Jewish worship was, but how much of thar religion was shared



in its forms with paganism and early Christianity. Without forcing the .

narrative into feel-good pieties, and without downplaying the many

sorrows that have spotted the story with tears, the history that unfolds.

is one of the heroism of everyday life as much as that of the grand
tragedies. This book and the television films are full _of such little
revelations that add up to a culture, the prosaic along with the poetic:
a doodle on a child’s Hebrew exercise page from medieval Cairo;
battling cats and mice on a sumptuously illustrated Bible from Spain;
the touchingly meagre dowry of an Egyptian slave girl from the fifth
century BCE married to a local Jewish temple official; the aggravation
of an NCO sweating it out on a hilltop fort while the Babylonians are
closing in; the plangent lines of the priestly benediction engraved in
archaic Hebrew_on a tiny silver amulet from the reign of King Josiah.

This is the small stuff of common experience. But the Jewish story
has been anything but commonplace. What the Jews have lived
through, and somehow survived to tell the tale, has been the most
intense version known to human history of adversities endured by
other peoples as well; of a culture perennially resisting its annihilation,
of remaking homes and habitats, writing the prose and the poetry of
life, through a succession of uprootings and assaults. It is what makes
this story at once particular and universal, the shared inheritance of
Jews and non-Jews alike, an account of our common humanity. In all
its splendour and wretchedness, repeated tribulation and infinite crea-
tivity, the tale set out in the pages which follow remains, in so many
ways, one of the world’s great wonders.

v
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papyrus, potsherd, parchment






I N EGYUPT L

In the beginning — not the imagined beginning of patriarchs and
prophets, and certainly not the beginning of the whole universe, just
the documented beginning of ordinary Jews - in that beginning, a
father and mother were worrying about their son.

This son, a soldier boy, was called Shelomam, an Aramaic version of
my Hebrew name, Shelomo. His father’s name was Osea, which was
the middle name of my own aba.! The time was two and a half millennia
ago, in 475 BCE, the tenth year of the reign of Xerxes, the Achaemenid
king of Persia who, though much bloodied in Greece, was still ruler
in Egypt, where Shelomam and Osea lived. Xerxes had another decade
on the throne before being murdered by his most trusted officer,
Artabanus the Hyrcanian, who did the deed in cahoots with a helpful
eunuch. Jesus of Nazareth would not be born for half a millennjum.
If the several writers of the Hebrew Bible are to be believed, it had
been around eight hundred years since Moses had led the enslaved
Israelites from Egypt into the desert mountains where, in possession
of the laws given directly by Yahweh - indeed written with His very
finger — they turned, despite recurring flings with idolatry and a yen
for many other gods, into something resembling Jews.

The exodus from the flood valley of the Nile, the end of foreign
enslavement, was presented by the Bible writers as the condition of
becoming fully Israelite. They imagined the journey as an ascent, both
topographical and moral. It was on the stony high places, way stations
to heaven, that YHWH - as Yahweh is written — had revealed Himself
(or at least His back), making Moses’ face hot and shiny with reflected
radiance. From the beginning (whether in the biblical or archaeo-
logical version), Jews were made in hill country. In Hebrew, emigrating
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to Israel is still aliyah, a going up. Jerusalem was unimaginable on the
low fluvial plain. Rivers were murky with temptation; the sea was
even worse, brimming with scaly monsters. Those who dwelled by
its shores or shipped around upon its waves (like the Phoenicians or
the Greeks) were to be detested as shifty, idolatrous and unclean. To
go back to Egypt then, in the eyes of those for whom the exodus was
the proper start of everything Jewish, was a fall, a descent to brazen
idolatry. The prophets Ezekiel and Jeremiah — the latter even when
he had gone to Egypt himself — had warned against this relapse, this
un-Jewing. Those who fully succumbed, Jeremiah warned, would
become ‘an execration and an astonishment, a curse and a reproach’.

Heedless, the Israelites not for the first or last time disobeyed,
trotting back to Egypt in droves. Why not, when the northern
kingdom of Israel had been smashed by the Assyrians in 721 BCE, and
a century later the kingdom of Judah was likewise pulverised by the
Babylonians? All these misfortunes could, and were, interpreted by
the writers of the Bible narratives as YHWH's chastisement of back-
sliding. But those on the receiving end could be forgiven for thinking:
much good He has done us. Some 30,000 rams and ewes sacrificed
for Passover in the Temple by King Josiah; a mass rending of raiment
in contrite penitence for flirting with false gods; no help at all in
fending off whichever hellish conquerors came out of Mesopotamia
with their ringlets and their panthers and their numberless ranks of
archers and javelin-men.

So the Israelites went down from their lion-coloured Judaean hills
to the flood country of Egypt, to Tahpanhes on the delta, and Memphis
halfway south, and especially to Pathros, the south country. When
the Persians arrived in 525BCE, they treated the Israelites not as slaves
but often as slave owners, and above all as tough professional soldiers
who could be depended on, as much as Arameans, Caspians or Carian
Greeks from the western Anatolian littoral, to suppress Egyptian
uprisings against Persia. They would also police the turbulent southern
frontier where Nubian Africa began.

Shelomam, Osea’s boy, was one of these young men, a mercenary —
it was a living — who had been posted south all the way to the garrison
of the Hayla hayahudaya, the Judaean Troop, on the island of
Elephantine, just downstream from the first cataract of the Nile.
Perhaps he had been assigned to caravan convoy, guarding the tribute
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of elephant tusks, ebony and Ethiopian boys that had been the phar-
aoh’s due from Nubia and was now sent to the Persian governor in
his place. l

The father, Osea, was writing from Migdol, probably Iocated on
the eastern branch of the Nile delta, where Shelomam had previously
been stationed. His letter, sent five hundred river miles south to await
the soldier boy’s arrival on Elephantine, was written in Aramaic, the
daily tongue of the region and the entire empire, on the pressed-reed
writing surface of papyrus. Patched together though this particular
piece was, papyrus degrades very slowly. If kept from light, the ink
remains dark and sharp. The square-form script, the same elegant
style in which Hebrew would be written from the time of the Second
Temple to our own, is still crisply legible. In Jewish memory it is as
though Osea had written just yesterday. A worried father is a worried
father. He can’t help letting the boy know how he feels, right away,
at the top of the letter: "Well-being and strength I send you but from
the day you went on your way, my heart, it’s not so good.” And then,
the inevitable clincher, the three words Shelomam must have known
were coming, even without Osea having to write them, the phrase all
Jewish boys hear at some point; the phrase from which history unfolds:
‘Likewise your mother.’

A classic pre-emptive strike. My own father, Arthur Osea, was
known to resort to it shamelessly when, as in the case of Egyptian
Osea, he was on the back foot, worrying that the news which followed
might not make his son altogether happy. ‘Don’t worry ... your
mother’s a bit upset about this but . . .” Now what might get his pride
and joy, his Shelomam, all bent out of shape? Trouble with pay and
kit? Oh, don’t get in a snit. “That tunic and the garment you wrote
about, they’re made, all right? Don’t get angry with me because I
couldn’t bring them to Memphis in time (for your journey south). I'll
bring them so you have them on your way back.” The pay? Yes, well,
bit of a problem there, my boy. “When you left Migdol, they wouldn’t
send us your money.” Worse, when Osea made enquiries about the
back pay owing, he got the brush-off default mode for the minions
of empires. Tremendously sorry, actually not my department, you
see, but please do by all means forward your complaint to the appro-
priate officials. "‘When you come back to Egypt, give them what for
and they’ll give you your pay.” So listen, my son, Osea goes on, brushing
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off any notion that he’d failed his boy in the crucial matter of the kit:
‘don’t cry. Be a man . . . Your mother, the children, everyone’s well’

It would be good to know in more detail how Shelomam lived in the
frontier world of Jewish soldiers on Elephantine, but the letter stayed
there, so perhaps he never made it to Elephantine, never got his tunic
or his pay. Or perhaps he did, and left the note behind. At any rate,
there it remained for two and a half millennia until an American
amateur Egyptologist and ex-journalist for the New York Herald Tribune,
Charles Edwin Wilbour, bought clay pots full of papyri from women
digging for sebagh fertiliser on the island mounds in 1893. ‘All these
pap. from Kom shown me by three separate women at different times,”
Wilbour wrote in his diary. But once he saw the papyri were Aramaic,
and twenty-seventh dynasty, he lost interest. Grander, older, pharaonic
antiquities were his game.

Twenty years before, he had left Manhattan in a hurry when his
crony, the king of city graft Boss Tweed, who had put some nice
contracts Wilbour’s way for his paper business, had been booted out
of town. In Paris, ancient Egypt gave Wilbour a new life, its stupen-
dous history learned from the eminent scholar Gaston Maspero. He
rigged out a dahabiyeh so that he and his wife, Charlotte Beebee, an
ardent suffragist, could sail the Nile with all conveniences, stopping
by to help with digs in Karnak, Luxor, Thebes. High-domed Germans,
French and British Egyptologists found his Yankee enthusiasm enter-
taining, sometimes even useful. Occasionally Wilbour would go and
see Flinders Petrie in his rude tent and thought the British archaeolo-
gist ostentatiously spartan for camping like an Arab.

Sporting a prophetic beard, Wilbour made the Nile his living room
for nearly two decades. When, near the end of that time, he stood
on the mounds of Elephantine amid the grubbing women, he knew
that the sebagh they were after for their crops was the pulverised
debris of ancient mud bricks, with enough hay and stubble mixed in
to give it nitrous potency. But he was certainly unaware that some-
where beneath his feet was a decomposed Jewish city, the first we
can reconstruct in the thrumming drone of its daily business: its
property-line disputes over rooms and houses, exits and access; its
marriages and divorces; its wills and prenups; its food and its dress;
its oaths and its blessings. Oblivious to all this, Wilbour took the
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papyri, neatly folded and bound, addressees on the outside as they
had been in the fifth and fourth centuries BcE, to the Paris lodging
where he expired in 1896.

Ten years later more extensive troves were found by German exped-
itions who picked at their content, took them to Berlin and Paris, and
published a little more. Needless to say the British, whose pith-
helmeted dominion Egypt had become, were not far behind. Papyri
and inscribed clay potsherds — ostraca — duly ended up in the usual
destinations — Oxford and the British Museum - and when the archaeo-
logical proconsuls chose to be grandly magnanimous, in Cairo. Some
papyri were published in the early twentieth century but it was when
the papyrus hoard passed to the Brooklyn Museum that the curtain
truly rose on the marvel of Jewish Elephantine.

Fragmentary letters and inscriptions written on pottery shards in
classical, linear Hebrew (from three and two centuries earlier than the
Elephantine papyri) survive — Judaean shouts and cries half lost in the
gusting wind of time: a farm worker whose garment has been nabbed
by an unscrupulous creditor; a beleaguered quartermaster facing the
oncoming horde of the Babylonians, urgently needing oil and grain;
a junior officer in another citadel, peering in vain for the beacon
warning flares of neighbouring hill forts.

And the Hebrew Bible? Unless we suppose (along with the ultra-
Orthodox Jews and Christians) that it is the directly dictated word of
God to Moses and the prophets, much of the stupendous poetic
narrative of the scripture is no more than what another archaeologist
has characterised as an ‘echo’ of the historical truth. And sometimes,
as with the entirely undocumented exodus story, written nearly half
a millennium after it was supposed to have happened, it is probably
not even that. There is a point in the epic where the storyline and the
reality of Jewish history do indeed converge, but the Hebrew Bible is
the imprint of the Jewish mind, the picture of its imagined origins
and ancestry; it is the epic of the YHWH treaty-covenant with Israel,
the single formless God moving through history, as well as the original
treasure of its spiritual imagination.

The tawny papyri of Elephantine, with their neat, black scribal
hand, give us something entirely different, something more earthily
human and mundane: the quotidian record of the lives of the expat
Judaeans and Israelites with whom we can keep company as naturally
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and materially as if we were living in their neighbourhood: tough
guys, anxious mothers, slave-girl wives, kibitzers and quibblers,
hagglers over property lines, drafters of prenups, scribes, temple offi-
cials, jailbait indignant that they were set up for a fall, big shots and
small fry. We know their names, such unapologetically Jewish names
ending in the theophoric ‘yah’ that embedded YHWH in their identity
even as it claimed His protection for their lives: Berechiah, Ananiah,
Delaiah, Mahseiah, Shemaiah, Gedaliah, Jedaniah, Mibtahiah, Pelaliah,
Malchiah, Uriah, Jezaniah, Gemariah, Azariah, Zechariah.

There they all were, the people of YHWH, jostled together on the
club-shaped little island in the Nile. Not a home for lotus-eaters,
perhaps, but all things considered, not such a bad place: shady in the
slamming heat; famous for the fig trees that never dropped their
foliage; the peculiar dom-nut palms with their topknot of sprouting
leaves, found only in the south country of the Nile; rushes fringing
the shoreline; acacia, cassia and mulberry inland a little - a tight clump
of green at the point where the cultivable floodplain on the west bank
of the river had receded to a thin ribbon below the golden dunes. On
~ the east bank, still more arid, rose the quarries of Syene, beneath
which a camp of Arameans, both soldiers and stone labourers, were
housed. Slabs of local grey granite, freckled with rose pink or blood
red, were laboriously loaded onto boats and barges and sent down-
stream for the master builders to make temples and mausoleums, as
if the Egyptian lords were still pharaonic masters and not, since the
conquest by Cambyses in the late sixth century Bck, the subjugated
creatures of Persian whim. One such slab was so enormous that an
entire royal shrine could be made from it — or so Herodotus (who
could be guilty of exaggeration) tells us. The same slab, he insists,
Wwas so imposing that it took three years and the haulage of two
thousand men to reach its downstream destination at Sais in the
western delta.

Elephantine — ‘Yeb’ to the locals, from the Egyptian lebw meaning
‘place of elephants’ (though no one, not even Herodotus, knew quite
why, although the bald, rounded pale grey rocks in the river certainly
suggest the domes of wallowing pachyderms) — was famous as the
last place of true Egypt, the edge of its civilisation before it evapor-
ated into Nubian sand and rock. It was where the lethargically oozy
river, carrying its cargo of fertilising sludge, suddenly underwent a
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radical change of personality, running mad over the granite outcrops
that sped boats towards the cataract. Only the ‘Boatmen of the Rough
Waters’, neighbours of the Jews whose manners were notoriously as -
rude as the churning river, were capable of riding its furies, navigating
the upstream whitewater with the help of ropes hooked to the sides
of the overhanging rocks. The geographer Strabo - every Greek
traveller worth his salt came to Elephantine — has them doing water
stunts to impress the tourists. The spumy torrent held mysteries:
the quick of Egyptian life. For between the twin hills of Crophi and
Mophi that rose from the banks, or so Herodotus claimed an Egyptian
priest had told him, was the wellspring of the Nile so unfathomable
none could sound its bed. Pharaoh Psamtik I had tried not that much
before to plumb the depth with a twisted cable a thousand fathoms
long, and still touched nothing but its swirling waters. That pull
beneath the surface was the fluvial valve that divided the torrent,
sending half south to burning Nubia, and half north to feed the flood
valley. The ram-headed god Khnum was worshipped in Elephantine,
since it was he who assured the annual inundation without which
local cultivators were condemned to famine. The sacred rams of _
Khnum have their own special mausoleum on the island, their '
mummies reposing where the sculptors enjoyed themselves fashioning
fat and fleecy animals from the limestone. A Nilometer positioned
at steps leading to the bank measured the constancy of Khnum’s
benevolence.

As well as myths and rites, men, money and arms flowed with the
river to the island fortress. Together with Syene, it had been the
sentinel of the south country, the pressure valve of classical Egypt. It
needed maintaining, watching, policing — but what kind of job was
that for Judaeans? What were they doing there? Had they been deaf
to the warnings of Jeremiah? But few of the books of the prophets
had yet been written, and fewer still disseminated, by the time that .
Israelites and Judaeans, from north and south of Palestine, journeyed
down once more to the Nile Valley probably sometime in the late
seventh century BCE.

Jewish identity would eventually be formed somewhere between the
two cultural poles of the Nile and the Euphrates, but the magnetic
needle of attraction and repulsion swung unevenly. Bible writing



10 THE STORY OF THE JEWS

happened in Judaea and in Babylon, not in Egypt. In the mind and
the writings of the Hebrew sages, scribes and the prophets — all those
who, between the seventh and the fifth centuries Bce, were antholo-
gising and redacting the memories, oral traditions, folklore and writ-
ings that would eventually be turned into the canonical Bible - there
was a good migration (Mesopotamia) and a bad (Egypt). Both were
captivities by the despotisms of the waterlands: both supporting
teeming urban populations from the plains irrigated with flooding
rivers; both generating grain and fruit from the alluvium. Both city
states were enriched and ordered by hieroglyphs and lettered-writing,
laws and epics, pyramids and ziggurats. Although both were brutal
annihilators, both in the grip of sacrificial cults (Marduk and Ra) and
both equally in thrall to voracious idolatry, the land between the Tigris
and the Euphrates never figured quite as demonically in the proto-
Jewish mind as the Nile Valley. If there was one thing that Egyptian
memorialists and the Hebrew Bible writers agreed on, it was the
difficulty of living Jewish in Egypt.

To live in Egypt was to live uncleanly, or to be in bondage — so the
writers of Genesis and Exodus pictured it. In Deuteronomy, the book
that more than any other defined the obligations of Jewish memory,
God is defined as He had been in Exodus as He ‘who brought you
forth out of the Land of Egypt’. This was most likely written some-
time around the seventh and sixth centuries BCE, precisely at the
moment when Jews went back there. To the ‘Deuteronomists’, who
also reworked oral history into the narrative of Judges and Kings, any
such return would be a disgraceful violation of the covenant.

Exile in Babylon after the sack of Jerusalem in the sixth century
BCE, on the other hand, was in some mysterious, punitive way, known
to the God who had ordained it, as a return to the well-head: the
source of the covenant-urge. The writers of Genesis, chronicling
Abraham’s journey towards a visionary communion with YHWH,
and the origination of the idea of a separate people under His special
guidance and protection, set the place of Abraham’s birth as Chaldea,
Mesopotamia. So the ur-cradle of monotheism was Ur, the city state.
This is what gave special meaning to the destruction of the polluted
Jerusalem Temple by Babylonians led by Nebuchadnezzar in 587 BcE.
The people from whom the Israelites had first departed to make
their way in history were now made the instrument of YHWH’s
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manner of reconnecting them with that original covenant. Babylon
obliterated the Temple. From Babylon - or its Persian successor
empire — would come its purified restoration, when, after half a
century of exile, the Persian king Cyrus decreed they be allowed to
return to Jerusalem.

In the Bible-writing mind, Babylonia—Persia had been co-opted as
the instrument of divine will. Egypt was always the obstinate enemy
of YHWH’s plans for history. This feeling of perennial irreconcilability
may have been mutual. The very first time that ‘Israel” appears on
any historical artefact is on the famous late-thirteenth-century sce
triumphal inscription of Pharaoh Merneptah, son of Rameses II, the
latter traditionally identified with the ‘stiff-necked’ pharaoh of the
exodus. ‘Israel is laid waste,’ it says, ‘its seed is no more,” the hiero-
glyph leaving no doubt that by Israel is meant a people rather than a
place. The history of Egypt by the priest-grammarian Manetho
(written in the third or second century Bce and known to us through
the work of the Romano-Jewish historian Flavius Josephus in the first
century ck) chronicles a departure of the Israelites from Egypt — but
as an expulsion of an unclean pariah population of slaves and perhaps
banditti, not the victorious exodus of the YHWH-protected Children
of God.

In this sense, the liberation epic of the Torah (the five books of
Moses that begin the Bible) was a reversal of that indignity — the
identity of Israel established not just as a separation from Egyptian
bondage, but as a reversal of Egypt’s triumphant master-narrative.
Babylon might destroy Jerusalem and the Temple, but it would not
wipe out the faith; the divine plan for exile might even sustain it.
Egypt was another matter entirely — to go back, as Jeremiah warned
when he was taken there, was to court perdition, spiritual as well as
physical. Never return to the Nile.

But Jews did just that, over and over again, so often and so incor-
rigibly that it is difficult to think of Jewish history as in any way sep-
arable from Egypt. Egypt was the ultimate Them; but Egypt has also
been, generation after generation, unmistakably Us. The most Jewish
of all names, that of Moses the deliverer, in whose epic a nation was
first defined, was probably Egyptian. Never mind that one of King
Solomon’s wives was the daughter of a pharaoh. ‘Go not into Egypt
for horses,” Isaiah warned King Hezekiah of Judah, because he knew
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that for centuries the Israelites and Judahites had been doing exactly
that, buying stud for the great stables in north Palestine.

Whatever the risks, when the Assyrians had embarked on devas-
tating conquests out of Mesopotamia in the late eighth century scg,
the Egyptian connection became critical for survival for the kings
and peoples of both Israel and Judah. The last kings of Israel at that
time, their capital in Samaria, made a tactical Egyptian alliance
(although it was in the end no impediment to their destruction; prob-
ably the reverse). Trapped in Jerusalem by Sennacherib’s besieging
Assyrian army in the closing years of the eighth century Bcg, King
Hezekiah built the subterranean water tunnels that might make the
difference between capitulation and survival, but still needed help
from Egypt.

What happened when Sennacherib’s huge army surrounded Jerusalem
in 715 BCE is one of the great mysteries. The Bible and Herodotus tell
us that the Assyrian army fell to some unidentifiable plague (Herodotus
picturesquely claims an army of mice nibbled through the bowstrings
of their archers). Sennacherib’s own triumphal inscription brags of all
the Judaean towns destroyed and looted by his army, and of locking up
Hezekiah within his royal citadel ‘like a bird in a cage’, but concedes
he failed to vanquish him. Most startling of all —but historically plausible
— is the claim in Egyptian sources that it was an army under the Nubian
pharaoh of the twenty-fifth dynasty that broke the Assyrian siege and
preserved both the Kingdom of Judah and its capital, Jerusalem. Egypt
had become the rescuer of Judah.

During the two centuries that followed — the epoch when the Bible
began to be written — Judah played off Mesopotamians and Egyptians
against each other. The turning point for the re-establishment of Jews
in Egypt came after Nebuchadnezzar’s first siege of Jerusalem in
597 BCE, when many of the elite of Judah — priests, nobles, scribes — were
deported to the Euphrates, leaving common folk - farmers, shepherds,
artisans — to fend for themselves. Ten years later, the Babylonians
delivered the coup de grice, destroying Jerusalem and Solomon’s Temple
and inflicting terrible devastation on the Judaean countryside. Many
of those who chose not to stay amid the ashes and the rubble migrated
south to what were already well-established colonies of Jews at
Tahpanhes, Memphis, and what Jeremiah called Pathros, the south
province, whose capital was at Elephantine.
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Aware that Jews had gone back to escape the hardship, famine and
terror visited on Judaea, Jeremiah went to Egypt to warn against false
hopes of sanctuary: ‘it shall come to pass that the sword which you
feared shall overtake you there in the land of Egypt and the famine
thereof ye were afraid shall follow close after you there in Egypt and
there you shall die’. The deliriously fulminating prophet Ezekiel,
writing from a Babylonian work camp by the Chebar canal. was if
anything even more ferocious in his warnings. Channelling the voice
of YHWH, he addressed Pharaoh directly:

I am against thee, Pharaoh king of Egypt, the great dragon that lieth
in the midst of his rivers, which hath said, My river is mine own, and
I have made it for myself. But I will put hooks in thy jaws, and I will
cause the fish of thy rivers to stick unto thy scales and I will bring thee
up out of the midst of thy rivers . . . And I will leave thee thrown into
the wilderness . . . 1 have given thee for meat for the beasts of the
fields . . . and I will make the land of Egypt utterly waste and desolate,
from Migdol to Syene even unto the border of Nubia. No foot of
man shall pass through it, nor foot of beast shall pass through it,
neither shall it be inhabited forty yea:‘s.

Even more than Jeremiah, Ezekiel, notwithstanding his Babylonian
address, seemed to know exactly where the Jews had settled after the
destruction of Jerusalem, specifically in ‘the land of Pathros’ which
would be, the prophet warned again in the voice of YHWH, ‘the
basest of kingdoms’. But the Jews of the south country did not waste
away in a land doomed to forty years of desolation; on the contrary,
they prospered. So that by the time of the Persian conquest in 515
BCE, led by Cyrus’ son Cambyses, the military Jews of Elephantine
were in a position to do something extraordinary: they built a temple,
a House of YHWH, or in Aramaic, “Yahu', the deity they called the
God of Heaven. This they did in spite of the explicit and strict prohi-
bition (recorded in Kings and Chronicles, and laid down not once but
twice, first in the reign of Hezekiah and then again in the reforming
reign of Josiah at the end of the seventh century sce) that there must
be no temples outside Jerusalem.

What was more, the Elephantine Temple for the Jewish soldiers
and their families, and the whole buzzing community around them,
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was no hole-in-the-corner provincial affair. Modelled either on what
had been known of the First Temple from the Bible of the original
Sanctuary, its five stone gates opened onto a spacious courtyard with
a holy dwelling place at the centre for Ark and Torah. The door of
the inner sanctum had bronze hinges, there was a cedar roof and gold
and silver vessels within.* Worse still, in flagrant violation of the
biblical prohibitions, it regularly made animal sacrifices along with
offerings of grain and incense, for this was, after all, the dwelling place
of YHWH and (almost as if he were another local deity) his needs
had to be provided for? So there was much sprinkling of blood and
curling of smoke for the ‘burnt offerings’, usually of sheep and lambs
- which, given the prominence of the cult of the ram-god Khnum in
the Egyptian Temple just the other side of the ‘Street of the King’,
was dangerously tactless. It ought to have been an outrage to the
restored authorities in Jerusalem: the priests and the scribes and the
writers of the prophetic books. But the Elephantine Jews took unre-
pentant pride in their temple, which they describe as having been so
important that when Cambyses destroyed those of the Egyptians, he
made sure to preserve the House of YHWH.

The existence of a temple of YHWH in Upper Egypt means one
of two things for our understanding of what Jews were like at this
embryonic moment in their collective existence. Either they were
pre-biblical, aware only of some of the legal codes of the Torah
and some of the elements of the founding epic, but had not yet
taken in Deuteronomy, the book written two centuries earlier,
ostensibly the 120-year-old dying Moses’ spoken legacy to the
Israelites, which codified more rigorously the much looSer and often
contradictory injunctions of Leviticus. Or the Elephantine Jews did
have the Mosaic strictures of Deuteronomy, and perhaps even knew
all about the reforms of kings Hezekiah and his great-grandson
Josiah making the Jerusalem Temple the sole place of sacrificial
ritual and pilgrimage, but had no intention of surrendering to its
monopoly. The Elephantine Yahudim were Yahwists who were not
going to be held to the letter of observance laid down by
Jerusalemites any more than, say, the vast majority of Jews now
who believe themselves to be, in their way, observant, will accept
instruction on what it means to be Jewish (or worse, who is and
who isn’t a Jew) from the ultra-Orthodox.



IN EGYPT I5

It is even possible that the priests, elders and officials who looked
after the Elephantine Temple, and were the elite on the island, may
have believed their sanctuary to be more faithful to the Solomonic
original than the modestly rebuilt structure in Jerusalem (only
completed in 515 BCE). Some of them may have come to Egypt in the
seventh century BcE in hostile reaction to King Manasseh'’s reversion
to polytheism and built a structure modelled on the style and propor-
tions of the tabernacle sanctuary described in the Bible.* As in Palestine,
synagogues, places of prayer assembly, were as yet unknown. A temple
would be the sole monumental focus of the community, the built
expression of their particular religion. It seems likely that at the centre
of it was a free-standing cultic pillar, a massebah very much like the
one that stood in another fortress sanctuary, that of Arad at the
northern end of the Negev Desert. There might well have been a
horned stone sacrificial table, also standard to the temple shrines
outside Jerusalem.

Even so, as a Jewish mother understandably asked of her son, the
curator of the Brooklyn Museum’s show about the Wilbour papyri
some years ago, were these Egyptian, pre-biblical, much-travelled Jews
‘really Jewish?’ Their names — the Zechariahs, Gemariahs, Jedaniahs,
Haggais, Mahseiahs and Mibtahiahs — unmistakably proclaimed them
Yahudim, and naming was no light matter in the ancient world. They
had the lunar calendar of their fathers, with all its beautiful names
(Marcheshvan, Kisley, Tishri, Nissan), the year divided in time for them
as it still is for Jews two and a half millennia on. They seem to have
circumcised their sons, but then everyone in Egypt did, though not
all in infancy, let alone on the eighth day after birth.> They blessed
and sometimes cursed and took solemn oaths, signed legal contracts
and began and ended letters by invoking the ‘God of Heaven and
Earth’: ‘I bless you by YHWH’, ‘May YHWH bless you’, ‘May YHWH
cause you to hear good news every day’, ‘May YHWH make this day
a good one for you’. Although they were occasionally known to invoke
Aramean, Phoenician and even Egyptian gods, where perhaps it was
expected as a matter of form, it had long been unproblematic in Judaea
itself to profess devotion to YHWH as well as the consort commonly
believed to be paired with him, Asherah. The strictures of the most
exclusivist prophets, like the so-called ‘second Isaiah’ who added
twenty-odd chapters to the book perhaps two centuries after the
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original, and who demanded a devotion to ‘Yahweh alone’, may well
not have registered with the Elephantine Jews, whose immigrant-
ancestors had come to Egypt still steeped in the traditions and magic
of popular Israelite religion.

We know that the Elephantine Jews kept the Sabbath (or, like the
majority of Jews today, knew they were supposed to keep it). There
were plenty of Shabbetais in the colony — though some of them may
have been Aramean and about the day of rest they may have had the
same mixed feelings when it came to business and the conveniences
of life that Jerusalemites exhibited when they allowed non-Jewish
Tyrian merchants to sell goods on the Sabbath day within and without
the city walls. If today Tel Aviv and Jerusalem have strikingly different
attitudes to what may and may not be permitted on the Sabbath,
Elephantine was bound to have been more like Tel Aviv. But a letter,
written on a pottery shard, to one Islah in the town, certainly reveals
how steamed up they could get about doing what had to be done
before the Sabbath break from work: ‘Look, I am sending you vegeta-
bles tomorrow. Get there tomorrow [at the dock] before the boat
comes in on account of the Sabbath [bsbh in Aramaic] so they don’t
spoil. If you don’t 1 swear on the life of YHWH I will kill you! Don’t
rely on Meshullemeth or Shemaiah [two Jewish theophoric names
again] to take care of it. In return sell the barley for me.” And in case
Islah hadn’t got the point, a repetition of the threat ‘now by the life
of YHWH if you don’t do this, you will foot the bill’.

Even more clearly than Sabbath observance, it was (and is) the coming
together for Passover that made Jews Jews. Elephantine Passovers must
have been a little peculiar since their YHWH was defined as the deliv-
erer from Egypt and the exodus as the true moment of separation, of
religious and national birth — the necessary condition of receiving the
Law that had set Jews apart. But obviously the Jews of Elephantine
were not entirely apart, and for sure, they weren’t going anywhere, not
of their own accord anyway. The earliest Haggadah, the narrative
ordering of the Seder ritual at the beginning of Passover, dates from
the ninth century cg, so we have no idea what was or was not recited
on the Passover eve by Egyptian Jews — at Tahpanhes and Memphis, as
well as Elephantine. (The formal Seder ‘order’ itself was, like so much
else assumed to be immemorial, an institution of the rabbis no earlier
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than the third century cg, probably in response to the Christian Easter
Eucharist, not the model for it.)

The Jerusalem elders of the fifth century sce, much agitated by
‘foreign’ contaminations, wanted to put the stamp of their authority
on the wayward practices of Jews abroad. Ezra, the ‘Scribe of the God
of Heaven’, was sent west by King Artaxerxes to correct the loose
practices of those who had stayed behind in Palestine after the sack
of the Temple and who were suspected by Babylonian exiles of impure
ways, of relapsing to pagan habits and marrying ‘foreigners’. In 419 BCE,
one Hananiah, quite possibly a brother or kinsman of the returned
governor of Judaea, Nehemiah, wrote a letter to the head of the Jewish
community in Elephantine, Jedaniah bar Gemariah, laying down the
law for standard Passover observance.® He may even have brought
the letter to Egypt in person. At some point Hananiah showed up in
Elephantine, and with him came trouble.

Not infrequently at such moments of Jewish history, one Jew is to
be found telling another Jew how things are supposed to be done.
Hananiah makes sure not to repeat the threatening tone of Ezekiel
and Jeremiah demanding an exit from the accursed country - what
would be the point of that? — but the details of Hananiah’s correc-
tions suggest a dim view of the looseness with which the Elephantines
celebrated the feast of departure. An earlier pottery shard on which
one correspondent asks another ‘let me know when you will be
celebrating Passover’ implies a conveniently movable feast. So Jedaniah
is instructed by Hananiah on exactly which day in the month of
Nissan the feast begins (the fifteenth), how long it continues, and
that the essential thing was to eat exclusively unleavened bread, the
matzo. Since the Egyptians of this period were great bread eaters,
this would certainly have marked a decisive break from their domestic
routine. As for the other staple of their diet, beer, during Passover
they were to abstain from ‘fermented drink’. Modern observance has
made up for that alcohol ban by requiring four cups of wine at the
Seder. ‘Do not do work on the fifteenth or twenty-first day of Nissan’,
and ‘be pure’. There was nothing impure about sex in the Jewish
tradition (unless taking place during menstruation), so this last instruc-
tion was either a command to make animal sacrifice in keeping with
the purification rituals of the Jerusalem Temple, or else to avoid
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absolutely any contact with the dead, which in heavily embalmed
Egypt was no small matter. What to do about the chametz: those stray
crusts, loaves and crumbs, or anything that had made contact with
them, so exhaustively eradicated from Orthodox Jewish houses today
as Passover approaches? Shockingly to modern guardians of the law,
Hananiah ordered that chametz be brought into Jewish houses, stored
in pots and vessels, and sealed up for the duration of the feast! The
custom would dismay Talmudically observant modern Jews for whom
invisibility is not the point, though the Mishnah (the first written
version of the Oral Torah) and Talmud (the immense anthology of
commentaries including the Mishnah) allow for the temporary ‘sale’
of leaven foods and objects to non-Jewish neighbours.

Whether Jedaniah bar Gemariah did as he was told and led the
Elephantine Jews to a purer observance of Passover we can't be sure,
but Hananiah’s mission to impose conformity suggests a high level
of anxiety among the Jerusalemites about the wayward customs of
the Egyptian Jews. They were not altogether wrong to be suspicious.
For in one other crucial respect, the issue that went to the heart of
the matter of what it meant to be a Jew — the conditions on which
Jews could marry Gentiles — the troop and its hangers-on took a
decidedly relaxed view. But then they were encouraged by their Persian
masters to make households. Do not imagine a dusty barracks of
bachelor grunts, sweating out their time at the end of the world, lost
in dirt, drink and boredom. Elephantine was, in its way (like the
cosmopolitan garrisons on Hadrian’s Wall), a family town, and its
Judaean soldiers were supposed to produce boys who in their turn
would grow up to serve the brigade, the frontier regiment. Beyond
the garrison the Jews — temple officials, scribes, merchants, artisans
- lived in grey, mud-brick houses, often two storeys, with cooking
hearths and stables on the ground floor and surprisingly spacious
living quarters above. Their doorways gave on to streets narrower
than grandiose names like ‘Street of the King’ would suggest, but
still, excavations since the 1990s have uncovered a real town: flagstone
steps lead from one level to the other, high walls, long straight alleys
and winding lanes. It takes no imagination at all to wander the streets
of Elephantine, hear the gossip and smell the cooking pots. This
was not a closed Jewish quarter. Their neighbours were Persians,
Caspians and of course Egyptians. And sometimes, as the papyrus
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contracts tell us, they married them. It helped if the outsider was
brought into the community of YHWH, but even so the Books of
Exodus and Deuteronomy took a dim view of the practice (‘Neither
shalt thou make marriages with them,” Deuteronomy 7:3), as did later
books of the Bible and of the Talmud.

But while Judaea was being assaulted by invasions and
obliterations, when much of its population was in Babylonia or Egypt,
and Palestine itself was a parade ground for marching mercenaries,
those who felt themselves charged with the preservation and restor-
ation of the religion of the one God ‘of Heaven and Earth’ were
understandably defensive. The scribes and prophets thought the
Judabhites and Israelites left behind in the hills and valleys of Palestine
especially vulnerable to pagan backsliding. Should they marry
‘Edomites’ or other doubtful pagans, their resolution to obey the
injunctions of the Law might be weakened by their husbands’ and
wives” notorious attachment to ‘abominations’. They might eat the
flesh of swine; Egyptian or Phoenician influence might turn YHWH
into the crescent moon god; tree pillars might start to appear in their
houses and burial caves. They would be no better than the pagan
nations. Much of the Book of Ezra, written around the time of
Elephantine’s flourishing in the mid-fifth century Bce, and more or
less contemporary with the events it describes, is devoted to ordering
Jerusalemites and Judaeans who had stayed on after the destruction
of the Temple and intermarried with locals that they must “put aside’
their foreign wives.

Not so the Elephantines who had an entirely different way, as they
saw it, of being good devotees of YHWH. One of their officials, a
lechen of the Temple of Yahu, Ananiah bar Azariah, thought — or more
likely knew - so little of the strict prohibitions laid on the Jerusalemites
that he married a teenage Egyptian slave handmaiden, Tapemet,
known as Tamet.” Tamet, however, was not her husband’s own slave.
Her left forearm was tattooed with the mark of her owner, Meshullam,
another prominent figure in the crowded world of Elephantine. It
seems likely that Meshullam had originally acquired Tamet as
collateral for a loan of silver pieces he’d made to a Jewish woman,
Jehohen. Such human pledges were common and on this one
Meshullam, who had been charging 5 per cent on the loan, and who
had specified in the loan contract that if arrears went into a second
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year he could seize whatever he chose from the woman’s possessions,
collected.

How Ananiah bar Azariah met his future wife is anyone’s guess, so
I'll hazard one. Perhaps it was at Meshullam’s house when he was
visiting, for the two men knew each other well. As far as the slave
owner was concerned it would have been Ananiah’s business whether
he wanted the Egyptian girl as his concubine and even, as happened,
when she bore him the boy child Pilti. For his part Ananiah could
have left it at that: an occasionally visiting father. But he didn’t; instead,
in 449 BCE he married Tamet the Egyptian. ‘She is my wife and 1 am
her husband from this day and forever’ the legal ‘document of wife-
hood’ reads. Whatever the affection that moved the freeman Ananiah
to wed the slave girl they were certainly uncomplicated by anything
mercenary. All that Tamet brought to the marriage as her dowry was
‘one garment of wool’, a cheap mirror (this was Egypt after all), a
single pair of sandals, and a few handfuls of balsam oil (precious) and
castor oil (less so but not to be sneezed at), the whole lot valued at
a paltry seven shekels. It was all the girl-mother could have had, all
she could bring to what was clearly a love match. Meshullam, the
owner of the bride, was evidently unmoved. Legally Tamet’s status
as a new wife did nothing to liberate her from her master, even if she
went to live with her husband. But Meshullam drove a harder bargain,
demanding (for he was a practical man) that, should they divorce, he
would retain his ownership rights to the boy Pilti. Should either of
the couple die, he would get half of whatever property they might
share. The newly-weds weren’t having this, went to law and got a
rewrite of the agreement. If Meshullam reclaimed Pilti he would get
a steep fine, and he was cut out of the half-share of property if one
of the couple died — a satisfying result for Tamet and Ananiah.

Where they went to live — or indeed whether they lived together
from the start - is unknown. These are legal documents rather than
a journal of a marriage. But twelve years after he married Tamet,
Ananiah bought a broken-down house belonging to the Caspians,
Bagazushta and Whyl, and he got it for the rock-bottom price of
fourteen shekels. But then it wasn’t much to look at; just a dilapidated
place not far from the Temple. There was a muddy yard, window
frames, but no roof beams, yet somehow it was — rather belatedly —
the couple’s fixer-upper. Three years later when Ananiah had made it
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fit for living, he formally gave an ‘apartment’ - in effect a single room
- to Tamet in her own right. This didn’t happen to slave girls — even
koshered-up ones. Almost certainly, the occasion was the birth of
another child, the girl Jehoishima.

Somehow, in the fortress world of the high-walled lanes, the slave
owner, the one-time slave girl, the Temple official and their children
all became an extended family. In 427, when Jehoishima was just seven,
her legal owner, the hard-bargaining Meshullam, perhaps with some
prodding, gave the little girl and her mothe?.met their manumis-
sion, a not-quite unconditional portion of freedom - ‘released’, in the
lovely Egyptian formula, ‘from the shade to the sun’. There was, of
course, a catch. The girl would become part of Meshullam’s family,
and if they so wished, his children could'still demand her service. All
the signs, though, were that at least one of her adopted siblings,
Meshullam’s son Zaccur, became a true brother to his little adoptive
sister. Seven years later, when she was fourteen and marrying a man
with the same first name as her father Ananiah, it was Zaccur who
made sure she wedded in grander style than her mother. For a start,
there was what every teen bride needed: a proper wardrobe — a brand-
new striped wool dress, a long shawl, linen robe, a ‘fringed garment’,
a ‘palm-leaf chest’ to store all these clothes in as well as another chest
of papyrus reeds, a third for her jewels, bronze cups and utensils,
fancy Persian sandals, and along with the usual oils, one described as
scented. Thanks to her big brother the teen bride was well endowed.
And she had a place to live, since before the wedding, her father had
given her the legal right to reside in the half of the house not occupied
by her older brother. Pilti.

Sixteen years later, in 404, forty-five years after the slave girl and
the lechen had married, Ananiah deeded the property, now very much
a family home, to his daughter, on his death, partly at least in consid-
eration of ‘the support’ she had shown her father in his old age. A
good girl, Jehoishima. At the end of the carefully delineated property
description, the dry document says, “This is the measurement of the
house I gave Jehoishima my daughter in love.” But she didn’t have to
wait around for the funeral. A year and half later Ananiah changed
the title to take effect forthwith. “You, Jehoishima, my daughter, have
a right to it from this day forever and your children have the right
after you.” Perhaps by this time old Meshullam had gone to the island
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cemetery and the slave woman and her daughter were at last truly
‘released from the shade to the sun’.

Elephantine may have been a soldier town, but its women were far
more powerful presences, both legally and socially, than their coun-
terparts back in Jerusalem and Judaea. ‘Lady’ Mibtahiah, daughter of
Mahseiah bar Jezaniah, hailed from the opposite end”of the social
s€ale from Tamet.® Mibtahiah’s family was among the leaders of the
community, the notables of the Temple. This did not, however,
preclude her from taking two of her three husbands from the local
Egyptian population, both of them master builders. One, Eshor
(renamed Nathan), was described as ‘builder to the king’. Over the
course of her long life Mibtahiah — as confident and glamorous as
Tamet had been modest and unassuming — would end up with three
houses as well as three spouses, beginning by joining herself to a
neighbour, Jezaniah. Her bridal gifts were lavish - as well as jewellery
and chests, a papyrus reed bed. But she also came to the marriage as
a householder, the gift of her well-to-do father, who gave her the
property in her own right. “To whomever you love, you may give it,
and so may your children after you,” as the deed of transfer put it.
Her husband, on the other hand, in case he didn’t know his place,
just had the use of the house for as long as their marriage lasted.
Which turned out to be not that long, due to Jedaniah’s early death.

Husband number two, an Egyptian called Peu, wouldn’t do, and
the documents dealing with the divorce settlement make it clear that
in Jewish Egypt, unlike anything sanctioned by the Torah (then and
now), women were entitled to initiate the separation. Deuteronomy
24:1—-4 gave husbands a unilateral right of divorce by mere delivery of
a statement that they had ‘found some uncleanness’. Should a man
decide he ‘hated’ his wife, the same bill of divorce would end the
marriage and ‘send her out of the house’. But that was not how it
was done at Elephantine, certainly not for Lady Mibtahiah anyway,
whose substantial dowry had to be returned She and Peu went to
- after taking an oath on the name of the local Egyptian goddess Sati,
something that would have appalled the guardians of the Torah in
Jerusalem but was a matter of form for the Jews of the Nile.

So, in this first Jewish society we know anything much about, the
families of the troop could be Jews after their own style — open to
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the practices of Egyptians without surrendering their own beliefs,
much less their names or identity. Hananiah’s mission to impose
conformity — since he couldn’t or wouldn’t exhort them to depart
Egypt altogether as the prophets wanted — ran up against generations
of practices documented by the Elephantine papyri that resisted such
instruction. After all, theirs was a community that had been shaped
before Torah law had hardened; and there was sufficient distance to
allow for its own customs and laws to become a shared inheritance.

In other words, notwithstanding the fact that a garrison town on
the Nile frontier of Upper Egypt doesn't sound like an exemplary case
for the subsequent unfolding of. Jewish history, it actually was. Like
so many other Jewish societies, planted among the Gentiles, the
Jewishness of Elephantine was worldly, cosmopolitan, vernacular
(Aramaic) not Hebrew, obsessed with law and property, money-
minded, fashion-conscious, much concerned with the making and
breaking of marriages, providing for the;,ghildren, the niceties of the
social pecking order and both the delights and the burdens of
the Jewish ritual calendar. And it doesn’t seem to have been especially
bookish. The only literature found in the archive was the ‘Book of
Wisdom’, the Words of Ahiqar. And at the core of their community,
rising monumentally above the crowded streets they shared with
Aramean, Caspian and Egyptian neighbours, was their temple, a little
ostentatiously done up, but very much their own.

It is the suburban ordinariness of all this that seems, for a moment,
absolutely wonderful, a somewhat Jewish history with no martyrs, no
sages, no philosophical torment, the grumpy Almighty not much in
evidence; a place of happy banality; much stuck into property disputes,
dressing up, weddings and festivals; tough army boys living next door
to the even tougher goyishe boatmen of the rough waters; a place of
unguents and alleys, throwing stones in the river and lingering under
the palms; a time and a world altogether innocent of the romance of
suffering. But, wouldn’t you know it, trouble came, all the same.

Like so many similar Jewish communities that would take root
outside Palestine in the centuries and millennia that followed, the
Elephantines were perhaps a little complacent in their easy-going
assumption that relations between themselves and their neighbours
were as good as if not better than could be expected and would stay
undisturbed, as long as the benign Persian power was there to
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safeguard against ugly local jealousies. But that was precisely the
problem. When imperial powers fray at the edges, ethnic groups
perceived to be the beneficiaries of their trust suddenly start to look
like aliens not natives, however long they may have been settled. This
was exactly what happened at the end of the fifth century Bce, when
Egypt, which had gone into outright rebellion in 486 and 464—454 BCE,
and towards the end of the century, began once more to be aggres-
sively restive against their overstretched Persian overlords. Suddenly
(as would happen again 2,500 years later in twentieth-century Egypt)
the Elephantine Jews were stigmatised as colonists, tools of the Persian
occupiers, their social practices an anomaly, their religion a desecrating
intrusion. If Persian toleration had allowed them to flourish as their
imperial stooges, the mark of native Egyptian rebellion would be to
stigmatise them as occupiers, marginalise and intimidate them, to
unpick and tear them out of the body of local culture.

The papyri report riots and looting — ancient forms of proto-pogrom.
Six women who had been waiting for their husbands at the gate of
Thebes - all of them married to Jews but some of them, as was often
the case in Elephantine, with Egyptian names like [sireshwet —~ were
arrested without explanation. Mauziah wrote to Jedaniah that he had
been framed for fencing a stolen jewel that had been found in the hands
of merchants and thrown into prison, until a commotion at the injustice
became so serious he was finally released. But his tone is edgy and
nervous. Frantic with gratitude for the help he has had in getting out
of jail, he tells Jedaniah to look after his saviours — ‘Give them whatever
they desire!’

In the last decade of the fifth century BcE, things that had seemed
secure suddenly turned shaky. The Yahudim of Egypt pointed fingers
at interfering outsiders from Judaea who didn’t understand their way
of life. Mauziah blamed the presence of Hananiah, the Passover envoy
from Jerusalem, for provoking the priests of Khnum to become aggres-
sive, even against the Jewish garrison itself. The well used to supply
drinking water when the troop was mobilised and called to the fort
was stopped up. A wall dividing the garrison compound abruptly and
mysteriously appeared. But these were merely provocations. True
calamity followed.

Three years after the disaster, Jedaniah, the communal leader,
together with ‘the priests who are in Elephantine’ reported to the
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Persian governor of Judaea, Bagavahya, the sad history of the destruc-
tion of the Temple of YHWH in the year 410 Bct. The tone is exactly
that of scripture: a chronicle steeped in anger and lament. The commun-
ity was still in shock, still wearing sackcloth in mourning, ‘We fast,
our wives are made as widows. [That is, they have forsworn conjugal
sex.] We neither anoint ourselves with oil nor do we drink wine.’

The trouble which brought down the Temple of Yahu was perhaps
unavoidable. It specialised, after all, in sacrificing animals, most of
which were undoubtedly sheep, exactly the creatures venerated by
their next-door neighbours at the Temple of Khnum; handsome rams’
head profiles carved on its gates. It was not as if the Jewish rites were
easily ignored. There would have been constant activity from within
the walls of its compound: smoke, blood, chants. And as if angrily
elbowing their irreverent neighbours, the priests of Khnum were
expanding their own premises, pressing against the narrow boundary
separating the two ritual houses. Indeed in places they seem to have
shared abutting walls. At some point, the priests of Khnum mobilised
resentment against the Jewish troop as the hirelings of the Persians
to be rid of their temple if not of their soldiers and families. They
persuaded the commandant of the island, ‘the wicked Vidranga’ (as
the Jewish petition of complaint and lament called him) to act. A
letter had been sent to Vidranga’s son Naphaina, the commanding
officer of the Egyptian-Aramean garrison at Syene, encouraging the
soldiers there to attack and demolish the Temple of YHWH.

“They forced their way into the temple, razed it to the ground,
smashing the stone pillars . . . the five gateways of hewn stone were
wrecked; everything else burned: the doors and their bronze hinges,
the cedar roof. The gold and silver basins and anything else they could
find they looted for themselves.”

With an eye to Persian susceptibilities, Jedaniah spoke feelingly of
the antiquity of the Temple, built in the days of the Egyptian kings
and respected by King Cambyses when he conquered the country. He
reminded the Persian governor that he had already sent one letter to
Jerusalem, addressed to the Lord Bagavahya, to the high priest
Jehohanan and to ‘the nobles of judah’ in the city, but they had not
deigned to reply! (Could it be that the Jerusalemites, increasingly
insistent on their monopoly of temple worship, were not altogether
unhappy about the destruction of the unauthorised unorthodox
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Elephantine building?) Neither had the elders at Elephantine received
any satisfaction from a letter sent to the sons of the governor of
Samaria, Sanballat.

The prayers had not gone entirely unanswered. The guilty, from
‘Vidranga the dog’ down, had indeed been punished, Vidranga’s loot
taken from him, ‘and all those who did evil to the Temple killed and
we gazed upon them’. But now the only true satisfaction was not
revenge but the restoration of the Temple of YHWH the God. Should
it be granted then ‘the meal offering, the incense and the burnt sacri-
fice will be offered on the altar of YHWH the God in your name and
we shall pray for you at all times; us, our wives and our children’.

Eventually there came a reply. Permission granted, more or less.
The authorisation was for the Temple to be rebuilt ‘as it was formerly
and on its site’. Pointedly, the permission was on the strict condition
that henceforth offerings were to be only of grain and incense, not
animal sacrifices. Someone in Jerusalem had got to the governor; or
perhaps the Elephantine Jews wanted to reconcile the Jerusalemites
to their cause. At any rate, they accepted the principle that burnt
offerings were to be made only within the sacred precincts of the
Jerusalem Temple. Accepting their secondary status, perhaps relieved
that they were allowed to build a temple at all, which was still in
violation of the monopoly of worship, a final letter from “The Board’
— Mauzi, Shemaiah, two Hoseas and Jedaniah himself — solemnly
promised that sacrifices of ‘sheep and ox and goat” would no longer
be made. Just to make sure, they offered a sweetener of silver and
shipments of barley.

The Second Temple of Elephantine was indeed rebuilt, but it lasted
only as long as Persian power over Egypt. It was shaken to the core
by another all-out Egyptian revolt in 400 Bcg, and had collapsed
completely by the middle of the fourth century Bce before the
oncoming power of Alexander the Great and his generals. With the
demolition of Persian Egypt went the Jewish troop and its world of
soldiers, slave girls, oils and incense, property disputes and marriage
alliances; vendors, Temple notables and bargemen all disappeared
back into documentary darkness, beneath the stones of the island in
the Nile.

Outside of a circle of scholars, this first, rich, Jewish story has had
virtually no purchase on the common memory of Jewish tradition.
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Perhaps this is not surprising. For if that story is set up from the very
beginning as one of clear-cut separation, then the mishmash Jewish—
Egyptian-Persian-Aramean world of Elephantine is bound to seem
an anomaly, a marginal curiosity, nothing to do with the creation of
a pure and distinctive Jewish culture. Around the time of Elephantine’s
flourishing, it is thought, two formative books of the Hebrew scripture
— Ezra and Nehemiah - were being written in jerusalem with the
express aim of purging Jewish society of ‘foreign’ elements: a
winnowing out of foreign women, foreign cults, foreign habits — even
when they had long been mixed into the daily life of Judaean society.
The writers of those books and their successors may have looked back
at the Egyptian episode — its heretically unauthorised temple; the
audacity with which it presumed to offer sacrifices; perhaps to call
itself a society of Yahudim at all — with horror, and told themselves
that the fate which eventually overtook it was YHWH'’s will, another
punishment for those who strayed from the narrow path.

But suppose there is another Jewish story altogether, one in which
the line between the alien and the pure is much less hard and fast; in
which being Jewish did not carry with it the requirement of shutting
out neighbouring cultures but, to some degree at least, living in their
company; where it was possible to be Jewish and Egyptian, just as
later it would be possible to be Jewish and Dutch or Jewish and
American, possible (not necessarily easy or simple) to live the one life
in balance with the other, to be none the less Jewish for being the
more Egyptian, Dutch, British, American.

This second kind of story is not meant to displace the first. The
two ways — exclusive and inclusive, Jerusalem and Elephantine — have
coexisted as long as there have been Jews at all. If both are legitimate
ways of thinking about Jewish history, of telling its story, Elephantine
could be seen not as an anomaly but as a forerunner. And, of course,
it was not the end of a truly Jewish history in Egypt, but just another
beginning.
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Nehemiah, so his book says, rides by moonlight.' He can’t sleep. The
broken walls of Jerusalem, to which he has returned, make a desola-
tion in his heart.

It is 445 BCE, nearly a century and a half since the Nebuchadnezzar
catastrophe and the captivity of the Israelites in Babylonia. Although
the Babylonians have long gone from Jerusalem, their soot is rubbed
into the city’s honey-coloured limestone. Beyond the walls, the Persian
province of Yahud is still barely peopled; village after village has been
abandoned or reduced to primitive subsistence.* The city is filthy, poor,
twenty times less populous than in the last years of the Judaean kings,
its remaining inhabitants withdrawn into huddled dwellings beside
the half-demolished walls.

Decades have passed since the Persian king Cyrus, in keeping with
the Persian policy of returning deportees and restoring local cults
(hoping to bind their allegiance with that favour), authorised the
Israelite return to Yahud in a decree ‘in the first year of his reign’,
according to the Book of Ezra? The princeling Zerubbabel, with a
claim to kinship with the ancient Davidian line of royalty, had been
appointed to lead a few thousand back to Jerusalem, together with
Yeshua the high priest. A start had been made on a second temple at
the razed site of Solomon’s House of YHWH. “When the builders
set the foundation . . . they set the priests in their apparel with trum-
pets and the Levites . . . with cymbals and they sang together . . . and
all the people shouted with a great shout.” After it had been completed
in 515 BCE, it Was seen to be a modest rebuild, but enough for there
to be the sprinkling of blood and the roasted sacrifices that the Holiness
Code of Leviticus required, enough to command the reverence of
pilgrims on days of harvest festivals.
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The Cyrus decree remained a precious authorisation, so much so
that the Book of Ezra goes to the length of dramatising an archival
search for the text, as a response to malicious objectors, generations
later in the reign of Darius.® Sure enough a copy is found in Babylon
specifying the size and height of the rebuilt Temple, that its costs were
to be paid for from the royal treasury, and the gold and silver vessels
plundered by Nebuchadnezzar returned. Even more gratifyingly, the
decree threatens anyone attempting to alter it by so much as a word
with having the timber pulled down from their house, with hanging
from a gallows erected on the debris, and that house ‘be made a
dunghill’. As fragments of the Cyrus Cylinder text have been identi-
fied on a different cuneiform tablet (found on a dig in 1881), it is
entirely possible that Ezra and his contemporaries were in possession
of a copy that gave them the details of the authorising decree.®

The children and grandchildren of those who had come back would
have needed to hang on to the promise and reassurance of the Cyrus
decree, since they still lived every day amid the weedy rubble of destruc-
tion. And there were so pitifully few of them, probably no more than
two thousand souls. Nehemiah wells with sorrow as he rides beside the
low ruins. Behind him, at a shadowy, baffled distance, trot the few
chosen men he had roused from their beds. The rest of Jerusalem, such
as it is — the priests, the scribes, the local notables, Edomites and the
like, who lord it over the tattered Jews, puffed up with the aggravated
authority they imagine they hold from the Persian court — snores on
oblivious. Nehemiah is cup-bearer to the Persian king Artaxerxes in
the palace at Susa, his trusted man and deputed governor. The descend-
ants of the Judaean king Jehoiachin, who was deposed and carried
away by the Babylonians, still like to give themselves the airs of the
House of David, but the truth is that there is no king in Judaea, and
this exiled puppet court depends on Babylonian bureaucrats for its
rations of oil.” So Nehemiah is the next best thing — the man who holds
decrees with the names of Persian emperors inked on them.

He sits upright in his saddle as the horse picks a careful way through
the shattered stones. Through the Dung Gate goes Nehemiah, the stars
over his head, the Judaean summer night pleasingly cool; past the deep
well where the people say a dragon lies, allowing its waters to flow
only when he sleeps with his wings furled, the claws retracted beneath
his scaly body; on past the Water Gate, on to Siloam and the brook
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of Kidron, skirting the heaps of trash and the meandering line of ruin,
on until his horse has no more room amid the rubble to trot or even
to walk. Nehemiah guides the animal through the waste, and back into
the alleys of the city. He can rest now. He knows what must happen.

In Elephantine at this time the Judaeans live as well as could be
expected amid the Egyptians. Their neighbours are still Arameans,
Carians, Caspians and Greeks. They have their own temple, their own
way. Nehemiah understands this very well, but it is not his way and,
so he tells us in his ‘memoir’ (one of the most powerful of the Bible),
neither does he believe it is YHWH'’s way.

The next day Nehemiah calls a meeting of the priests, chief men
and scribes. ‘You see the distress we are in, how Jerusalem lieth waste,
its gates burnt with fire; come, let us build up the wall that we be no
more a reproach.’” Heartened, they follow the lead of the man who
seemed to speak with the authority of the king. ‘Let us rise up and
build.” When local officials — Sanballat the Horonite and Geshem the
Arabian — jeer at the temerity, Nehemiah stiffens. “The God of heaven
will prosper us; but you have no portion or right nor memorial in
Jerusalem.’

The Book of Nehemiah, short but exceptionally vivid, is called a
‘memoir’ even by the most sober scholars. Unlike other books of the
Hebrew Bible (although like the Book of Ezra, with which it is always
paired even to the point of reading them as a single narrative), it was
almost certainly written close to the time of the events it describes.®
The long quotations from Persian royal decrees and charters invoked
in Ezra correspond persuasively to Persian court-legal style of exactly
the mid-fifth century Bce. They are, in effect, direct quotations. The
overwhelming impression is of documentary immediacy, a book that
in its material load of iron, stone and timber, seems physically of its
moment.

That mid-fifth century BcE moment is weighty with formative signif-
icance. Something is being built, and it is not just masonry - although
it is in Nehemiah that actual building happens: timber beams are
aligned; stone slabs cleaned; rubbish carted away; studded gates are set
again on massive, dependable hinges; the locksmiths busied. Nehemiah
studiously lists the work gangs and their bosses and the local big shots
of each quarter of the broken city: ‘the dung gate repaired Malchiah
the son of Rechab, the ruler of part of Beth-haccerem, he built it, and
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set up the doors thereof, the locks thereof and the bars thereof. But
the gate of the fountain repaired Shallun the son of Col-hozeh, the
ruler of part of Mizpah; he built it, and covered it . . . After them the
Tekoites repaired another piece, over against the great tower that lieth
out, even unto the wall of Ophel.” It is as if we are riding with Nehemiah
on a tour of inspection: the non-stop hammering, the governor making
sure his scribe takes careful notes so that no one responsible for
construction or beautification would be forgotten, like modern donors
who expect to have their names inscribed on grateful walls.

The work proceeds apace over local opposition, which becomes so
incensed that the gangs have to work with weapons by their side in
case of attack. Nehemiah must arm the labourers who work with a
trowel in one hand, a sword in the other or propped against the stone.
He has to see that farmers and traders do not exploit the sudden need
for provisions by charging outrageously for food; or worse, that the
local Jewish elite doesn’t extort money from those who had mortgaged
olive groves and pasture to join the effort. The repair of the walls is
done in fifty-two days.

Walls separate; they may enclose and exclude. Even though
Nehemiah’s message to Sanballat the Horonite and Geshem the Arabian
was hostile - that they had no “portion” or ‘memorial’ in Jerusalem - we
must not make him a security-fencer of the fifth century sck, although
his walls were certainly meant to give the smashed and exposed city
ruin some shape and definition (as they still do), and a sense of shared
community to the people inside them, as well as those camped beyond
and in the Judaean hills, groves and valleys of the country. That serse,
however, could not be conveyed merely by stone, timber, brick, iron
and mortar. Ultimately the house of common fate was — as it would
be for millennia — built from words. So a month after the completion
of the repairs to the walls, a second ceremonious action was called for.

According to Nehemiah’s fantastic enumeration, on the first day
of Tishri exactly 42,360 of the Jews of Jerusalem, their manservants
and maidservants (another 7,337), and certainly the 245 singing men
and women (for there was and is no Israelite religion without music)
were summoned to the open street before the restored Water Gate.
Although the numbers are an absurd exaggeration (probably fewer
than 40,000 Jews were then living in the entirety of Judaea and
Samaria), there was some sort of crowd.
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At the centre of what was orchestrated as a second moment of
self-definition is Ezra, who, unusually, is both priest and scribe. This
double vocation mattered, for it was scribal writing that was about to
be sanctified. Ezra brings with him ‘the book of the Law of Moses
which the Lord had commanded to Israel’. The congregation (which
Nehemiah makes a point of saying consisted of women as well as
men, and, like all the earliest sources, with no hint of separation)
knew that a solemn moment was at hand. Ezra stood on an elevated
wooden platform, designed for the occasion perhaps, on the rebuilt
ramparts. To his right and left were a throng of priests and Levite
scribes surveying the crowd which waited in silent expectation. When
Ezra opened the scroll, everyone stood. Before proceeding to the
reading, ‘Ezra blessed the Lord, the great God and all the people
answered Amen, Amen, lifting up their hands and bowing their heads.’
Then the scribe began. For those out of hearing range there were
Levite repeaters at hand, their names carefully listed by Nehemiah as
if they were themselves involved in the production of the words,
which in fact they were. Since the first language of many of their
listeners would have been Aramaic not Hebrew, the Levites were
needed to ‘cause the people to understand’ - a matter of both trans-
lation and explanation.

If the reading was not exactly call and response, it was nonetheless
intensely participatory. The audience was not a passive receiving station
for the words of God. Nehemiah (admittedly the official impresario)
says it was the people themselves, ‘gathered as one man’, who took the
initiative, asking Ezra to bring the scroll of Moses. This active connec-
tion between listener and reader was something new in the world of
the ancient Near East, where people were more usually summoned
to be stupefied by the power and sacred grandeur of the words of
the king, required to attend to his acts of judgement, and venerate
his cult image carried in procession. But the processions of Judaism
have at their devotional centre a scroll of words (treated with all the
bowing and worshipful kissing through the fringes of a prayer shawl
that would have been given to a cultic statue). Moreover, this was a
kingless moment, and the urgency of the listeners and the high pitch
of the declamation fastened together a unified community of the
attentive. In all the scholarly concerns with flattening the differences
between Israelite religion and the conventions, practices and images
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of its neigbours, it is easy to miss how momentous was this distinc-
tively Judaic foregrounding of ‘the people’ in bonded, direct covenant
with their single God, whose presence was embodied in sacred words.
Whether errant or obedient, penitent or heedless, they are actors in
their own history, not just a faceless chorus summoned or dismissed
by priests, princes and scribes. From the start, Judaism — uniquely at
the time — was conceived as a people’s religion.

The public reading before the Water Gate rehearsed ancient customs
of oral recitation. The Hebrew for reading presupposes vocalisation
before an audience: the word gra means literally ‘to cry out’, and migra
derived from it is the noun form of a gathering of listeners and readers.®
That same reading obligation would become the characteristic practice
of Jewish observance outside the Temple, where the spectacle of sacri-
fice defined membership of the believing community. While Temple
sacrifice was a hierarchically organised business in the hands of the
priestly caste, reading was intrinsically a shared, common experience,
the impact of its vocalisation not even dependent on literacy. What
was said was now becoming a written literature, but it is telling that
the written form paradoxically exalted a long and cherished history of
moments of dictation, all the way back to Moses himself taking dicta-
tion directly from the Almighty. Deuteronomy had imagined Moses
being ordered to ‘read the Torah in the presence of all Israel, in their
ears. Gather together the People, men, women and children and the
strangers in your gates, that they may hear, learn.” Ezra’s elevation
above the rapt multitude is not just a reiteration of that first Mosaic
transcription but a self-conscious re-enactment of it. Nehemiah writes
about it as though it was to reacquaint people who had lost those
words with their substance: the Law and the history revealed as if
freshly given, brought to life by the spark of public voice. The scroll
itself must have been significant too: the compact roll of portable
memory, something that had a chance of being carried through the
fires of disaster.

Nehemiah, the orchestrator of the spectacle, knew what he was
doing. Though Mesopotamian law codes were of immense significance
in establishing the king as sovereign adjudicator, Babylonian and
Persian court rituals, often enacted before monumental statuary, were
principally designed to astonish the eye. The performance assigned to
Ezra was all about mouth and ear, about the living force of words. It
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established, very early on, the Jewish philosophy of reading as unquiet.
Jewish reading in the style of the Hebrew Bible, at the dawn of this
people’s self-consciousness, is not done in silent solitude (the invention
of monastic Christianity); nor is it done for the enrichment of the
reflective conscience (though that is not entirely ruled out). Jewish
reading is literally loud-mouthed: social, chatty, animated, declamatory,
a demonstrative public performance meant to turn the reader from
absorption to action; a reading that has necessary, immediate, human
implications; reading that begs for argument, commentary, ques-
tioning, interruption and interpretation; reading that never, ever shuts
up. Jewish reading refuses to close the book on anything.

Ezra’s performance takes on the austerity of a legal code - the
Torah - into the realm of collective public theatre: a holy show. It is
the climax of a three-act drama of reconsecration and reawakening;
first the repair of Jerusalem’s walls; then the building of a second
Temple in situ, and finally the public manifestation of the law of
Moses without which the other two acts would have had no meaning,
None of these deeds were merely ceremonial. Together they meant
to assert an unapologetic Jewish singularity: the Yahwist difference.
The rebuilt walls were an architectural declaration that Jerusalem was
the citadel of David, that the core of the Yahwist royal cult had risen
again even though there was no longer any king in Judaea. The rebuilt
House of YHWH would stand as the only true Temple of the Jews,
the arbiter of what was and what was not proper observance, and the
authorised Law of the Land as, in effect, the Jewish constitution. The
words of the Torah, giving people the governing content of their
singularity, did not need a king, much less a god-king, for their
authority. Behind them stood the belief in an invisible YHWH, whom
Talmudists much later would even depict as consulting a pre-existent
Torah, before proceeding to create the universe!"

As long ago as the seventeenth century, Baruch Spinoza, inaugu-
rating biblical criticism by insisting that the Pentateuch was a histor-
ical document written by human authors many generations after the
events described, identified Ezra as the most likely candidate for prime
authorship.”

All this was needed because Ezra and Nehemiah were acutely conscious
of the difficulties they faced in redefining who was and who was not a
true member of this community of YHWH. Both scribe and governor
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belonged to the elite uprooted by Nebuchadnezzar, along with the royal
clan, its judges and magistrates, perhaps most of thcnliterate class, and
taken to Babylon in 597 Bce. Perhaps some of the rest of the Judahite
population (their ranks swollen by the descendants of the thousands of
Israelites from the north who had come to Jerusalem after the Assyrian
destruction of their kingdom in 721 Bcg) followed in the train of the elite
class. There were, after all, no less than three mass deportations — in
597 BCE, in 587 BCE and then again in 582 BCE. The archaeologicé.l record
shows an indisputably brutal shrinkage in the number of villagés in the
Judaean highlands in the sixth century Bce. Vineyards, olive groves and
pasture went to waste. Soldiers were left to fend for themselves as the
foothill fortresses of Judaea fell one by one and travelled, as the Book
of Jeremiah suggests, to Egypt, to the Nile cities and to Pathros, the
south country of the first cataract. .

Though the population collapse was extreme, Judaea and Samaria
were not entirely emptied. Some thousands must have clung to their
terraces and ancient villages in the hope of subsisting after the flares
of war had turned to cold ash. In the traumatic circumstances of the
Babylonian onslaught, there is every reason to suppose that those who
did stay behind clung for comfort and hope not just to YHWH, but
to the household and local gods and cults of their own ancient trad-
itions. Cultic pillars, amulets, even inscribed references to gods other
than YHWH - not least his female consort Asherah = have survived
from an earlier generation, even at the time when the scribally written
books were doing all they could to promote uncompromising mono-
theism. In Samaria in particular — where some of those most badly
affected by the Babylonian fire invasion must have fled - the survivors
would have been open to gods other than the one who had manifestly
failed them against Nebuchadnezzar.

The targets of Ezra’s and Nehemiah'’s public proclamations of Torah
Rule were precisely local survivors suspected of acquiring ‘foreign’
cult practices along with ‘foreign’ wives. The truth was that it was
the fierce “‘Yahweh Alone’ book-fixed monotheism that was the novelty,
not the ancestral habits of keeping a little, full-breasted hearth goddess
figurine at home or in larger houses even a small uninscribed standing
stone. But the Ezra—Nehemiah exclusivism now held co-religionists
to a higher stricter standard, and they presented their version of
YHWH worship as having always been that demanding, even though
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this was historically not the case. For the first time (but not the last),
the ‘who is a Jew’ debate was sounded, with Ezra launching a compre-
hensive and merciless winnowing out of those considered to have
been contaminated by ‘foreign’ cults. This happened at precisely the
time — the mid-fifth century Bce — when the Yahudim of Elephantine,
innocent of the new Judaean puritanism, were marrying Egyptians
and cheerfully invoking in their solemn vows the pagan gods of their
Aramean neighbours, sometimes in the same breath by which they
also swore by YHWH. The argument between a narrow and a broad
view of what it means to be Jewish had got under way.

Ezra was hardline, fasting out of mortification that ‘the children
of the captivity’ had taken ‘strange wives’, thus compounding ‘the
trespass of Israel’. In keeping with his assumption that those who had
intermarried needed to be shamed from their sin, the final twenty-five
long verses of the Book of Ezra consist of nothing except a list of
the ignominious, including many priests and Levites. (Needless to say
we do not hear the names of their unfortunate wives.) The culprits
‘gave their hands that they would put away their wives and being
guilty offered a ram of the flock for their trespass’. In reality there
would have been many thousands. Ezra’s motivation was precisely to
weed out heterodoxy, to make Jerusalem the sole Temple for pilgrim
festivals and sacrifices, and to place in the hands of the Temple priests
the judgement.over those who could, and those who could not, be
admitted to this reborn, re-covenanted nation.

The scroll-book itself was supreme as the object of orthodox alle-
giance, exalted by Ezra as both law and history. It was the instituted cult
of the Book and the obligation of shared reading out loud which, more
than the worship of a single god, made this Israelite Yahwist religion
unique in its time and place. The eighteenth-dynasty pharaoh Akhenaten
in Bgypt had also proclaimed the exclusive cult of a single sun god and
effaced all images of him save the sun-disc. Egyptian, Babylonian and
Zoroastrian cults were embodied in statuary and relief sculpture, both
in fixed specific shrines and temples, and the great epic inscriptions that
proclaimed the divine judgements and wisdoms of the king were likewise
inscribed - in cuneiform - on immovable, monumental stone. When
Assyrian and Babylonian armies went into battle they did so with just
the images of gods and deified kings to fortify them. Israelites, on the
other hand, were commanded to take with them their sacred scrolls.”



THE WORDS 37

The genius of the Israelite-Judahite priestly and scribal class
(together with their free outriders, the itinerant visionary prophets
and their patron kings, with whom they were often at odds) was to
sacralise movable writing, in standardised alphabetic Hebrew, as the
exclusive carrier of YHWH’s law and historic vision for his people.*
Thus encoded and set down, the spoken (and memorised) scroll could
and would outlive the monuments and military force of empires. It
was fashioned to be the common possession of elite and ordinary
people, and for the vicissitudes of political and territorial imperma-
nence. The desert tabernacle sanctuary that was said originally to
house the Torah, and thus be the residence of YHWH amid His
people, was nothing more than a modest-sized if somewhat orna-
mented tent; and within it the specifications of the chest of the Ark
make it smaller than your kitchen cabinets. But it was the obsession
of the makers of Israelite book-réh'gion to make the Torah ubiquitous,
inescapable, not just established at some sacred site, but available in
minijaturised forms on property and person. Instead of an image of
a divine creature or person hung over a doorpost to repel demons, it
was the Torah writing of the mezuzah that would keep Jews safe.
Phylactery boxes, the tefillin, were made so that its words would even
be bound on the head and arms of the observant as they prayed.
Protective amulets worn around the neck or on the chest for luck and
health, which in other cults would have had the image of a god, now
likewise bore the words of the Torah. No part of life, no dwelling or
body, was to be free of the scroll-book.

The Torah, then, was compact, transferable history, law, wisdom,
poetic chant, prophecy, consolation and self-strengthening counsel.
Just as the sanctuary could be erected in-safety and dismantled in
crisis, the speaking scroll was designed to survive even incineration,
because the scribes who had composed and edited it had memorised
its oral traditions and its texts as part of their basic education. Some
debate surrounds the exact nature of the role of mazkr, inappropriately
translated in the King James Version as ‘herald’. But the Israelites had
no heralds. The root of the word is zkr, or in rabbinic Hebrew zakhor,
memory, so such a person, lay or priestly, would have been a memo-
rialist, a recorder. With writing and human memory in sync, the
people of YHWH could be broken and slaughtered but their book
would be indefatigable.
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“*So we should not wonder that the Book itself, as physical object,
features in some.of the most powerful scenes in the Hebrew Bible. It
was not, of course, our kind of modern book, with serjally consecu-
tive pages, a story-casing which, in its early form of a codex of gath-
ered and folded sheets, would appear only with the Romans. The
scroll-book appears in the Hebrew Bible in potent, magical forms.
The fantastical priest-prophet Ezekiel (probably writing in exile, so
clinging fo the scroll with particular intensity) has a vision of a hand
holdingia scroll, full of warnings and lamentations, but he is ordered
by one of the four-faced, four-winged Living Creatures who feature
in the dream not to read it but to eat it — in fact chomp, and swallow
it right down. ‘Son of man cause thy belly to eat and fill thy bowels
with this roll that I give thee. Then did I eat it and it was in my mouth
as honey for sweetness.” Only after the Bible-muncher had physically
crammed his mouth with the contents of the book, and literally
digested its contents, could that same mouth become the organ of
prophetic eloquence.

This is heady stuff, but the same scroll-book makes an even more
dramatic appearance in the reign of the boy king, Josiah. His story is
narrated twice in the Hebrew Bible, first in Kings 2:22-3, and then in
more elaborate form by the author of Chronicles 2:34-5. Both versions
were composed at moments of prolonged crisis. The original account
in Kings was most likely penned in the late eighth or early seventh
century Bcé with the memory of the destruction of the northern
kingdom of Israel by the Assyrians in 721 BCE still sharp. The much
later rewrite in Chronicles would have been composed in the mid-fifth
century BCE, contemporary with Ezra and Nehemiah, so that it is a
self-conscious prologue to the performance-reading of the Torah at
the Water Gate.

The Josiah story is a fable of recovered innocence. Josiah becomes
king at the age of eight following a nadir in Judahite history: the long
reign of his grandfather Manasseh, who according to the Bible writers
was unparalleled in his eagerness to profane the Temple with pagan
‘abominations’, and his father, Amon, named for the sun-worship of
Egypt, which says it all. Generations alternated between piety and
impiety. Manasseh’s father before him, King Hezekiah, had been a
purist reformer, co-opted retrospectively by the writers of Kings as a
smasher of idols, heeding the warnings of Isaiah, the patron of scribes
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who were writing the books of what would become the Bible.
Subsequent annalists — and the scribal vocation ran in families — attrib-
uted Jerusalem’s narrow escape from the Assyrian invaders (who
succumbed to epidemic sickness) to Hezekiah’s Yahwist zeal.

Manasseh chooses the opposite path. Living dangerously between
Egypt and Assyria, he had been not only indifferent to Yahwist purism,
but, according to the distaste of priestly scribes, an enthusiastic poly-
theist, raising up altars to the Phoenician god Baal, building altars for
‘all the host of heaven’ (astral deities), making a pagan grove, ‘using
enchantments’, ‘familiar spirits and wizards” and most infamously of
all resorting to child sacrifices including his own son who, according
to the horrified Bible writers, is made to ‘pass through the fire’ to
Moloch. The response to this catalogue of iniquity (much of it, of
course, the repertoire of popular religion throughout Palestine) is
YHWH’s vow to ‘wipe Jerusalem as a man wipeth a dish’.

Heavenly washing-up is put on hold for a bit. 2 Kings was almost
certainly written (or rewritten) by the ‘Deuteronomist” historians, the
sixth- and fifth-centuries BCE generation of priests and scribes aggres-
sively committed not just to YHWH as a supreme deity, but to His
exclusive identity as the only God. The Book of Deuteronomy had
been added to the first four books of the Torah as the spoken valedic-
tory counsel of the dying Moses himself, reiterating (and editing) the
details of the Sinai-given law (including the Ten Commandments),
offering foreign-policy advice to the tribes (‘meddle not with Edom,
Distress not Moab’), formalising blessings and curses - a common
Near Eastern tradition (‘cursed be he that lieth with his mother-in-
law’), and solemnising a renewed covenant but also with the express
commandment to remember and repeat (out loud) the exodus story.
Running throughout both Deuteronomy, and the later Book of Kings,
is a red ribbon of mistrust - both in the capacity of the people to
keep to the Mosaic straight and narrow, and, as in the case of
Manasseh’s exotic crimes and transgressions, in the willingness of the
monarchs of the House of David to enforce righteousness. At issue
is whether Hezekiah or Manasseh represents the norm for judaean
kings of the line of David. The story of Josiah gives a decisive answer.

The drama unfolds while Josiah is still young, succeeding to the
throne after the murder of his father, the iniquitous Amon. The Book
of Kings has the decisive event for Josiah happen in his eighteenth
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year; the Chronicler, anticipating the possibility of questions arising
from a ten-year gap between accession and vocational self-discovery,
advances the epiphany to twelve. But the heart of the story is the
same. The Temple is in a shocking state of disrepair and pollution,
neglected and desecrated by Manasseh. Repudiating the ‘abominations’
of his errant grandfather for the strictures of the Heavenly Father,
the boy king orders taxes in silver to be collected from the people of
Judah to restore the purity and beauty of the Temple. (And to be sure
there are surviving pottery shards commanding such payments.) The
work of restoration duly commences with ‘carpenters and masons
and builders’ under the supervision of the high priest, Hilkiah, the
personification of Yahwist orthodoxy.

While the building works are proceeding, lo and behold, Hilkiah
happens to stumble across a lost ‘Book of the Lord’ half buried in
the construction debris. He gives it to the scribe-counsellor Shaphan,
who wastes no time in reading it aloud to the young king. Josiah is
thunderstruck by what he hears and is also filled with some foreboding,
not least because the book is (surprise!) Deuteronomy, with that
exhaustive list of curses. For failure to obey the Mosaic.command-
ments, ‘Cursed shalt thou be in the city, and cursed shalt thou be in
the field. Cursed shall be thy basket and thy store . . . The Lord will
smite thee with the botch of Egypt, and with the emerods, and with
the scab, and with the itch, whereof thou canst not be healed.” No
wonder then that Josiah felt ‘Great is the wrath of the Lord that is
poured out upon us, because our fathers have not kept the word of
the LORD, to do all that is written in the book’.

The king does not leave it at that. In an anticipation of Ezra’s staged
reading in front of the gated walls of Jerusalem, Josiah assembles
priests, Levites, ‘and all the people great and small’ and reads ‘in their
ears all the words of the book of the covenant found in the House
of the Lord’. He ‘stands in his place’ and makes before the entire
assembly a public profession of penitently renewed covenant. Then,
around the year 620 BCE, he sets about a thorough cleansing operation,
starting with the Temple where he executes the Passover to end all
Passovers. Thirty thousand lambs and kids, exactly 2,006 ‘small cattle’
and three hundred oxen are rounded up, so everyone can keep the
Passover properly. Sacrificial slaughter proceeds round the clock; much
blood sprinkling; and then roasted meat divided up for the people.
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‘In all the days of the Kingdom,” the Chronicler exclaims, a little
redundantly, ‘there was no Passover like that kept by Josiah.” And with
the Temple redeemed from the profanities of Manasseh, the king (or
his priests and counsellors) rules it to be the only site for the ritual
sacrifices and festival pilgrimages that made up the calendar of reli-
gious observance.

The Josiah story of the fortuitously rediscovered Book is the most
artful of the Deuteronomist makeovers of Jewish/Israelite identity in
the image of exclusive Yahwism. At the heart of their sacred fiction
is the scribal denial of their own qéuthorships of the Deuteronomist
Bible. The literary pretence is that it has existed immemorially and
independent, of course, of any human hand; even Moses is merely
taking dictation. So the Words, the Writing and the Book have a life
entirely separate from the kings who are their provisionally appointed
guardians, but who for the most part prove themselves wayward and
untrustworthy, easily corrupted by foreign practices and - as in the
case of Solomon’s thousand wives, among them the?Egyptian princess
- foreign women. (Women, trapped in the Jezebel paranoia of the
Deuteronomist writers, are repeatedly cast as demons of temptation.)
By repudiating his evil grandfather, the boyish Josiah manages to
recover the legacy of David and Solomon (and overlook their own
manifold transgressions) to restore the credentials of the House of
David as fit custodians for the Book.

But it is the speaking Book itself which is the agent of the refor-
mation, lying in wait for Hilkiah's ‘discovery’ and Josiah’s true
coming-of-age, a kind of royal bar mitzvah, as the conscious inher-
itor of Mosaic Law and the story of its revelation. It was Moses
who was speaking again, directly through Josiah, just as God had
spoken through Moses. So it is the glimmering mystique of that
Lost Book, its words awaiting eyes to read them and mouths to
speak them, left somewhere half buried amid the detritus of disbe-
lief, awaiting resurrection, that is the core of the narrative. The
economy of the mystery is the genius of the story. Its force lies
not in triumphal statuary, mines of precious metals, or an innumer-
able army. but a mere scroll of words: which is why the Greek
‘Deuteronomy’ (‘Second Law’) is much better rendered from the
Hebrew dvarim, meaning ‘words’. From the beginning of the
culture’s own self-consciousness, to be Jewish was to be Bookish.
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Notwithstanding YHWH’s repeated promises to lay the mighty low
at the feet of the covenanted, however, the Book never guaranteed
invulnerability, not even to its rediscoverer, Josiah. The Book may have
supplied great detail on which birds were permissibly edible and which
not (no osprey, bearded vulture, kite or eagle; and forget about lapwing,
bat or owl), but it was not much help in offering strategic guidance
for the beleaguered kings of late-seventh-century Bce Judah. Having
escaped the Assyrians, the. cramped little hill-country realm was
squeezed two generations later between two aggressive expansionist
river powers of the Nile and the Buphrates. In Mesopotamia, the
Babylonians had all but finished off Assyria and, recognising the threat,
Pharaoh Necho II (who in all likelihood. had his Jewish mercenaries
stationed at Elephantine) decided in 609 BCE to come to the aid of
the besieged Assyrians and confront Babylonia before it was too late
to stop its armies establishing themselves as an unassailable hegemonic
power. Forced to choose, Josiah bet on Babylonia, putting his own
army, and himself, squarely in the way of the Egyptian advance north.

The Chronicler, writing after the disaster, dramatises the story by
having Necho send ambassadors to Josiah imploring him to stand
aside: ‘I come not against thee but against the house wherewith [
have war. Forbear thee from meddling with God that he destroy thee
not.” But it may be that Josiah gave little credence to the word of
God purporting to come from the mouth of a pharaoh, and gave
battle to the Egyptians at Megiddo in the north of the country. An
arrow from the Egyptian archers found its mark. Mortally wounded,
Josiah was taken back to Jerusalem ‘and he died and was buried in
one of the sepulchres of his fathers. And all Judah and Jerusalem
mourned for Josiah.’

The Josian moment proved a false dawn for the alliance of holiness
and power; rather it was a prelude to catastrophe. In the aftermath
of Megiddo, Josiah’s son Jehoiahaz, who was crowned in his father’s
place, was unceremoniously driven from his throne by Necho and
taken as captive to Egypt, and his brother Jehoiakim was put in his
place as a dependable Egyptian ally. Four years later, in 605 BCE, two
devastating defeats for Necho’s armies at the hands of the Babylonians,
at Carchemish and Hamath, made Jehoiakim rethink the strategy of
survival. Through the better part of a decade, he played both the
bigger powers off against each other, but could never (perhaps
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understandably) make up his mind, siding with whichever of the two
seemed to have the military upper hand. When he died, either by the
hand of an assassin or in defence of Jerusalem in the spring of 597
BCE, he was already paying the price for prematurely assuming the
worst of the Babylonian threat was over.

After the final destruction, the Book of Jeremiah (whose author
was in all likelihood Jeremiah’s own secretary-scribe, Baruch) gives a
tellingly scribal explanation for Jehoiakim’s death: the stopping of his
ears, his obstinate refusal to listen to the speaking Book. In one of
Jeremiah’s most vivid scenes, Chapter 36, the king who has been
ignoring the prophet’s warnings sits before the fire in his ‘winter
house’, grudgingly allowing his counsellor Yehudi to read the latest
gloomy pronouncements from the scroll: ‘And it came to pass that
when Yehudi had read three or four leaves, he [Jehoiakim] cut it with
the penknife, and cast it into the fire that was on the hearth until all
the roll was consumed in the fire.” Needless tg say, Jeremiah is
commanded by YHWH to have Baruch rewrite the burned scroll -
with some additions - bringing more bad news that Jehoiakim’s dead
body would be cast out to rot in the heat of the day and freeze in
the chill of the night. You can stop your ears, you can burn the Book,
you can ignore it, you can pulp it. Its message will still ultimately get
through, loud and clear.

Without a new Hezekiah or Josiah (kings who paid attention when
the Book spoke), there would be no ‘Assyrian miracle’. Jehoiakim’s
son, confusingly called Jehoiachin, lasted three months before being
deposed by Nebuchadnezzar and carried off, with “princes’ and ‘men
of Judah’, as prisoner to Babylon. In his place, the youngster’s uncle,
Zedekiah - the last son of Josiah and, as it turned out, the last king
of Judah — was set on the throne.

It was not quite over. The kingdom had been turned into a puppet
state of the Babylonians, but neither Zedekiah nor the people of Judah
were reconciled to their subjugation, something that irked prophets
like Jeremiah who preached that Babylon was carrying out the punish-
ment of YHWH. Those prophets may have reviled Zedekiah, but their
opinion was not necessarily shared. We have documented evidence
that for almost ten years, Zedekiah and those in the hill country south
and west of Jerusalem flirted with revolt, and gave the Babylonians
continuous trouble. Towards the end of the decade, the fortresses with
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which kings from David onwards had studded the hilltops, heavily
provisioned from the abundant countryside of the Shephelah, held out
even when, in 588 BCE, Jerusalem itself was encircled. The hope of the
commanders of these strongholds must have been that if Zedekiah
could hang on, and the Hezekian water supplies hold out, then the
new pharaoh, Apries (with, perhaps, Jewish mercenaries from the Nile),
might yet pull the iron from the fire. For once, the hope of Judah lay
in Egypt. .

But Apries was more interested in securing his southern frontier
against Nubians and Ethiopians, and abandoned Palestine and Syria
to the Babylonians. It was only a matter of time before the immense
machine of Babylonian military force ploughed into what was left
of the Judahite kingdom. And from exactly that period, 588-587 BCE
— the very last years of Judaean independence — we hear from a
Jew on the front line, in fragmentary letters written in Hebrew on
clay, by an officer, Hoshayahu, in the great walled stronghhold of
Lachish, commanding the road from Ashkelon on the coast to
Hebron in the hills.

Hoshayahu - like everyone else in Judaea in the nervous summer
of 587 BCE - is sweating out a waiting game. His voice, allowed its full
colloquial gruffness by his scribe, is understandably testy given his
situation, attempting to get messages through to a senior officer else-
where. He seldom minces his words and is habitual in taking the name
of YHWH if not in vain then certainly in his stride. Presumably
answering the request of a superior officer, ‘Lord Yaush’, for some
information about troops or supplies, Hoshayahu writes back: “Why
should you think of me? I am (after all) nothing but a dog. May YHWH
help you get the news you need.” For the moment, crucially the
Jerusalem road is still open, but as the horizon darkens, Hoshayahu'’s
letters are punctuated with arrests, confiscations, ominous interruptions
of correspondence. One of them, near the end, mentions that from
Lachish he cannot see the fire signal of another hill citadel closer to
Jerusalem, Azekah. Romantic interpretations have read this to mean
the fire has been extinguished by the Babylonians taking the fort, but
it is just as likely to be an expression of Hoshayahu’s defensive vigilance
about the visibility of Azekah’s beacon along the chain of signals.”

Two Jewish stories approach us, then, from the same agitated time,
written alongside each other, one from the archaeological record, one



THE WORDS 45

through the infinitely edited, redacted, anthologised, revised work that
will end up as the Hebrew Bible. One is poetic, the other prosaic, but
no less vivid a record of Jewish life for being so. One exalts the name
of YHWH; the other uses it casually (though unlike the Elephantine
Jews not with the names of other local deities attached) as part of
vernacular speech. One voice is hard-bitten and practical; the other
seer-like, poetic and high-pitched. One is concerned with oil and wine
and troop placements and defence beacons; the other with ecstatically
singing the praises of YHWH or prescribing the sufficiency of animal
slaughter for sacrifice, with imprinting on the wards of YHWH the
obligation to observe the strictures of Moses’ farewell commandments.
One kind of voice is attempting to reach fellow Jews over the next
hill; the other is trying to reach Jews through all eternity. One cannot
imagine the future after an apocalypse; the other is frantically trem-
bling with its imminence.

Just how much of the books of the Hebrew Bible (and which ones)
were written before the mass deportation of 597 BCE and the final
destruction of Jerusalem ten years later, and how much afterwards,
we will never know with absolute certainty. But the most ancient
elements of it (epic songs of triumph like the ‘Song of the Sea’ in
Exodus 15, exulting over the drowning of Pharaoh and the army
pursuing the Israelites) have been identified by some scholars as having
been composed as early as the eleventh century Bce - in other words
before the reign of David! The style of the song — ‘I will sing unto
the Lord, for he has triumphed gloriously: / the horse and the rider
hath he thrown into the sea’ - has been convincingly associated with
Canaanite mythic poetry in which the challenging god Baal conquers
the sea in a great storm. So while the first editors and scribes putting
together their narratives, perhaps as early as the late tenth century
BCE, were wanting to single out YHWH as their distinctive supreme
local deity, they owed some of the most distinctive passages to the
poetic tradition of their neighbours. When they came to write their
histories of more relatively recent events, they made sure to incorp-
orate those ancient forms of chorus and refrain into their narratives,
to give the identity-forming written book a strong sense of imme-
morially inherited oral memory. It’s no accident that in their epic pitch
they bring to mind the near contemporary war chants of the Iliad.
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But in the Hebrew-Israelite case, they are presented as a common
inheritance for a shared audience. They echo poundingly with authen-
tically archaic chant and dirge, whether in exultant triumph (‘Song of
Deborah’, Judges s5: ‘Speak, ye that ride on white asses, ye that sit in
judgement, and walk by the way. / They that are delivered from the
noise of archers in the places of drawing water . . . Awake, awake,
Deborah: awake, awake, utter a song’), or the tragic ‘Lament of David’
in 2 Samuel 1, over the death of Saul and Jonathan: “Tell it not in the
squares of Gath; proclaim it not in the streets of Ashkelon; lest they
rejoice, the Philistine maidens . . . I am distressed for thee, my brother
Jonathan; very pleasant hast thou been unto me: thy love to me was
wonderful, passing the love of women. How are the mighty fallen,
and the weapons of war perished!™”

The epic poems and chants lend the scribal compilations of the
Bible narrative their air of deep antiquity, so that they could work
backwards from the relatively recent history of David (a century and
a half before) recorded in Samuel, through Judges and Joshua’s
conquests, to the great, seminal foundation myth of the Exodus; then
further back to its patriarchal prequel, the meandering in and out of
Egypt, stumbling through the dramatic epiphanies of trial and coven-
ant: Sarah’s nonagenarian pregnancy; the near sacrifice of Isaac; Jacob’s
exploitation of the famished Esau; Joseph’s many-coloured coat and
the interpretation of Pharaoh’s dreams. All these fables of origination
continued to be embellished, enriched, varied and repeated over many
generations, to give Israelites the strong sense of divinely ordained
history and imagined collective ancestry their scribes and priests
believed were necessary to sustain a common identity under threat
from painful historical reality.

Four separate threads of narrative were identified by the German
Bible scholars of the late nineteenth century — above all Julius
Wellhausen, the formidable inaugurator of the ‘Documentary
Hypothesis’, which holds that the first five books of the Bible origin-
ated from independent cultures, each of which styled the supreme
deity differently. Each of them offers distinctive versions of the same
events — even the Creation — which get written over twice, and different
tonal accents that testify to their respective preoccupations.

The early Jahwist or J" text calls the Israelite God YHWH, and
since forms of that name occur in south Canaan and desert worlds,
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the narrative is thought to have been initiated by southern scribes. »
The Elohist or ‘E’ text that hails God as ‘El’, identical with the name
of the supreme Phoenician-Canaanite deity, marks it as the work of
a more northern culture. In the eighth century 8cE, probably in the
reign of the reforming Hezekiah, those texts were brought together.
It may be that scribes responsible for the ‘E’ text, or their descendants
(both vocational and familial), came south to Jerusalem after the
destruction of the Kingdom of Israel in 721 BCE by the Assyrians, and
there wove their narrative into the Judahite ‘J° text. At some point in
the seventh century BCE, probably in reaction to the flagrant polytheism
of Manasseh, a self-consciously Priestly or ‘P’ text is put together with
its corrective, compulsive obsessions with the minutiae of observance,
the strucrure of the Temple, and the sacred hierarchy of tribe and
people. The same thunderous trumpet note of Deuteronomy sounds
towards the end of that century, as Josiah revived the reforms of his
great-grandfather Hezekiah, and along with it a trenchant reworking
and expansion of the histories of Joshua, Samuel, Judges and Kings:
the Deuteronomist or ‘D’ version.

With the later prophets, though, a fifth strain registers, more poet-
ically high-pitched and more viscerally beautiful than anything that
has gone before — albeit in an occasionally trippy-delirious Ezekelian
vein. It reaches its acme with whoever was responsible for ‘Second
Isaiah’, the Book’s last twenty-six chapters. References to the decrees
of Cyrus the Persian date the addition to the sixth and even possibly
fifth centuries BCg, and much of the writing is evidently a response
to living in a world of pagan colossi and the reverence of cult images
and statuary.

Second Isaiah is the first book of the Hebrew Bible to insist unequiv-
ocally not just on the supremacy of YHWH but on the exclusiveness
of His reality. ‘T am God and there is none else. [ am God and there
is none like me,” the book has the deity proclaim; ‘I am the First and
the last and beside me there IS no other God.” But the chapters do
more than simply make a flat declaration, or give warnings against
idolatry, the absurdity of which is painted in Chapter 44. A carpenter
is seen at work, with his rule, compass and plane making a sculpture
‘after the beauty of a man’. Then the writer switches to a vision of
cypresses, cedars and oaks falling to the axe so that the same carpenter
may bake bread and roast meat. "He burneth part thereof in the fire;



48 THE STORY OF THE JEWS

with part thereof he eateth flesh; he roasteth roast, and is satisfied;
yea, he warmeth himself, and saith, Aha, I am warm. I have seen the
fire. And the residue thereof he maketh a god . . . he falleth down
unto it, and worshippeth it, and prayeth unto it, and saith, Deliver
me; for thou art my god.” By contrast YHWH is ‘verily the God that
hide thyself”, a god without human or any other form, a god of voice
and words. ‘The Lord God hath given me tongue.’

Second Isaiah is conscious that his words are doing something new;
not just recycling immemorial memory, an injunction to Mosaic obedi-
ence, but providing an anthem of consolation (‘comfort ye, comfort
ye my people’), expectation and patient hope. Through its verses runs
a strain of contempt for the worldly power of empires that could not
have been in stronger contrast to the triumphal inscriptions of Egypt,
Assyria and Babylonia: ‘Behold, the nations are as a drop in the bucket,
and are counted as the small dust of the balance . . . All nations before
him are as nothing; they are counted to him as less than nothing and
vanity.” This is indeed a voice tuned to the needs of the powerless,
the ‘captive’ and the uprooted. The ‘new song’ it sings seems tailored
for those destined for displacement, for relentless journeyings and
uncertain sojourns. The waters and fires of Mesopotamia lap and
flicker through its verses: “When thou passest through the waters |
will be with thee, and through the rivers they shall not overflow thee;
when thou walkest through the fire thou shalt not be burned.’

A central fact, possibly the central fact, about the Hebrew Bible is
that it was not written at a moment of apogee, but over three cen-
turies (eighth to fifth Bce) of trouble. That is what gives the Book its
cumulative sobriety, its cautionary poetic, and saves it from the coarse-
ness of triumphal self-congratulation found in imperial cultures. Even
when it claims a covenanted bond with YHWH that no other nation
could share, any temptation to brag of exceptionalism is undercut by
the confounding epic of division, betrayals, turmoil, deceptions, atroc-
ities, disasters, transgressions and defeats that unfolds in its pages.
David’s best-loved son, Absalom, is killed in a particularly horrifying
way while in rebellion against his father. Solomon’s imperially aggran-
dising kingdom lasts not even one generation after his death. King
Manasseh institutes the horror of child sacrifice by fire. The Egyptians
are always at one gate and the Mesopotamian empires at the other.

This is not to say, though, that the Bible was made primarily as a
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document of solace, that from the start its scroll was spotted with
tears, That would be to read backwards, to reinforce the anachronistic
impression that the Jewish story is clouded with tragic foreknowledge
from the start, that its words were always set down with the presen-
timent of impending annihilation: Babylonian, Roman, medieval,
fascist. That would be to endorse the romantic tradition of the wailing
Hebrew - hair-tearing, breast-beating, the schreiyer in the ashes. That
is not to say there has been nothing to grieve for in the long story
that follows — the Hebrew Bible and much subsequent history do
indeed walk through the shadow of the valley of death - but its pages,
and the history of Jews over the millennia, exit from the bonefield to
better places, and Jewish voices change their pitch from dirge to full-
throated song more often than you would suppose.

The many generations of Bible writers made their book not assuming
the worst but preparing for its possibility. That, as any Jew will tell you,
is a big difference; the difference, actually, between life and death. Much
of the speaking Book is not a rehearsal for grief but a struggle against
its inevitability; another big difference. It is the adversary, not the enabler,
of fatalism.

It is not as if the long years during which the Hebrew Bible came into
being are shrouded in silence beyond the writing cells of the scribes
who made it. For over a century, archaeology has liberated from mute
oblivion a surprising chatter of Hebrew voices, running alongside the
sonorities of biblical diction. Inevitably, their sentences are as broken
as the potsherds on which they are often inscribed. Sometimes they
are no more than the equivalent of a Hebrew tweet, serving notice
that this wine or oil jar belongs to such-and-such, or (very often) a
Imlk seal impression, indicating the property of the king. But some-
times (and we mere historians owe this magic unfolding to the perse-
verance of epigraphers) the tweets turn into true texts: stories of
grievances, anxieties, prophecies, boasts. The sheer cacophonic abun-
dance of those voices, the welter of their traffic, make it clear that
there was a life in Judah and Samaria — the territory of the old united
kingdom, distinct from, and not absolutely dominated by, the core
narrative of the Bible. It was the difference between parchment and
potsherd; the animal skin, drawn, primed, carefully inscribed, meant
for ceremonious memory and public recitation; the other, ink-written
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on whatever scrap of broken pottery happened to be at hand. These
were simple, poor, rough-and-ready materials for whoever wanted to
use them. You imagine heaps of them stacked up somewhere in the
corner of a room or courtyard. The mere physical fact of these densely
written texts, letters about a millimetre high, packed into the available
space of the shard, the hand curling over the often curved surface,
the scrappy to-handedness of them, is itself evidence of the craving
for chatter, the uniquely irrepressible unquietness of Hebrew and
Jewish culture. Sometimes the writing is so marvellously crowded
onto the pottery shard that it feels the equivalent of Jews (we all
know) talking over each other, not letting the other get a word in
edgeways. The edgeways on these fragments are up for grabs too.
This hectic chat was not utterly separated from classical Hebrew,
spoken or written. It used the same standardised alphabet; more or
less the same letter forms, grammar and syntax, even though it might
be written either right to left or the other way round. But the Hebrew
of everyday life, evolving from Canaanite-Phoenician language, was
unedited; fractured, packed with clumsy exclamatory energy. The
Bible’s eloquence is poetic; the eloquence of the clay fragments and
papyri is social. But its mundane din nonetheless carries through the
walls of scriprural meditation to make the Jewish story uniquely
vocalised among the books of the monotheism. The Bible may have
shaped Hebrew but it did not create it; rather, as Seth Sanders has
illuminatingly written, it travels through an animated early tongue that,
by the eighth century Bck, is already available for being reworked for
the purposes of history, law and the necessities of genealogy and
ancestry — all answers to the perennial questions: who are we, and
why is this happening to us?® The crossovers ~ between sacred and
social language, between oral and written, between what is distinctively
Hebraic-Yahwist and what is very close indeed to neighbouring
cultures (Moabite, Phoenician, even Egyptian) — all work both ways,
feeding back and forth between scripture and society. If the Bible owes
its infinite vitality, its pulse of earthly life amid all the visions and
mysteries (the deviousness of Jacob, the irritability of Moses, the lusty
charisma of David, the cowardice of Jonah, but also its harps and
trumpets, its figs and honey, its doves and its asses) to its importing
winningly unheroic versions of humanity from the animated matrix
of spoken and written Hebrew, it is likewise true that daily existence
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in Judah was also imprinted by the Bible — by its prayers and portents,
laws and judgements.

The sensuous exuberance of the Bible text owes much to a writing
that does not supersede the spoken language so much as cohabit
with it, retaining its spirited bounce and shout. The fact that those
key stories of the repeatedly Discovered Book involve both a reader
and the read-to, does not mean that the listeners sit in a state of
passive obedience (any more than in, say, a reading of the Passover
Haggadah text now). Sometimes they take offence at the presump-
tion that they must be read to at all. Hoshayahu, our military officer,
holed up in the beleaguered fortress town of Lachish on the eve of
the Babylonian invasion, found time and space to wax indignant at
the assumption of his senior officer, Lord Yaush, that he was illiterate.
After the usual polite preliminaries (‘May YHWH send you good
news’) Hoshayahu lets Lord Yaush have it. ‘Now then would you
please explain to me just what you meant by the letter you sent last
night? I've been in a state of shock ever since [ got it. “Don’t you
know how to read a letter?” you said. By God nobody ever had to
read me a letter! And when I get a letter once . . . I can recite it back
verbatim, word for word!"™® The letter — one of sixteen found in a
guardroom by the monumental gateway when Lachish was excavated
in the 1930s - is not only evidence that literacy in Judah had spread
well beyond the scribal, priestly and court elite, but that ordinary
soldiers like Hoshayahu, much given to ‘son of a dog that [ am’
veteran vernacular, would make an issue of their ability to read. This
letter alone goes some way to answer the question of who might be
a readership for the written scrolls of the Bible, as well as a listening
audience for their reading.

Education in at least the rudiments of reading and writing went
back at least three centuries before the short-fused Hoshayahu.
‘Abecedaries’, the linear alphabet and the West Semitic script evolving
from Canaanite into recognisable Hebrew (the basis for Greek and all
subsequent alphabetical writing), have recently been discovered at Tel
Zayit, a little inland from the coastal port of Ashkelon, dating from
the Davidian-Solomonic period of the tenth century sce, and at the
northern Sinai outpost of Kuntillet Ajrud dating from the eighth
century BCE. Both have all twenty-two letters of the Hebrew alphabet
(though with some significant changes in order) that mark a break
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from the dominant writing systems of their bigger neighbours -
Assyrian and Persian cuneiform and the earlier Egyptian hieroglyphs.>

It may be that these practice and training alphabets were a feature
of scribal education, and (pushing the evidence a bit) there have been
suggestions that scribal schools could have been established throughout
the country by the eighth century sce. But it’s the commonplace quality
of the abecedaries, their strong sense of being practice tablets, stone
jotters — with the direction of the word formation still variable (left
to right or, as now in Hebrew, right to left) — rather than any sort of
official instructional form that is actually startling and original.

Both Tel Zayit (where the letters are cut into a limestone boulder)
and Kuntillet Ajrud are remarkable for being culturally provincial but
nonetheless crossroads of trade, military movements and local cults.
So it is entirely possible that the much greater simplicity of the linear
alphabet over cuneiform meant that literacy skills — even if often
exercised on functional prosaic messages — could have been spread far
beyond and below the elite. The bundle of blessings, curses, hymns
of praise and — most remarkable of all - stylised drawings (of women
playing lyres, a cow feeding a calf and the like) at Kuntillet Ajrud
suggest a kind of exuberant hubbub that spills back and forth between
the realm of the sacred and the business of everyday life. In the same
style, a famous ninth-century Bce farming almanac found at Gezer,
in the Shephelah lowlands about twenty miles west of Jerusalem, with
its months divided into agricultural routines (‘a month of making
hay / a month of harvesting barley / a month of vine-pruning / a month
of summer fruit’) also suggests a kind of writing entirely apart from
the formal scribal-bureaucratic style that was the monopoly of those
who ran the royal state elsewhere in the region. Sanders convincingly
characterises the phenomenon as a home-grown craft writing, rather
than the product of any ‘Solomonic enlightenment’.

Something profound happened between the eighth and fifth cen-
turies BCE, when the Bible was being put together, in the parallel world
that surrounded the scribes and Temple priests. As a writing medium,
Hebrew evolved from Phoenician-Canaanite into a standard form that
was much the same language up and down Palestine (and east over
the Jordan): a unified tongue, even though the kingdoms of Israel and
Judah were divided (or in Israel’s case, destroyed). It was a language
that extended beyond the Yahwist kingdoms, for the ninth-century sce
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stone of Mesha, king of the Moabites, celebrating the liberation of
his people from Israel, was nonetheless written in vigorous classical
Hebrew, the language of his enemy.

Within Judah and Samaria, that same Hebrew connects rather than
divides different classes of the population. Those who write petitions
and those who entertain them are not cut off from each other by
different language worlds. Part of the continuity may be due to the
way the scribes who write on behalf of petitioners express themselves,
but the same Hebrew undeniably lives in many different places, socially
and geographically. It has been found (and the finds keep on coming,
in what is unfolding as an exceptionally fruitful generation of excava-
tions) in the storehouses of Arad, another military garrison town in
the northern Negev, where the quartermaster, Elyashib ben Eshyahu,
facing the Babylonian threat, receives letter after letter requisitioning
oil, wine, wheat and flour by the donkey-load.* Twenty or so years
earlier, a farm labourer in a frontier coastal region close to Ashdod,
where a Judaean fort was holding out against the Egyptian advance
against Josiah, appealed to someone in authority in the garrison for
the return of a shirt or coat that had been taken from him as collat-
eral for a loan, notwithstanding the biblical prohibition of such confis-
cations.” ‘After I finished my harvesting a few days ago he took your
servant’s [the way the petitioner describes himself] garment . . . All
my companions who were harvesting with me in the heat of the sun
will testify that what I have said is true. [ am innocent of any offence
. . . If your governor does not consider it his obligation to return your
servant’s garment do it from pity. You must not remain silent.” It’s a
sad story but it speaks to us of more than just the desperation of a
labourer to get back the shirt that had been, as he saw it, stolen from
his back. It also presupposes that the petitioner knew something about
the biblical law code, especially the injunctions in Leviticus and
Deuteronomy against harsh treatment of the poor. It is as though
elements of the ‘social’ commandments enshrined in the Torah had
already become internalised, not just as semi-official and legal precepts,
but somehow as part of the expectations of the people, protected by
the Yahwist king.

Alphabetic writing is shared between God and men. YHWH, who
by the sixth century Bck at the latest, is said to be the only real God,
may be faceless and formless, but there are occasions when He resolves
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into one revealed aspect: the writing finger. In one of the accounts
of the theophany to Moses, that finger writes the commandment
directly onto the stone tablet; in the Book of Daniel it writes the
warning on the wall to the feasting King Belshazzar. God is the finger;
God is writing; God is, above all else, words. But He doesn’t keep
them to Himself. Any attempt by the temple priests to make writing
conditional on religious obedience is defeated by the liberated versa-
tility of the form. The genie is out of the bottle. In fact it was at large
and circulating before the Bible bottled it in the first place. So that
this Hebrew writing, like so much of Jewish life that would follow, is
connected, but not slavishly tied, to observance. It is off and having
its own stupendous, argumentative, undisciplined, garrulous life.

There is no” more dramatic instance of this independent vigour
than a Hebrew inscription chiselled into the wall at the southern end
of a tunnel dug by King Hezekiah’s military engineers, to take water
diverted from the spring of Gihon at Siloam, fed to a capacious cistern-
reservoir within the city defences. The creation of the water tunnel
was part of Hezekiah’s strategic preparations designed to withstand
the siege of Sennacherib’s Assyrian armies at the end of the eighth
century BCE once he had decided to trust in YHWH (whose Temple
he had cleaned out of pagan rites and images) and defy the Assyrian
king’s relentless demands for tribute. But despite being an extraordin-
ary feat — 643 metres long and cut clean through limestone, without
the help of any vertical air or light shafts, part of a hydraulic system
unknown anywhere else in the ancient world of that time — the new
conduit receives only the briefest mention in 2 Kings 20 (‘he made a
pool and a conduit and brought water into the city’) and, slightly less
perfunctory, in the much later 2 Chronicles 32 (‘this same Hezekiah
also stopped the upper watercourse of Gihon and brought it straight
down to the west side of the city of David’). But here is another way
of describing, or rather dramatising what actually happened at the
climax of the work itself. Remarkably, it announces itself as a true-life
tale, a miniature history, the first we have of ordinary Jews getting a
job done:

and this is the story [dvr] of the tunnel . . . while the men wielded the
pickaxes, each man towards his fellow and while there were still three
cubits to go there was heard a man’s voice calling to his fellow for
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there was a fissure in the rock on the right and [on the left]. And on
the day it was broken through, the hewers struck [the rock] each man
towards his fellow, axe against axe. And the water flowed from the
spring towards the pool for one thousand and two hundred cubits. And
a hundred cubits was the height of the rock above the heads of the
hewers.

The full 180 words constitute the longest, continuous ancient classical
Hebrew inscription we know of; and its subject, unlike the stones of
Babylon and Assyria, Egypt or even little Moab, is not the deeds and
renown of the ruler, nor the invincibility of their gods. It celebrates,
rather, the triumph of regular Jews, workmen - pickaxe-swingers. It
is not meant for monumental public view, but for those who, some
day, might happen upon it, wading through the sloppy watercourse.
It is a kind of ante anti-Bible; something left for posterity, but with
the casual spontaneity of someone scrawling graffiti, yet unlike graf-
fiti, cut into the rock in perfect, large (three-quarters of an inch)
Hebrew letters. All of which certainly makes it a Jewish story, too.
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How could they all have missed the tunnellers’ story from two and
a half millennia before? How could the procession of pink-faced
Anglos - Bible scholars, missionaries, military engineers, mappers
and surveyors, kitted out with their measuring tapes, their candles,
notebooks, sketchbooks and pencils, accompanied by their NCOs
and fellah-guides, all of them sloshing, wading and then perforce
crawling on their hands and knees through the cavernous water-filled
tunnel - have failed to notice those six lines of Hebrew cut into the
rock wall? Or was it difficult enough making a way through the
snaking passage, trying to breathe with water coming up to your
chin, your candle-hand stretched to stop it guttering, without being
on the lookout for inscriptions — which you expected to be out in
the open air, in the light of day, not glimmering in the subterranean
darkness?

None of these complications got past a schoolboy.' Jacob Eliyahu
was sixteen in 1880, born in Ramallah where his mother had gone to
escape the cholera in Jerusalem. His parents were Sephardi Jews who
had come to Palestine from Turkey but had been converted to
Christianity by the London Mission. Multilingual and naturally curious,
Jacob had long been intrigued by the stories of the water tunnel said
to wind two hundred feet beneath the Temple Mount rock, from the
spring called the Virgin’s Fount to the Pool of Siloam. Tall tales that
a ghost or a dragon (the same that gave the name to the Dragon’s
Well past which Nehemiah rode) lurked within only piqued his curi-
osity. It was also said that the tunnel might have been built by gangs
working from either end and meeting in the middle. So he recruited
a friend, Samson, to start at the Virgin's Fount while he began his
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exploration from the Pool of Siloam where the entrance was nearly
five feet high.

Knowing it would quickly shrink to a dark, confined space, Jacob
went well prepared, taking candles mounted on wooden floats and a
supply of matches that he strung around his neck. But as he waded
deeper the matches got soggy, the floating candles were a lost cause
and Jacob inched forward, feeling his way with his fingers along the
wall, the scummy wash rising up his legs. No one knew why the
tunnellers had made the passage serpentine, though there was specu-
lation that they could have been avoiding the tombs of the Judaean
kings hidden somewhere beneath the Temple.

About thirty metres from the Siloam entrance, Jacob sensed an
abrupt change on the face of the rock, smoothing out into what felt
like a carved panel an inch or so deeper than the surface. Within this
space were letters, many lines of them. The lines continued all the
way down to the rising water level, perhaps even below its surface,
and still he could feel little prick-points hammered in, separating the
groups of letters that formed words.

Sixteen-year-olds are habitually on the lookout for secret messages.
Who knew who had written this one in its mysterious hand, or when.
A spy? A prisoner? A soldier? Bursting with his find, Jacob splashed
excitedly to the Virgin's Fount to tell his school friend Samson the
news. But Samson, a less daring boy, had long since exited back into
the open. With his eyes not yet adjusted to the light, he pounced
happily on the boy-shaped form he assumed was his friend. It was
when the Arab woman screamed at the sodden water-spirit emerging
from the tunnel that Jacob realised his mistake, not quickly enough
to fend off the other women washing their clothes in the Virgin’s
Fount from attacking him. Once extricated from their screams and
blows, Jacob lost no time in giving the news to his teacher at the
Industry School of the Boys Mission, Herr Conrad Schick.

Though he had a strong hunch about its importance, Schick could
not immediately decipher the palaeo-Hebrew lettering. That would
have to wait for the inspection of the learned Professor Archibald
Sayce, the Oxford Assyriologist who came to Jerusalem from Cyprus
and squatted in the water scrutinising the letters low down on the
wall, and complaining about the discomfort, while his patient helper
John Slater held the candle and was eaten alive by mosquitoes. Despite
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the difficulty of reading, for the incised letters had been obscured by
lime silicate that had washed over them with the tunnel water, Sayce
knew from characteristics like the ‘conversive vav’ — the letter ‘v’ made
from three strokes with a short line through the long vertical shaft
- and the long horizontal line at the base of the ‘bet’ that were unique
to Hebrew of the ninth to sixth centuries Bcg, that this was Judahite
writing from before the fall of the kingdom. Schick, with whom Sayce
collaborated in publishing the find, had no doubt this must have been
made by Hezekiah's tunnellers. They had found the lost voice of
eighth-century Bce Judah.

Like everyone else interested in Jerusalem’s history, Schick had
read the Biblical Researches of the dean of modern Bible exploration,
the Connecticut Yankee Dr Edward Robinson, who had plumbed the
depths of the tunnel in 1838 with his learned companion the Reverend
Eli Smith. It was Robinson who had first concluded that it would
have needed two gangs working from either end to cut their way
through 1,700 feet of rock. It had taken them two expeditions into
the tunnel, ‘stripping off our shoes and stockings and rolling our
garments above our knees’, proceeding the first eight hundred feet
until the rock ceiling descended and the waters rose so alarmingly
that even when crawling on all fours, progress became impossible
without better preparation. So Robinson and Smith ‘traced with
candle smoke the initials of our names’, retreated, and returned three
days later to go the full distance. Though Robinson was exhaustively
observant he missed the inscription, but he had seen enough to be
persuaded that Hezekiah’s tunnel is evidence that the Bible, or at
least Kings and Chronicles where the tunnel was mentioned, was not
just sacred scripture but actual, empirically verifiable history. By such
discoveries, Robinson wrote, “‘we are thus enabled to rescue another
ancient historical fact from the long oblivion or rather discredit into
which it had fallen for so many centuries’.*

Making the Bible fact as well as faith was Conrad Schick’s obsession
too. As a young, rather lonely Wiirttemberger ‘Pilgrim-Brother’ in
Jerusalem in 1846, he had taken solitary walks around the walls plot-
ting the route Nehemiah had taken on his night ride in the mid-fifth
century Bct. He knew every inch of walls and gates, and no one, not
even the British military engineers who had made the Ordnance Survey
map between 1867 and 1870, had Schick’s mole’s-eye familiarity with
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the warren of tunnels and passages beneath the Haram al-Sharif, the
Temple Mount. Between 1873 and 1875, whenever he could escape his
instructional duties at the carpenter’s bench in the Industry School
he would study the tunnels and conduits, miles of them, as well as
the tanks, cisterns and reservoir pools holding millions of gallons, that
wound beneath the mosques of the Haram.

Schick had been dreaming of this place, sacred and profane, above
ground as well as below, ever since he had been a young brother at
the Chrischona Mission of Pilgrims at Basel, the seminary founded
by the evangelical banker C. E_Spittler, who envisioned his young
men manning a chain of missionary hermitages down the great rift
from Jerusalem and the Dead Sea all the way to Ethiopia. As a first
step, Spittler sent young Conrad to Jerusalem where he lodged grimly
with another unhappy young Pilgrim-Brother, Johannes Ferdinand
Palmer, took in Arab orphan urchins from the street to spare them a
life of begging and, when he could, tended to his lathe and plane,
making olive-wood figurines he hoped to sell to monasteries, along
with the occasional cuckoo clock. '

Biblical carpentry was his true passion. Had not God seen fit to
bring the Saviour up in a woodworker’s shop? So Conrad Schick found
his true vocation as a biblical modeller. His first piece (which amaz-
ingly survives to this day) had been of the Haram al-Sharif, fashioned
when he was a young seminarian in Basel; but he went on to make
many more. So fine and intricate were these scale models that they
drew gasps of admiration from the linen-suited classes in squalid,
violent, broken-down Jerusalem, and gave credence to Schick’s other
claim that he was a true builder - in fact, a Jerusalem architect. Funds
from a Swiss-German bank were made available for him through
Jewish and Gentile entrepreneur-partners to build model (in the other
sense) dwellings for impoverished Jews, without any obligation, though
the evangelical side of the money naturally hoped for the admission
of Gospel Light along with the natural kind. The district which filled
with the Orthodox became known as Mea Shearim which, were it
known to be the work of ardently Christian hands, might surprise its
present-day residents.

Schick’s models were praised by the British, German and Austrian
consuls, and so fulsomely that it occurred to the Turkish governor,
Izzet Pasha, that it might be a fine idea were Schick to make another
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of the Haram that could be displayed at the upcoming International
Exposition in Vienna in 1873, advertising in an elegantly indirect manner
the scrupulous care the Ottoman government said it lavished on the
holy places of the three monotheisms. Schick duly obliged, and in
addition to his fee was given special and extremely unusual access,
both to the interior of the Haram courtyards and to the excavations
that were taking place during repair works to the foundations of the
Dome of the Rock in the 1870s. Down the construction shafts the
blinking mole clambered, then straightening out, took the detailed
notes he hoped would allow him to.construct the model of models,
not just of the surface building but also what he called, in his mangled
English, ‘the substructions’ below.

The Anglos — especially the engineers sent by the Palestine Exploration
Fund to survey Jerusalem, above ground and below — had been there
before him, in the substructions, making up in military gumption and
engineering exactness what they lacked in Schickian inch-by-inch
familiarity. One of them, Captain Charles Warren, rafted along the
sewage using a wooden door as a punt. When the water rose so high
and the roof descended, sewage punting had to be abandoned for
heavy wading, the onrushing foul water lapping about his face. Its
unexpected force caused Warren to swallow the pencil held between
his teeth, triggering a choking fit that almost did for him. Only the
timely help of his trusty Sergeant Birtles saved him — and just as well,
for “what honour’, Warren wrote in his Underground Jerusalem, ‘would
there be dying face down, like a rat in sewage?’

All those stout Victorians who braved the underground effluent
remarked that it ought to be possible to separate foul Jerusalem water
from fair. To prove his point, Dr Robinson, with Yankee daring,
sampled its quality and lived to pronounce it not altogether disagreeable.
After all, it came from the natural spring of Gihon in the Kidron
Valley. Above ground, though, the water available to Jerusalem’s people
was repellently contaminated with animal viscera and offal as well as
sewage, a cholera-friendly broth that every few years would take a
terrible toll. Rainwater, which by Middle Eastern standards was abun-
dant enough in the Jerusalem winter and spring, simply ran off the
stone, for want of systematic conduits and reservoirs to hold it. To
those who knew both surface and substructure of the old city, this
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was another shocking instance of how far Judaea had fallen from its
royal antiquity.

It was an age when, for Europeans, especially the pale northern kind,
public virtue was measured by sanitation. In Victorian Britain, Disraeli
— the Jerusalem tourist, writer of Holy Land novels and leader of the
Conservatives — had pronounced that from sanitary improvements
flowed ‘most of the civilising elements of humanity’, and his motto of
‘sanitas sanitorum, omnia sanitas’ had, he felt sure, saved lives. And if
such improvements were possible in the British Jerusalem, why not the
real thing? Holy Land tourism was booming in the middle of the century
of Improvement. Books about travel on the Nile and Jordan were being
published every year for an apparently insatiable market. The reason
was evident. Thomas Carlyle’s ominous prophecy that the ‘age of the
machine’ would crush the spirit had not materialised — quite the oppo-
site in fact. The more industrial European society became — and espe-
cially at its leading edge in Britain — the more ardent it waxed in its
religious and spiritual enthusiasms. Machines might not have souls, but
those who paid for them and those who worked them, high-minded
opinion supposed, certainly did.

Machines could even deliver the truths of the Bible more effectively
than ever before. By the 1850s the first photographs of the Holy Land
were being printed from giant plates, replacing or enhancing litho-,
graphs, paintings and steel engravings that had been the conventional
means of illustration. It would not be until the invention of half-tones .
in the 1880s that those photographs could be printed up in the books
themselves, but in the meantime commercial exhibitions and albums
were available. The look of Palestine, of its ruins, its landscape, its
people of the three faiths, imprinted itself in the Victorian mind.? In
1862, when the Prince of Wales had been sent off on a tour of peni-
tence and Christian correction to the Holy Land in the company of
the Dean of Westminster, Arthur Stanley (for his mother found it
painful to be in the same room as him since she blamed Bertie’s
philandering for the death of his father Albert), Britain knew all about
it and some got to see the photographs that Francis Bedford took on
the trip.

So the temptation to connect biblical antiquity with Modern
Improvement, to marry together spiritual renascence with sanitary —
and political - reform, to deliver health to the decayed Palestine,
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became irresistible for the Good and the Great of Victorian Britain.
Those, moreover, who were most ardent were the least literal and
fundamentalist in their recovery (a word they used a lot) of the
Bible for the Modern Day. Just like the German (and indeed Jewish)
scholars of their time who were asserting against the most literal
believers that the Book was entirely the work of divine dictation,
the engineers of refreshed spirit scoffed at the more puerile claims
of miracle in order to insist on the essential historical reality of the
core of the Hebrew Bible as well as the New Testament. The latter
required the former as its necessary precondition. Jesus was — consti-
tutively, not'incidentally — a Jew; the Old and the New Testaments
were organically connected. Jewish history was the father of
Christian history.

In that spirit, as much scientific as theological, they needed to know
the verifiable truth of the Hebrew Bible. They thought that knowledge,
not blind superstition, must be the midwife of faith. And sound,
incontrovertible knowledge of what had actually happened to the Jews
over the Bible centuries could only be gleaned by direct and immediate
contact with the Holy Land itself. That is what Edward Robinson had
meant by the title of his popular work, Biblical Researches. He had, he
wrote, grown up with the names Samaria, Jerusalem, Bethlehem, all
of which generated ‘the holiest feelings’, but ‘in my case these had
subsequently become connected to a scientific motive. I had long
. meditated the preparation of a work on biblical Geography.’

Two sacred books guided the most fervent of the biblical geog-
raphers: the Old Testament, and The Engineers and Machinists’ Assist-
ant, written by David Scott, published in 1853, the inaugural decade of
continuous Bible Land exploration and learned tourism. The genera-
tion that came after missionaries and scholars like Robinson, the men
who most forcefully propelled the modern effort to understand the
Bible as factual history, were engineers before they were archaeologists.

The most dynamic and inexhaustible of their number was George
Grove. He is remembered today almost entirely for the astonishing
achievement of his Dictionary of Music and Musicians, but though his
life in music — as champion of the hitherto under-appreciated Schubert,
director of music and concerts at the Crystal Palace in its Sydenham
home, and director of the Royal College of Music — was prodigious,
Grove had another life as a Bible scholar, and it irked him that that
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was not as well recognised. ‘People will insist on thinking of me as a
musician which I am really not in the least degree,” he complained.
‘I took quite as much interest into the natural features and little towns
of Palestine which I did for Smith’s Dictionary of the Bible and for
Arthur Stanley’s Sinai and Palestine . . . perhaps more so.’

William Smith, the extraordinary lexicographer, had indeed hired
the indefatigable Grove to help him with the concordances of Hebrew
place names listed in the Bible, a great part of which Grove had already
accomplished with his wife, even while running music at the Great
Exhibition and after it closed at the Crystal Palace. He liked bolting
things together, biblical or mechanical. Having trained as a civil
engineer (the only Victorian calling arguably as exalted as the clergy),
Grove had specialised in cast-iron lighthouses in the West Indies,
worked with Robert Stephenson on the Britannia Bridge crossing the
Menai Straits, became friend and colleague of all the engineering
prometheans (Brunel and Sir Charles Barry, as well as Stephenson),
and was also on familiar terms with the grandees of Victorian Britain:
the Earl of Derby and the Duke of Devonshire, the scholarly William
Thompson, Archbishop of York, the publisher John Murray and,
crucially, the great Jewish philanthropist, mover and shaker Sir Moses
Montefiore. Montefiore in particular was resolved to shake Palestinian
Jews from what he believed to be their lethargy, degradation and
unfortunate myopia to the blessings of the modern world; blessings
he believed which in his own person had been shown to be fully
compatible with Progress. After all, Montefiore’s company had brought
gas lighting to illuminate regions of the world that had stumbled in
darkness. He liked to think of cultural and technical light in the same
way. No wonder he and Grove got along. Both of them had visited
Palestine itself, Grove most recently in 1859 and 1861.

Another practical-biblical tourist, visiting the country to sketch
proposals for the modernisation of Palestine (including rebuilding the
port of Jaffa), was the civil engineer John Irwine Whitty who, through
the good offices of the British consul James Quinn and his son
Alexander, had been allowed to go down into the tunnels and look at
what he called ‘a vast subterranean lake’, and (citing Tacitus) ‘a foun-
tain of perennial water’. In 1862 he buttonholed Dean Stanley during
the royal tour of the Holy Land, arguing that the insanitary and lethal
horrors of the city (everyone complained of the reeking effluvia) would
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be a thing of the past were the ancient royal Judaean water system
renovated for the modern age. Back in London Whitty became a tire-
less champion of the Old-New Jerusalem water, lectured on it at the
Syro-Egyptian Society early in 1864, and then published his visionary
ideas as “The Water Supply of Jerusalem, Ancient and Modern’ in the
spring 1864 issue of the Journal of Sacred Literature and Biblical Record.*
To this day, for anyone interested in the history and fate of public
health, a subject which has not gone away with the passing of time,
Whitty’s essay makes exciting reading. It is a work of hydraulic imag-
ination and constructive urgency in the spirit of the great Roman
hydraulic engineer Frontinus, in whose steps he felt he was treading,.

Whitty wrote about the water needs of Jerusalem’s 20,000 people
as an extension of the endeavours that had tried to satisfy those of
the mightily populated London and New York. He described Jerusalem
as ‘the metropolis of the Christian and the Hebrew nations’, startlingly
but typically neglecting the fact that Muslims might feel the same way
about al-Quds. Jerusalem, he wrote to shock his readers, had a greater
rainfall between December and March (a saturating sixty-five inches)
than London experienced all year. But the water was immediately
fouled by the filthy streets through which it ran, many of them with
open sewage, and it was this dangerously contaminated water that
was stored in the cisterns that were the city’s only means of conserva-
tion. That water, the Ordnance Survey of Jerusalem reported, ‘can
only be drunk in safety after it is filtered and freed from the numerous
worms and insects that breed in it". And by early summer, the cisterns
were in any case mostly dry. Jerusalem residents without domestic
tanks sunk beneath their own houses had the choice ofeither buying
water from the vendors who drew it from the Pool of Siloam (where
women still did heavy laundry) and carried it in goatskins to their
place on the street or market, or going to get it themselves the same
way.

What could be done to improve matters? The answer, Whitty
thought, lay in the Bible, and particularly in the Hezekian conduits
beneath the Temple Mount, expanded in the time of the Hasmoneans
and Herod the Great in the first century Bce. If those passages and
channels could be cleared of their obstructing rubbish and impedi-
menta, and protected from the jettisoning of entrails and the pollu-
tion of sewage, then the waters might easily slake the thirst of the
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city, and from that would come such a blossoming of jerusalem as
hadn’t been seen since the Roman destruction. ‘It is manifest,” he
wrote, ‘Jerusalem has in itself the necessary elements of strength
and prosperity and that without any miracle, the people in its behalf
can be fulfilled to render it a mighty city more glorious than it has
been.’

The grandees of Victorian virtue paid close attention. Dean Stanley,
who had already sold 200,000 copies of his own book about the Holy
Land, described Whitty’s scheme as invested with ‘a sacred halo’. The
fact that it could be economically effected with a mere (8,000 drew
acclaim from the Athenaeum to the Jewish Chronicle. Much was made
of Whitty’s promise that this would be a joint enterprise of both Jews
and Christians. A Jerusalem Water Relief Society, patronised by the”
Montefiores and Rothschilds as well as members of the British clergy
and nobility, was set up in 1864.

A year later, on 12 May 1865, many of those most passionate about
the union of biblical antiquity with modern science gathered — where
else? — in the panelled Jerusalem Chamber of Westminster Abbey
(where the usurper-king Henry IV had died in lieu of going on a
penitential crusade). Along with Dean Stanley was the learned and
zealous Archbishop of York, William Thompson, who like Stanley
had twice visited Palestine and was the author of yet another Holy
Land book, and George Grove. There too was the second-richest
woman in England (after Queen Victoria): Angela Burdett-Coutts,
daughter of a great parliamentary Radical, and granddaughter of a
banker. thus perfectly designed to be a social zealot, creator of model
homes for the East End slum dwellers, friend of Dickens and of fallen
women, inaugurator of night classes for the London poor (not to
mention patroness of the British Goat Society, president of British
Bee-Keepers, and of the newly formed Horological Society). Twin
passions had brought this extraordinary gathering together: the
biblical and the scientific, for in high Victorian England it was not
only possible but in these circles expected that one would be an enthu-
siast for both.

Like Edward Robinson, on whose inaugural topographies they all
relied, the founders of what became the Palestine Exploration Fund
believed that while it was wise to retain a degree of healthy scepticism
about the more improbable miracles offered up in the Old Testament
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(the stopping of the sun over Ai for Joshua’s military convenience,
say, or Jonah’s weekend in the cetacean belly), modern science — above
all the sciences of accurate mapping and learned archaeology — would
vindicate the Bible as, in essence, the true history of the Israelites, and
thus the ancestry of the Saviour. The Fund, once established (and
blessed, as it was bound to be, by Queen Victoria), would lend its
powers to the only empire that mattered, the empire of knowledge.
The mapping of the Holy Land, as they liked to call it, pace the inex-
haustible Robinson, had barely begun and was still full of vast lacunae
and unfeatured wilderness emptiness. The work that purported to
provide information on biblical sites, William Smith’s Dictionary of the
Bible, was all very well, but it was an armchair gazetteer. Grove, its
“assistant editor, was the first to acknowledge as much. What was
needed was first-hand, strictly precise observation. The Fund would
be the godparent to that mighty enterprise, mapping, surveying, iden-
tifying, publishing. A true history of the Hebrews would emerge, to
live for the modern age alongside its sacred Testament.

So, with Lady Burdett-Coutts’s largesse in hand, the Palestine
Exploration Fund was created. George Grove was to be its prime
mover and, should he not be detained elsewhere with music, its secre-
tary® Military engineers would be dispatched to survey the Holy Land,
beginning with Jerusalem but ultimately encompassing the length and
breadth of what they called “Western Palestine’ from Mount Hermon
to the southern Negev, and from the Jordan to the Mediterranean.

Subsequently, Sinai, the desert of the theophany, God’s appearance
to Moses and the reception of the Law — now an utterly blank zone
in the map of modern knowledge — would get the same exacting
treatment. No one was confident of ever mapping the journeyings of
Abraham and the patriarchs from Chaldea to Canaan and Egypt -
Genesis was unhelpfully vague about routes and place names, barring
Bethel and the oaks of Mamre — but of the Sinaitic Exodus, somewhat
more plotted, they had no doubt. It was where everything formative
for the Jews, and thus for the Christianity that was its purer descendant,
had truly originated. Statistical survey would sort fact from fancy, and
establish exactly what the truth of the Hebrew Bible and the ancient
~ history of the Israelites had been. Along with topographical measure-
ment would go its kindred enquiries: botanical and zoological,
hydraulic investigation and archaeology. Since this was a modern
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enterprise in search of ultimate ancestry, a camera would record its
steps. But first and foremost there had to be the maps.®

George Grove took the Fund in hand right away as its honorary
secretary (Walter Besant was its working secretary) and steered it
towards the union of practical science — surveying and engineering
- and biblical history. What was needed were troops in the field: corps
of heroes, unselfish young men who, without thought for their health
or wealth, would volunteer to map, tunnel and dig for the Fund.
Graduates from the Royal Military Academy at Woolwich, many of
them already deployed on its British Ordnance Survey maps, were
called to step up. The Palestine Exploration Fund required that they
should be young men whose intelligence and integrity would be
matched by the physical courage and perseverance expected from
frontiersmen of the empire of knowledge. Some did indeed die from
diseases, especially yellow fever; others were murdered in the desert
or, like Claude Conder - the brilliant young Ordnance Surveyor,
Kitchener’s companion in the Survey of Western Palestine in the 1870s
- were attacked so brutally that they never completely recovered from
their wounds.

They came forward nonetheless, the Woolwich sappers. The first
and most senior was the Liverpudlian Charles Wilson, who had been
sent to begin the authorised surveying of the Jerusalem tunnels, tanks
and water courses even before the formal founding of the Palestine
Exploration Fund. His work, completed with the help of Conrad
Schick’s expertise, was impressive enough for him to be asked to carry
out an on-the-spot ‘feasibility’ enquiry for a complete survey of
‘Western Palestine’.

Wilson and his little corps took their theodolites and measuring
chains all the way down from the Lebanon and western Syria in the
winter and spring of 1866, through Galilee, where he got excited
about identifying synagogues dating from the time of Christ or just
a little later. The results landed Wilson the plum job at home of chief
engineer of the Ordnance Survey of Scotland, leaving to those who
followed — Charles Warren, Claude Conder and the young Herbert
Kitchener - the work of the Survey of Palestine.

But Wilson languished in the heather and was restive at being merely
a member of the Palestine Exploration Fund committee. In 1868, when
it was proposed to take the survey south beyond Palestine proper into
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the wastes of Sinai, he was quick to put himself forward. For those
who wanted an answer to the biggest question of all — what was the
route of the Exodus? (Or for the more courageous minds, had it really
happened the way the Bible related?) — this was the expedition that
would count most. Who knew, perhaps they would find remains of
the Tabernacle, the debris of ancient Israelite encampments? Somewhere
amid the desert mountains must lie answers about how the Israelites
put a different mark on the history of the world; how Moses (whose
historical reality no one among the Palestine Exploration Fund brigades
doubted) received directly from God the laws which created the first
father-monotheism and made the Israelites Jews.

Dean Stanley put the question that would guide Wilson’s expedition
of 1868—9: ‘can a connection be traced between the scenery, the
features, the . . . situation of Sinai and Palestine and the history of
the Israelites?” And the composition of the corps reflected the mix
of biblical piety and modern investigation: Edward Palmer was an
extraordinary linguist and Arabist (whose first foreign language had
been Romany, learned from the gypsy camps near Cambridge where
he had grown up); the Bible scholar Reverend E 'W. Holland; the
naturalist Wyatt on the lookout for gazelles and mountain goats;
another engineering officer, H. S. Palmer (no relation); and, indispens-
ably Colour Sergeant James Macdonald, who was there as photogra-
pher and who produced from his elaborately made wet collodion
plates images of the expedition’s progress through Sinai.

By the time the Wilson expedition arrived in Egypt towards the
end of 1868, a small but thriving native business had developed to
service the Moses trackers. There were camels to be bought, guides
to be hired, provisions that would survive the broiling heat and sand-
storms that could blow in with the ghamsin. One establishment in
Cairo owned by Carlo Peni, handily located near the British consulate,
became the place to go for coffee, oil, tobacco, lentils, dates and dried
apricots, candles, lanterns, waterskins properly seasoned so they did
not taste too aggressively of goat, and the indispensable bottles of
brandy that were much preferred to local beer or wine. Garrulous
guides competed to offer first-hand exclusive knowledge as to the
whereabouts of unmapped wadis and oases, desert monasteries and
hermitages offering lodging, and most touted of all, a familiarity (so
their custodians claimed) with Arabic place names, lore and legends
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that could make this the rock that Moses smote for water, or that the
valley where manna was gathered.

The expeditionaries were not, of course, entirely gullible.' Edward
Robinson as early as the 1830s came armed not just with a pair of old
muskets but with a shrewd degree of scepticism about these oral
‘traditions” and with a small library representing the accumulated
wisdoms of previous generations of scholar-explorers: Burckhardt’s
Travels in Syria and the Holy Land; the seventeenth-century Dutch
professor Adriaan Reland’s Palaestina ex monumentis veteribus illustrata;
and Laborde’s Voyages de I’Arabie Petrée, which came with large folding
maps of Sinai. Other favourites of the trackers of the 1840s were the
works of Samuel Sharpe, the Unitarian Egyptologist, and the German
theologian Ernst Wilhelm Hengstenberg’s Book of Moses Illustrated
with Egyptian Monuments. Robinson and Smith travelled simply, riding
horseback, with their cook on a mule, and the Arab guides and servants
on the eight camels of the baggage train. By the time that the artist
R. H. Bartlett arrived for his ‘Forty Days in the Desert on the Track
of the Israelites’, the recommended train and supplies had grown
considerably, and it was now de rigueur to ride dromedary yourself
and to write about the experience (seldom pleasant) for the readers
back home. Wilson’s Ordnance Survey team was a veritable caravan
numbering a hundred camels strung out along the desert.

Whether scholars, artist-amateurs, ‘biblical geographers’ or engin-
eers, the questions which determined their itinerary were always the
same. Where exactly was the ‘Land of Goshen? Where was the most
likely location for the passage of the Red Sea? Could that miraculous
escape be explained by east-wind driven storms? (Whole volumes
attempted modernising explanations of the ten plagues: the blooding
of the Nile was an unusual freight of the red silt; cattle murrain was
. . . cattle murrain; the darkness an eclipse, and so on.) Which among
contending springs and wells had produced the ‘bitter waters’ of Marah
that the Israelites were forced to swallow prior to setting off into the
wilderness? (The travellers always made a point of tasting the waters
at Ayn Musa, the Well of Moses, to sample its bitterness and usually
pronounced it unobjectionable.) Which of the two likely candidates
for the true Mount Sinai (complicated by the fact that Deuteronomy
called it Mount Horeb) was the real one: Djebel Musa, the tallest peak
and the site of the famed St Catherine’s Monastery, or Djebel Serbal,
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some way away with its spectacularly wild ravines and multiple peaks?
Which of the two had beneath it a plain big enough to hold the two
million Israelites (600,000 men plus wives and children, if you do the
Bible sums that way), not to mention their flocks and herds, said to
have assembled beyond the Red Sea, with a clear view of Moses
descending with the tablets of the Law?

The Moses-hunters thought of themselves as modern men, but
equally, like Dean Stanley, they were eager to surrender themselves
to transports of identification with the Israelites and their leader. “We
were undoubtedly on the track of the Israelites,” he wrote excitedly
in 1852; he believed the wild thorny acacia that dotted the desert were
the wood of shittim, prescribed for the Tabernacle in Exodus 30, but
which must also have been the Burning Bush. A piece of the learned
divine wanted to be on guard against ridiculous fables, but at Ayn
Musa — which claimed to be the place of landing and setting-forth —
Arthur Stanley dissolved into a full-on Victorian scriptural romance.
‘I saw tonight both at sunset as the stars came ourt and later still by
the full moon, the white sandy desert on which I stood, the deep
black river-like sea and the dim silvery mountains of Atakah on the
other side.”

In Edward Palmer, the Wilson Survey had its eccentric lyric poet
as well as its ethnographer of the Bedouin, scholar of the Muslim
variants and traditions of the Moses epic. He carried with him a
healthy scepticism about the usual guff peddled by guides and monks
to the Sinai pilgrims and tourists, but there were places out in the
deep mountainous fastness where he too surrendered to ecstatic
wishful thinking: ‘whatever we think of the authenticity of some of
these traditions we cannot quite divest ourselves of reverence’. At a
cleft in the rock face at Ras Sufsafeh, Palmer pushed science well to
the back of his mind and surrendered to theophany, registered with
a burst of Ruskin-like mountain-poesy: ‘a stately awful-looking mass
as if it is rearing its giant brow above the plain as if in scornful
contemplation of the world beneath. What scene so fitting to witness
the proclamation of the primeval law as those hoary rocks?®
[lluminations arrived, one succeeding the next. ‘At this secluded spot
Moses may have separated from the Elders as it requires but little
imagination to believe that from the cleft itself the Ten Commandments
were proclaimed ... Who can say that it was not on the very
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blackened earth before us that hungry Israel was tempted to sin and
ate the offerings of the dead?”

The optimism of ‘sacred geography’, as they called it, began to
overwhelm the obligations of science. Even when the Ordnance Survey
map of Sinai was published in its great blue folio volumes in 1870,
the relevant chapters and verses from Exodus were printed above its
place names. Hence the Plain of Raha was superscripted ‘Exodus XIX,
12’ to identify it as the place of Israelite assembly before the true,
smoking Mount Sinai/Horeb. Palmer’s optimistic claim that stone
foundations found at a desert oasis must be the untouched remains
of an Israelite encampment went unchallenged. And in another crucial
aspect, the work of the Sinai Survey served to make Exodus ‘real’ in
the minds of those who followed in their footsteps — archaeologists,
surveyors, soldiers — as well as the vast reading public of Europe and
America, through the astounding photography of James Macdonald.

Despite all the extreme physical difficulty of making wet collodion
plates in the broiling desert, allowing for interminable exposure times
and then developing in his tent, Macdonald’s theatrically sublime
images of the Sinai ranges imprinted themselves on the imagination
of those who wanted to visualise where Moses had stood and received
the commandments and the law from God. He knew exactly what he
was doing, finding small natural amphitheatres closed off from the
valley below and sheer cliffs rising to fortress-like needle peaks that
seemed to touch the heavens. The colour sergeant may even, like
Edward Palmer, have been shaken into absolute belief himself. But
there is no doubt that those who bought his stunning album of a
hundred prints (of three hundred taken), or the even more spectacular
stereoscopic images, thought they were looking at the place where
the creation of true Mosaic monotheism had occurred.

It was, then, the alliance of word, image, survey and map that
actualised this formative moment in the story, which was only instru-
mentally that of the Israelites but had taken place, as the sacred
geographers saw it, for all of humanity. The narrative was resound-
ingly clear. Out of the pagan world, a liberated slave people, fitfully
exposed by the patriarchs to Jehovah’s covenant in remotest antiquity,
had been reborn, almost certainly sometime in the thirteenth century
sce during the reign of Rameses II, through the exodus theophany.
The law received by Moses and passed on, as Deuteronomy related,
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as legacy before his death at Mount Nebo, gave the Israelites their
sense of covenanted uniqueness as they entered Canaan with
conquering Joshua, and created eventually the Davidian state centred
on Jerusalem. That uniqueness would be differentiated by its devotion
to a single formless faceless God amid the empires of the many-gods,
would be encoded in the Bible, physically instituted in the Temple,
and endured beyond all worldly destructions.

The fact that these core truths were communicated in the language
of modern science invested the Bible with its historicity. The most
improbable miracles might be discounted as poetic licence, but just
as philologists were identifying and roughly dating the several threads
that made the biblical text, so this late-nineteenth-century generation
reckoned it was pioneering the rediscovery of the Bible as history. It
was the birthing moment of biblical archaeology, all innocent of any
sense of oxymoron. The empirical vindication that Dean Stanley had
hoped for at the time of the Palestine Exploration Fund’s foundation
would become the vocation of generations of archaeologists from
Charles Flinders Petrie at the turn of the century, through to William
Foxwell Albright, the missionary’s son, between the world wars, and
Israeli soldier-archaeologists like Yigal Yadin.

Disappointingly, no trace of evidence that Israelites had ever exited
Egypt, wandered in the Sinai wilderness for forty days much less forty
years, before conquering Canaan from the east, would ever come to
light, despite an ongoing hunt of a century and a half. The sole
Egyptian mention of Israelites from the period of the eighteenth
dynasty is that triumphal record of their defeat and scattering. But
then, as biblical optimists have pointed out, why would the Egyptians
have wanted to commemorate the annihilation of their own army?

But before the exodus is dismissed as fictitious epic, one question,
albeit speculative, won’t go away. No scholar quarrels with the archaic
antiquity of the earliest elements of the Hebrew Bible: the Song of
the Sea and of Moses. A strong consensus exists that their form is
consistent with other similar archaic ‘song’ literature from the late
Bronze Age Near East of the twelfth century sce. If that’s correct,
even though the Song of the Sea has much in common with the
Phoenician epic of the storm god Baal’s conquest of the sea, why
would early Israelite poets have created, perhaps just a century after -
the purported event, their own identity-epic, in which the degrading
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element of enslavement and liberation is entirely distinct from other
archetypes, if there was nothing to it lodged in the folk memory? The
most sceptical view presupposes an indigenous subset of Canaanites,
settled in the Judaean hills, differentiating themselves from the rest of
Canaanite tribes and states, through a mythic history of separation,
migration and conquest, all with exceptionally detailed topography.
Why that story?

So this is where we are in the true story of the Jews. No evidence
outside the Hebrew Bible exists to make the exodus and the law-giving
dependably historical, in any modern sense. But that does not neces-
sarily mean that at least some elements of the story - servile labour,
migration, perhaps even incoming conquest — might not, under any
circumstances, have happened. For some chapters of the Bible story,
as we have already seen, if only in the depths of Hezekiah’s water-
course, were incontrovertibly true.

History, though, cannot be constructed from absences or negative
inferences. In 1973, it was another crossing of the northern, Suez
branch of the Red Sea (where the Victorians believed Pharaoh’s armies
had foundered) that triggered a wave of aggressive academic scepti-
cism about the premises on which biblical archaeologists since the
Palestine Exploration Fund mappers had based their enquiries.. On
Yom Kippur Egyptian armies crossed the waters in a surprise attack
on the Israeli Defence Forces’ advance positions on the canal. A bitter,
difficult war followed. Israel’s power survived, but the country was
irreversibly chastened by the shock of the reverse exodus.*

And the archaeological excavations undertaken in the 1950s and 6os
designed to deepen Israel’s connections with its ancient antiquity were
themselves attacked for making the discipline merely a branch of
biblical vindication. Archaeology in Palestine, it was said, should cast
aside its obsession with hunting for verification of the Joshua conquests,
traces of David’s citadel or Solomon’s Temple, for the good reason
that independent archaeology would never find what the biblical
wishful-thinkers wanted, because the cold scientific facts were that
outside of the literary fictions of the Book, none of it had ever existed.

Looked at coolly, impartially, dispassionately, what could be reliably
said from the archaeological record? That by his own account, an
Egyptian pharaoh had triumphed in a thirteenth-century sce northern
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campaign over Israel, not the reverse; that there had been massive
destruction of ancient rich Canaanite cities in Palestine like Hazor
around the same time, but that the devastation was most likely inflicted
by ‘sea peoples’, not the wandering, hill-country Israelites; that settle-
ments in the Judaean hills in the twelfth and eleventh centuries BcE
suggested nothing more than rudimentary pastoral hamlets; that
Jerusalem itself, built on the remains of Jebusite structures, was a
modest, rustic enclave; that there were no signs whatsoever of Davidian
or Solomonic imperial structures, much less anything truly resembling
an Israelite-Judahite ‘state’ with a literate bureaucracy akin to Egypt,
Phoenicia or Mesopotamia. The monumental gates, walls, storehouses
and purported stables excavated by Yadin at Megiddo and other similar
places were evidence not of Solomonic grandeur, but were works
dating from the late ninth century BCE - so the dean of the ‘low
chronology’ critics, Israel Finkelstein, argued. This would have them
built by the descendants of Omri, the king of the northern kingdom
of Israel. The most likely master builder was the ruler attacked by
Elijah in the Book of Kings, Ahab, whose Phoenician queen, Jezebel,
reintroduced the pagan polytheism of her native country into Israelite
worship. In this sceptical view the powerful structures at Megiddo
and Hazor could not have been the work of the kings of the ‘United
monarchy’ stretching from the northern Galilee to Beersheba, for the
reason that no such realm ever existed. Rather, two separate mini-
kingdoms, Israel and Judah, grew up side by side; the former more
ambitious both politically and architecturally, more likely to flirt with
Phoenician paganism, and sufficiently sophisticated to produce its
hill-fort cities. .
The effect of this flattening ‘negative archaeology’ was, of course,
* political as much as scholarly. The narrative of Jewish singularity, of a
‘peculiar people’ separated out from the ‘nations’, especially Egyptians
and sea-people Philistines, by virtue of the exodus and the law-giving
on Sinai, and their conquest of Canaan in accordance with the
Abrahamic covenant, was now held to be profoundly unhistorical. The
epic of self-discovery, of separation into distinctiveness (if not unique-
ness) was, in this view, the retrospective invention of the Hebrew Bible
written in exile, not the true story of the Israelites at all. That real
story would reveal a tribal subset of indigenous Canaanites who, after
the collapse of their culture at the end of the Bronze Age, moved east
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(not west from Transjordan) into the safer but more primitive hills of
Judaea, and eventually took over the ancient Jebusite citadel of
Jerusalem. But that version of Canaanites-with-a-difference would have
diluted Israelite distinctiveness rather than sharpened it in the way
myths of ethnic origins require. The Jews would become just another
un-peculiar variety of western Semites. And so they remained for many
centuries in tribal rusticity. In all likelihood, in this sceptical view, King
David never lived or reigned, except in the romantic imagination of
the Bible writers of the Babylonian exile.

What was added by historians of early Israelite religion sub¥erted
the myth of distinctiveness still further. Instead of a dramatic mass
conversion to exclusive worship of the formless, faceless YHWH
around the time of the revelation on Sinai, archaeological evidence
from Palestine showed how close Israelite religion was, especially in
what had been thought to be its formative period from the twelfth to
tenth centuries BCE, to that of its surrounding neighbours.” ‘El’, the
Hebrew word for God in the ‘E’ text of the Bible - and in Jewish
prayers ever since — was shared with the Phoenician religion, as was
the plural-sounding derivative ‘Elohim’. The storm god who appears
to the Israelites in a smoking volcanic cloud, and who drives the sea
apart, was likewise close to identical with the Phoenician Baal. The
very cult objects, images and practices which the prophets castigate
as idolatry in Judges, Kings and Chronicles — stylised trees and ‘pillar’
figurines in the form of women supporting full and heavy breasts
(which must have had associations with fertility) — appear throughout
Palestine, north and south, including Jerusalem and Judaea, to at least
the ninth century Bce.”

Those figurines have often been associated with the persistent cult
of Astarte or ‘Asherah’, the consort-wife of God, common throughout
the region.” A famous eighth-century BcE inscription at Kuntillet Ajrud
mentions "YHWH of Samaria and his Asherah’, allowing little room
for doubt that in the religion of the people, rather than the one
prescribed by the priests of the Temple, Asherah and YHWH were
not seen as mutually exclusive but actually a celestial couple.* Of
course, the biblical prophets are constantly railing against the habirual
reversion of the fickle Israelites and Hebrews to worshipping false
gods and idols. The impression given by the Bible is of a cyclical swing
between the cult of many gods and the cult of a single exclusive
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YHWH. But there may have been a prolonged period in which YHWH
was worshipped as top God rather than the only God. Even the first
of the commandments says “Thou shalt have no other gods before
me’, presupposing that there were others — a matter of seniority rather
than exclusiveness. It is only with ‘Second Isaiah” as late as the fifth
century BCE, that the first explicit statement of “Yahweh Alone’ is made
categorical. For many centuries, a much more pluralist and syncretist
religion — of the domestic hearth, the farm and the town, featuring
especially the cultic pillars, the unfeatured standing stones called
massebot found all over Palestine — coexisted alongside the strictures
of priestly law coming from the Temple. At Arad, the fortress town
in the northern Negev, a tenth-century Bct small ‘temple’ has been
identified, built on the site of an earlier cultic place, complete with a
stone altar, with the usual horns at the corners, for the sacrifice of
animals and birds, and in a raised niche two massebot, one painted red.
Potsherds found nearby have names from priestly Jerusalem families
mentioned in the books of Jeremiah and Ezra. The Arad mini-temple
was precisely the kind of transitional cult place, full of ritual objects,
that the purges of Hezekiah and Josiah struggled to suppress. When
the site was excavated the small subsidiary altars were found over-
turned and plastered over, which does indeed suggest an official ending
to the henceforth unauthorised satellite temple.”

What does this all add up to? The contention of these ultra-
revisionists is that the Bible should be treated as nothing more than
the fantasy of exiles, played back in time, and answering to the need
for a myth of ‘coming-into-being’ as a distinctive people. That biblical
epic of ancestry relates the history of a nation fully formed at its
moment of origination as one-God worshippers, who then take that
cult with them into Canaan and institute it in the Jerusalem Temple.
It is not to be confused with history.

But this ‘minimalism’ has been a massive over-correction, now
confounded by much recent archaeology and sensitive revisiting of
earlier evidence like the Siloam Hezekiah Tunnel inscription. It is
already apparent that the ‘minimalist’ view of the Bible as wholly ficti-
tious and unhooked from historical reality, may be as much of a mistake
as the biblical literalism it sought to supersede. Though a work of many
centuries and generations, the Hebrew Bible itself could not have begun
in the Babylonian exile, much less have been mostly written still later
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in the Persian and Hasmonean periods as the ultra-revisionists claim.
For a precious amulet - in the form of two tny silver scrolls, one of
them bearing the Hebrew verses of the priestly blessing, originally
written in the Book of Numbers, and to this day used in synagogue
services on holy days ~ was found in 1979 in one of the burial caves
of Ketef Hinnom, south-east of Jerusalem, by the archaeologist
Gabriel Barkay. In all likelihood the scrolls were worn in rolled form
on the upper body, as a talisman, invoking the blessings of God against
evil and misfortune. Whoever wore them had substituted the words
of the Torah for what elsewhere would have been an image of a
protective deity. And startlingly, irrefutably, they have been dated with
precision to the late seventh century Bcg, the reign of the reforming
Temple-cleanser and Book ‘discoverer’, Josiah.

So although the earliest complete texts of books of the Bible are
the Dead Sea Qumran Scrolls securely dated to the third and fourth
centuries BCE, the silver scrolls of Ketef Hinnom push the date of
writing back to the late-Judaean monarchy. Since Aramaic largely
replaced Hebrew as both spoken and written language by the fourth
century BCE, it seems unlikely that most of the Bible could have been
written by that date. Even with Hebrew preserved as the language of
the priestly and scribal classes, it’s known from the much later apoc-
ryphal and wisdom books among the Dead Sea Scrolls that Hellenistic
‘modern’ Hebrew is of a drastically different character and style from
the ‘classical’ Hebrew in which most of the Bible is written. It was
always improbable that amid the devastation and depopulation that
followed the Babylonian destruction, the kind of literary exuberance
and power needed to put the Bible together could have been flour-
ishing in the sixth and fifth centuries Bce. It makes much more sense
to see the Bible texts arising from the yeasty Hebrew — shared by the
people’s tongue, the priestly poetry and the scribal skills — in the late
eighth century Bce monarchy of Hezekiah’s Judah. The later, sterner
strictures of the Deuteronomists — their religion of the ‘empty throne’,
wiped clean of any cultic figures, the sacred shrine occupied only by
the Torah and the kabod (the ineffable glory of YHWH) — then gave
the Bible its harder form, two centuries later, before and after the
Babylonian disaster.

With every new discovery a more nuanced picture of the earliest
history of the Jews is being sketched in — one not of course identical
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with the narrative of the Hebrew Bible, but one not entirely discon-
nected from it either. In 1993, a ninth-century BcE stone stele was
discovered at Tel Dan in far northern Israel, bearing an Aramaic
inscription of the Aram king Hazael celebrating his victory over the
king of Israel and, explicitly, in line 31, the ‘House of Dwt’. So much,
then, for the minimalist assumption that David and his dynasty
were the imaginary invention of later generations of scribes. The
story of the emergence of a distinctive Israelite state and Hebrew-
language culture needs to be uncoupled from the story of the Jewish
monotheism, brought together by the Bible writers as though, from
the very start, the latter defined the former. That is manifestly not
the case. But the two elements of a distinctive Jewish history - state
and story - did evolve and in some connected way, the one braiding
around the other, often fraying, sometimes torn off altogether, long
before they found the tight weave of the canonical Bible text.

There is no longer any doubt that a Jerusalem-centred mini-state
- with a probable population in the time of Josiah and Hezekiah of
around 40,000 in the city alone — was far more than the largely illit-
erate ‘cow town’ to which ultra-minimalists have relegated it. Provincial
city-forts like Gezer and Hazor were formidable establishments,
boasting six-chambered gates, fortified quarters for local officials, paved
ways and piazzas, capacious storehouses and stables. And they were
constructed not of rubble stone but ashlar - dressed and smoothed
masonry, often of imposing size. The organised labour and engineering
needed to make such places presupposes the heft and hierarchy of an
ambitious military state. Ramat Rahel, on the southern side of
Jerusalem, had what Y. Aharoni and Ephraim Stern confidently describe
as ‘the last royal Judaean palace’ built of fine limestone masonry, a
courtyard decorated with proto-Aeolic capitals and carved window
balustrades made of exquisitely scroll-like heads and ‘fallen leaf’ motifs,
entirely apt for a place facing Assyrian destruction.

From little, often minute things, a big picture emerges. Those small
objects are seal impressions, pressed into clay or wax by seals cut from
hard semi-precious stones, and which were once attached to docu-
ments written or sent by officials of the king. Fifty-one of them alone
were found in excavations in the City of David. Sometimes they are
no more than the petalled rosettes (very beautiful in their simplicity)
that seem to have been the personal stamp of the Judaean kings. But,
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in the Near Eastern way, often they picture beasts, birds, heavenly
bodies: beetles; a winged sun- -disc; the roaring lion of Shema, servant

“of Jereboam (most likely King Jereboam IT of Israel) a monkey; a lily;
an ass; the lyre that indicated a royal princess, Ma’ adanah, daughter _

of the king, Looking at them under the glass restores to life not only
the important men ‘Over the House’, as the bureaucratic phrase went
- a sar’ir, govérnor of the city g by the many under the House: the

,,craftsmen and artisans who fashioned the seals. And others too,

suddenly brought together in the community of picturing and writing:
those who incised letters into pots and j Jjar handles, often Imlk for the
king, but also signifiers of property — Shalomit, daughter of Zerubbabel;
Avanyalbservant of the king. «is

These are not masterpieces and that is the point. Unlike some Egyptian -

and Mesopotamian sites, what the fragmentary potsherd documents, the
seals and jar-handle inscriptions suggest is a great web of connections

wound across the territories of Israel and Judah, from Samaria throughs

the Judaean hills and down into the Negev, binding together the worlds
of religion, military power, the operations of the law, the gathering: of
_taxes, the needs of the table, the delight of the eye (those proto- -Aeolic
capltals') the stamp of ownership,.the authonty of the king, and even
the calendar of the farming life. -

For those who remain unconvinced that this has any connection
to a world pictured in the Hebrew Bible, even inscriptions in the name
.of ‘Gedaliah Over the House’ — the governor appointed by the
Babylonians after the destruction of Jerusalem - or Gemaryahu son
of Shaphan 'speciﬁcall); ‘mentioned in the Book of Jeremiah, won’t be
enough to undercut the conviction that the Bible was exilic retrospec-
tive fantasy." =

But then there is the view from Khirbet Qeiyafa. I first saw it in

the early spring of 2011 with the archaeologist Yossi Garfinkel of the"

Hebrew University of Jerusalem, who is continuing to excavate the
site.” The low hill is in the Shephelah,-thirty kilometres south-west
of Jerusalem, on what has always been assumed to be the frontier
zone between the Philistine-dominated plain and the Jerusalem hill
state of the Judaean monarchy. In early April the countryside is spec-
tacularlyfertile, so lushly green you can fofgive the Victorian travellers
for.constantly making comparisons with Kent and Yorkshire. Winter
rains have filled brooks and ponds; ancient oaks are already bright
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with leaf; meadows are sprinkled with wild flowers. One of them, a
wild lupin peculiar to a neighbouring hﬂlsxde,rgrow.s so intensely blue

that it draws botanical pilgrims from all over Israel to marvel at its -

dense, brief flowering, Later that week I'd met Jerusalemite writers,
embattled as usual with the country s mals who wanted to do nothing
but talk, for once, of lupins. -

But Khirbet Qeiyafa sits in a place of unﬂowery strife, past and
present. Its hill, like the neighbouring sites of Socoh and Azekah,
mentioned in Joshua 15:35, commands.the ancient roadway between
the hill cities of Hebron and Jerusalem and the coastal plain of Philistia.
To the west would have been the Philistine stronghold of Gath (located
at the present site of Tel Safi). Because the valley of Elah below Qeiyafa
is the site where, according'fb'fhe Book of Samuel, the shepherd boy
David slew the Philistine warrior-giant Goliath, the Bible-tracking
Victorians all made sure to pass through without paying close atten-
*“tion to the low wall on the brow of the hill, facing (as it still does)
the encampment where Bedouin come to park their flocks in the
‘bright pasture. Khirbet, after-all, ‘means_‘ruin’ in Arabic, and the
Victorian mappers had already seen enough to last a lifetime. This
one was ‘just a pile of stones’; Conder wrote shruggingly.

It took some time to realise that Khirbet Qeiyafa was far more
than that. That it was a site of some significance had been clear from

‘A,I“.

the 700-metre wall encircling the five-acre settlement on the crest™

of the hill. But from the relatively small size of the stones visible
on the wall it looked to be a structure of the Hellenistic period between
“~the late fourth and second centuries Bce. It was only when Saar Ganor,
then one of Garfinkel’s students surveying the site in 2003, noticed
a glaring size difference between the stones on the superstructure
and much larger blocks below, half concealed by a rising curtain of
weeds, that it became apparent.that there might be a much older
dwelling at the base. Clearing away the brush, the scale of these

stones revealed themselves as megalithic, some as.much as three *

metres long, some of them weighing as much as five tons. These
were building blocks that would have required massive mobilisation
of labour, nothing that an isolated peasant village could have accom-
plished. Better yet, beneath that layer of what the archaeologists
call ‘cyclopean’ (that’s to say, gigantic) stones was solid bedrock. So
unlike many sites that had experienced periods of habitation and

A
i
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destruction, thls one had been built, inhabited then suddenly aban-
doned and only reoccupied during the period of its Hellenistic
topping. There would be no Jumblmg of artefacts to muddle its
chronology. -

Excavations beginning in 2007 exposed a densely inhabited fortress-
settlement home to around five or six hundred people, divided into’

alower city and an acropolis on the summit. The defensive perimeter ..

was casement: an outer and an inner wall separated by space enough
for stores, guards or even rudimentary accommodation. Since*case-
ment walls largely disappear from such:sites after the‘tenth century
BCE, this is another indication of an earlier date, most likely from

the united not the divided monarchy. Directly abutting the walls:

were numerous domestic dwellings, many of them four-chambered.
In the middle of the western facé of the wall -was, unmlstakably,

broad monumental gateway, its stones some of thé most cyc]opean -

of the site. Later excavations exposed what Garfinkel beliéves: (not
uncontested) to be a second gateway at the other end of the fort

persuadmg him that Khxrbet Qeiyafa (or as the Israelis have now" "

mentloned in Samuel. - o~ P

Yossi Garfinkel is not a biblical romantic. He does not see himself as
a recruit in the Bible wars, between old-style zealots who insist on a core
of h.lStOﬂClty in the books, and those who believe them to be an entirely
literary construction, especially intheir deplctlon of a. centrahsed
Jerusalem-based monarchy ruled by the imaginary David. ‘T'm-not- reh
gious!” he protests to me on a visit a year later. ‘My wife grew up on the -
only kibbutz to raise pigs. I have no stake in making the Bible true or
false. I just see what’s in front of me.” Whether he likes it or not, thotigﬁ:
‘Garfinkel is caught in the crossfire, especially since before excavating
Khirbet his speciality was Paleolithic and Neolithic history, and the way
he sighed while explaining the battles that had come his way above the
valley of Elah, there are days I suspect he might sometimes wish to go
back to that earlier, quieter age. But he is stuck with Qeiyafa because
the implications of what has been revealed are so explosive.

What can hardly be disputed (though naturally it has been) is the

antiquity of the fort. Burnt olive pits found on site, subjected to

exacting carbon-dating examination in faraway Oxford, weré dated to
the late twelfth or early eleventh century sce. Thi§ makes Qeiyafa
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indisputably an Iron Age stronghold but whose citadel? Its strategic
importance is self-evident, but it is rlght on the moving frontier
between the Philistine power on the plain and Judaean settlements in
the hills; Gath in one direction, Jerusalem in the other.

With no axe to grind, Garfinkel became convinced it had to be a
work of Israelité Judaea, not Philistia. He insists the back casement
walls doubling as the front walls of domestic dwellings are unknown
on Canaanite sites, and anticipate identical configurations at other
indisputably Judaean forts at Arad, Gezer and Beersheba. It is also
true that in'laté-Canaanite.culture, new settlements and fortifications

are generally built atop the remains of anciently inhabited sites. Iron

~Age Khirbet Qeiyafa on the other hand, was raised on a completely

fresh strategic hilltop site, strongly arguing for it being an outpost of

_a new, rapidly emerging warrior and cult-driven state.

“"Then there is the matter of what was not found at Khirbet Qeiyafa,

namely the bones of pigs. Bone remains from every other known
- domesticated animal - goats, sheep, donkeys and cattle — were discov-
-ered in theirsthousands, but not one from the swine forbidden by the

dietary.st strictures of Leviticus and Deuteronomy. Sceptics have been
quick to point out that abstinence from pork was widespread in the
entire region, so that the absence of pig remains is not, of itself, any

" “kind .of evidence of Judaic settlement. But the pork aversion, due

probably to trichinosis brought.on by the infection of pigs by round-
worm larvae, is usually dated ty?o centuries later than the olive stones

" .of Qeiyafa. And the single local culture which persisted in eating pork

was the*very one directly confronting the hill fort: the Philistines.
And then, in a water conduit, on one of the annual summer digs,

a clay potsherd, inscribed with alphabetic words written in ink, was

momentously discovered by one of the student volunteers - as poten-

-tially momentous in its way as the abecedary of Tel Zayit or the

tunnel story at Siloam. There are six lines of writing, but many of
the words and letters remain teasingly indecipherable, either.because
of the faded condition:of the ink, or because it is not yet indisputably
clear which language they are written in. The letters might be proto-
Phoenician, the alphabetic language out of which ‘old’ Hebrew even-
tually emerged, or they might as easily be an embryonic stage of that
Hebrew ‘itself, consistent with the spread of literacy in the Shephelah
controlled by the Judaean kingdom the minimalists believe never
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existed. Taken together with the Tel Zayxt abecedary, of an equally
early date though evidence is mounting that the spread of alphabetic,
scribal writing in the western hinterland of Jerusalem was burgeoning,
almost certainly earlier than has yet been acknowledged.

None of this is quite enough, however, for those who have rushed
to proclaim the site as not just an outpost of the Davidian state, but
a place aware of a Bible that must have been written before the eighth
century Bce.® A Haifa University historian, Gershon Galil, proposed
a reading of the pottery shard - ‘judge the widow and the orphan

. restore the poor at the hands of the king; protect the poor and
the stranger’ - that makes it sound like a rehearsal of ethical precepts
uncannily like those found in Exodus, Isaiah and Psalms. Galil also
had no trouble seeing words like ‘asah’ (‘it is done’) that were unique
to Hebrew. Those who fiercely dispute Galil’s reading as overly
imaginative fail to see such words, and those they do see are said to
appear in non-Hebrew texts elsewhere. Haggai Misgav, the epigrapher
asked by Garfinkel to study the inscription, makes out far fewer
decipherable words, although one of them does indeed seem to be
the Hebrew for ‘judge’. But versions of the message can also be read
to disclose cryptic hints of revenge, or cven the names of persons

What is apparent, though, is that the writing in Qelyafa consists
of something more than just an arbitrary assembly of disconnected
words; that they form a continuous text and most likely a communi-
cation of some sort from someone to someone else. Not enough?
Enough at any rate to make Sha'ardyim somewhere that like Arad
later was a strategic outpost, a place to write to, to enclosea hum of
inhabitants — soldiers, their wives and children, scribés, farmers and
traders — by the standards of the Iron Age a little town. And it’s the
remains of that world, its daily routines, that fire my imagination
most excitedly as we stand in the sweet spring air of the Shephelah:
the standing stones of one chamber that Garfinkel believes are the
hitching posts of a small stable, probably for draught animals. Further
down on the site we squat to look at Iron Age kitchenware: a grind-
stone; another with raised points that could have been used to rasp
and grate. On one of the digs, along with all kinds of bright red
domestic ceramicware - jugs and amphorae — a very beautiful baking
tray was found. I am suddenly at home in this kitchen, preparing a
meal, reaching for the oil.
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Yossi stands up, arms akimbo, and surveys the whole place, antici-
pating another season of the dig coming in the summer, imagining
the ‘pile of stones’ as an eddcational archaeological park for school-
children from all over Israel. He is not refnotély a zealot, not the kind
of archaeologist like Palmer who went to the Holy Land with a trowel
in one hand and the Bible in the other. All he is after, he says, is the
truth. Something between a smile and a frown settles on his friendly,
owlish face. ‘Look, you need real builders to make such a place, the
steps, the streets, the casemate walls; it’s not something a bunch of
shepherds could or would do. You need some sort of state that-can
draft the labour to get stones this big here — some of them are even
more than five tons apiece. You need taxes, a written culture. And
this isn’t the Philistine version.’

He looks down to the ancient war-zone borderland below. His
battles will go on elsewhere, in the pages of learned journals, in
conference sessions and museum conservation labs. There will be
shouting, much exchange of mutually dismissive retorts, barely this
side of outright abuse. Garfinkel has already been accused of being
an accomplice of the resurrected ‘maximalists’ merely by describing
Khirbet Qeiyafa as belonging to ‘the time of David’, as if to invoke
him is to make an imaginary figure illegitimately real.

But with every season, the evidence pointing to a First Temple
Israelite military outpost accumulates with persuasive power. Thousands
of weapons, sword and spear blades, shafts and arrows have been
discovered. There are, however, no agricultural implements at Khirbet
Qeiyafa, which for Garfinkel confirms that the fort took tax and tribute
from the cultivators and pastoralists working the fields below — another
sign of the assertion of lordship power. The notion that a First Temple
dating means buying into the biblically imagined ‘palaces’ of David
and Solomon, he dismisses as missing the point. ‘Look, [ am not arguing
that the Israelite state that built this place was an empire or even a big
kingdom. No, the Jerusalem that built this was a little state — like Moab
and other neighbours — but a real state nonetheless, reliant on some
literacy, capable of mobilising labour, raising taxes, engineering walls
and gateways, organising defences.’

This does not, itself, make Iron Age Khirbet Qeiyafa Israelite. But
the most recent excavation has turned up objects which may turn out
to give the site its undeniable, clinching identification: two small
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portable, model shrines, one in pottery, the other limestone. They
were found in one of the three cult rooms of the site: chambers where
massebot standing stones were also discovered. Some of those rooms
are a little larger than the regular living spaces as if dedicated to devo-
tion, and one of them - where the shrines were found - has an
unmistakable flight of steps that passes through a -sthall fountain,
evidently used for ritual purification, a drain leading off and outward
beside and through the walls.

Is this starting to sound familiar, just a little bit kosher, even? Fight as
any dug-in sceptic against biblical association must, it is the little port-
able shrines, the clay no more than twenty centimetres tall, the stone
thirty-five, which, when put together with all the other evidence, do
seem to point in one inescapable direction. To begin with, the cult
rooms themselves are part of the domestic dwellings, even if it is easy
to imagine they might have been used in common by immediate neigh-
bours. But in keeping with the emphasis in Israelite religion on the
ubiquitousness of the sacred - sanctifying the local - the mini-shrines
would have brought a material version of the Tabernacle or even Temple
into those houses as a focus of veneration. To be sure, private, domes-
ticated cult objects are found all over the Semitic Near East, but they
are mostly images of the deities themselves or of celestial kmgs or their
animal embodiments, as one would expect from pagan polytheism. And
there are open-ended Canaanite model shrines, but those almost always
enclose cult figurines. At Khirbet Qeiyafa there is no sign of having had
anything inside the shrines except miniature unfeatured stone. It is
equally possible that they were representations of the sacred emptiness
that would become the hallmark of Judaism; a vacuum filled only by
the scroll of revealed words. The stylised portico of the pottery mini-
shrine is startlingly elaborate: two pillars each side, guardian lions at
their feet, doves atop the roof. It is the furled textile curtain, fashioned
by the potter’s fingers to suggest a swag, that is most extraordinary,
evoking exactly the curtain-veil parochet said by Kings to have covered
the entrance to the Holy of Holies and which would be a famous feature
of descriptions of both Jerusalem Temples. The tearing of the parochet
would be defined as the ultimate act of desecration by the destroyers
of the Temple so that a tradition has it that when Titus tore at the
curtain with his spear, blood welled from the fabric.

The slightly larger limestone mini-shrine, its original red paint still
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visible in places, is no less eloquent. For while it lacks curtain and
guardian animals, it has the multiply recessed doorway described as
the entrance of the Temple and, still more strikingly, the ‘triglyph’
roof with seven three-planked beams, seen end-on, characteristic of
temple architecture elsewhere in the region. In addition, black basalt
mini-altars, in'the same scooped and horned forms that would become
the norm, have shown up in the cult rooms. It is this unmistakable
sense of a religion — without the usual bodies and faces of pagan
deities, a religion of physical emptiness and conceptual fullness — made
portable, domestic, local, that seems to breathe so deeply of what
would become Judaism. And suddenly, at Khirbet Qeiyafa, denying
its possibility seems obtusely dogmatic.

Yossi Garfinkel is not saying the shrines prove that Khirbet Qeiyafa
was built and inhabited when Solomon’s Temple was standing in
Jerusalem, only that it seems impossible not to see the shrines as
expressions of a religious culture not dissimilar from the one described
in the Hebrew Bible. Not to be open to that possibility, he says, is
perverse. One of Garfinkel’s critics has complained in some despera-
tion that he wants ‘book-free archaeology’, by which he means Bible-
free; an archaeology that clears its head of scripture altogether and,
unlike the Victorians and William Foxwell Albright and Yigal Yadin
and Benjamin Mazar whose descendants still quarrel about it, just sees
and studies what is before it, as if that Book had never been written
at all. It seems to me, though, that an archaeology in this country
that has nothing to do with the Bible is just as self-deceiving as that
‘sacred geography’ that had nothing but the Bible in mind when it
mapped and dug.

In this story you don’t escape the words, the writing. One afternoon
I find the minute silver scrolls from the burial cave at Ketef Hinnom,
sitting under helpful illuminated magnification in a vitrine at the Israel
Museum. They are exceptionally beautiful things, the incised letters
with their strong vertical strokes nothing that any Jew today would
remotely recognise as Hebrew, but the real thing nonetheless. The
micro writing (which will become in another age a Jewish speciality)
is not directly from the Bible, but surely of its devotional poetry.
‘Graciousness to those who love him and keep his commandments
. .. He is our restorer and rock,” says one, but it is the other one,
KH2 as it is labelled, that stirs something deep in me: ‘May be . . .
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blessed . . . the rebuker of evil . . . bless and make shine his face upon
you and give you peace.” That something is the gravitational pull of
memory, the hurtling together of an ancient Then with the fleeting
" Now, that is the occupational hazard of anyone venturing into the
Jewish story.

I am nine years old again and standing irif}ny synagogue. Earlier in
the service the Torah had been lifted high, and then, before the reading,
taken round the congregation in procession. Before Judaism it was
images of gods that were processed and received veneration, but here
it is the Book that is the object of our adoration, our tallitim, prayer
shawls, extended to the passing scrolls for a touch. The Torah and its
words are so pure in their holiness that no direct manual contact is:-
permitted. The scribe who writes them must wash his hands on each
occasion of his writing; the reader who chants them must touch the
scroll only with a silver simulacrum of a finger, the yad. And we must
not touch the handwritten Sefer Torah directly, but only with the edge
of our tallit which we hold to our lips in kissing devotion.

Twice this procession of the Book takes place, before and after the
reading. But now the priests, the Cohanim, are standing, raised above
the congregation on the carpeted steps in front of the Ark, their prayer
shawls pulled over their heads, joined together to make a canopy. We
Jewish hoi polloi are forbidden from looking at them as they deliver
their blessing, but of course I can’t help peeping. The faded cream
canopy, striped with black, nods and bobs while the men beneath it
chant, some bending from the waist. ‘May the Lord bless you and
keep you,” they are saying, as if reciting from a scroll just rediscovered
in the reign of Josiah, ‘may he make his face shine upon you and give
you peace. Omayn.” The Omayn — amen - rings through the panelled
synagogue and not ten years on from the end of the annihilating war
I somehow feel safe.
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I. No Moses, no Plato?

What was it to be: the nude or the word? God as beauty or God as
writing? Divinity invisible or an eyeful of perfect body? As far as
Matthew Arnold was concerned, Hellenes and Hebrews were oil and
water.' Both were ‘august’ and, in their respective ways, ‘admirable’,
but they didn’t mix. Greeks pursued self-realisation; Jews struggled at
self-conquest, ‘Be obedient’ was the sovereign command of Judaism;
"be true to your nature’ was what mattered to the Hellene. But Arnold’s
pretence of neutrality was unconvincing. Who would want to live
waiting for the next round of fire and brimstone when you could be
a seeker after sweetness and light?

Grow up in the classical tradition and you believe Europe begins
with the defeat of the invading Persians, recounted by Herodotus.
Grow up Jewish and a piece of you wants the Persians to win. They
were, after all, the restorers of Jerusalem; Esther became their queen
— how bad could they be? The villain, Haman, who wanted to wipe
the Jews out, was surely just a freakish monster who got his comeup-
pance at the hands of the Persian king. On the other hand, the Greek
Seleucid king, Antiochus IV Epiphanes — who threw circumcised
infants from the walls of Jerusalem, along with their mothers —
seemned, according to the First Book of the Maccabees, wholly of a
piece with his culture. It was Hellenism that was the enemy as much
as the demented monarch. The Second Book of the Maccabees is
even more sensational in its catalogue of Greek atrocity. Clandestine
Sabbath observers are burned alive in their caves. The Jewish historian
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Flavius Josephus lays on the sadism even more horrifyingly. Those
who persisted with observance, he writes, ‘were whipped with rods
and their bodies torn to pieces and were crucified while still alive
and breathing’. -

What Greeks hated (in this v1ew) was the obstinacy of Jewish differ-
ence, marked by the cut they made on their male member, the break
they made in their week, the restrictions they placed on their diet,
the uniqueness they claimed for their faceless, perpetually cross deity,
their exasperating refusal to be like everyone else. Greek philosophy
presupposed discoverable, universal, truths; Jewish wisdom seemed
the private treasure of a locked-off culture. Greek temples, built
according to the principles of cosmic harmony, were designed to draw
people to them; the Jerusalem Temple was off limits to ‘foreigners’.
Greek statuary and monuments were meant to outlast the states that
built them. The Torah was meant to outlast architecture. For Greeks
the cult of nature, especially wild nature, was where ecstasy was to
be found. But for Jews sacred groves were places where you would
be lost amid pagan abomination. The ecstatic maddening of the senses
was at the heart of the Dionysian cult. In the Judaic tradition, strong
drink was when bad things happened: Noah lying stupefied and naked
before his leering son Ham; the disobedient Israelites capering around
the Golden Calf. Being drunk amid vegetation was worst of all, so
when Antiochus forced Jews to celebrate Bacchus in processions
‘wreathed with ivy’, as the author of 2 Maccabees writes, the Greek
cult of wild nature had displaced the Jewish obligation to master it.

A Hellenised Jew, then, was an oxymoron. Except it wasn’t — not
for countless Jews from Cyrenaica in Libya through the great metrop-
olis of Alexandria, into Judaea, the Galilee and out into the isles of
the eastern Mediterranean. During the two hundred or so years
between Alexander the Great’s conquests in the fourth century nce
and the domination of the Romans, the notion that Greek and Judaic
culture were mutually exclusive would have seemed baffling if not
outlandish. For those multitudes, Hellenism and Judaism were not
mutually incompatible at all. Their manner of living exemplified some-
thing like the opposite: unforced convergence; a spontaneous (if not
untroubled) coexistence. Before the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls
in 1947 and the Ketef Hinnom silver amulet in 1979, the oldest contin-
uous Hebrew text (found in 1898) came from the Hellenised Fayyum
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region of the mid-Nile, now securely dated to the mid-second century
BCE. Written on the papyrus are the Ten Commandments (in a slightly
different order from the way Jews and Christians now have them),
together with the daily affirmation=prayer, the shema. The Talmud
suggests that it was once conventional to read the Decalogue before
the recitation of the shema, so the papyrus has miraculously preserved
the daily routine of an observant Egyptian Jew living in the midst of
an intensely Hellenised world and yet sustaining without difficulty the
defining habits of his religious identity.

In the towns of the Fayyum region, a life lived under both Graeco-
Egyptian and Torah-prescribed law (often read in its Greek translation,
the Septuagint) was routinely unproblematic, both for the loudaioi
and their Gentile neighbours. A rich archive of papyri surviving from
Herakleopolis, south of Cairo - where, as elsewhere, the Jews consti-
tuted an autonomous, self-governing politeuma — reveals that while
they had the right to use Torah law in matters of marriages, divorce
or contracted loans, they did so only when it was likely to help their
case. Mostly they ran their daily affairs according to local Graeco-
Roman-Egyptian law. Under that law women could own property and
reclaim dowries on the dissolution of a marriage (as they had in
Elephantine), and lenders could charge the steep interest rates (as high
as 20 per cent) prevailing along the Nile.

But when it suited Egyptian Jews to invoke Torah law to reinforce
their case they did so. Peton, the son of a Jew called Philoxenes, for
instance, appealed to the local police chief Ktesias against what he
claimed was an extortionate attempt to charge double rent on land
leased from the crown. When arguing before his local religious author-
ities he knew exactly which Torah passage to invoke against the seizure
of certain goods (like the shirt off his back) as collateral against
payment.?

These were Jews who spoke common (‘koine’) Greek as their
everyday language, and whose names were Demetrius, Arsinoe (like
the Prolemaic queen), Herakleides and Aristobulus. Yakovs became
Yakoubis, Yehoshua became Jason and there were many Jewish
Apolloniuses. Some of them had Greek names that invoked the one
almighty God, like Dorotheus. The Hasmonean king who ruled over
the most territorially extensive Jewish state there had ever been was
himself called Alexander. They dressed indistinguishably from other
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citizens of the Greek empires, and inhabited cities like Antioch ‘and
Alexandria where (in the latter case) they were said to constitute a
third of the population.

It was the Hellenistic-Jewish world that invented the synagogue,
even though it was almost always called proseuche. Originally signifying
an assembly or gathering (for the reading of the Torah, not for prayers),
it eventually came to mean the buildings themselves created to serve
the needs of Jews who lived far from Jerusalem. There were proseuchai
in Cyrenaica, in Krokodopolis, Schedia and Alexandria in Egypt, in
Sparta, in the great Lydian mercantile city of Sardis, and on the islands
of Cyprus, Kos and Rhodes. One of the very oldest synagogues on
Delos was so like a villa that for a long time it was supposed to be
just that — and may actually have been converted from private use.

Nearly always they were built in what we would immediately
recognise as classical Greek temple style: pedimented porticos, entab-
latures, colonnaded aisles and richly decorative mosaic floors. In some
Jewish accounts, including the Talmud, they are sometimes called
basilicas, and inscriptions on some of their facades proclaimed them
devoted to theos hypsistos — a direct translation of the Hebrew El Elyon:
the God Most High.* They had synagogue notables (an archisynagogos)
who dressed in grand style, beadles (the chazzan — not yet a cantor),
caretakers, and on occasion their own tough guards on the lookout
for evil-doers. In Alexandria they welcomed and lodged Jews from
elsewhere in the already widely dispersed Jewish world, and many of
the proseuchai were granted the unusual and precious right of affording
asylum. Some added exedra as additional assembly rooms. All of them
needed running water for ritual purification as well as for the conveni-
ence of their lodgers. And it seems likely, from Jewish Egypt’s ceme-
teries, they may have helped with burials. In many of these respects
- with the exceptions that none of them segregated the sexes, and
their strong taste for mosaic floors — the original Judeo-Greek syna-
gogue is recognisable as the protoype of our own. (One historian
assumed from a description of the Great Synagogue in Alexandria
grouping congregants by trade and business that it must have been
more of a marketplace than a house of holiness, a distinction revealing
an innocent unfamiliarity with the modern shul.)

This was a culture in which Jews could and did write poetry, phil-
osophy, drama (like ‘Ezechiel’s’ Exagoge version of the departure from
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Egypt, including a dream in which, surprisingly, God’s heavenly throne
is vacated for Moses to occupy). Jews wrote history, of a sort, and the
fiction-narratives that some scholars call the first Greek ‘novels’. All
this literary activity was accomplished without any loss of faithfulness
to the distinctive rites and laws that made them Jews; in fact these
Greek forms became the vehicle of expressing that Jewishness. The
last books to be included in the biblical canon themselves reflect some-
thing of that hybrid character. Ecclesiastes is a “Wisdom Book™ that
owes something to Persian-Babylonian proverbial literature but at times
can sound just like an epicurean philosopher (‘Be not over-righteous
and be not over-wise for why should you bring desolation upon your-
self?’), as do the apocryphal books like the Wisdom of Jesus ben Sirach.
Both books have the tone of Greek writing even when what they are
teaching is transcendence from the base matters of the earthly realm.

All this crossover culture was possible in the Hellenic—Egyptian world
of the Ptolemies and the Syrian north-eastern empire of the Seleucids,
because the sovereigns of both realms had continued the Persian policy
of tolerating and subsidising local religions. In fact the internecine
conflict between the diadochi ~ Ptolemies and Seleucids contesting the
succession of Alexander the Great — often made them compete for the
allegiance of the Judaean population lying strategically between their
realms. Antiochus IV Epiphanes may well have committed all the
infamies chronicled in the Maccabees and in Josephus’ Antiquities of
the Jews, written two centuries later; but he and whichever of the
Prolemies it was who ordered Alexandrian Jews trampled to death in
the hippodrome by drunken war elephants were the exception, not
the rule. There was nothing about the conduct of the first Seleucid to
rule Palestine, Antiochus III, to suggest intolerance, much less persecu-
tion. And even Antiochus IV, defeated and dying somewhere in the
wildernesses of Asia Minor, is said by the author of 2 Maccabees to
have undergone deathbed repentance, ordering his government to
restore its protection and tax subsidy for the Jewish Temple. Once the
fiercest fighting between Jews and Greeks was over, it was perfectly
possible for the older working mutualism to be restored. The Greek
ruler would once again accept the autonomy of Jewish laws and reli-
gious traditions, and the Jewish leader, the Hasmonean Jonathan, in a
gesture implying formal submission, would receive the high priesthood
from the hands of the Seleucid king.
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Though the Jewish and classical worlds (both Greek and Roman)
would end up locked in murderous, catastrophic conflict with each
other, culminating in the Roman obliteration of Jerusalem, there was
no presumption on the part of Jews that the cultures were so mutually
hostile, that the apocalypse was just a matter of timing. Quite the
opposite was the case. Almost from the beginnings of their experience
of the dominant Greek world, Jews wanted to believe they had much
in common. In the minds of many of their writers and philosophers,
Judaism was the ancient root and Hellenism the young tree. Zeus was
just a paganised version of the Almighty YHWH, and Moses was the
moral legislator from whom all ethical law-giving had originally sprung.
The Jewish Aristobulus of Paneas, writing in the mid-second century
BCE, wanted his readers to believe that Plato had painstakingly studied
the Torah and that Pythagoras owed his theorem to ancient Jewish
learning. Given this common trunk of wisdom, it must have seemed
eminently possible that the two worlds would understand each other.

For the most part, this was a one-way passion. Before Alexander’s
conquests, Greeks would have encountered Judaeans as fellow mercen-
aries in Elephantine, or as soldiers serving Judaean officers in coastal
forts like Mazad Hashavyahu at the end of Josiah’s reign in the seventh
century BCE. It is a fact — though to modern instincts a surprising one
— that to much of the ancient world west of Babylon, the Jews would
have been most familiar as spears for hire. But there are occasional
glimpses in the ancient literature of another kind of early-Greek
curiosity in Jews as finders and keepers of ancient oriental wisdom.
In the nineteenth century the scholar Jacob Bernays - son of a famously
devout chief rabbi of Hamburg and uncle of Sigmund Freud’s wife,
Martha - first noticed that Aristotle’s prize student and successor as
head of the Peripatetic Academy, Theophrastos of Eresus, had
expressed fascination with the Jews, whom he characterised as a subset
of ‘Syrians’. In his book On Piety, Theophrastos characterises the Jews
as ‘philosophers by birth’ (a phrase that must have made Jacob Bernays
happy) who ‘talked constantly to each other about the deity and who
at night made observations of the stars, gazing at them and calling on
God in prayer’s Despite the fact that Theophrastos could fantastically
assert that Jews engaged in live sacrifices, basting the roasting carcasses
with honey and wine, Jews did not entirely run away from this early
reputation as custodians of ancient cosmology and divination. It made
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them the guardians of an esoteric oriental wisdom (even if some
Greeks insisted on supposing they had originated in India). Mostly,
though, Jewish writers in the classical world represented their religion
as simultaneously ethics, history and prophecy, all of which, if they
knew what was good for them, ought to command the attention of
pagan empires.

In this slightly self-congratulatory spirit, Josephus offers the
legendary story of Alexander the Great, in 332 BCE, the year of his
Palestine and Egyptian campaigns, being so moved by the pious
humility of the Jerusalem priests and people that he proclaims the
unity of God.® Though we have no absolute proof that in the year of
his long siege of Tyre, Alexander did not go to Jerusalem, it seems
prohibitively unlikely. But Josephus’ picturing must have owed some-
thing to an already long-established story tradition, and as is often the
case when he wanders from documented truth, the narrative is bril-
liantly vivid.

Josephus describes the Jews of Jerusalem, gratefully faithful to the
end to the collapsing Persian Empire, trembling before what they
imagine will be a terrible Macedonian retribution. But their high priest
Jaddua is visited by a dream in which he is told ‘to ‘take courage, adorn
the city and open the gates’. The people were to assemble before the
Greek conqueror clad in the white of humility, while he and his Temple
priests should dress themselves magnificently as befitted their sacred
station. A combination of purity and majesty: how could the Greeks
not be won over as Alexander’s triumphal progress halts before ‘a
place called Sapha, meaning “prospect™? So it is with that view of
the towers and walls and the Temple on its hill that the victorious
general encounters the white-garbed multitude, at their head the high
priest attired in ‘scarlet and purple with his tiara sewn with a gold
panel on which was inscribed the tetragrammaton name of God'.
Greetings are exchanged. Alexander improbably blurts out that he
‘adores’ this God, for, as he explains to a surprised aide, he too had
had a vision in which the high priest, dressed exactly in this manner,
would bestow divine blessing on his conquest of the Persians.
Alexander then ‘gives the priest his right hand’, and makes sacrifice
to YHWH in the Temple ‘according to the high priest’s direction’.
The next day, after being shown the Book of Daniel prophesying his
triumph (tricky, since in 332 BCE it had yet to be written), he repays
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the confidence by guaranteeing, as all good Greek rulers did, ‘the laws
of their forefathers’. Alexander waives Jewish tribute in the sabbatical
year and promises (since the Jews were such accomplished soldiers)
that those who joined his army would live undisturbed according to
their traditions.”

But this compliment to superior Jewish wisdom is nothing compared
to another story in which a Greek ruler becomes such an admirer of
Judaism that he showers every honour imaginable on its custodians.
The Letter of Aristeas was a drama about a book, or rather, The Book.
Written in the second century 8¢ it purported to be the account given
by the chief bodyguard and high counsellor to Ptolemy II Philadelphus,
of how the Hebrew Bible came to be translated into Greek in
Alexandria. Josephus includes an abbreviated version of the tale in his
Antiquities, but the original manuscript was important enough to have
survived in at least twenty copies into the early Christian era, when
this Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible known as the Septuagint
was, for all intents and purposes, treated as the definitive text of what
had become called the ‘Old Testament’.

The rabbis creating the Mishnah and the Talmud centuries later saw
no reason to take any notice of The Letter of Aristeas. The Septuagint
was a Christian Bible; theirs had been restored to Hebrew. The Letter
of Aristeas, in which Greeks and Jews together ponder the wisdom of
the Bible, would have jarred with rabbinical assumptions that the Torah
was an exclusively Jewish possession. Modern scholars have thought
that the Letter, with its idyll of inter-cultural harmony, might have been
triggered by a need to defend Judaism from Egyptian calumnies that
from time to time put the community in Alexandria in real peril.
Imploring Jerusalem priests and scribes to come to Alexandria and
make the translation, the king sounds an improbably sensitive note:
‘if ever evil has been done to your people through the passions of the
mob [ have made them reparation’. For the most part the Letter is
written as if the mutual understanding and-shared concerns of Greeks

~ and Jews were the most natural thing in the world. Thus the mover
of the whole enterprise, Alexandria’s royal librarian Demetrius of
Phaleron, tells Ptolemy: ‘I have been at pains to discover the God who
gave them the law is the same God who maintains your kingdom . . .
they [the Jews] worship the same God, the Lord and Creator of the
Universe though we call him by different names such as Zeus . . . He
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is the one through whom all things are endowed with life.” Though
there were certain markers that seemed to set Jews apart — the minia-
ture scroll mezuzah on the doorpost and the tefillin hand phylactery,
both containing the daily prayer in praise of the single God and passages
from the Torah’s laws (the first mention of either object in any source)
— they were simply prompts reminding YHWH’s devotees never to
separate themselves from the presence of that God or His teachings.®

The real Aristeas, of course, had no hand in the fictitious Letter,
but the Jewish author was an astute impersonator of the voices of
Greek courtiers and scholars, the better to persuade Greek-speaking
Alexandrian Jews that there was indeed a fit between Torah and Greek
philosophy. It helped that for more than a century after Alexander’s
conquests, the Prolemies ruled in Judaea as well as Egypt, so that it
was perfectly plausible for the king to send an exploratory mission to
his city of Jerusalem to persuade the high priest to come to Alexandria
with his battalion of translators in tow.

The education of the Greek envoys in the marvels of Jewish
Jerusalem starts almost as soon as they have arrived. Given the
hydraulic tour, Demetrius and Aristeas express their astonishment at
‘the wonderful and indescribable cisterns underground’ that drained
off blood from Temple sacrifices yet stored uncontaminated drinking
water for the population. So much classical history can be written in
its plumbing.

Fancy costume was similarly likely to impress the Greeks. Eleazar
the high priest is robed as majestically as any potentate: golden bells
hanging from his gown, ringing delicate changes as he moves. His
garment is sewn with pomegranates (whose 613 seeds were said to
represent the commandments of the Torah), and on his gold pectoral
is “The Oracle of God’ encrusted with jewels. His tiara bears the
tetragrammaton name of God. Seven hundred priests go about their
duties in the Temple with the utmost quiet and grave decorum. It is
just as well, then, that the decorated triangular table sent by Ptolemy
as a sweetener for the Temple is a calculated masterpiece of hybrid
Graeco-Jewish style. Featuring ‘wreaths of wavework, engraved in
ropes, marvellously wrought’ it also bears — what else? — the meander
— the essence of Greece brought to Jerusalem - studded with rubies,
emeralds, onyx, crystal and amber. The feet are carved in the forms
of drooping lilies and acanthus.
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How could they decline the royal invitation? Eleazar and seventy-
two scribes, six for each of the tribes of Israel, journey to Alexandria
and are loaded with compliments and gifts by the awed king, and
housed in elegant quarters on the island of Pharos, connected to the
city by a causeway. Before they get to work on the translation in their
airy quarters, they are treated to a week-long banquet which turns
into a Greek-style symposium, albeit with kosher catering. The king
asks courteously deferential questions about how best to reign, indeed

how best to live, and receives decidedly Jewish answers:

KING: What is the good life?

ELEAZAR: To know God.

KING: How to bear troubles with equanimity?

ELEAZAR (sounding remarkably like Ecclesiastes and Jesus ben Sirach). Have
a firm grasp of the thought that all men are appointed by God to
share the greatest evil as well as the greatest good.

KING: How to be free from fear?

ELEazAR: When the mind is conscious it has wrought no evil.

KING: What is the grossest form of neglect?

ELEAZAR: If a man does not care for his children or devote every effort
to their education.

There were also enough questions taken from the standard repertoire
of political mentoring (as Aristotle had tutored Alexander) to leave
no doubt that pseudo-Aristeas had the Greek stoic-epicurean truisms
off pat

KING: What is the essence of kingship?

eLEAZAR: To rule oneself well and not be led astray by wealth or fame
to immoderate desires.

KING: What is the most precious possession for a ruler?

eLeAzAR: The love of his subjects.

And together they move into the realms of Platonic mind-enquiry:
KING: How can one sleep without disturbing thoughts?

ELEAZAR: You have asked me a difficult question for we cannot bring
our true selves into play during the hours of sleep but are held fast
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by our imaginations which cannot be controlled by reason. For our
souls possess the feeling that they actually see the things that enter
into our consciousness during sleep. But we make a mistake if we
suppose we are actually sailing in boats or flying through the air.

This is exactly what pseudo-Aristeas” home readers in Alexandria must
have wanted: confidence that not only were the Jews on a level intel-
lectual footing with the Greeks, but that from the storehouse of their
own venerable wisdom they might even have something to teach the
Gentiles. There is a strong sense in the tone of the Letter that Hellenised
Egyptian Jews wanted to go beyond a reputation for arcane devotion
to an abstract ‘God Most High’ and to demonstrate the rationality of
the Bible as wisdom literature. Hence the urge to insist that even its
more baffling minutiae — the dietary laws, for example — are not just
arbitrary taboos, or vulgar forms of pest control concerned with
‘weasels and mice’. Rather, in banning predators and scavengers like
kites and eagles, they followed the natural human abhorrence of eating
creatures that had already eaten other creatures. It was altogether
more wholesome to consume ‘clean’ grain-nibbling birds like ‘pigeons,
turtle doves, partridges, geese and.. . . [according to Leviticus] locusts’?
‘All the rules laid down as to what is permitted in the case of these
animals and birds he has laid down with the object of teaching us a
moral lesson.” And then quite bafflingly, “the rules governing the divi-
sion of claws and hoof are meant to teach us to discriminate in our
individual actions’. In the same spirit of asserting the natural ethical
wisdom of the Torah, Eleazar points out that while other nations
were capable of violating even their mothers and daughters, such
abhorrent practices — along with homosexual copulation - was
forbidden to Jews.” (This last might not have gone down so well with
the Hellenes.) The same compulsion to make Greek sense of the Bible
moved ‘Demetrius the Numerologist’, the nearest thing to a Jewish-
Alexandrian historian, to subject the fantastic genealogies and chron-
ologies of the Bible to logical enquiry. Was it credible for Jacob starting
at the age of seventy-seven to have sired twelve children in seven years?
By Demetrian calculation, most certainly!

The combination of ancestral wisdom and rational criticism works
its spell. The company of translators, greeted by Ptolemy every
morning prior to starting their work, complete their task in
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seventy-two days (six times the twelve tribes — the same number as the
translators), and are honoured by the king who, genuflecting seven
times before the Book, declares it unthinkable (and possibly illegal) to
change a word. But then, in these wishfully thought literary creations,
Egyptian rulers are constantly bowing to the moral rectitude, political
astuteness and learned authority of Clever Jews. Before Moses, according
to Genesis, Joseph had risen to commanding power in the government
of Pharaoh. (Indeed in a work called the Ioudaikon, the Jewish author
gets carried away by crediting Joseph with the Egyptian system of canals
and irrigation — probably in response to Egyptian histories like that of
the priest-grammarian Manetho that characterised the Israelites as
indigents and lepers.

In the story of Joseph and Asenath (sometimes called ‘the first Greek
novel’ and certainly a romance), the upwardly mobile young Israelite,
a power in the land, is to be married to Asenath, the eighteen-year-old
daughter of Pharaoh’s counsellor Poti-Phar, or Pentephres. Veiled and
secluded Asenath, a notorious man-hater, is not delighted by the
prospect until a peep at the Jew, as hunky as he is wise, throws her
into an amorous swoon. At which point, of course, the Jew plays hard
to get, demanding her full conversion as the price of the match.
Trapped in a quandary, Asenath gets timely help from a pair of angels
who show up in the nick of time to foil a plot by Pharaoh’s son to
rape her, kill his father and ascend the throne. Having established
their problem-solving credentials, the angels feed Asenath the Bible
in the form of a sacred honeycomb, from which a swarm of bees
inconveniently emerge. But wait! The angels reappear, and transform
the bees into stingless little accomplices of Asenath’s connubial happi-
ness and religious epiphany. What a miracle! The Pharaoh. unharmed
thanks to the Jew and his team of angels, gives the bride away and
bestows blessings on the happy Jewish couple. Mazel tov, let’s drink.

The Alexandrian honeymoon between Judaism and Hellenism
wouldn’t last, but for two and a half centuries it was as vigorous, busy
and creative a world as any of the diaspora cultures that would follow.
It was possible to rise as high as Joseph and less fictitiously. The
philosopher Philo’s younger brother became royal tax collector for
the Ptolemies, and his nephew Julius Tiberius Alexander would
become Roman governor of the city in the first century ck, albeit as
an apostate. Another who wandered on the fringe of the Jewish
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community, Dositheos, son of Drimylos, climbed into the heights of
the court, becoming royal archivist.

Well before these famous success stories, in the middle of the third
century BCE there were established Jewish communities in Schedia,
south-east of Alexandria, up the Nile in the ancient city of
Krokodopolis, at Heracleopolis, in the districts of Kerkeosiris,
Hephaistias and Trikomia, and in Thebes, Leontopolis (where Onias
the priest, in flight from Jerusalem, established a rival Temple like
Elephantine before it, in defiance of Jerusalem). Often Jews settled
where their specialities called, which were often military and bureau-
cratic: cavalry in Thebes (including the perfectly named Sabbathaios,
‘born on the Sabbath’, who comes down to us from a mid-second-
century BCE papyrus); customs guards in Schedia; infantry at
Leontopolis. As was the custom they were paid for their service by
grants of land which they in turn often rented out to peasant cultiva-
tors. The suburban districts on the edge of Krokodopolis were said
to be green with flower and vegetable gardens where the Jews strolled
with dangerous lordliness amid the toil of their tenants. They were
themselves well off and populous enough to build a synagogue and
dedicate it to Ptolemy III.

But Krokodopolis was not Alexandria, which was one of the great
cities of Jewish history: nearly 200,000 Jews, a third of the population
(though 4 per cent of all Egyptians).” While not formally restricted,
most of them were concentrated in distinctive Jewish quarters east of
the quays, especially in the Delta district ‘on the harbourless shore’ as
the hostile grammarian Apion would put it, but not that far from the
royal palace. There were synagogues all over the districts, and dedica-
tory inscriptions to high patrons including the Ptolemies themselves
survive, suggesting the kind of bonding with local power that Jewish
communities throughout diaspora history would express.

None, however, compared with the Great Synagogue, legendary
even after the destruction of the community in the second century
CE, not least to the sages of the Talmud like Rabbi Judah ben Hai who
insisted that ‘he who has not seen it has not seen glory’. In his some-
what fantastical account, the Alexandria synagogue boasted rows of
double columns, and seventy golden chairs (in honour of the
Septuagint) for each of the elders of the synagogue, studded with
pearls, plus seating sections for each of the Jewish crafts and trades
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of the metropolis: goldsmiths, weavers, coppersmiths . . . The congre-
gation and the building were so vast that the chants of the reader
could get lost from the bimah - the platform for the reading of ‘the
Torah - so the chazzan would stand on the dais and wave a large white
silk flag to alert the congregation to chant the amen when each of
the portions of the reading concluded.

As at Elephantine, a sense of the society of Jews — with one foot
in their Jewish politeuma, the other in the wider world — is vividly
registered in surviving papyri: in the Zenon archive of -a tax official
of the Prolemies travelling to Palestine in the middle of the third
century BCE; and even more richly in the Herakleopolis papyri from
the Fayyum region. Typical is the case, made to the archon or ruler
of the local community, by one Dorotheus, that out of the goodness
of his heart (and in observance of a Torah commandment) he had
taken his sick brother-in-law, Seuthes, into his house and looked after
him ‘spending much of my means’ throughout his illness. Not only
that, but Dorotheus had sprung his niece, Philippa, from debtor’s
prison and brought her back home to be reunited with her ill father.
A real mensch? No, says Dorotheus, just doing what the Torah
requires. In return, before the invalid brother-in-law died, Philippa
had been formally adopted as a member of the Dorotheus household.
There she had stayed for four years. The domestic idyll had been
interrupted by the sudden appearance of Philippa’s mother, Iona,
who took the young woman off to the house of her aunt, thus
depriving the said benefactor of a helpful member of the household.
To argue his claim that the girl should now be restored to him,
Dorotheus insisted that Philippa would return as cared-for and caring
orphan to her guardian, rather than a useful housegirl for a master
(heaven forfend). To the archon, Dorotheus invoked his faithful obser-
vance of the precept of Leviticus 25:35 that ‘if thy brother is waxen
poor, he shall come not as a stranger into thy house’, although there
was nothing in the Torah providing for the obligatory return of a
niece. The archon, perhaps because this was a classic case of conver-
gence between Jewish and Greek principles of guardianship, seems
to have sided with Dorotheus.”

Further down the Jewish pecking order, the record is more patchy.
Ahibi the merchant is known only from a papyrus scroll written to
his partner Jonathan recording shipments of barley and wheat, Tasa

=
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the daughter of Hananiah (neither Hellenised in their names) only
from the record of her accusation against the Greek who had raped
her’ and a betrothed couple from widely separated diaspora commu-
nities — ‘the young man of Temnos’ (on the western Anatolian coast)
and ‘the maiden of Kos’ - from the marriage contract that bound
them together. Thé feel of the place and its citizens has to be pieced
together from potsherds, inscribed dedications on synagogues, and
especially inscriptions from Jewish tombs. It was at this time that
ﬁnd;‘rground tombs were being turned from common charnels into
chambers with niches cut for specific families and where some indi-
viduals were buried laid out, their heads resting on stone or earth
cushions. There are such inscriptions as early as the third century scg,
although the most eloquent date from Roman Alexandria.

Arsinoe, the wayfarer: Stand by and weep for her . . . for her lot was
hard and terrible. For | was deprived of my mother when I was just a
little girl and when the flower of youth made me ready for a bride-
groom. My father assented and Phoebus and Fate led me to the end
of life when my first child was born.

Rachelis: Weep for Rachelis, chaste friend to all; about thirty; but do
not weep vainly for me.

For beauteous Horna, shed a tear; three of us are here, husband,
daughter Eirene and I.

This is classical funerary style, and when tombs are decorated, they
are carved with architectural motifs — especially columns - indististin-
guishable from their Greek neighbours. Hebrew inscriptions, quota-
tions from the Bible which would become formulaic in Jewish
cemeteries, are entirely missing. Even in death, then, there is little
sense that the loudaioi were in exile. Their connection to Jerusalem
and Judaea was constant; the norms that made them Jews, perfectly
clear, but not at odds with their homes in Hellenised Egypt. Yet they
were not so deluded as to imagine they were universally loved by the
host cultures amid which they lived. If they knew the third-century
BCE history of the priest-grammarian Manetho, they would know that
they were associated not just with the cast-out lepers but with the
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Hyksos foreign kings who bore a reputation for harsh exploitation of
native Egyptians. There was always the possibility that for all their
settled existence, ugliness might be round the corner just as it had
been for the Elephantine Judaeans before them.

This we know from the cautionary tale of the narrow escape from
death by war elephants. Related in the so-called Third Book of
the Maccabees, which itself was too apocryphal to make it into the
Apocrypha (but is in the even less canonical Pseudépigrapha), the
story was well-enough known among Egyptian Jews to be the basis
for a local Alexandrian festival of deliverance organised in exactly the
same way that Purim became the festival of a thwarted plot to massacre
the Jewish population of Persia, and Hanukkah the festival of libera-
tion from Seleucid tyranny. Akin to those parallel, contemporary
histories, the Egyptian story features a crazed Jew-hater, the threat of
mass killing, and more fabulously than in Susa or Jerusalem, a not-a-
moment-too-soon intervention of angels.

3 Maccabees and Josephus disagree as to precisely which Ptolemy
was involved and thus when the episode took place, but a convincing
case has been made by the historian Joseph Modrzejewski for the
earlier date of Ptolemy IV Philopator in the third century Bce.
Campaigning, and briefly victorious against the Seleucids in Palestine
the king presumes to violate the sanctity of the Temple by forcing a
royal entry. The result, of course, is that on the very threshold of his
trespass he is paralysed, unable to move a limb. Consumed with hatred
for the Jews who humiliated him, once back in Egypt Ptolemy orders
the imprisonment in Alexandria’s hippodrome of all the Jews. There
(in a sinister and quite astounding anticipation of what would be
visited on the Jews of Paris in the bicycling stadium of the Vélodrome
d’Hiver in 1942) they are exposed to brutal heat and toil for forty days.

This, however, is not enough to slake the ruler’s thirst for revenge,
so, inspired by a vicious persecutor (whose name, Harmon, is suspi-
ciously close to the villain of the Purim story, Haman), he orders five
hundred war elephants to be maddened with incense and strong liquor,
and set on the captive Jews. Farce briefly intervenes. The confused
king forgets the plan only to remember it again the following day. On
with the massacre! Summon the staggering pachyderms! Crowds
converge on the hippodrome to watch the fun. Trumpeting jumbos,
out of their skulls on booze, dopey with smoke, tromp through the
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streets, followed by chuckling soldiery. At the last minute (as is their
wont), two angels show up, flap their wings around a bit, and hey
presto, the elephants go into reverse gear, swiftly wiping the smiles
off grunts and plebs who get mashed underfoot in the melee. Duly
impressed, the sadistic king repents and restores the Jews to life, limb
and location.

It’s a fabulous ending, but the writer of 3 Maccabees knew his story
was a-cautionary alert. Settled as they were, there might still come a
time when the distant trumpeting: of incensed heavyweights could
again be caught on the breeze and the ease of their lives would disap-
pear. That, after all, was what had happened in Jerusalem.

II. The Quarrel of the Priests

Approaching the city from the west, you would have smelled Jerusalem
before you saw it: a pall of woodsmoke hanging over the roofs and
walls, capturing the aroma of charring flesh. Fires at the Temple altar
=had to be kept stoked day and night, such was the demand for animal
sacrifices offered to YHWH every morning and every afternoon as
the Torah required.” The perpetual roasting was called the tamid,
Hebrew for constant, but there was a Greek word too for such ritual
cremation of whole animals, and that word was holocaust. This is
something else the two societies had in common. Among all the
cultures from Egypt to Mesopotamia and Persia, only Greeks and Jews
made fire sacrifices of whole animals. So thousands of goats, sheep,
cattle and oxen were driven into the city from the surrounding hill
pastures and farms. For the new moon alone, a ceremonious Temple
sacrifice of two young bullocks, one ram, seven lambs and a kid (as
well as an offering of grain meal, oil and wine) was required by
Numbers 28:11-15. Not all the sacrifices offered in the Temple were
whole ‘burnt offerings’ (olim) — some were ‘slaughter sacrifices’ (korban)
in which the carcass was divided into portions for consumption while
rendered fat and collected blood were separated as the portion devoted
to the Almighty and burned away in dedicated vessels. But around
:the turn of the second century Bcg, whole animal roastings dominated
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the offerings. While they were proceeding, Levites would chant psalms,
but as yet there seem to have been no prayers.

The ritual of the tamid was elaborate and painstaking. At first sight,
the shedding of so much animal blood seems jarringly at odds with
the fierce ban on eating it, but the two sets of practices were connected.
Animal sacrifice was so common because of the abhorrence of eating
bloody flesh.* It may well be, as David Biale suggests, that the combin-
ation of bloody animal sacrifice and bloodless diet was meant to
establish a counter-culture against the more sanguine dietary habits
of the peoples around them. The Bible insists that in the blood of a
creature was its nefesh — its vital essence, sometimes translated as ‘soul’.
So do not imagine a Temple courtyard saturated with sanguine. After
being killed, most often by a priest, the blood would be fastidiously
collected in a basin. What was not needed for the offering was drained
away through sluices, leaving the sacrificial area clean. Then the animal
would be flayed and the carcass fed to the fire, where it would remain
until entirely consumed, bones and the occasional goat beard some-
times remaining. The much-prized skins usually went to the high
priest who might bestow them on other priests; but there could be
much contention over those hides.

On pilgrim festivals, the tempo of sacrifice increased, and with them
the volume of spectators and participants thronging to Jerusalem for
the solemnities and festivities. Physically, Greek Jerusalem around
200 BCE seems to have been growing fast, in population if not physical
size. The figure given by Hecataeus of Abdera of 120,000 is entirely
fantastic, but the people might have numbered in their tens of thou-
sands, and the size of the city had expanded to around eight square
kilometres. Certainly, the increased demand for food had prospered
the surrounding countryside that had taken generations to recover
from Babylonian destruction. The rolling Shephelah to the south-west,
with abundant rainfall in winter and spring, was producing wheat
again while the drier hillsides were dotted with olive groves, vines
and pasture. To feed the multitudes of incoming pilgrims, the judaean
farms selling their produce on stalls near the walls were supplemented
by vendors from further afield: Tyrians who brought fish; merchants
from the coastal cities of Askelon, Ptolemais and Gaza who sold
ceramics from the Aegean, increasingly in demand; northerners selling
Phoenician glass.
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Though there were already synagogues in and around the city, as
much hospitality centres as places of reading and prayer, ultimately
Jerusalem was the Temple, with its relentless conveyor belt of sacral-
ised animal slaughter, the calendar of festive pilgrimage and atonement
holy days, the Sabbath pause (an innovation in the ancient world) and
the regular readings of the Torah that Ezra had inaugurated two and
a half centuries earlier. Kingless, but rich with the literary ghosts of
David as the purported author of the Psalms, and Solomon as the
writer of his sensual Song and the apocryphal ‘Wisdoms’, the charisma
of authority was concentrated in the imposing figure of the high
priest, around whom the rhythm, the social meaning of the city,
revolved.

With the royal dynasty broken, it mattered — for a little longer
anyway - that the high priest was a lineal descendant of Zadok who
had been at David’s side and who had crowned Solomon. And it also
mattered that Zadok was himself descended from the elder of Aaron’s
two sons, Eleazar — hence that latter name so often recurring in the
high priesthood. Indeed, it was even possible to stretch the lineage all
the way to Levi, the son of Jacob and Leah. So the high priest’s public
appearance in the Temple, and the rare, exclusive entries into the Holy
of Holies, were consciously majestic and dense with symbolism. (The
appearance of the miraculously clad high priest was the closest Jews
got to the apparition of divine exaltation in human form.)

And yet, although a genealogy of succession has survived — with
the names Simon and Onias recurring — almost nothing is known
about individual high priests, nor even the details of their duties and
ceremonies outside of biblical prescription (and not much of that).
The epitome of rabbinical tradition remains the nebulous figure known
as ‘Simon the Just’, although characteristically there is no agreement
beyond placing his priesthood somewhere in the third century Bck,
only that he exemplified the union of personal piety, Judaic justice
and ceremonious authority. (Sensibly, there is no entry for him, for
instance, in the otherwise exhaustive Encyclopedia of Early Judaism.)

We do know, however, that the high priest was not alone in his
grandeur, wealth and power. He was at the centre of a dynastic estab-
lishment and a priestly aristocracy, all of whom came with extended
families, estates, officials and hangers-on. Josephus also mentions a
gerousia, a council of elders in Jerusalem, similar to the one that existed
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in Alexandria and which might negotiate with the Greek overlords on
the crucial and perennial matters of taxes, and subsidies for the upkeep
of the Temple (another inheritance from the Persian period). Together,
this Jerusalem-Judaean elite, incréasingly managerial and #orldly as
much as spiritual, constituted a ruling establishment responsible for
sustaining the distinctive social culture that Judaism was fast becoming.

Amid all this guesswork one startling fact leaps from the record
(at least according to Josephus) and which speaks volumes about the
pragmatic reality of the Temple aristocracy. Sometime towards the
late third century Bce the High Priest Onias, the latest in the Zadokite
line and son of Simon the Just (and, according to Josephus, endowed
with itchy palms where money was concerned), married off his
daughter to an aggressive man on the make from across the Jordan.
This Tobiah became the godfather of a powerful clan on whom
Josephus spends many pages, and their dramatic story might well
have been relegated to another historical fable had not letters shown
up in the Zenon archive from one ‘“Tubias’, a commander of a fort
on the east side of the Jordan. The letters were written to the Ptolemid
treasury, and were obviously from a tax-collecting heavy, pretty much
identical with Josephus’ armed notable, and matrimonial prospect.
Originally an Ammonite, thus not of the Judaean ethnos, Tobiah’s
wealth and power had made him Jewish enough to marry into the
highest rank of the priestly aristocracy. The way that he had made
his pile was to morph military function into tax farming on behalf
of the Prolemid government, increasingly pressed for funds to finance
the endless wars with the Seleucids. Tobiah was delivering money
up front to the finance minister Apollonius and recovering it — plus
hefty bonuses — from the local population. In other words he was
the kind of familiar figure who always thrives at times of constant
war: a combination of local warlord, robber baron and government
contractor, rich enough and Jewish enough to be a catch for the high
priest’s daughrer.

Josephus makes a great deal of Tobiah and his son, Joseph, who in
the way of the second generation polishes the rough edges off his
father’s fortune and rises to be the Indispensable Man, negotiating tricky
arbitrations between the Ptolemies and Seleucids. But it was Tobiah’s
grandson, Hyrcanus, who, by transforming what the Zenon letters make
clear was originally a local fortress into an opulent limestone palace
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east of the Jordan, left the most spectacular architectural evidence of
what the life of this Hellenised clan might have been like at the turn
of the second century BcE.

Qasr el-abd (or Iraq al-Amir as it is now known), set in its fertile
Jordanian valley, is one of the most seductive remains of the Hellenistic
world anywhere. Graceful columns appear on the facade of its two
storeys; more columns line the interior of the spacious courtyard;
lions and panthers prow! on the limestone facade. One of the sculp-
tors endearingly allowed his creative imagination to get the better of
his zoological knowledge as he has a fully maned lion suckling a brood
of cubs on the palace roof. Originally, the palace was encircled by an
ornamental lake in which its graceful lines would have been mirrored.
But that lake, as well as the platform on which the palace was raised,
preserved in its elegance the lines of its original function as strong
man’s bastion. In all likelihood it was also the administrative centre
of a Tobiad micro-state, with its full complement of scribes, officials
and tax collectors. When the High Priest Jason (who had deposed his
brother, the incumbent Onias III, by offering to the new Seleucid king
Antiochus [V the treasure and tribute needed for yet another campaign
against the Prolemies) was himself replaced by an even more fawning
ingratiator, Menelaus, it was to Hyrcanus’ palace in Ammonitis’ that
Jason fled. There he gnashed his teeth and bided his time, before
mobilising a private army that, when the moment was opportune,
would march on Jerusalem.

It could well be that Hyrcanus’ grandiose palace, removed as it was
from the Judaean centre, is typical of nothing except the dynastic
pretensions and ruthless power of the Tobiads, although as a rival
power centre to Jerusalem it played its part in igniting the great
upheaval that was about to take place in Judaea. At the very least it
speaks of a culture in which a Jewish identity (for the Tobiads certainly
identified with that) and Torah observance coexisted alongside Greek
taste and culture, without the two being mutually exclusive. Likewise,
the Hasmoneans who would recreate the first Jewish state since the
Babylonian conquest, and who every Hebrew school student is brought
up to believe were the antithesis of the Hellenes, turn out to be their
imitators.

Hellenistic and Jewish culture were coming together in subtle,
material ways, mainly in the look of towns and the dwellings within
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them. Recent excavations in and around Jerusalem have dhcovered
houses and villas of surprising size and splendour, boasting spacious
rooms with fresco-decorated walls. Vines curl, lilies .unfurl, pom-
egranates press against the calyx. Amid the rubble and ruin, blood-red
ceramicware made in the Greek city of Megara, richly decorated with
flowers and flirtations, has been found; also, tall Rhodian jars and
amphorae, and pearly, slender-necked Phoenician glassware. In and
around Jerusalem, the local blond limestone was being used for the
first time for drinking vessels, not least because stone was deemed
impervious to ritual impurity (unlike ceramic). Local pottery also
flourished and developed sweetly decorative forms, the most common
being freehand floral painting on shallow dishes and bowls. With larger
rooms, chandeliers and candlesticks became bigger, holding more and
more candles on crimson-coloured disc or saucer forms.

This was chapter one in the long history of Jewish shopping. On
the Mediterranean coast, the new demand for Aegean goods made
busy port centres of older towns like Gaza, Dor and Ashkelon, and
created one major new port city in coastal Galilee: Ptolemais (later,
Acco). Further inland at a crossroads between the Jezreel Valley and
Lower Galilee, beside the hilltop site of an ancient Canaanite fortress
town, Beit She’an became the Greek polis of Scythopolis, named for
the Scythian mercenaries from the region between the Black and
Caspian seas, who settled there, far from Persia. In many of these
urban centres there were brick houses built on stone foundations,
sometimes decorated with plaster, and colonnaded avenues boasting
the three institutions that defined Greek civic life: the gymnasium, the
school-cum-academy known as the ephebeum and the theatre.

Those places were still on the periphery of Jewish life, and it seems
unlikely that Jews migrated there yet in any significant numbers,
although Sepphoris, near Nazareth (which was to become the great
urban, mixed-culture centre of Lower Galilee), had a Jewish as well
as Greek population from the beginning. Increasingly, the quasi-
Hellenised, Greek-speaking Jews of heartland Judaea felt the magnetic
pull of such places. For many the cultural flirtation with Hellenism
would have met its sternest test at the door of the gymnasium, since
exercises were performed in the nude and the circumcised penis
prompted cackles of derision from the Greeks whose pride in the
lengthy, tapered prepuce can be seen on innumerable vases and
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amphoraié. Especially baffling and the subject of much sniggering was
* the notion that Jews deliberately cut away their foreskin to deprive
themselves of sexual pleasure. Strabo the geographer even believed
that Jews practised clitoral excision for the same misguided reason.
And some of Philo’s fierce defence of the practice as intrinsic to leading
the moral life (not to mention matters of cleanliness) only confirmed
the pagan world in its bewildered contempt for Jewish self-denial. As
far as they were concerned, showing off your finely elongated prepuce
was so de rigueur among the very flower of Greek athletes that some
took to wearing the kynodesme, or ‘dog leash’, a thin leather thong
that would loop round your back, winding under the scrotum to be
tied in a fetching little bow just where you wanted it.

For Jews for whom acceptance as a full citizen of the polis was
more important than the covenant, and aware that graduation from
the ephebeum academy would require nude gymnastics, partial fore-
skin restoration known as epispasm was available. Since circumcision
in antiquity seems to have involved less than the removal of the entire
prepuce, the remaining vestige could be stretched by traction, the skin
mollified with honey or lotion from the pressed thaspia plant, a treat-
ment routinely used for Gentiles who thought themselves short-
changed in the prepuce department, and who suffered from inadvertent

exposure of the glans with consequent outbreaks of embarrassing-

tittering in the gym.” When, as was inevitable, those who had gone
through epispasm suffered stretchers’ remorse, the rabbis (who took
all this with the utmost seriousness, for the covenant was involved)
debated whether complete re-circumcision was mandatory for a return
to Judaism or whether it was too dangerous an operation. But from
then till now, along with repeated Talmudic insistence that the prepuce
was intrinsically revolting, the Mishnaic requirement for the brit milah
ceremony has involved complete and irreversible foreskin removal.
Nothing done by halves.*

And yet it was a high priest who proposed establishing a gymnasium
in Jerusalem, making Jews (in the shocked description of 2 Maccabees)
‘wear Greek hats’ (hats being a very big deal to Jews), and who was
pleased to send a delegation of Hellenised Jews to the cinquennial
games at Tyre. This daringly renegade high priest was the usurper
Jason, who in 172 Bce had displaced his brother, the incumbernt Onias
111, by bribing his way to the office. The gymnasium was but one part
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of a larger scheme launched by Jason to transform Jerusalem into a
Greek polis. Once its people had been<through the ephebeum that
was also to be created, they would qualify as citizens and their city
would henceforth be known as ‘Jerusalem in Antioch’. The quasi-
apostasy of a high priest amounted to a repudiation of the founding
act of Israelite difference: the covenant made between Abraham and
YHWH, dramatically renewed when the excited Zipporah flung the
bloody foreskin of her son at her husband Moses and proclaimed,
‘Now thou art a bridegroom to me.” The Seleucid king, Josephus
writes, wanted the Jews to be like everyone else, but the desire sprang
in the first place from the wholly Jewish high priest, Jason.

The force of this development is especially shocking because nothing
about the Seleucids had suggested that they were bent on coercive
Hellenisation as a matter of policy any more than the Ptolemies. When
the cavalry of Antiochus Il (conspicuous for the top-to-toe armour
enveloping not just its troops but also their mounts) had smashed the
Prolemid army of Scopas at the battle of Banion on the foothills of
Mount Hermon in 200 BCE, one of the earliest actions of the victorious
king was to issue edicts promising to be, if anything, an even more
solicitous protector of the ‘ancestral laws and practices’ of the Jews,
banning foreigners from the Temple precincts and the import of
forbidden meats and animals, incuding (perhaps redundantly) leopards
and hares from Jerusalem. Temple sacrifices were to be maintained,
damages from the war made good, and the priests permanently
exempted from taxes, the rest of Jerusalemites for three years.

Antiochus III's decrees were everything the old Jerusalem Temple
establishment could have asked for and in keeping with three centuries
of the relationship between imperial overlords and the Jews, but they
did not survive the campaigns or the life of the king himself. Tempted
into overreach, Antiochus III rashly tried to exploit his advantage by
taking the war to Egypt itself where he was routed by the coming
power of the Romans at the battle of Magnesia. It was a turning
point. The Romans exacted a ferocious indemnity and took young
Antiochus (later the IV) hostage in Rome where (according to Polybius)
he established a precocious reputation for peevish eccentricity. But
the strain on the military chest for the Seleucid north was such that
they may have regretted the easy-going hands-off largesse that
Antiochus III had promised Jerusalem.
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Under his successor, Seleucus IV, that shortage of funds became so
acute that the king could no longer afford to keep his hands off the
much-publicised gold and silver of the Temple. A raid by the finance
minister Heliodorus may or may not have happened, but it became
the subject of yet another miracle story when the would-be plunderer
is stopped in his tracks by - naturally - the angelic rescuers who got
around fast in the world of Judeo-Hellenic fantasy literature.

It was this very specific, entirely pragmatic fiscal-military predica-
ment of an insecure mini.empire, not any sort of preordained clash
of religious cultures, that triggered the events leading to the great
Hasmonean rebellion. It certainly became a war of Jewish resistance
against cultural and even ethnic annihilation, and the Books of the
Maccabees, committed to depicting the Hasmoneans as guardians of
the Torah, present it that way.

The truth is more squalidly complicated and thus more historically
credible. Sensing what the Seleucid governments wanted, rival factions
of the Temple elite competed in monetised ingratiation in return for
official favour for their party in the high-priesthood wars. Both
contenders for the office after the accession of Antiochus IV Epiphanes
— Jason and his rival in bribery, Menelaus - were Hellenisers, each
outbidding the other in offering monetary sweeteners to the Seleucids.
Three years into his high priesthood, Jason was the loser. Since his
successor Menelaus had Onias (the original high priest and Jason’s
brother) assassinated, Jason lost no time in getting himself across the
Jordan to Hyrcanus’ palace fort.

A little giddy at finding himself the high priest to end all high priests
(literally), Menelaus authorised the establishment of the akra citadel
for foreign troops, which had the effect of turning Jerusalem into an
occupied city (notwithstanding that it was supposed to be a free polis).
The building of the citadel required the demolition of a swathe of
property in an increasingly crowded town.” And demolition politics
in Jerusalem has always been a recipe for trouble. The wrecking crews
moved in, triggering violent riots. So the war between Jews and Greeks
did not start with the Maccabee revolt in Modi’'in but an urban insur-
rection against the citadel (albeit armed with just sticks, knives and
stones) and Menelaus’ brother, the deputy high priest Lysimachus,
and his officers. According to 1 Maccabees, the crowds also threw
ashes at their enemies. Supposing any of the ‘dust’ or ‘ash’ landed on
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its targets, it is unlikely to have caused the oppressors much discom-
fort, but the point of the gesture was symbolic: the residue of the
sacrifices flung on those who had outlawed them.

However he heard about the riot, Jason, sitting in Hyrcanus’ big-cat
palace across the Jordan, knew this was a precious political opportunity.
Now he could pose as the defender of Jewish tradition. Believing his
own propaganda, and giving off waves of unmerited righteousness,
Jason mustered the spear carriers.

His timing was determined by a report that Antiochus IV was dead.
The Seleucid had marched south to mix it up as usual with the
Ptolemies, had been thwarted by the Romans but had survived -
indeed, had come to some sort of agreement with the victors.” Jason,
meanwhile, believed this to be his moment. Leading a small army he
had raised with the help of Hyrcanus, he crossed the Jordan, attacked
Jerusalem and slaughtered not just the foreign troops and mercenaries
defending the city for the Seleucid king, but thousands of Jews who
he decided had been accomplices of the Greeks.

But in fact Antiochus IV was very much alive. Released from his
Egyptian predicament by a treaty with the Romans, he turned
apoplectic at Jason’s coup. Thwarted in one military theatre, he was
not about to have Seleucid power humiliated in another. So the king
turned monster, and the jokes that he was not, as represented on his
coins, epiphanes (God-manifest), but epimanes (lunatic), suddenly became
serious. It was, moreover, madness with a method, or at least a pre-
cedent. Jason — and the enthusiastic reception he had received from
many quarters in Jerusalem — had put Judaea out of bounds of civilised
consideration and made it liable to be treated as ‘captive of the sword’,
no longer bound by the agreements Antiochus II had made, but deliv-
ered to the absolute power of the conqueror for him to deal to its
people, holy places, customs and property whatever he wished.

And what he wished was grim: a three-day butchery which
according to the Books of the Maccabees took 40,000 lives, including
women and children, and an equal number enslaved who were shipped
off to be sold on the Phoenician slave markets for sums that would
ease the Seleucid treasury problem. The author of 1 Maccabees adds,
with sinister poetic indirection, that the trauma threatened the biolog-
ical survival of the Jews, since ‘virgins and young men were made
feeble and the beauty of women was changed’.”
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Then came the cultural annilgilation. famous from the Books of the
Maccabees: the ban on all the rituals that made Judaeans Jews: Torah
reading, circumcision, ritual purification, Sabbath observance. Instead
of abstaining from pork, Jews were forced to eat it. By robbing the
Temple of all its vessels and ritual furnishings — the golden altar, the
shewbread table and its array of loaves and meal offerings, the menorah
candlestick with its deep meaning of the blossoming of light, and the
curtain veil that defined the Holy of Holies — Antiochus not only made
it impossible for any sort of sacrifices or the cereal and bread offerings
to be made, but for the Temple to exist at all as the defining focus of
Judaism. What replaced them — the statuary, the parodic sacrifice of
pigs at a new altar, the Dionysiac cults, the harlots, the ivy-processions
to Bacchus — were a footnote to this comprehensive eradication. Just as
would be the case when the Roman armies finally put an end to the
Jewish insurrection, the Temple had to all intents and purposes ceased
to exist. When the troops of Apollonius, the general whom Antiochus
had sent on a follow-up expedition of retribution, ran through the streets
of Jerusalem, killing all in their way on the Sabbath, it served notice that
henceforth the Jews were the helpless prisoners of a terror state.

Back in his palatial fortress Hyrcanus took the hint. Not waiting
for the fate to be visited on him, the last of the Tobiads fell on his
sword, observed by the limestone panthers. Deprived of his shelter,
Jason - who, by the lights of the writer of 2 Maccabees, had initiated
this chain of catastrophe — now became a houseless fugitive, running
‘from city to city, pursued before all men as the hated forsaker of the
law’, fleeing first into Egypt and then further to the land of the
Lacedemonians where he died, fittingly, in Greek exile. ‘He that had
cast out many unburied had none to mourn for him nor any solemn
funeral at all nor sepulchre with his fathers.»

III. Maccabiad

When everything else had been consumed in the Babylonian annihi-
lation, a single perpetuated flame of the Temple’s sacrificial fire was
carried away into exile by the priesthood. The flame was preserved
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in a secret pit, but when its guardian, Nehemiah, came to recover it
for the restoration of Jerusalem, the pit had filled with ‘thick water’
and the fire was extinct. When the time came for a burnt offering,
Nehemiah told the baffled priests to sprinkle that water on the wooden
kindling. Bemused, they did as they were told, at which moment a
ray of supernal sun appeared and transubstantiated the saturation into
self-igniting fuel. The ancestral sacred fire had been restored.”

Or so the author of the Second Book of the Maccabees, his literary
imagination itself a leaping flame, wants his Jewish readers to believe.
Though they are radically dissimilar, the Maccabees 1 and 2 together
constitute the liberty-epic of the Jews, in their way every bit as stupen-
dous, fantasy-filled and thrilling as the foundation story of the Mosaic
exodus.® The miracle of the oil for the rededicated Temple lamp,
sufficient for one day yet burning for eight, is not among those wonders
recorded by either book. That legend, understood by all modern Jews
to be the central meaning of Hanukkabh, is a purely rabbinic invention,
added at least three centuries later. But the Maccabiad in both its
versions — especially in the second book - is packed with marvels as
well as history: a mélange of factual chronicle and fabulous invention,
of exactly the Greek flavour the Maccabees were supposed to be
repudiating.

Both books were written late in the second century BCE as propa-
ganda histories on behalf of the Hasmonean-Judaic kingdom which
had been established forty years earlier amid the fraying remnant of
Seleucid power. The epic story of the patriarch Mattathias (significantly
of priestly descent) and his five sons who led the revolt against the
Antiochus persecution, was meant to legitimise the claims of the
Hasmonean dynasty (neither Zadokite nor Davidian) as simultan-
eously both kings and high priests, a shockingly unprecedented innov-
ation. Tellingly, neither book professes any concern about the
violation of a separation of roles established as far back as Moses and
Aaron. And the Asideans’ — sometimes rendered in Hebrew, a little
misleadingly, as Hasidim, or the Pious Ones — were among the most
militant of the Hasmoneans’ rebel allies, though there is no indication
yet that they thought of themselves as a purer-than-pure vanguard of
Torah orthodoxy, much less as the founding generation of Pharisees.
On their guard against accusations of usurping the priesthood (the
Hasmonean king Alexander Jannaeus would be pelted with citron
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fruit by a Jerusalem mob when he tried to lead the celebration of
Tabernacles in the Temple), the Hasmoneans needed to present them-
selves as the makers of divinely wrought miracles, simultaneously
military and religious, the appointed guardians of Torah Judaism
against Hellenistic contaminations, even when the true story was a
lot more ambiguous. For the first time, too, Jewish power presumed
to amend Torah commandments when they put its side at a disad-
vantage. After the defenceless population of a judaean village was put
to the sword on a Sabbath, Judas Maccabeus, ‘the Hammerer’, resolved
that, if necessary, they could and would fight on the day of rest, a
decision vindicated by a turning of the tide. There is every sign that,
just like the ego-giddy emperors of the pagan world, the Hasmoneans
came to believe their own sense of divine appointment. The official
festival they invented — Hanukkah — enshrined them as the cleansers
and reconsecrators of the defiled Temple.

Heady with unexpected - though not invariable - success against
far bigger Greek armies, pragmatically exploiting a tactical alliance
with the Romans and the continuing feuding of rival Seleucids, the
Hasmoneans quickly discovered a muscular confidence that made
the Jewish state more territorially ambitious and more aggressively
proselytising than any of the Israelite kingdoms it claimed to restore.
Moving out of the Judaean hill-country heartland where the rebellion
had started, their armies — including sizeable detachments of foreign
mercenaries — pushed through Samaria into Galilee, to the Greek
coastal city of Ptolemais and up into the foothills of Mount Hermon
to the plateau now called Golan, and even into south-western Syria,
then across the Jordan into the mountains of Moab and the Ammonite
valleys, and south into the Negev Desert, taking ancient port cities
like Jaffa, Gaza and Askelon that had anciently been Philistine and
Phoenician. And as they conquered, they converted, sometimes
forcibly, a less physically painful process than sometimes imagined
since some of the local populations would, in any case, have been
practising circumcision.”

This mini-empire, Torah triumphant, was, literally, new-minted.
John Hyrcanus was the first Jewish ruler ever to issue coinage, albeit
the prutot of small denominations and tiny size. While one face often
bore images of horns of plenty (from classic sources) and pomegran-
ates (from Jewish ones), the other was self-consciously inscribed in
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the proto-Hebraic lettering that had already mostly been abandoned
in favour of the square-form Assyriani-Aramaic in which Hebrew is
written to this day. Instead of using the king’s familiar Greek name,
Hyrcanus, the inscription describes him as ‘Yochanan Cohen Gadol, Rosh
Hever Hayehudim’, ‘Jonathan, high priest and leader of the Council of
the Jews’.

In the same fashion, 1 Maccabees, originally written in Hebrew but
known only in its Greek version, presents itself as the foundation epic
of the reborn Judaic kingdom and is close in narrative style to the
history books of the canonical Hebrew Bible. 2 Maccabees, on the |
other hand, is richer in mythic extravagance and poetic invention, all
of which suggest an authorship in Hellenised Egypt where that kind
of Graeco-Judaic literary confection, like the Joseph and Asenath story,
was in demand. It is also distinctive in presenting, self-consciously, the
voice of the author-historian, claiming to abridge an earlier five-volume
work by one Jason of Cyrene.

2 Maccabees begins with a letter (ostensibly in a Jerusalemite voice)
to the Jews of Egypt, including the story of the miraculously preserved
sacrificial fire, the implication being that whatever happens to worldly
powers, the spark of Judaism could be carried from place to place.
Conscious, like the writer of the ‘Passover papyrus’ addressed to the
Elephantine Jews three centuries earlier, that Egyptian Jews needed
to be brought under the authority of Jerusalem through the ritual
calendar of observance, it is careful to specify the date - the 25th of
Kislev, the day of Temple rededication — on which the new official
Hasmonean liberation festival of Hanukkah is to be celebrated. In
fact, the writers of the Maccabees, as if instructed by the new
Hasmonean priest-kings, make it clear they wish Hanukkah to be
observed not just for the same eight days of the Feast of Tabernacles,
explicitly cited as a model of rejoicing, but with the same holiness
status as the three pilgrim festivals of Passover, Pentecost and
Tabernacles. Whether or not this ever came about, rabbinical teaching
would reject this just as it kept the Books of the Maccabees out of
the biblical canon. It was almost as if the rabbis decided, in retrospect,
that there was something suspiciously worldly about the Hasmonean
invention. For all the efforts of both Maccabean writers to represent
the liberation as the equivalent — and vindication - of the formative
Exodus, the analogy never quite took.
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But whoever the author of 2 Maccabees was (and however closely
or freely he worked from ‘Jason of Cyrene’), he certainly knew how
to write an epic in the classical, post-Homeric style, a tale packed
with the kind of wonders, curses and marvellous improbabilities
that would appeal to a literate, Hellenised readership: a Greek style
pitched against Greek triumphalism. In 1 Maccabees, the crazed and
chastened Antiochus IV dies off in Asia Minor ‘through great grief
in a strange land’, regretting the persecution that had caused him
so much trouble with the Jews. In 2 Maccabees, on the other hand,
his last days are described graphically, expiring in the reeking, unstop-
pable, spasms of diarrhoea that God had inflicted on him. ‘And the
man that thought a little beforehand that he could reach to the stars
of heaven, no man could now endure to carry for his intolerable
stink.” In the foulness of his agony the tormented king goes as far
as wanting to be converted to Judaism, and should he recover, to
wander the world preaching the Torah.

Likewise, although both books narrate a martyrology of Jews
rejecting the Antiochene laws, the high-pitched author of 2 Maccabees
delivers a Greek-style drama of much more elaborate cruelty and
family tragedy. The ninety-year-old scribe Eleazar, ‘a man of well-
favoured countenance’, has his jaws prised open and stuffed with pork
but ‘choosing rather to die gloriously than live stained with such an
abomination, [spat] it forth and came of his own accord to the
torment’. Collaborators who take pity suggest he might smuggle
kosher meat in and eat it as though it were pork but Eleazar says ‘it
becometh not our age . .. in any wise to dissemble’. A mother of
seven sons watches as cauldrons are prepared to cook her children.
The first to speak has his tongue cut out and member hacked off and
then fried in a pan, with his brothers watching, resolving to stay true.
In turn they are subjected to excruciating ends - scalping and much
worse - but all remain steadfast. Frustrated, the wily Antiochus spares
the seventh and asks the grieving mother to persuade the lone survivor
to accept his will and repudiate Judaism, for which conversion he
would be loaded with riches and royal favours. Instead, of course, the
mother asks her son ‘to have pity on me that bore thee nine months
in my womb, gave thee suck three years and nourished thee . . . take
thy death that I may receive thee again in mercy with thy brethren’.
The son replies that he will defy the commandment of the king but
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obey ‘the commandment of the law that was given by Moses to our
fathers’. Irked, Antiochus orders the young man'’s treatment to be
even worse than that of his brothers, though given the exhaustive
repertoire of prior torture and mutilation it’s hard to imagine what
that could have been.

Since Hasmonean legitimacy is tied to dynastic heroism, both books
have at their heart a series of family romances. The austerity of the
provincial setting where the rebellion begins is the rough and rustic
opposite of silky Hellenised ways. The father, Mattathias, in his town
of Modi’in, has his own way of reacting to a Jew wanting to go
through a sacrificial ritual the way Antiochus IV prescribed, and that
way was to run the party through with his broadsword. By way of
precedent, 1 Maccabees invokes ‘Phineas’, or Pinehas, who, in the
Book of Numbers, impales, with one skewering, an Israelite man and
a Midianite woman who are in the throes of copulation inside the
sacred tent of the Israelites. Such, the text implies, are the wages of
pagan promiscuousness, an unnatural union in contrast to the
orthodox union of the Jewish family clan.®

‘Whosoever is zealous of the law and maintaineth the covenant let
him follow me,” declares Mattathias, taking his five sons with him into
the fastness of the hills from which they wage guerrilla war against
their enemies. Families, including women and children, flocks and
herds, driven from the corrupted towns and cities come to the
Hasmonean encampment and from that free natural citadel they
launch a purifying war, demolishing pagan altars. “What children they
found within the coast of Israel uncircumcised [the only area with
Philistine-Phoenician traditions where that might have been true] they
circumcised valiantly.” So the reference to remaking the original blood-
covenant of Abraham and Moses is taken very literally in the
Maccabean campaign of fleshly purification.

Before he dies, Mattathias gathers his sons and delivers a speech
connecting his own fatherhood with Jewish patriarchs and prophets
from Abraham to Daniel, conferring special authority of generalship
on Judas Maccabeus and the next oldest brother Simon, ‘a man of
counsel” who would in his own turn ‘be a father unto you’. It is in
the same spirit of benevolent patriarchy that Judas, appointing
‘captains’ from the people for his rebel army, sends home all those
who are already committed to a family life: ‘those who were betrothed,
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those who were building a house or planting a vineyard’.” His own
family makes sacrifices so that an explicitly Jewish state, grounded in
Torah observance, can be established. One after the other, the brothers
fall in pursuit of that mission. Judas prevails over a series of massive
armies and arrogant generals sent against him. One of the most
implacable, Nicanor, has his head and the arm that had been
outstretched towards Judas cut off and displayed as trophies. His fame
is such, claims 1 Maccabees, ‘that all nations talked of the battles of
Judas’. In fact, between 164 and 160 BCE Judas and his forces suffer a
series of setbacks and defeats. 1 Maccabees has him perish through
underhand ambush, though not before both Rome and Sparta have
recognised the liberated commonwealth as an ally.

Judas’ brother Eleazar dies when the war elephant whose underbelly
he was stabbing from beneath falls on top of him. Their sibling
Jonathan is the spiritual purifier, replacing as high priest the last of
the Zadokite line, Alcimus, who after being prematurely acclaimed
as the restorer of Torah observance, reveals himself to be just another
self-serving Helleniser. But Jonathan’s priesthood is authorised not by
an assembly of the Jews but by the Seleucid contender he has chosen
to support, in return for the status quo that had existed before
Antiochus IV. The result is that he too falls victim to the machinations
of the Greek factions.

Which leaves at the end the second brother, Simon. Given that the
author of 1 Maccabees is writing during the reign of Simon'’s son,
John Hyrcanus, and possibly that of Simon’s grandson, Alexander
Jannaeus, it’s not surprising that the most florid passage in the book
is a vision of a Simoniad-Jewish idyll. The other brothers, especially
Judas, had invoked the ancient patriarchs and nation-fathers from
Moses through David. Simon becomes the heir of those ancestors as
priest, prince, judge and general. It is he who finally succeeds in
cleaning out the Jerusalem Akra citadel of foreign troops, ending its
occupation and turning the subject status of the Jewish state into a
true, independent kingdom. The moment (in the year 142 BcE) becomes
a jubilant climax of the epic, celebrated with ‘thanksgiving and
branches of palm trees and with harps and cymbals, viols and hymns
and songs: because there was destroyed a great enemy out of Israel’.

A golden age of peace and prosperity then comes to pass under
-Simon’s rule. The wars between Jews and Greeks — and indeed between
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Jews and Jews — are brought to an end. Hellenised cities like Scythopolis,
which had refrained from harbouring enemy soldiers, are spared and,
renamed as Beit She’an, become home to Jews and Greeks alike. The
borders of the state expand. A grand new harbour is built at Jaffa;
trade opens ‘to the isles of the sea’. Romans and Spartans are
impressed, but not as much as the writer of 1 Maccabes who paints
a scene of multi-generational harmony and benevolent quasi-
despotism. The last books of the biblical canon and some of the
Apocrypha were imagined to be authored by Solomon, and Simon
appears in 1 Maccabees as his reincarnation, presiding over a Judaic
paradise on earth:

then did they till their ground in peace, and the earth gave her increase,
and the trees of the field their fruit. The ancient men sat in the streets,
communing together of good things, and the young men put on
glorious and warlike apparel. He [Simon] provided victuals for the cities
and set in them all manner of munition so that his honourable name
was renowned to the end of the world. He made peace in the land
and Israel rejoiced with great joy: for every man sat under his vine and
his fig tree and there was none to fray them, neither was there any left
in the land to fight them: yea the kings themselves were overthrown
in those days. Moreover he strengthened all those of his people who
were brought low: the law he searched out, and every contemner of
the law and wicked person he took away. He beautified the sanctuary,
and multiplied the vessels of the temple.”

Simon and his line declare themselves enthroned in permanent rule,
although the added proviso — ‘until a prophet [meaning a messiah or
his herald] should appear’ - is truly momentous (and recurs in the
Qumran scrolls being written at that time). However, even this Jewish
basileus, the godlike monarch, is not invulnerable to betrayal. As the
Hasmoneans begin to live and rule like local Hellenistic potentates,
they also die like them. Ensnared in the family feuds that will eventu-
ally bring down their dynasty in fratricidal civil war (the legend of
the good band of brothers degenerated into the plots of the bad
brothers), Simon is assassinated by his own son-in-law while feasting
and drinking at a banquet given in his honour - par for the course in
pagan antiquity. But like his father Mattathias before him Simon has
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already summoned his sons, in particular the two eldest, to confer the
priestly and regal succession, declaring that since he was old ‘be ye in
my stead of me and my brother and go and fight for our nation and
the help from heaven be with you’.*®

When he is murdered, Simon’s body, like that of Mattathias and
his brothers, Judas and Jonathan, is ‘laid to rest in the tomb of his
fathers’. That Hasmonean tomb is no longer a modest family grave
site in their ancestral home town of Modi’in, if it ever had been. For
the first time 1 Maccabees treats us to a detailed description of a lavish,
heavily decorated edifice that is not the Temple. Simon has commis-
sioned a pompous monumental structure, every bit as grandiose as
the Hellenistic works to which the Hasmoneans were ostensibly (but
unconvincingly) opposed. It features seven lofty towers, one for
Simon’s father and one for his mother, and five for his brothers and
himself, each roofed by a pyramid. The pilastered facade was made
of dressed, polished stone, and between the pilasters were reliefs of
suits of .armour paying homage to the Maccabean warriors, and images
of ships. This construction was indistinguishable from the kind of
edifice classical rulers liked to build for themselves, and its most
obvious prototype was the fourth-century Bce wonder of the ancient
world, the Tomb of Mausolus at Halicarnassus, a place where there
was already a significant Jewish colony.* _

All of this seems not very Jewish; not in keeping with its disdain
for the pretensions of stone pomp, compared with the imperishability
of the word. And yet the point of the Hasmonean mausoleurn was
to impress foreigners with the message that the Jews had arrived as
mighty players in the Hellenistic world. 1 Maccabees tells us that the
seven-towered structure was set on a prominence high enough to be
seen and marvelled at by ship-borne travellers arriving at the coast.

Monumental conspicuousness had arrived in Judaea. It was, self-
evidently, the point of the rock-cut tombs dating from the same period
of the late second and first centuries BCE and which still survive in
the Kidron Valley on the edge of Jerusalem. Instead of subterranean
vaults or ancient caves with common receptacles, the so-called “Tomb
of Absalom’ and that of “Zechariah’, as well as the tombs of Jason
and the wonderful Bnei Hazir family tomb with its two-column loggia,
are all expressly designed to face out in the world, to make a definite
impression on Jews and Gentiles alike. And their message is classical
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elegance: families belonging to the priestly aristocracy (as these
undoubtedly were) need not blush to boast tombs with Doric capitals
and columns, internal stairs (as in the Absalom’), frieze inscriptions
and, sometimes, the mildly orientalised look of the pyramid-hat conical
roof. Just as innovative, as the archaeologist Rachel Hachlili has noted,
are kokhim — niches for individuals from the same clan - and the provi-
sion of stone ‘ossilegia’ caskets for the secondary inhumation of bones,
a year after the original burial. By the first century scE those ossilegia
would become objects of extraordinary, almost worldly beauty: made
of limestone in which floral and plant decoration was cut (especially
complicated rosettes). In one extraordinary example, the ossilegium
was made to look like a Hellenistic house, complete with pediment,
portico, arched (blank) windows: the last word in elegant urban accom-
modation for the dead. How telling is it that the word nefesh (soul or
immaterial spiritual essence) now also became used to describe the
very material structures constructed beside tombs?

What was true of these Hasmonean grandees of the rebuilt and
quadruply expanded Jerusalem, was also true of the ruling dynasty.
The Maccabees had led the revolution against the cultural and phys-
ical annihilations of the crazed Antiochus IV, but it took barely more
* than a generation for them to morph from rebels to players in the
Seleucid world. Although they were great forced-converters, idol-
smashers and tearers-down of pagan altars (as well as the temple of
the Samaritans on Mount Gerizim), their war had never been with
Hellenism at large because they had no reason to believe it was funda-
mentally incompatible with Judaism. Jewish Alexandria, a seat of
cultural glory, seemed the living demonstration of the very opposite.
Symbolic of this compatibility, Alexander Jannaeus inscribed on his
prutot coinage both his Judaic name, Yohanatan in archaic Hebrew,
and his modern name in Gréek. He could be faithful to the Second
Commandment by not putting his face on the coinage, but this did
not mean he avoided images altogether. Quite the reverse was the
case with the Hasmoneans, and their choice of those images was
revealingly hybrid. One face of the little pruta bore the classical image
of a garlanded, double cornucopia (in keeping with the Hasmonean
propaganda of prosperity) between which was set the more authentic-
ally Judaic and Temple-associated symbol of the pomegranate. The
other face of the Jannaeus coin took the image of an eight-pointed
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star (sometimes read as an eight-spoked wheel) from a Macedonian
prototype. But the star also alluded to the Moabite Balaam'’s prophecy,
recorded in Numbers 24:17, that ‘a star will rise from Jacob’ - one
which, like Alexander’s mailed fist, would ‘smash the brow’ of Moab,
Edom and other neighbouring nations.

Hanukkah, officially instituted by the Hasmoneans, was, like
Tabernacles, eight days, and it was also the eight-day period corres-
ponding to the pagan winter solstice festivities celebrating the return
of light, lustily celebrated in Greece and Rome. Triumphal days in
the. Greek style — like the Day of Nicanor commemorating the defeat
of that general — were added to the calendar.

The taste for classical grandeur, awkwardly superimposed on the
more austere core of Judaism, is sometimes associated with Herod the
Great’s alleged adulteration of Judaism. What else would you expect,
this argument goes, from an Idumean convert, the son of Antipater, a
military adventurer from the Edomite south? But Herod was merely
aggrandising the Judeo-classicism inaugurated by the Hasmoneans.
Their annihilating enemy had been the lunatic Antiochus IV, not the
Greeks. What could possibly be wrong with emulating their elegant
style? Long before Herod, John Hyrcanus had built himself a sumptuous
palace at Jericho complete with swimming baths and a colonnaded
pleasure pavilion. On the site of the Akra — and thus not far from the
purported site of a Davidian palace — the Hasmoneans constructed
their own fortified residence, in keeping with their royal pretensions
as priests-cum-generals-cum-‘ethnarchs’, as they were styled.

In their minds, then, and those who wrote their histories, there
was no contradiction between invoking whenever possible the original
Judaic monarchies they claimed to reincarnate, while serving as loyal
allies to the later Seleucids. More than once, the Hasmoneans showed
they were prepared to compromise the always tenuously defined
autonomy of their Jewish state as the price of survival. A long and
intense siege of Jerusalem by Antiochus VII from 134 to 132 BCE, which
nearly brought Jerusalem to its knees, was lifted only when John
Hyrcanus agreed to turn his realm into a tributary state, much as had
been the case under the benevolent Antiochus III. It was only that
regular gift of the Greeks — the king’s sudden death on campaign —
which enabled the Jewish dynasty to recover, for the time being, a
semblance of independence.
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Even this was thanks to the oncoming power of the Romans. Ever
since Judas Maccabeus had sent Eupolemus to Rome in the first of
three‘embassies at the end of the second century BCg, the Hasmoneans
fancied themselves equal (if perhaps junior) partners in treaties of
alliance. Those treaties, 1 Maccabees and Josephus tell us, were
engraved on bronze tablets for public display in Jerusalem. Perhaps,
for a while, the Hasmoneans were not entirely deluded in this swollen
self-importance, since the march of the expansionist campaigns of
Hyrcanus and Alexander Jannaeus may indeed have made the Jewish
quasi-kingdom seem like the dominant power in a strategically crucial
region between Egypt and Asia Minor. ’

But getting respect from the Gentile powers meant, inevitably, losing
it with the priests who held themselves, not armed dynasts, to be the
true guardians of Judaism. The shocking usurpation, as many saw it,
of the high priesthood, rankled and broke open again the ancient
arguments and jealousies between priests and princes. That argument
- first raised by the writers of the Books of Kings, Judges and
Chronicles, more than half a millennium before in their histories of
Saul, David, Solomon and their posterity — was whether political power
sustained piety or damaged it. This is a debate, of course, which after
two millennia, has not exactly disappeared from Jewish life. Then, as
now, it was all about the clash between politics and Torah. Judaism
needed the state to protect it, but Israelite religion had been founded
in an escape from Egyptian kingship and had been established in the
Promised Land without it. Along with all the other pretensions the
Hasmoneans liked to imagine they inherited from the Davidian line
was this perennial dilemma.

Outside their court, those who believed themselves to be the guard-
ians of Temple and Torah divided on this critical issue (as they still do).
The aristocratic-government caste which Josephus tells us were known
as Sadducees were, essentially, statists, untroubled by the concentration
of sacerdotal and military power assumed by the Hasmoneans, and
presumably elated by the imposition of Judaism at the point of the
sword (and the circumciser’s knife) on neighbouring peoples like the
Itureans and Idumeans. Their adversaries, the Pharisees, on the other
hand, had come to believe that the more swaggering Hasmonean power
became, the more likely it was to violate the purity of Jewish law, and
that, ultimately, the only sovereign in Israel was the Torah. The precise
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meaning of the Aramaic word from which they took their name has
been much argued over as signifying either ‘clarification or ‘separa-
tion’, but for their numerous followers, the one implied the other.

Hence the gradual but unmistakable "estrangement of the ruling
dynasty from the guardians of holiness as they saw themselves. 1
Maccabees and Josephus tell the powerful story of Hyrcanus, originally
a “disciple’ of the Pharisees, and believing himself to be gifted with
prophetic powers, indulging himself by asking them, at a feast, to
ensure that when they thought he was straying from the straight and
narrow, they would be bold enough to correct him. All dictators like
to flatter therselves they can take it on the chin from the pious until
they discover they don't like the upbraiding after all. One septuagen-
arian Pharisee, Eleazar, was naive enough to take the invitation at face
value and spoke up to the effect that Hyrcanus ought to lay aside the
priestly role and be contented with the lay power. When pressed for
the reason, he explained that this was because Hyrcanus’ mother
(Simon’s second wife) had been a captive in the time of the Antiochus
IV persecution. This was a euphemism for saying she had been raped,
casting doubt on Hyrcanus’ own legitimacy. Infuriated, Hyrcanus then
asked the Pharisees what punishment ought to be meted out for a
speech of such temerity and was mortified when they suggested that
a bit of a flogging might be enough.

The accusation of illegitimacy was repeated against his son Alexander
Jannaeus, who was also subjected to an undignified rain of etrogim -
the knobbly, enlarged and inedible lemon-like citrons carried by Jews
at the Feast of Tabernacles (along with the furled lulav palm wand and
sprigs of myrtle and willow). The citric pelting was triggered by
Alexander’s high-handed indifference to the prescribed procedure for
the water-libation while he was officiating as high priest during
Tabernacles, pouring it on his own feet rather than on the altar. Comic
though the incident seems, it told the outraged Pharisees that the
Hasmonean pose as guardians of the Torah was just that. What, after
all, was the difference between those self-crowned king-priests and the
scandalous ultra-Hellenisers they had deposed in the time of judas?
The indignation turned lethal, opening a murderous six-year Jewish
civil war (not always sufficiently registered in popular histories of the
Maccabean period), in which thousands of disaffected Jews joined the
army of the Seleucid Demetrius (so recently the enemy), in the hopes
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of overthrowmg the iniquitous Hasmoneans. Fifty thousand were
slaughtered ifi the bloody conflict, the climax of which was the rout

. of Jannaeus by Demetrius and his Jewish auxiliaries. But his throne

and state were saved by the usual sudden need of the Greek ruler to
retreat abruptly back north and east, allowing Jannaeus to return to
Judaea and inflict a horrifying retribution on the disloyal. His revenge
culminated in a mass crucifixion of eight hundred of the Jews he judged
most guilty in front of the king-priest while he was feasting “with his
concubines’, looking on as the wives and children had their throats slit
before their crucified husbands and fathers.

The brutality of the Jannaean repression bought the Hasmoneans
some time, but the wound that had opened between the dynasty and
Pharisees would never close. At some point after the death of John
Hyrcanus in 104 BCE, the assumption of an identity between Judaism
and the Hasmoneans began to _&'ay, and under his son Alexander
Jannaeus it ripped violently and permanently apart. Intrinsic to that
division was the profound question Judaism has always asked and
continues to ask: what is the proper relationship between power and
piety? Is a modicum of state force the condition of leading the good
Jewish life, or is it most likely to corrupt and destroy it? The kingdoms
of David and Solomon get the benefit of the doubt that they might
have managed the problem only through documentary near-silence.
We can infer a royal bureaucracy from all those Imlk jar impressions
and seals, but we have little sense of how statehood and priesthood
might have abrasnve]y rubbed against each other, except where the
Bible stages scenes of confrontation. Of course, those scenes — whether
David confronted with his personal sins and overreaching war power,
or Solomon with his Egyptian queen and the countless other consorts
- come ough in the Bible for us to sense that holiness'and
worldliness (both needed if anything like a Jewish state was to survive,
let alone flourish) were in constant friction. That prophets like Jeremiah
should characterise the defeat of the kingdom and even the destruc-

tion of the Temple itself — the whole Babylonian annihilation — as™

perfectly in keeping with God’s plan, did not make the squaring of

force and faith any simpler. Sl e

The bulk of the Bible, from generatlon to generation, was written
when the weaknesses of state power were most apparent. The port-
able scroll-book became the countervailing force to the sword. Once

)
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that happened, the idea that Jewish life was Jeﬁgh‘ words, and they
could and would endure beyond the vicissitudes of power, the loss.of
land, the subjection of people, took off into history. Since other
monotheistic book-faiths allied word and sword rather than divorced
them, this would turn out to be a uniquely Jewish vision.

At the time, when eastern and western civilisations were governed
by the truism that without imperial force the sacred realm was of little
consequence, this Judaic reversal of assumptions represented a radical
rearrangement of the priorities of human existence. When it was
restated with numinous insistence and clarity by an otherwise obscure
Nazareth preacher, the doctrine of the power of the powerless began
to draw the allegiance of millions. It could not have been more signif-
icant that the most effective. creator of the Christian universe, Paul,
began as an enthusiastic instrufnent of the state enforcer, tax collector,
bureaucrat — and then un-stated himself by falling from the high horse
of his auth:m'ty in a bolt of prostrating illumination - blinded by the
light, overthrown by the gospel truth. But the minute Christianity itself
turned imperial, the dilemma first played out by the biblical states — and
then more fatefully and dramatically by the Hasmoneans — was laid
upon the new church. Could empires ever be holy, much less Roman?

The Pharisees became important not just because they claimed to
uphold the Torah more purely and uncompromisingly than the govern-
ment of the Hasmoneans and their court-priest caste, the Sadducees.
In circumstances where the Jewish state was unstable, the source of
law-giving, and the encouragement of law-abiding, needed to come
from somewhere else. Nor céiild the written Torah alone cope with
the vicissitudes of year-round life that would come from an unsettled
polity and society. So the Pharisces begdh the process of engaged
addition, supplying an ‘oral law’ meant as not only an extension of
the written, but also an organic; vital connection between the writ of
the Commandments and the challenges of daily existence. Shockingly,
théy insisted that their own learned interpretations would have

" authority comparable with biblically revealed law. Thus was launched
a system that was simultaneously open and closed, and which made
the judgements of the Oral Law the object of interminable, multi-
millennia argument. But from this momentous act of self-authorisation
the beginnings of the Mishnah (two hundred years later) and eventu-

~ ally the authority of the entire Talmud would flow.
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’ Negatwc,ly, t0d,"the insuperable conditions of just being a state, or
rather a state at perpetual war, played to the strengths of the Pharisaic
emphasis on a realm of common succour beyond the institutions of
power. Those who suffered most painfully from punishing taxes,
conscription levies, the regular visitations of military brutality (along
with its outriders, agrarian destruction, famine and epidemic), were
naturally drawn to critics who claimed that, while God ordained
sufferings, they had been aggravated by haughty and presumptuous
men. The fact that the Temple establishment was in the hands of
Sadducees close to the ruling caste, that somehow it had become a
domain of personal Hasmonean display, only added fuel to popular
fire and adherents to this Pharisaic disaffection.

All of which was a prelude to one of the more astonishing scenes
in Jewish history (and one which doesn’t get much play in lessons of
Hanukkah and Tisha b’Ab, said to be the appointed day on which -
both the Babylonians and the Romans destroyed the Temple): the
repudiation of the Hasmonean king-priests, in the name of Judaic
righteousness. After the apparently unstoppable Roman general
Pompey had conquered Damascus (and was moving his legions into
Judaea), three Jewish delegations visited him there to persuade him
to their cause. Two were embassies from each of the brothers,
Hyrcanus 1 and Aristobulus, rivals for the Hasmonean succession.
But a third, writes Josephus, claimed to speak with a truly Jewish voice
and “was of the nation that was against them both [and] which did
not desire to be under kingly government because the form of govern-
ment they received from their forefathers was that of subjection to
the priests of the God they worshipped’.* The Hasmoneans had
changed this form of government ‘seeking to enslave them’, so their
request to Rome was to liquidate the pretension to be king and high
priest at the same time, and restore the ancient separation of the
worldly and holy realms. As far as the Pharisees were concerned it
was unimportant which of the contenders was allotted that wordly
power — Hyrcanus 1, who together with his Idumean enforcer
Antipater had summoned the Romans, or his brother Aristobulus. Let
whoever wanted that power, or could take it, have it. The true power
lay elsewhere

|
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IV. Roost of the Golden Eagle

So this is where the story had got to: a bitter contest between the
Hasmonean dynasty which claimed to be the true embodiment of
the Jewish commonwealth it had founded, and those who said it had
become the obstacle to its survival. But when, towards the middle of
the first century Bcg, Hyrcanus and his enforcer Antipater brought a
Roman army to the very gates of Jerusalem, had he made a nonsense
of the claim to be a Jewish ruler? Would the Roman wolf suckle you
and then eat you? Ironically, once the worst had come to pass and
what had been a Jewish state, was turned into a tributary of Rome,
the aura of the deposed, impdtent Hasmoneans, as the holders of the

*flame, actuglly grew. For Herod, and his successors, the refusal of the
Hasmonean ghosts to die off altogether, their legend sustained by the
Hanukkah story, was an aggravation. Herod's way of dealing with
them was nothing if not versatile: marrying one of them, co-opting
another and murdering the rest.

None of this particularly bothered the Pharisees, nor did the replace-
ment of sovereignty by the dwarfish status of a Roman tributary state.
To their way of thinking the end of independence would be the
condition of a truly Jewish restoration, or at least a renewed separa-
tion of the sacred and lay realms. Our only source for what then
happened is Flavius Josephus, born Joseph bar Mattathias, who was
in a unique position to understand both sides of the matter since he
came from a priestly family on his father’s side and the Hasmoneans
on his mother’s. But Josephus wrote for a Roman audience, following
the destruction of the Temple in 70 ce in which he had been not a
neutral bystander but an active collaborator and guide with the exter-
minating army of Vespasian and Titus. So his account of Pompey the
conqueror marvelling at the Temple is of a piece with the conviction
that there was nothing intrinsic to Roman power that would make it
the destroyer of Judaism.

There is Pompey, on the threshold of the Temple, after an aggra-
vatingly protracted siege, involving the construction of colossal siege
ramps, battering rams built at the Mount. Twelve thousand are killed
in and around its precincts, yet Pompey notices that even as this
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“infernal carnage is i)roceeding, the Temple priests continue their cere-
monies. B;ushing aside all the taboos against foreigners, the general
marches through the Temple, tearing aside the curtain veil and entering
the Holy of Holies where only the high priest was admitted. But then
Pompey is so awed by the golden altar and shewbread table and the
menorah candlestick (one tradition has him actually prostrated) that
he uncharacteristically refrains from plunder. On the following day
Pompey orders a cleansing of the Temple courtyards and the resump-
tion of sacrifices.

Replaying the Alexander scene — the conqueror chastened by the
spectacle of holiness - Josephus harmonises (at least in his imagina-
tion) the Judaism of his priestly family and the Romanism of his
citizenship. And in some ways he was right. Although the Romans
would reveal themselves to be more interventionist than the Seleucids
or the Prolemies, and more exacting in their tax demands, and although
they replaced an independent state with a puppet kingdom, the first
seventy years or so of their domination was not a time in which
disaster looked like it was being merely postponed.

This was not due, however, to some benign fit between the two
cultures. Much of the credit goes to the brutally shrewd dynasty of
Hyrcanus [I's military hard man, Antipater, who understood the
essence of the deal already anticipated by Pompey. Show us you can
take Syria and Palestine and keep it in order for us, went the Roman
side of the contract, and we won't interfere with your funny ways:
that thing you have about pork and prepuce; your annoying work
stoppage at the end of the week; all those burning animal carcasses;
the crowd-control problems you get yourselves into come pilgrimage
holidays. All your business. Just don’t let it get out of hand. Go ahead,
make yourself a powerful little state; we’ll call it a kingdom if it helps;
keep the peace, land hard on the least sign of revolt; deal with brig-
ands; send us the money on time. Don't give our procurators grief
and we can have an understanding. Why not?

Antipater and his sons, especially Herod, shook on’the deal.
Paradoxically, they could make it stick (for now) not because Rome
was so strong but because it was, exactly at this time, so violently
divided. Pompey dies; Caesar is assassinated, his mufderers are
vanquished; Mark Antony perishes; Augustus eventually triumphs. At
each stage, in moments of crisis, one or other of the parties (even
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Cassius, who makes a visit to Judaea) needed the help that Herod in
particular could provide. The Near East — from Egypt to the troubled
Parthian border — was as important as Rome itself in deciding who
would prevail. And all of them knew Herod. He had had to flee to
Rome after a reverse in the fortunes of Hyrcanus II's army; his children
were educated in the city; their clan became close to some of the
most powerful families. Herod became their kind of Jew, which is to
say a non-Judaean Jew, an Idumean from the territory south-west of
the Dead Sea that had been conquered and forcibly converted by John
Hyrcanus. Though Herod was mostly punctilious in his adopted
Judaism, the Romans certainly felt that his ethnically different back-
ground made him less liable to be in thrall to the ‘superstitio’ that
could spell trouble. Herod was the sort of Jew they thought they
could depend on. His capacity for homicidal brutality (towards his
own family if necessary — par for the course in Rome) was another
sign of this dependability. Nor did it hurt that Herod was loaded with
a kind of feral charisma: the smile of the predator. When he appeared
before Octavian, shortly to be Augustus, as an ally of the defeated
Antony and had the brass to tell the notoriously unsentimental victor
‘judge me on my loyalty not by the person to whom I am loyal’,
Augustus was somehow disarmed. :

So the conquerors kept their side of the bargain. The Senate offi-
cially proclaimed Herod King of the Jews, and Caesar generously
enlarged his territories. The high priesthood was separated from the
throne, and was no longer a dynastic prerogative but the appointee
of the king. Tribute was paid to Rome and in turn sacrifices were
received and made in the Temple in the name of Senatus Populusque
Romanus.

That pragmatic mutual accommodation and the relative peace it
brought (under the reign of the charismatic sociopath) enabled an
extraordinary flowering of Jewish culture. Its magnitude and dyna-
mism is most often measured architecturally, in the creation of spec-
tacular cities like Caesarea, and the astounding expansion of the
Temple. But it should not be forgotten that the Herodian period was
also one of intense religious creativity within the Pharisaic community
from which (according to later Talmudic traditions) the duelling
schools of the scholars Hillel and Shammai sprang. Their disputes
over rigid or more relaxed readings of the Torah’s social prescriptions,
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and Hillel’s famous epigrammatic reductions of the commandments,
were a kind of template on which the perennial disputations of the
Mishnah and then the larger Talmud would eventually be constructed.
No one, though, would ever compete with the moral elegance of
Hillel’s famous response to the demand that he deliver the essence of
the Torah while standing on one leg. ‘Do not do unto others what is
hateful to you. All the rest is commentary. Now go study.’*.

The notion that all this happened under the reign of a non-Judaean
Jew, from a dynasty of converts — not to mention a king with a
psychopathic streak to him — sits awkwardly in the narrative of Jewish
history. Religious reform and revival is made to appear a reaction to
the Herodian government rather than sheltered by it; and Herod
himself a pseudo-Jew. Allusions in the contemporary Psalms of
Solomon to ‘a man foreign to our race’ illegitimately occupying
dominion have been thought to refer to the Herodian line, but could
just as easily have meant Pompey himself.

For Herod was not, in fact, a pseudo-Jew or, as he is sometimes
incorrectly characterised, ‘a half Jew’ (some Orthodox histories even
describe him as an Arab): he was fully and uncontroversially a Jew
whose converted family happened to come from Idumea. The response
of priests and rabbis, Sadducees and Pharisees, to this rapid, cosmo-
politan expansion of Jewish-controlled territory, begun under the
Hasmoneans, was not to make sharper, purer, distinctions between
Jews and non-Jews, but exactly the opposite: to establish procedures
for conversion that would accept them fully into the community.
Herod was entirely representative of this broadening of Jewish iden-
tity. And a keystone of his success was that his kingdom represented
the integration of communities — Itureans as well as I[dumeans and
beyond — who had been converted, according to perfectly acceptable
religious norms, into a wider commonwealth of Jews.* That this
commonwealth was less ethnically and territorially narrow than those
that had gone before it did not, in fact, make it any less Jewish. Quite
the reverse was the case. It was Jewish in the way that many diaspora
communities were already Jewish (and had been for centuries): living
in towns and streets with non-Jews, living in cities that were classically
designed and which boasted theatres, expansive marketplaces, forums
and agoras, even gymnasia, alongside proseuchai or synagogues. In
fact, it was exactly in these more mixed and open urban environments
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and at this time that synagogues first began to spring up — as places
of lodging, Torah reading, ritual purification and pilgrimage centres.
Synagogues owed their beginnings not to rigid separations but to
something like the opposite: a new sense of mobility, a sudden spurt
of Jewish travel and resettlement — the capacity to go places and still
be Jewish. So they appear in Jericho on the road to the Dead Sea, very
much alive as a commercial waterway as we now know from anchors
of this period discovered on its salty bed. Synagogues could be found
in the ethnically mixed cities of S¢ythopolis (Beit She’an), on the edge
of the Samaritan heartland, and in the elegant new Galilean town of
Sepphoris, south-west of Tiberias.

Conversely, places that had been essentially off limits to Jews like
Ptolemais on the Galilean coast, Askelon and Gaza, all now had
growing populations of Jewish migrants settling into these societies
of trade and shipping, looking outward into the Mediterranean
towards Rhodes and Cyprus, the Aegean islands, south-west to
Alexandria and Cyrenaica. And it was because of this social and
economic gravitational pull that Herod decided to build at its
geographical centre the spectacular coastal city named for his latest
patron, Augustus — Caesarea Maritima. Boasting an enormous amphi-
theatre, a harbour made from sinking stonework foundation walls
twenty fathoms deep, a showy marine palace with bathing pools,
towers and colossi facing the ocean, Caesarea turned coastal Palestine
into the new Phoenicia almost overnight. Jews poured into its elegant
quarters, with others choosing Jaffa in the south or Ptolemais in the
north. The expansion was so fast and so momentous that it was bound,
in the end, to bring with it inter-ethnic trouble between Jewish and
non-Jewish populations, as was also the case in both Rome and
Alexandria. But as long as Herod was governing, that trouble was
contained, and the demands of Roman procurators were kept within
bounds so as not to provoke dangerous alienation.

At the other pole of Jewish life was Jerusalem. And just as the sense
of a Jewish world pushed beyond Judaea towards the coast, south into
the desert and north into Galilee and the Golan, was essentially a
Herodian achievement, so the physical transformation of the Temple
was likewise the accomplishment of the Idumean-fewish king and
master builder. Until Herod got to work on it, and for all its lavish
ornamentation, the size of the Temple was still confined to the modest
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scale of Zerubbabel and the returnees’ design, four centuries before.
Under the Hasmoneans, Jerusalem had grown more populous and
the crowds pouring into the Temple districts in festival and high holy
day seasons had created an impossible bottleneck of devotion (and
less sacred clamour). Herod significantly enlarged the precinct area,
quarrying and transporting massive slabs of dressed limestone to the
Mount to create the great exterior wall of the precinct perimeter.
Recently opened tunnels beneath modern Jerusalem have revealed the
colossal scale of many of these slabs, especially immediately above
the foundation level, and the Herculean labour that would have been
mobilised to set them in place, without benefit of mortar or cement.
Even by Roman standards, the masonry walls were so imposing that
they gave rise to suspicions in Rome that the Jews were building an
edifice that under pretence of religion was actually strategic; a defen-
sive line that could defy any future besieging army. It now seems
unlikely that many of those praying at the remnant Western Wall, or
who extrapolate from it the Temple they yearn to see rebuilt, give
much thought to the sociopathic Idumean Jew who constructed it.

For centuries Jerusalem had been the Temple: a cult and sacrifice
centre of deep devotional importance to Jews. Without compromising
that status, Herod wanted to turn it into a city that would rival the
other great achievements of the ancient world: Athens, Alexandria
and Rome. He thought big and built bigger. The immensity of the
Temple, sitting on its urban mountain, visible from miles around,
proclaimed to travellers the imperial scale of that vision. Beyond the
Temple, too, the modest residential palace the Hasmoneans had built
for themselves became a much grander building, both towered fortress
and pleasure resort. There were now gardens, pools, elegantly paved
streets, markets and arched bridges connecting the Temple Mount
with Mount Zion. The Hezekian aqueducts and cisterns were renewed
and expanded, another great one built from scratch to supply the
needs of Caesarea. That city and Jerusalem became the magnetic poles
of Jewish life in the Roman period: two entirely different ways of
leading it (much as Tel Aviv and Jerusalem embody the same differ-
ence today), but both stamped with that distinctive culture. All of a
sudden the Jews were seen as a force to be reckoned with in the
eastern Mediterranean world.

Its aristocrats, lay and priestly, revelled in this new splendour. That
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Sadducees saw no contradiction between their calling and the elegance
of ornamental design we know from the recently discovered ossuary
of Joseph, son of Caiaphas, the priest (and certainly a Sadducee) who,
at the behest of Pilate, sat in judgement on Jesus of Nazareth. If Jesus’
followers wanted to dramatise the difference between their messianic
champion of the poor and the vanity of the Jewish priesthood, they
could hardly have done better than the Caiaphas tomb with its exqui-
sitely carved, inter-patterned rosettes. Provided that decoration did
not violate the Second Commandment’s prohibition on ‘graven
images’ (generally assumed to be the representation of human figures),
there was in fact nothing about ornament that was in plain contradic-
tion to the Torah. Hiddur mitzvah — the ‘glorification’ of the command-
ment, in the phrase used in Bxodus 15:2 — became understood as
material beautification. No one can read the middle books of the
Pentateuch without registering the relish its writers took in describing
in minute detail the ornamentation of the Tabernacle, which was
both rudimentary in its portable, travel-ready simplicity, and lavish in
its decoration. Bezalel, the master artisan, designing everything from
the tentpoles to priestly costume, became the first legendary hero of
Jewish craft, nearly as important in his legacy to Judaism as Aaron.
Almost certainly the multitudes of artisans — goldsmiths, jewellers,
weavers, metal beaters, masons and the like — who transformed
Jerusalem and added immensely to its prosperity in the Maccabean
and Herodian years, thought of themselves as the descendants of
Bezalel. And it was the patronage of the Herodian court, and the
priestly and lay oligarchs — with their taste for public show and sump-
tuous houses — that transformed the reputation of the city in the
classical world.

For the most part the Herodian monarchy was careful not to
cross a line into idolatrous offensiveness. But the pull of Roman self-
glorification was tempting nonetheless. At some point Herod had his
emblem of a golden eagle mounted atop one of the outer Temple
gates. It was not as bad as a likeness of himself, and it was not within
the interior precincts, but still it was enough to provoke a gang of
young sophistai — sophists: sticklers for the law, followers of Judas of
Sepphoris in Galilee — into clambering down on ropes slung from the
roof and hacking off the eagle with axes. Sticklers they may have
been, but they still would not have dared do it unless they believed
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the rumour circulating that Herod was entirely, rather than partially,
consumed by worms. Unfortunately for the hackers he was not.
Brought before the outraged king, and asked why they seemed merry
when they were about to die for their crime, the sophists replied that
they would ‘enjoy greater happiness after they were dead’.® It seemed
to cheer Herod up one last time to grant them their wish.

Hiddur mitzvah, or what was overdone in its name, still gave offence
to the two other religious sects described by Josephus. The Pharisees —
probably the most numerous, although no one was counting — made a
great show of puritanical plainness, in keeping with their self-designation
as keepers (and interpreters) of the Word. Although the canon of the
Bible was not formally closed (there would be no grandiose proclama-
tion), it was agreed that the age of prophecy had indeed passed. It was
now possible then to inaugurate the first intensive exercises in midrash,
a word which carries the same sense as the Greek historia of enquiry
or questioning examination. In particular it was thought that at the
time of their utterances the prophets, from Isaiah onwards, could not
be prophetic enough to foresee how their words would be vindicated
by changing circumstances, so the Pharisees especially set about doing,
in effect, applied prophetics. And from that questioning came a still
more radical development: the self-apportionment of an authority to
make the interpretation of the Torah coeval with its text. No one was
yet coining an ‘oral law’, but the assumptions that, ultimately, it would
govern the way the Torah shaped daily lives was already at work in
Pharisaic teaching. It was serious and lively enough to provoke an
opposite reaction from Samaritans who insisted on the exclusive
authority of the written law.

The Pharisees presented themselves as teachers and guides uncor-
rupted by the usurped grandeur of Sadducee institutional power. But
for others it was impossible to achieve a state of pure observance -
much less the intense and close-up investigation of meanings — while
trapped inside the distracted world of populous, vainglorious,
swarming Jerusalem. The north-western shore of the Dead Sea was
only thirty-five miles from Jerusalem, yet remote enough to offer the
community of ascetics that settled at Qumran at least an illusion of
desert purification. For a lbng time now they have been identified
with the Essene sect described by Josephus, and the description given
by Pliny the Elder a generation later of the topography of their
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settlement seems to coincide exactly with the desert-sea landscape at
Qumran. Enough doubts about this identification have lately been
registered to shake the assumption, but the word they sometimes used
for ‘community’ — yachad, together — is poetically apposite enough to
use without worrying too much about the exact degree of their
Essenery. The first generation, led by a “Teacher of Righteousness’,
may have come to Qumran during the Maccabean period or even
earlier (the oldest of the 850 manuscripts discovered in the eleven
caves are fourth century 8BCE). But their motivation - the escape from
urban wordliness and the outward trappings of Judeo-royal power
and governance — would have been the same. Their importance was
to personify yet another model of Jewish devotion that remains very
much alive today: self-contained, suspicious of outsiders, obsessed
with purity (passages in the Serek hayachad — the Community Rule,
present in Qumran in fifteen copies! — ponder in minute detail just
which kind of skin blemishes disqualify a man from the community,
“and warn against a man not yet fully received into the covenant
pressing ripe olives or figs at harvest.time, lest he defile the juice with
his imperfect touch and thus contaminate the community provisions).
The Rule is compulsively obsessed with ablutions (before and after
common meals), and ferocious in the punishment of backsliders.
Woe betide anyone falling asleep at meetings of the council (but how
could anyone not? one wonders). As for the Sabbath, not only must
there be no suggestion of work, but ‘he shall not talk about any matter
relating to work or wealth’ (which would have disqualified my father
and uncles from membership for a start, although they would have
been heartened that another subject dear to their hearts — eating and
drinking — was deemed permissible).» ‘
We take this tripartite division of the sects on trust from Josephus
(as we do everything else from this period) but there is no reason to
suppose it fictitious. He was certainly exaggerating later — in his Against
Apion, written to correct the delusions of the Gentiles — when he
insisted on the unity of Jewish culture and practice (not a common
view). But he was right to suggest that, the toxic politics of the high
priesthood aside, the divisions of the sects would not necessarily have
torn the Jewish community apart had not there been a fourth tendency,
arising within the Pharisees but implacably hostile to both the
Herodian government and their protectors and supporters: the
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Romans. This was the beginning of Zealotry that would ultimately
provoke the war of destruction in Palestine. Some of the Zealot leaders
(whom, frustratingly, we know only from Josephus’ intensely unsym-
pathetic and caricatural characterisations, like John of Gischala)
undoubtedly thought of themselves as called as much by religious
fervour as a kind of Jewish tribal fury. Another was a mysterious
Egyptian ‘prophet’ who was charismatic enough to lead a following
of 30.000 to Mount Zion before fizzling out. But the Zealots and their
increasingly embittered sensibility, their conviction (shared by the
yachad at Qumran) that some sort of reckoning between the forces
of light and darkness was at hand, meant that beneath the apparently
adamantine surface of the Pax Herodiana all sorts of trouble was
looming.

Some of that trouble was ethnic. Just because Tyrians (from
Phoenician Tyre), Greeks, Syrians, Jews and scatterings of Egyptians
and Romans shared the living space of the new towns didn’t mean
they especially liked each other or were oblivious to differences, espe-
cially below the level of the commonly Hellenised elites. Every so
often in Ptolemais, Scythopolis, Caesarea or Jaffa, casual resentments
boiled over into neighbourhood violence, each of the parties calling
in government officials, and behind them Roman authorities and
soldiers, to uphold their cause and punish their neighbourhood
enemies. One particularly ugly outbreak of inter-communal violence
and the perceived partiality of the Romans against the Jews would
trigger the all-out revolt.

Social division was also making the Pax Herodiana harder to sustain.
As with the usual way of such developments, the acceleration of a
trading and market economy along the coast, with its concomitant
flow into the Lower Galilean countryside and handsome new towns,
had also created a populous underclass. Many of them are likely to
have been itinerant pastoralists from barren, semi-desert environ-
ments, beyond the farms of Galilee and Jezreel, growing prosperous
as they supplied the awakening urban markets with grain, oil and
wine. They made up the labour pool for the great Herodian building
projects, and they suffered accordingly when those works were done.
Eighteen thousand alone of this casual labour force were put out of
work when the Temple construction was completed. When Jesusite
preachers told them they, not the rich, were likelier to enter heaven,
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. they must have listened attentively. The chances are that they were
also a recruiting pool for more violent men who could see profit from
= working up a head of steam against Greeks or Samaritans or, if they
were rash enough, even the Romans. Barabbas and Jesus of Nazareth
were truly opposite sides of the same coin.

Anyone could be fair game. Something about Josephus” description
of the sicarii (named for the curved daggers they concealed in their
shirts and stuck in the guts of victims in the tight-packed crowds
thronging Jerusalem on festival days, lifting purses and then joining
the hue and cry) rings horribly true. This doesn’t mean that the
impoverished were divided into beggars and robbers. In his lordly way
Josephus is inclined to classify any rebels or dissidents as ‘brigands’,
but he could not have been wholly wrong either. Increasingly, the
roads and hills and docks of Jaffa, Ptolemais and Caesarea were turning
perilous. With mounting frequency the Herodian government turned
to the Roman military for police and pacification operations.
:Predictably, those campaigns were blunt instruments that terrorised
the innocent along with the guilty and began to make the Romans
seem more like enemies than protectors.

It is not surprising, then, that this was all held together only as long
as Herod himself was alive, and in spite of the murderous palace
politics in which he dispatched, inter alia, his own wife and sons. This
was routine procedure in the Roman world of course, and for that
matter the later Hasmoneans had not invariably been a model family
either. Famously, after killing off anyone in his own family who might
pose a threat, Herod developed an impressive array of infections of
the gut including colonic tumours, an ‘intolerable itching of the intes-
tines’ and a gruesome suppuration of the genitals where conventions
of worms assembled in places surprising even to his understandably
nervous physicians. When he finally died in 4 c, in satisfying agony
to those who suspected they might be next on the hit list, and was
buried according to instructions in the specially prepared tomb at
Herodion, the palace complex he had built east of Jerusalem, the
funeral procession, miles long, featured contingents of troops from
all the nations he had managed to gather to the golden eagle — Greeks
and Syrians and Galatians ~ more unexpectedly, Germans.

Twenty years later, the apparently imposing edifice the King of the
Jews had built came under strain. The turbulent uncertainties of
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succession in Rome translated into aggressively self-serving and am-
bitious procurators. With a sense that Roman authority was either
weakened or becoming partial, populations in the new cities who had
coexisted without more than the usual exchange of suspicions and
prejudices, now traded insults, looking for excuses to bait and even
attack each other. In Caesarea, the Greeks and the growing population
of Jews who had shared the city now disputed whose town it really
was. Greeks and Syrians insisted that since Caesarea boasted temples,
theatre and a gymnasium it could hardly qualify as a Jewish city. The
Jews responded (tellingly) that since a Jew, Herod, had built it, the
opposite was true. Periodically the petty argument turned confronta-
tional and even violent.

Little by little, piece by piece, the Pax Herodiana fell apart. Its twin
pillars — that Rome was committed to protecting Jewish laws and
traditions, and the assurance that Herod’s dynasty was close enough
to the centre of imperial power to pre-empt any threat to the integrity
of Judaism — collapsed during the brief but sensationally lethal reign
of Gaius Caligula. Of course, everybody had hindsight about the
peculiar Caligula, though no one much saw the full, rich, operatic
madness of his delusions beforehand — certainly not the Herodian
children and grandchildren who had spent their youth in his company
as well as Drusus, the son of Tiberius, and the limping Claudius who
would reign after the dispatch of the lunatic. The aristocratic priestly
Alexandrian Jewish philsopher Philo certainly thought it worthwhile
going in person before the emperor to defend his fellow Jews from
the abuse and physical attacks that were assailing them.*

And Caligula’s insistence on placing statues of himself in every
temple in the empire was not directed especially at the Jews. No one
should take it personally, why so thin-skinned? Some of his best friends,
etc. One of them, in fact, was Herod’s grandson Agrippa, who,
together with the procurator Petronius, had been saddled with the
thankless task of seeing the statue project executed in Jerusalem. To
Petronius” question ‘Will you make war against Caesar?’ the elders in
Jerusalem had replied that although they offered sacrifices twice a day
for Caesar and for the Roman people, ‘if he would place images
amongst them he would sacrifice the whole Jewish nation, and that
they were ready to expose themselves with their children and wives
to be slain’. After reports of this kind of thing, and in response to
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Agrippa’s personal appeals, Caligula uncharacteristically relented, but
it was probably his assassination in 41 cE that ensured there would be
no imperial change of mind. Nonetheless the vital trust in the Roman
pledge to keep the Temple inviolate had been irreversibly damaged.
For the first time, the external symbol of the bargain struck by Caesar
and Augustus, the sacrifices received and made in the Temple for
Rome, began to be questioned, interrupted and eventually - in a
deliberately inflammatory act - discontinued.

The astute and not inhuman Claudius went out of his way to revert
to the Augustan tradition, issuing edicts which expressly renewed and
reiterated those promises, as well as trying to make peace between
the now warring Egyptian and Jewish communities in Alexandria. But
then came Nero — not that the new emperor repudiated the Claudian
pledges, and nor was he particularly hostile to the Jews inside Rome
or out. His second wife Poppaea was said to be a ‘God-Fearer’, one
of those who enthusiastically followed Judaism without undergoing
formal conversion which, given her famous sexual appetite, was just
as well. For that matter Nero’s favourite actor (an important issue for
him) was the Jewish thespian Alytorus, the butt of the usual circum-
cision jokes when wearing loose costume onstage.” The principal
damage done by Nero was to appoint the procuratorships in Palestine
to men who treated the job as an opportunity for spoils (or at least
he did not prevent such men from holding office). The worst of all,
for Josephus, was Gessius Florus, who not only rubber-stamped the
crimes of local extortionists but operated a protection racket in which
he took the lion’s share of the loot. Increasingly Jewish grievances
were met with indifference or contempt; and while, in Caesarea, both
Jews and Gentiles were evidently to blame for riotous behaviour, the
sharp edge of ferociously punitive action was felt more by the former.
More and more, the nation that under Augustus had been prepared
to live as loyal Jews of a subject state of the Imperium Romanum was
beginning to see the Romans as the descendants of Antiochus IV.

Even before Nero, there were signs that Roman soldiers — sometimes
encouraged (or certainly not dissuaded) by their officers and governors
— planned provocations guaranteed to end in riot, which would then
be the pretext for Roman campaigns of plunder and massacre. During
Passover, with crowds pouring into the Temple precincts, one of the
guards stationed to prevent trouble decided instead to cause it: ‘Pulling
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back his garment, squatting down after an indecent manner, he turned
his breech to the Jews and spoke such words as you might expect
from such a posture.”® Outrage ensued, followed by stone-throwing.
The procurator Cumanus called in the troops who came into the
Temple ‘cloisters’, beating the rioters with such force that they fled
in panic. But the gates were narrow; the people were many. Ten
thousand, says Josephus, were killed in the trampling crush. Instead
of Passover rejoicing, ‘this feast became the cause of mourning to the
whole nation’.

V. A Foot in Both Camps

The moment you know that Josephus is the first — and for many
centuries, the only — truly Jewish historian is when, with a twinge of
guilt, he introduces his mother into the action. He is with the Roman
army to which, as former military governor of Jewish Galilee, he had
defected. As usual he is imploring the Jerusalemites to ‘come to their
senses before it is too late’ and accept the inevitability of the world-
imperial omnipotence that is Rome, arguing that God must have
assigned it the role of latest chastiser of the Jews for their repeated
transgressions. There was still time, Josephus said over and over to
the Jews inside the walls, whom he represents as captive to the ruth-
less egotistical machinations of the Zealot leaders, to avert the worst:
destruction of Temple, city and people.

While he is going on in this fashion, a stone thrown from the walls
knocks him unconscious.® Delighted with hitting the target of the
Jew they most loved to hate, there is a ‘sally’ by the defenders, and
Josephus, still knocked out, is rescued by a flying squad of Roman
soldiers sent by Titus. News spreads that he is dead. The Zealots and
their followers are happy; the civilian Jews who Josephus likes to think
are their hostages are unhappy, since now they have no chance of
defecting to safety. And Josephus’ mother, held in prison, shrugs. “To
those about her she said . . . she had always been of the opinion that
since the siege of Jotapata [the place defended by the Jewish garrison
which Josephus commanded, and the scene of his infamous desertion
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to the future emperor Vespasian] she should never enjoy him alive
any more . . . she also made great lamentation privately to the maid-
servants that were about her and said that this was all the advantage
she had of bringing so extraordinary a person into the world; that
she would not be able even to bury that son of hers by whom she
expected to have been buried herself.’«

This, at least, has the ring of truth; simultaneously vainglorious,
sentimental and with a touch of the tortured wistfulness that settled
on Josephus in Rome, after the war, as he wrote his Jewish histories,
probably no later than five years following the destruction of the
Temple.* He would never get over the odium of Jotapata, but what
did he expect? The command had been conferred on him at the tender
age of twenty-six, presumably because he claimed to be from the
Hasmonean establishment on his mother’s side, the scion of priests
on his father’s. He was of course still known by his Hebrew name,
Yosef ben Matityahu. None of this was taken lightly. As a youth, his
autobiography tells us, he had gone into the desert to live with, and
in the manner of, an ascetic teacher, one Banus, ‘wearing no clothing
other than what grew on trees’ and taking cold baths night and day
to keep himself chaste.* A little later in 62 or 63 cE, surviving ship-
wreck en route, he was sent to Rome to try and liberate some priests
from captivity where, through the intermediary of Alytorus, he was
introduced to the emperor’s wife Poppaea Sabina, the ‘God-Fearer’.

His first experience of Rome may have given the young Hasmonean
priest a sense of the compatibility of Roman and Jewish culture -
enough at any rate to worry about the rising tide of alienation and
potential rebellion back home. In keeping with the relentless self-
exoneration that runs through his account of the terrible war that
follows, Josephus represents himself always in damage-containment
mode — trying to restrain hotheads, warning that to take on the might
of Rome was to court certain disaster, and only accepting command
in Galilee with this sober truth constantly on his mind. Always, he
listens to the distress calls coming from people trapped between
Roman legions and Zealot terror, and sympathises with towns like
Sepphoris, which in the end opt for peaceful subordination rather than
patriotic resistance. Writing about himself in the third person (as if
that gives the account more credibility), he has Josephus’ rushing
back and forth disposing troops, doing what he can to organise the
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chaotic Jewish forces in Galilee. Not.all of this is self-serving fiction.
On the vertiginous slopes of Mount Arbel above the Sea of Galilee,
defensive caves had been cut, apparently by fugitives from the Herodian
government, either brigand gangs or anti-Herodian Jewish armed
bands, and in fact probably both. The caves were fortified during
Josephus’ command - and thus almost certainly on his orders - as
guerrilla holdouts against the Romans, should that be the last resort
of Jewish resistance.

Josephus’ account of the forty-seven-day siege of Jotapata by
Vespasian is anything but defeatist. He tries everything he has against
the overwhelming numbers and 160 siege engines of the Romans. To
protect those who were raising the height of the defensive walls against
Roman stones and arrows, he creates a cover from the skins of freshly
slaughtered oxen tough enough to take hits and damp enough to resist
fire. Then he tries mind games. Since the Romans assumed (not incor-
rectly) the town was short of water, Josephus ordered the defenders
to saturate their clothing and hang them from the ramparts so that
water would run down the walls to deceive the assailants. At other
moments he sallies forth at the head of raiding bands to burn Roman
tents and sow confusion. And the historian is not beyond tall tales
emphasising the power of the adversary. One ballista missile strikes a
defender with such force it sends his head hundreds of metres; another
hits a pregnant women whose baby sails out of her womb landing
some distance from its mother.

The occasional resort to hyperbolic fantasy does not automatically
discredit Josephus. Herodotus was notoriously free with fancies as
well as facts, and even the critically severe Thucydides was not above
‘imagining’ just what it was that Pericles had probably said to the
Athenians according to someone else who claimed to have heard him.
Josephus told whoppers for the sake of entertainment, for which,
given the relentless detail and many repetitions of his story, we must
be duly thankful. But the climax of the story is so unflattering to the
author that it seems inconceivable that Josephus would make it up.

On day forty-seven the Romans break through and slaughter
everyone except women and children: 40,000, the historian claims..
Vespasian sends an officer whom Josephus had known in Rome to
persuade him to surrender, and he is only prevented from this by the
anger of his comrades: ‘O Josephus, are thou still fond of life; and
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canst thou bear to see the light in a state of slavery?’# Turning phil-
osopher, the commander argues casuistically that since the battle was
over and the Romans were no longer threatening death, ‘he is equally
a coward who will not die when he is obliged to die and he who will
die when he is not obliged to do so’. To expel from the body the
divine ‘depositum’ was a reprehensible thing. True courage, he says, is
to go on living, which may be the face-saving of a moral worm, but
may also, in a Jewish tradition, be true. The argument cuts no ice
with his companions in arms. So Josephus proposes lots by which the
second drawer slays the first and so on down to the last man standing,
who then kills himself. Except that instead of falling on his own sword
Josephus presents it in short order to Vespasian’s son, Titus, who was
to become friend, protector and imperial patron. It is Titus who
intervenes with his father to spare the life of the enemy commander
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