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How the Bible Became a Book

For the past two hundred years biblical scholars have usually assumed
that the Hebrew Bible was written and edited mostly in the Persian
and Hellenistic periods (the fifth through second centuries B.C.E.).
Recent archaeological evidence and insights from linguistic anthro-
pology, however, point to the earlier era of the late Iron Age (eighth
though sixth centuries B.C.E.) as the formative period for the writing
of biblical literature. How the Bible Became a Book combines recent ar-
chaeological discoveries in the Middle East with insights culled from
the history of writing to address how the Bible first came to be written
down and then became sacred Scripture. This book, written for gen-
eral readers and scholars alike, provides rich insight into why these
texts came to have authority as Scripture and explores why ancient
Israel, an oral culture, began to write literature. It describes an emerg-
ing literate society in ancient Israel that challenges the assertion that
literacy first arose in Greece during the fifth century B.C.E.

William M. Schniedewind is a professor of biblical studies and
Northwest Semitic languages and the chair of the Department of Near
Eastern Languages and Cultures at the University of California, Los
Angeles. He has been a visiting scholar at the Hebrew University
in Jerusalem and a Fellow at the Albright Institute of Archeological
Research. He is the author of The Word of God in Transition and Society
and the Promise to David.
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Preface

“There is no end to the making of books.” — Ecclesiastes

Heard across millennia of book making, these words from the
preacher in Ecclesiastes ring true today. Recent technology, such as
print-on-demand, e-books, e-mail, and the ubiquitous Internet, dis-
seminate the written word more easily and more quickly than was
possible in any previous era. Despite occasional laments from bib-
liophiles, the book is alive, well, and rapidly multiplying. Thus, the
production of annual book titles in the United Kingdom rose by
72 percent during the 1990s, according to the International Publisher
Association, and book production in Argentina, Brazil, Canada,
Germany, the United States, and other countries also recorded
significant increases.

But while books may now seem without end, they do have a more
definite beginning, as the ancient preacher also may have known. His
words serve as a general warning about the relatively new practice
of book production. The preceding verse inveighs against any writ-
ings except the “sayings of the wise,” which invite interminable study
and thus “weariness of the flesh.” A widespread concern for such
weariness would have made sense only in a literate culture, or, more
likely, in a society involved in the dangerous transition from an oral
culture to a literate one. My study focuses on this transition in an-
cient Israel, the spread of literacy among the social classes of seventh-
century Judean society. In doing so it looks at the beginnings of the
making of one book — the Hebrew Bible. What follows is not an end
to the question of how the Bible became a book. It does, however,
offer a fresh perspective on the Bible by looking at important periods
of its textualization — that is, when it was written down — alongside
new ideas about the development of writing and literacy in ancient
Israel.

The way the Bible emerges as a sacred text from such a context
has profound implications for many religious traditions. It also has

vii
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viii Preface

revolutionary implications for the scholarly study of biblical litera-
ture. But this book was written for a broader audience than simply
biblical scholars. To this end, my technical engagement with bibli-
cal scholarship most often is relegated to the notes. I have tried to
be careful, on the one hand, not to let my jousting with biblical
scholarship intrude too much upon the general reader and, on the
other hand, to provide enough notes to represent and engage some of
the vast array of biblical scholarship. I alert the general reader to some
modern biblical scholarship without burdening the book with arcane
debates. Admittedly, I have simplified complex issues like the devel-
opment and nature of literacy. Nor have I dealt with all the knotty
issues of biblical criticism in any complete way. As a principle, I have
allowed scholars to suffer at the expense of addressing a broader au-
dience. I hope my colleagues can forgive me as the situation is usually
reversed. Still, I hope that by bypassing some of the detailed scholarly
issues, I can chart a general approach to biblical literature that is also
useful to scholars.

This book owes much to many. In the words of the same biblical
sage, “there is nothing new under the sun,” and it might be said that
I have not so much written this book as I have borrowed it from my
teachers, friends, and colleagues. What I have borrowed, I give back in
the form of this book. I hope it has come back in as good condition as
what was taken. I want to especially thank Ben Sommer, who read the
manuscript so carefully and improved it in so many ways. (My apolo-
gies, Ben, for being too thick to take all your suggestions to heart.)
Although T am now long gone from Brandeis University, the debt
to my teachers there — particularly Marc Brettler, Michael Fishbane,
and Stephen Geller — lingers on in this book. Many others have
read and discussed parts of the manuscript with me, including Carol
Bakhos, Scott Bartchy, Tamara Eskenazi, Adriane Leveen, Bernie
Levinson, Antonio Loprieno, John Monson, Michael Rosenbaum,
Joachim Schaper, Tammi Schneider, Daniel Smith-Christopher, Marv
Sweeney, and Ed Wright. Chapter 7 on the Torah was first presented
to my friends and colleagues at UCLA’s Center for Jewish Studies, and
I am profoundly grateful to them for their comments, criticism, and
encouragement. All these individuals showed me true friendship by
patiently bearing with me while I was absorbed with this project and
contributed to it in ways that the written word cannot adequately ex-
press. I wish to thank my students who patiently endured my musings
and contributed much to the fermentation of this project in classes
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Preface ix

and seminars. I wish to extend thanks to Bobby Duke and Moise
Isaac, who worked as my research assistants during the writing of
this book. Finally, I wish to thank UCLA, which has provided me
with such a stimulating place in which to engage in these intellectual
pursuits. In addition, the university’s Academic Senate awarded me
research grants, and the dean of humanities, Pauline Yu, has also sup-
ported my research. My editor at Cambridge University Press, Andy
Beck, has been one of this book’s chief assets. Whatever deficiencies
remain in my writing, it cannot be the fault of the living voices that
have helped me along the way.

In order to make this book accessible to the general reader, I have
adopted a very simplified modern Hebrew system for transcribing
Hebrew words. I cite the text and versification of the English Bible
(usually following the New Revised Standard Version or the New Jewish
Publication Society, but sometimes adopting my own translation and
adding emphasis to highlight my argument).

Although it is customary to thank one’s family last, it is certainly
not least that I thank my patient wife, Jeanne, and my two lovely
daughters, Tori and Mikaela. They put all things in perspective and
help me realize that indeed the living voice is better than written
words.
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