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New York University, Autumn 2011
Professor Daniel Fleming
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Teaching staff:
Daniel Fleming, Professor of Hebrew Bible and Assyriology, df2@nyu.edu
Alexandria (Xandy) Frisch, section instructor, af925@nyu.edu
Mahri Leonard-Fleckman, section instructor, mahrilf@gmail.com
Aaron Tugendhaft, section instructor, atugendhaft@gmail.com
Office hours for the professor: Monday and Wednesday (1:00 – 2:00 PM, Mondays and
Wednesdays)
Office hours for section instructors as set individually.
Prof. Fleming’s telephone is 212-998-8985, but the most reliable way to make rapid contact
is by email.
The Skirball Department of Hebrew and Judaic Studies
Kelrick Drake, administrative assistant, 212-998-8980
53 Washington Square South, first floor (enter at right of elevators, to right from atrium)
Prof. Fleming’s office, room 211, second floor from inside department, to back on left
Prof. Fleming’s mailbox, at foot of staircase, middle of top row (for turning in late papers)
The Subject:
You may think you know ancient Israel quite well, or you may be sure you know nothing. In
either case, this course is designed to make the acquaintance from scratch. My ancient Israel is
strange, sometimes shocking, diverse, and mostly hidden. It can be approached from archaeology
and non-biblical writing as well as from the Bible as its most famous artifact. I am a biblical
scholar and student of ancient literature, so this class will lean toward what is written, embracing
the Bible as a source. In a broadly chronological framework, we will ask what I hope to be
unfamiliar questions, trying to get you to see things you had not considered before. The course
assumes no prior knowledge, and all knowledge is built from the ground up based on “primary
evidence,” the actual material from the ancient world – including the Bible. Every full-class
meeting will involve conversation in response to some piece of primary evidence, with
expectation that you have as much right as any scholar to figure out who these people are for
yourself. I will look forward to seeing what you come up with, both in class meetings and in your
papers.
The Goal:
I do not expect study of Israel, the Bible, or the ancient world to be part of your career plans.
Nevertheless, I intend the course to contribute directly to your university education. Because the

class is not part of a larger scheme of professional training, I choose not to focus on acquisition
of introductory knowledge, with exams to make sure that you have digested it. Instead, my goal
is to help you learn to reason critically and write analytically: to evaluate evidence for yourself,
to identify problems of interest; to construct innovative and convincing interpretations; and to
persuade readers of their plausibility. All the work for the course is designed to serve this goal.
Full-class meetings and sections:
The MAP program is built around the combination of large sessions with the professor and
smaller “sections” with a “preceptor,” usually an advanced doctoral student with considerable
experience in the field. In my renovation of the course for this fall, I have moved further than
ever away from considering my role to be built around “lectures,” which are generally less useful
to today’s students than more interactive experiences. Therefore I have labeled the large sessions
“full-class meetings,” which will be the primary venue for setting the agenda of the course:
defining an approach to studying ancient Israel; establishing a method with reliance on primary
evidence; doing everything I can to ignite an interest in the material. Section meetings are
equally crucial to successful completion of the course. There, you will be able to work more
personally with an instructor who can make sure you are comfortable with the basics and who
can help you develop skills for the writing projects that carry the main weight of learning for the
course.
Graded assignments:
There will be no in-class exams for this course. Instead, there will be a combination of
research papers and idea pieces, both explained below. The idea pieces are shorter essays that
will demand thoughtful response to content from reading and full-class meetings, thus taking the
place of exams but in a different format and without the time limit and in-class framework.
1. Research papers: The final product of the course will be an 8-10 page research paper that
involves both detailed investigation of primary evidence and review of secondary
literature (the interpretation of other scholars). Two shorter papers allow you to practice
working with both primary evidence and secondary literature. Detailed instructions will
be provided as the term proceeds.
a. Paper no. 1: Primary evidence – 6 PAGES; due Wednesday, September 28
Male bonding in Israel and Mesopotamia; David and Jonathan, Gilgamesh and
Enkidu. This project requires only careful study of primary evidence, in this case two sets
of specific texts: the Bible’s account of David’s love for Jonathan in 2 Samuel 1, as read
in light of the preceding story; and the description of Gilgamesh’s love for Enkidu, in
narrative context. Both texts compare this bond between men with the love of a woman
or wife. This is a provocative image and calls for careful reading and evaluation, both
within each text and for the similarity of the motif in otherwise unrelated ancient texts.
You must consult ONLY the texts themselves, with no reference to other interpretations.
b. Paper no. 2: Secondary literature – 6 PAGES; due Wednesday, November 9

The emptying of Israel’s countryside: Avraham Faust and the kingdom of David and
Solomon, seen from the sticks. In 2003, Faust published a proposal that almost all the
villages and small towns of early Israel were abandoned at the end of what archaeologists
call the Iron Age I. Meanwhile, a few large towns thrived. Faust understands this to
reflect the appearance of Israel’s first great kingdom in response to military threat from
the coastal Philistines. In 2005, Israel Finkelstein wrote a rebuttal, and in 2007, a
“Forum” was published in Near Eastern Archaeology to allow a dialogue that included
Faust and several scholars. Your job will be to decide whether anything survives from
Faust’s initial idea after all of the critique. For the paper, you will use ONLY these
articles and essays, so that all evidence must be evaluated only from what is provided
there.
c. Final paper: combining the two – 8-10 PAGES; due Wednesday, December 14
Topics will be of your choice, with pre-approved options provided. All choices must
be made by November XX, approved by your section instructor or the professor. On
November XX, after sessions led by Evelyn Ehrlich from the Bobst Library, you will
hand in a list of bibliography for approval by your section instructor. These research
papers MUST include a body of primary evidence that you can evaluate for yourself.
This evidence may be the Bible, other writing from the ancient world, or material finds
from archaeology as described in publications accessible to you, but you must consider
yourself capable of understanding and analyzing the evidence yourself. This analysis then
puts you in a position to offer your own ideas, interacting with the interpretations of
others as more than an external referee.
2. Idea pieces: Instead of exams, we will evaluate your comprehension of basic course
material through essays that involve no research, only the completion of required reading
and reflection on this as well as content from full-class meetings. This approach will
allow us to help you further with writing skills, and we hope that it will give you more
range to express your own ideas. There are two types of idea pieces: the longer essays
will be handed in at full-class meetings and read by the instructors like papers; the shorter
ones will be posted for Blackboard discussion with students from your section. We hope
that the Blackboard posts will give you a chance to hear what others are thinking and
respond. It is essential that you take time to express carefully what you understand about
the question at hand, yet the exchanges to follow are as important to us and should be
stimulating for you.
NOTE: There will also be at least one unannounced short essay per month in class, taking no
more than 15 minutes and handed in on the spot. These will be reviewed by the
instructors and graded as “pass”; your presence on these occasions will be an essential
reflection of your participation in full-class meetings. The purpose of this class
component is to demand and reward full engagement with the course, especially given
the lack of traditional exams.
a. Blackboard post: Monday, September 19, ONE PAGE double spaced. Starting point:
Does the Bible know anything about how Israel began? Do you think so, or not? Do you
care? How do you think such questions should be approached? Now: DO NOT tell us all

about this! Instead, go to the material presented in the Oxford History Chapter 1 as
archives that illuminate the world before Israel: Ebla, Mari, Amarna, or Ugarit. Explain
in one paragraph why it will matter to have the evidence from this one site in mind as
background to Israel; then in a second paragraph, define one potential obstacle to using
this evidence for understanding later Israel. I don’t expect you to know much about Israel
yet – only that it does not yet exist, and where it will be. NOTE: Make sure to cover this
essential ground, but feel free to be opinionated. Can you get someone to disagree with
you? (Please be respectful; we want to spark discussion that is fun, provocative, and
safe.)
b. Hand in at class: Wednesday, October 5, TWO PAGES, double spaced. In chapters 3
and 4 of Scribal Culture, van der Toorn gathers evidence first for “comparative evidence”
and then for “biblical evidence” of professional scribes at work. Based on careful review
of both chapters, describe where the two groups of evidence coincide most closely and
most significantly. At the end of your essay, define briefly where the Bible seems not to
display the same evidence for the scribal profession.
c. Blackboard post: Monday, October 17, ONE PAGE, double spaced. Read the whole
book of Ruth, which will be the primary evidence base for the full-class meeting next
Wednesday. Assign Ruth and Naomi a “class” – i.e. upper, middle, lower, with any
nuance you care to add. Explain in specific terms what evidence allows you to make this
choice. Then, propose to what degree you conclude that their experiences as women (as
portrayed by male scribes, of course!) may be universalized for the world of Israel and
Judah. Do you imagine any limitations? Be specific.
d. Hand in at class: Wednesday, November 30, TWO PAGES, double spaced. Both
chapters 7 and 8 of the Oxford History, which are written by two different authors, deal
with the great disaster that overshadows the entire biblical portrayal of Israel’s history:
“the exile.” While the defeat of Judah in 599 – 586 BCE was a major historical event for
this people, and their maintenance of a distinct identity afterward is likewise the stuff of
history, the casting of these experiences as “exile” and “restoration” represents a literary
and theological interpretation particular to the Bible and its readers. Read these two
chapters as whole essays and with one page for each, explain how they are conceived and
structured in terms of this biblical framework. How does the use of the Bible’s categories
affect the history-writing undertaken in each case?
Grading proportions:
Three papers: 20% for the first two; 30% for the final project.
Four assigned idea pieces: 30% total; 5% for the Blackboard postings; 10% for the pieces
handed in during class.
Completion of the unannounced in-class responses is required for the class and will be
graded pass/fail. Reponses that are not handed in or that show failure to prepare will
lower the student’s course grade in borderline cases, or in the extreme, by a grade
fraction or grade, at the discretion of professor and instructor.

Reading
All three books should be available at the NYU Bookstore.
1. The Jewish Study Bible (JPS Tanakh translation). This is an up-to-date Jewish translation of
the Hebrew Bible or Old Testament. I would like everyone to use the same text, for coherence
of evidence in both classwork and writing assignments.
2. The Oxford History of the Biblical World, Michael D. Coogan editor. For historical
background and context, we will work through much of this volume, which consists of
separate chapters by separate authors, each with a different point of view.
3. Scribal Culture and the Making of the Hebrew Bible, by Karel van der Toorn. A wonderful
Dutch scholar wrote this volume as an alternative to standard introductions to the Bible, but
intending to reach university students like you. You will get a feel for the Bible as the product
of an ancient profession that you probably knew little about.

Administration
Grading for this course will be shared by the professor and the section instructors. Students
will be graded on a regular basis by their section instructors, but I will take at least an equal share
of each assignment and try to grade each student’s work at least once during the semester. The
four teaching staff will meet to compare grades in each case, so that we come as close as possible
to matching evaluations. Professor Fleming takes final responsibility for every grade, within the
following structure. If you believe that your grade is in error or not fair, please approach first the
person who graded the work, for review. If you are still not satisfied after your section instructor
reconsiders a grade, you may submit it to the professor, whose judgment is final. I have a bias
toward supporting the careful decisions of the instructors.
Late papers will be graded down as follows. Up to and including one week, one grade
fraction (e.g. B to B-); more than one week, through the end of the term, one full grade (e.g. B to
C). IF YOU HAVE ANY PROBLEM MEETING DEADLINES, INFORM YOUR SECTION
INSTRUCTOR OR THE PROFESSOR AS SOON AS YOU ARE AWARE OF IT. It is always
possible to consider special circumstances, to be judged on an individual basis. Again, the
professor takes final responsibility for deciding how to handle individual requests about
problems.

Full-class meetings
September 7, Ancient Israel
Primary evidence:
September 12, Where to start: Israel in the Bible and without it
Reading: Oxford History Table of Contents
Primary evidence: the Merenptah stele

September 14, Israel’s roots
Reading: Oxford History Chapter 1 (through Middle Bronze)
Primary evidence: “A nomad’s life”; a letter between tribal kings found at Mari
September 19, Another world out there
BLACKBOARD POST DUE
Reading: Scribal Culture Chapter 1 (writing)
James Barr, “Adam and Eve, and the Chance of Immortality,” Chapter 1 in The Garden
of Eden and the Hope of Immortality (1992) 1-20.
Primary evidence: the tale of Adapa
September 21, What to do with Genesis
Reading: Oxford History Chapter 1 (Late Bronze to the end)
Primary evidence: Jacob’s escape to Syria (Genesis 28-31)
September 26, God and us
Reading: Tikva Frymer-Kensky, In the Wake of the Goddesses (1992) 83-107.
Primary evidence: Atrahasis (abbreviated version in Context of Scripture I.450-52);
Genesis 1-3
September 28, What to do with the Bible
FIRST PAPER DUE
Reading: Scribal Culture Chapters 2-4
Primary evidence: Song of Songs 1-3; Hosea 2 and 14 (scribal schooling)
October 3, Israel arrives
Reading: Oxford History Chapter 3 (through tribes and tribalism)
Primary evidence: Joshua 8:1-29; Judges 20:14-48 (the battles of early Israel)
October 5, The good life: no sovereign in sight
IDEA PIECE DUE IN CLASS
Reading: Oxford History Chapter 4
Primary evidence: Judges 8:4-21 (Gideon); 9:26-55 (Abimelech)
October 10, Columbus Day, no class
October 12, Women and power
Reading: selections from Frymer-Kensky, In the Wake of the Goddesses
Primary evidence: “The Song of Deborah” (Judges 5); the Levite’s concubine (Judges 19)
October 17, And then there were kings
BLACKBOARD POST DUE
Reading: Oxford History Chapter 5
Primary evidence: David brings the ark to Jerusalem (2 Samuel 6)
October 19, Love and marriage

Primary evidence: The book of Ruth
October 24, Archaeology’s tenth-century solution
Reading: articles by Finkelstein, Mazar, and Blum, in Reinhard G. Kratz and Hermann
Spieckermann (eds.), One God – One Cult – One Nation: Archaeological and Biblical
Perspectives. Berlin: de Gruyter, 2010.
Primary evidence: the Stepped Stone Structure (Oxford History pp. 254-5)
October 26, Israel and Judah: the period of two kingdoms
Reading: Oxford History Chapter 6 (through From Omri to Jehu)
Primary evidence: Omri, Joash, and Jehoiada (1 Kings 16; 2 Kings 11)
October 31, How the other side lives (or, Israel in the east)
Reading: Bruce Routledge, Moab in the Iron Age (2004) Chapter 7
Primary evidence: the Mesha Inscription (Context of Scripture II.137-8); Deuteronomy
2:1 – 3:11; 2 Kings 3
November 2, The House of David
Reading: Oxford History Chapter 6 (the rest)
Primary evidence: the Tel Dan Inscription (Context of Scripture II.161-2); 1 Kings 12:124; Psalm 89
November 7, What if God Was Married?
Reading: Judith Hadley, “Some Drawings and Inscriptions on Two Pithoi from Kuntillet
‘Ajrud,” Vetus Testamentum 37 (1987) 180-213.
Primary evidence: the drawings at the end of Hadley’s article and the short texts cited;
Jeremiah 44
November 9, Judah alone
SECOND PAPER DUE
Reading: Oxford History Chapter 7 (through Survival under Assyrian Vassalage)
Primary evidence: Assyrian royal annals for Sennacherib’s third campaign (Context of
Scripture II.302-3); 2 Kings 18-19
November 14, Yellow journalism and purple prose: writing like a prophet
Reading: Scribal Culture Chapter 7 (The Book of Jeremiah as Scribal Artifact)
Primary evidence: Jeremiah 1, 5, 20, 26, 29, 36, 38
November 16, Judah the ideal and the end of Judah
Reading: Oxford History Chapter 7 (King Josiah to the end)
Primary evidence: 2 Kings 22-25
November 21, Guest lecture
Preparation to be announced, if any
November 23, travel day for Thanksgiving

November 28, Judah’s Bible
Reading: Scribal Culture Chapter 8 (Inventing Revelation)
Primary evidence: Lamentations; 1 Chronicles 29:29; 2 Chronicles 9:29 and 35:25
November 30, A world with one power: the impact of empire
IDEA PIECE DUE IN CLASS
Reading: Oxford History Chapter 8 (Israel among the Nations)
Primary evidence: Daniel 2
December 5, Away from home: Jewish refugees and resettlement
Reading: letters from Elephantine (Pritchard Ancient Near East, 448-52)
December 7, When you talk about sex
Primary evidence: Genesis 19; Genesis 30; Judges 19; Hosea 1-3; Ezekiel 16; Song of
Songs 4
December 12, We need a Bible, don’t we? The work of the early Jewish community
Reading: Scribal Culture Chapter 9 (Constructing the Canon)
Primary evidence: Ezra 7
December 14, Ancient Hebrew psychology
FINAL PAPER DUE
Primary evidence: 1 Samuel 16, 19

