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preface

The genesis of this book explains its content, and it is therefore worth saying something about it here. The volume’s editors are members of a research
project entitled “The Greek Bible in the Graeco-Roman World” (funded for
ﬁve years from 2001 by the British Arts and Humanities Research Board, as
it was then called). Based at Reading University, this project is one of ﬁve
fostered by the AHRC Parkes Centre for the Study of Jewish/Non-Jewish Relations, whose home is in the University of Southampton. In spring 2003,
the project organized an international colloquium titled “Representations
of Hellenistic Kingship.” In announcing it, we explained that “the AHRC
Greek Bible Project aims to provide a major new appraisal of the place of
the Greek Bible as a source for understanding how Greek-speaking Jews were
inﬂuenced by and interpreted the political, social, and intellectual cultures
of their Hellenistic worlds.” And we stated that our international colloquium
was to be “devoted to studying the self-representations and images of the Hellenistic monarchies and their courts, with a particular interest in shedding
light on their reﬂection in the Greek Bible and in related Jewish writings in
Greek.” We wished to bring together papers from the various relevant disciplines. We declared a special interest in the language of monarchy, explaining that “central to the AHRC Greek Bible Project is a major investigation
into the language of the Septuagint translators, involving a comparative examination of the political, legal, and administrative terminology of the books.
To this end, the colloquium will examine language (both of the Bible translators and other Hellenistic literature), focusing on such topics as court titles, bureaucratic terminology, and attributes of Hellenistic monarchy.” But
we also deﬁned a range of general questions concerned with what seemed
to us to need answering and to be appropriate for this forum. In the event,
a remarkable interweaving of themes raised in the different papers emerged,
ix

Copyright © 2007 by The Regents of the University of California

x

preface

with a concentration of focus that far exceeded our expectations. Thus the
colloquium reﬁned the originally mooted agenda and deﬁned it more
clearly. We thank all the participants, not only the presenters, for the intellectual vigor, concentration, and liveliness that they brought the discussions.
All papers in this book were presented at the Greek Bible Project’s colloquium, and we are particularly grateful to the contributors for their cheerful and remarkably prompt cooperation with the editors. Apart from Oswyn
Murray’s and Jane Rowlandson’s fundamental, scene-setting papers, the volume is concerned with Jewish perspectives of various kinds on rulers, leaders, and power, as indeed were the majority of the contributors at the colloquium. Three further contributors to the event were not able to publish
their papers here—Charles Crowther, Doron Mendels, and Steve Taverner.
The latter, however, has had a major part to play in preparing the book for
publication. Michal Molcho was responsible for the ﬁnal preparation of the
text of the bibliography, and for much expert support in other areas.
For generous ﬁnancial support for the colloquium, the project acknowledges with gratitude the AHRC Parkes Centre, the British Academy, and the
Jowett Copyright Trustees, Balliol College, Oxford.
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Introduction
Tessa Rajak

Monarchic rule and extended empires, long prevalent in the ancient Near
East and in Egypt, came to dominate the Greek world after the death of
Alexander in 323 b.c.e. They continued to do so until undermined by the
extraordinary military expansion of the Roman republic. The Hellenistic
kingdoms were based on Macedonian rule, but they contained great ethnic
diversity. Within this variegated world, Jewish communities settled and grew
in the great centers—notably Alexandria and Antioch—and in many other
places too. Like the rest of the population, the Jews adopted the colonial
language, Greek, and they evolved in Greek a medium for self-expression,
the result of which was what is known to scholars as Hellenistic-Jewish literature. Its centerpiece was the translation of the Hebrew Bible, begun in
Alexandria and supposedly instigated by Ptolemy Philadelphus himself.
There is naturally a sizeable scholarship on the Hellenistic monarchies.
In recent years, for a number of reasons, the monarchies have proved a particularly attractive subject to researchers. Yet the primary sources are surprisingly patchy, and there remain large gaps in our knowledge, even about
the best-documented monarchies. It is salutary to reﬂect that we are entirely
without a continuous historical narrative for one of the greatest and most
magniﬁcent of all, the third-century b.c.e. Egyptian king Ptolemy II Philadelphus (the relevant section of the history of Diodorus of Sicily is lost, while
Polybius’s histories have a later starting date). Arguing against the widespread
view that royal power was untrammelled by the entrenched interests of a
hereditary aristocracy, Jane Rowlandson, in her contribution to this volume,
describes our evidence for the period as “plentiful” rather than “helpful.” In
particular, she points out that papyri and ostraka, from which emanates our
best evidence for Graeco-Roman Egypt, actually shed the least light on the
higher echelons of society. There exist, it is true, royal inscriptions of very
1
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great importance. But what is a king without his courtiers? Notably, in the
opening essay of this book, Oswyn Murray records the insuperable obstacles
in the way of recovering the writings on Hellenistic kingship (the so-called
peri basileias literature) of the Hellenistic period, at the same time suggesting that as a result too much importance and originality may well have been
attributed to it. He believes that none of the Hellenistic philosophical
schools made a fundamentally new contribution to the philosophy of monarchy. Whatever the case, reconstruction of their views can be done only in the
most generic terms, and he valiantly seeks what might be achieved in the latter part of his essay. It is striking that the Jewish source that tells how Ptolemy
commissioned the translation of the Hebrew Torah into Greek, known to us
as the Letter of Aristeas, plays a not insigniﬁcant role in Murray’s search for
kingship ideologies.
In a situation where evidence is at a premium, the fortunate survival,
through the medium of the Christian church, of some portion of the output of Hellenistic Judaism acquires a special importance. Erich Gruen reminded us a decade ago that the Hasmonean dynasty offers the best documentation we have for the “package” of acts and statements by which
Hellenistic rulers could create and project their images (Gruen 1996: 124).
The texts we consider in this volume belong to Hellenistic Judaism in the
broad chronological sense in which the term is commonly used (for want of
a better term)—that is, to refer to Jewish culture in Greek from the entire
Graeco-Roman world. The best part of them also comes from the Hellenistic period proper, as classicists generally deﬁne it—that is, the period between Alexander and the battle of Actium in 31 b.c.e. It may be said, however, that Richard Fowler advances here a strongly expressed claim that,
outside the Jewish sphere too, the limits of the Hellenistic should be taken
broadly “in time, space, and ideas,” and in particular that the earlier Parthian
empire has been too often excluded. Many of the Septuagint translations
themselves, which are at the heart of our inquiry, were products of the Hellenistic age proper, though the work of translation must have continued into
the Roman era.
Inevitably, not all the Hellenistic monarchies make an appearance in this
volume. Quite simply, not all of them play a part in the Jewish literature. Inevitably too, the coverage is uneven. Given that the Hebrew Torah (Pentateuch), and probably much of the rest of the Hebrew Bible, were translated
in Alexandria, the Ptolemies come particularly into play. In part 1, Jane Rowlandson concentrates on Egypt; and Oswyn Murray’s broad conspectus has
the Ptolemies as a point of reference. We do of course engage with the Seleucid dynasty too, notably in relation to the ﬁrst and second books of Maccabees and Ben Sira, and to the archaeology and epigraphy of Palestine in
the later Hellenistic period. In its overall balance, however, this collection
perhaps complements an earlier publication in the ﬁeld, the interesting con-
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ference volume from Aarhus University in which the Seleucids held sway
(Bilde et al. 1996).
Jewish writing in Greek is profoundly concerned with monarchy and
power. It is fair to say that in the Greek Bible translation and related texts
(some of which became attached to the Septuagint corpus) there is a preoccupation with monarchs and monarchic behaviour over and above the
lively interest already present in the Hebrew Bible. The relation of earthly
kings to the divine ruler is one large concern and one reason for this, though
not the only one. The spread of ruler cult seems to have played its part, and
there is a corresponding increase in the number and harshness of castigations of idolatry in the Septuagint corpus.1 But if, in talking about earthly
kings, the approach is often critical, this ultimately goes back to the Hebrew
Bible’s tradition of suspicion about any monarchic overlord: a Jewish ruler
was merely the lesser of possible evils, and Deuteronomy’s well-known “law
of the king” (Deut. 17.14–20) was a set of principles designed to circumscribe him severely. The biblical sources for the essentially negative stance
toward kings proper are brought into play in the contributions by Benjamin
Wright and Philip Alexander and Loveday Alexander.
All kinds of kings, queens, and power ﬁgures appear here: not just the
major Hellenistic dynasties, but the ancient Israelite kings, the Babylonian
and Persian rulers of the Bible and its associated literature, Parthians, and,
occasionally, Romans. These portrayals form a fascinating collection in
themselves. What makes them doubly signiﬁcant for the contributors to this
volume is that a would-be historical setting readily serves as a veil through
which a statement about a contemporary milieu can be discerned. A reading of the past in terms of the present, “contemporization,” or “actualization,” is an inevitable aspect of any translation. When terms are sought for
physical objects, for institutions, or for concepts, the current language will
supply many of them. This is a marked and much-discussed feature of the
Jewish-Greek Bible translations of the Septuagint, and indeed of all Jewish
parabiblical literature. It may be a case of the overt expression of a political
position. More often, it is the responses of the author (or translator) to the
circumstances and pressures of his own time, rather than speciﬁcally targeted
comments on individual events, that may be sensitively disentangled from a
text. The value of this broad phenomenon of “actualization” is immense, and
the uses that can be made of it are here a recurring theme, tackled in different ways throughout the book, by authors in dialogue with one another.
For the most part, the study of Hellenistic history and that of Jewish literature have moved along in parallel, converging only in occasional and erratic provision of mutual support. The latter, where it occurs, tends to draw
upon just a few stock instances. In particular, some historians of the Hellenistic world draw without qualms upon statements in the Letter of Aristeas.
As Jane Rowlandson points out in her essay, the king’s courtiers Andreas and
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his companion Sosibios, having appeared in the authoritative list of Ptolemaic ofﬁcials in L. Mooren’s Aulic Titulature (1975), become deﬁnite historical ﬁgures in the hands of less careful users of Mooren’s work. Another
scholar, R. A. Hazzard (2000), has pointed out that our sources are extremely
short on information as to how the court of the Ptolemies was structured
and run; we rely, he says, upon the Letter of Aristeas. From Aristeas, too, the
aspiration of Ptolemy Philadelphus to own “all the books in the world” is
solemnly cited, and even the supposedly exact ﬁgures for the book holdings
of the great library of Alexandria and a putative sister library are proferred.
And thus a rather simplistic dependence emerges upon this little book from
the pen of an unknown Jewish author, of uncertain date (proposals range
from the late third century b.c.e. to the early ﬁrst), and of mixed genre, which
contains much that is patently imaginative and for which Sylvie Honigman’s
term “historical myth” is the most apt description. What is more, with evident circularity, the historicity of the Letter of Aristeas is then asserted on the
basis of detailed “knowledge” such as this. Even for those who do not reject
altogether the claims of Aristeas to contain historical elements (as I personally do not), this dependence is a source of unease.
In the present volume, we aim instead to put our spotlight on both sides.
We hope to replace vague impressions with hard questioning, close readings,
and fresh interpretations. What, we ask, do these Jewish-Greek sources really amount to? How much in them is “historical”? How far can individual
works be assigned to speciﬁc milieux? Or do authors tend simply to build
on tradition and to follow the models of their predecessors? How often can
a speciﬁc allusion or theme safely be related to a particular historical event
or to a deﬁnite moment in time? And how are we to tell? And there is the
overarching greater question: to what extent can any of the Jewish-Greek literature serve to illuminate signiﬁcant areas of the Hellenistic world that are
otherwise hazy? And again, conversely: can Hellenistic evidence, whether
literary or documentary, help us understand the creators of the Greek Bible
and of the literature that was built upon it?
Our contributors bring to bear their expertise in different disciplines; but
all in their writing consciously share the common purpose of bringing the
two bodies of material together. Thus we take a prolonged and close look at
the value of Jewish-Greek material as evidence for the language, the practice, and the ideology of kingship. We consider how it demonstrates the response of one subject community, that of the Jews. We consider the roots of
that subject population’s response to its rulers. And we work toward a broader
assessment of how the two spheres may best be used to illuminate one another. The upshot, we hope, will be to bring this substantial and signiﬁcant
body of evidence properly into the future discussion of Hellenistic monarchy.
“Jewish perspectives” were naturally diverse, and we do not suggest that
one basic position can be found that unites Jewish communities, or Jewish
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writers. In the Jewish literature, rulers are remembered, listed, portrayed,
compared, analyzed, addressed, praised, and criticized. They are written up
in many genres, from the epigrammatic style of the Greek translation of
Proverbs, whose twists, reorderings and additions are disentangled for us by
James Aitken, through the deliberately cryptic allusions of Greek Daniel, unveiled by Jennifer Dines, to the pious exhortations of the Greek Sirach (Ecclesiasticus), analyzed by Benjamin Wright, and on to the dramatic presentation of a fearsome persecution in 3 Maccabees, interpreted in two separate
papers (by the Alexanders and Tessa Rajak). The language of monarchy is
applied, inevitably, to the God of Israel. And even God’s servant Moses adds
kingship to his attributes of prophet, teacher, and leader in the writings of
Philo and elsewhere. This volume thus mines a rich seam. Yet it is a seam
rarely dug by historians, and scarcely at all by scholars of the Hellenistic world.
As reﬂections of different Jewish perspectives, we include (1) the Greek
Bible translations that have come down to us as part of the Septuagint; (2)
apocryphal and pseudepigraphic additions or separate books that also belong to the Septuagint corpus, such as the Greek 1 Esdras, the additions to
the book of Esther, and the ﬁrst two books of Maccabees; and (3) Greek-Jewish literature outside the Septuagint corpus, such as the third and fourth
books of Maccabees,2 and the writings of Philo and Josephus. This scope in
itself constitutes something of an innovation, for Septuagint studies have
tended to become a rather forbidding ﬁeld, a specialism for experts highly
qualiﬁed in dealing with their technical complexities.3
Rather than kingship so described, the conception of a “royal priesthood”
chimed better with the institutions of the Hebrew Torah, and this conception too, in its Greek incarnation, requires attention in an enterprise such
as ours. The emergence of a coherent thread of doctrine on the subject is
demonstrated by Arie van der Kooij. He ﬁnds the ideology still alive and well
in the year 63 b.c.e., when the Jewish leaders met with Pompey in Damascus and, according to Diodorus (40.2), requested a reversion to the freedom
and autonomy that the senate had formerly underwritten. Their tradition
was to be ruled not by a king but by a high priest.
A deep-seated realism about the transience of power is detected by a number of contributors. It emerges that this has Greek resonances. James Aitken
invokes the philosophical endorsement of parrh;sia, the virtue of speaking
one’s mind openly and unﬂinchingly, in the context of the Greek Proverbs.
Enthusiasm for depicting the uncontrolled passions of tyrannical oppression
could serve to empower resistance according to Tessa Rajak in her study of
encounters with angry tyrants. Oswyn Murray, while pointing out that no
“Hellenistic philosophical martyr of action is known,” does suggest that
philosophers were able to justify their presence at the courts of kings precisely through their promotion of parrh;sia. It was a commonly held belief
that only philosophers could summon up the resources of steadfastness nec-
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essary to speak nothing but the truth, an imperative when kings were not
virtuous men. The narrowness of the gap between successful kings and powerseeking adventurers is vividly illustrated in Richard Fowler’s theorization of
the careers of the two Jewish bandit chiefs who rose to prominence within
the Parthian regime in the ﬁrst century c.e.
But there are positive role models too, and we ﬁnd a notable case of advice given to monarchs through the delivery of carefully targeted praise in
the question-and-answer sessions of the week-long banquet in the Letter of
Aristeas. After all, as Erich Gruen reminds us, Cyrus is a Messianic ﬁgure in
some readings of Second Isaiah.
The practical concerns of the ancient authors are varied. Suggestions may
be directed by writers to their communities about how best to behave as “consumers”: they were a minority group amidst a potentially hostile population,
living in kingdoms where they were often dependent on the suzerain’s goodwill. The pragmatic spirit of the biblical Wisdom tradition is further developed in the Greek Proverbs, as shown by James Aitken, and also in Ben Sira,
according to the exposition of Benjamin Wright. Aitken also suggests that
the appropriate framework is that of a two-way communication between ruler
and ruled, an interpretation carried forward in Douglas Edwards’s study of
a range of material evidence from Palestine as expressing the Hasmoneans’
manipulation of their visual image and of its reception. Thus, for example,
inconsistencies in the calendars adopted for dating in inscriptions and coins
may be understood as a continual negotiation over the choice of system for
measuring time.
At the same time, when they write about kings, Jews may, as Gruen argues,
wish not to address others at all, but to say something about themselves, to
carve out an appropriate identity, to set themselves on a world stage, and,
to put it crudely, to boost their own self-respect. Such a motivation may also
be invoked to explain Jan Willem van Henten’s unexpected discovery that
the language associated with an aspiring Jewish dynast under the Seleucids
incorporates distinctive formulae from priestly documents of the Ptolemies,
with antique Pharaonic resonances. Van Henten substantiates with many correspondences the case which he has made in the past and which has elicited
lively debate.
A marked intensiﬁcation of interest in the ways of royalty in HellenisticJewish life and literature emerges from this volume, and is, indeed, a
justiﬁcation for it. This sits alongside a continuity of tradition. Themes and
approaches are carried forward from the Hebrew Bible, as we would expect
in a culture marked by a very high degree of text-centeredness. For later
writers, the Hebrew scriptures were a ﬁlter for understanding and a springboard to further creation. Another outcome of Erich Gruen’s study, which
reveals a generally unremarked ambivalence and nuancing in the Hebrew
Bible’s representation of the Persian kings, is to bring those kings more
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closely into line with the Jewish Greek depictions (sometimes contemporaneous) of their Hellenistic successors.
Prophecies, as Jennifer Dines reminds us, are particularly open to, or hungry for, reuse. With each new age, there will be those who ﬁnd for them a
new application. In Jewish tradition, the technique of interpretation in terms
of contemporary meaning was widespread; it was by no means the sole preserve of the Qumran sect in their special genre of biblical exegesis, the pesher.
And so, in the prophetic books of the Septuagint translation, a contemporary spin might be expected. But, as Jennifer Dines makes abundantly clear
in her discussion of the prophecies of Daniel, we are at such a distance from
the translators that we cannot, without much detective work, be sure we are
picking up correctly any allusions they may have planted.
Different translators engaged in differing degrees in the process of updating, and it is a matter of continuing debate among scholars how far this
is a deliberate, or even a conscious, operation, especially on the theological
front. What is particularly relevant for us is that the Greek translations deploy the language of Hellenistic kingship, of ofﬁcial titulature and of administrative and court hierarchies, when they interpret the kings of the past.
Lester Grabbe documents and analyzes the translators’ choices and equivalences in several notable clusters from 2 Samuel, 1 Chronicles, 1 Kings, Ezra,
and Daniel. They emerge as less consistent and less careful than we might
have expected. The equivalence between original and translation is often
imprecise. Some terms, such as epistat;s (overseer), are applied in a rather
general fashion. The names of established Hellenistic ofﬁces may appear
scarcely or not at all. A marked preference for distinctively Ptolemaic vocabulary is not demonstrable. This is a fruitful line of inquiry that raises further questions. Perhaps the apparent imprecision of usage reﬂects vagueness in the actual application of titles in some Hellenistic milieux, or at least
in the subject populations’ understanding of them. Furthermore, apparent
inconsistencies may reﬂect change of usage over time, or across geographical areas. Another element in the AHRC Greek Bible in the Graeco-Roman
World Project from which this volume has emerged is a lexical historical tool,
the research database “Demetrios.” This has been designed as a tool for pursuing further this kind of detailed and painstaking analysis on a wide front.
The suspicion may arise that, in the end, we learn more about the Jews
themselves from these explorations than about Hellenistic kingship. So Erich
Gruen hints. And Benjamin Wright claims that the values in Ben Sira reﬂect
Jewish precedent far more than the surrounding reality and that contemporary political issues were simply not at the forefront of this author’s mind.
Sylvie Honigman leaves the question of historicity entirely open when she
considers Aristeas’s depiction of the Alexandrian library as a cultural enterprise in the light of what we know of the attitudes and methods of Alexandrian scholarship. Sarah Pearce scrutinizes and ﬁnds wanting long-standing
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scholarly convictions that Ptolemy Philadelphus’s patronage of the Torah
translation, as depicted in the Aristeas legend, can be detected in the Greek
itself through the vagaries of translation. The great scholar Elias Bickerman,
following in the footsteps of time-honored scholarship, had argued that caution about offense to the ruling Lagid dynasty of Egypt led to the unwillingness of the Septuagint versions to call a hare a hare. For the expected
term lagos for the animal in question, we ﬁnd what seems to be a deliberate,
alternative choice. Bickerman’s vision of the “polite” and tactful translators
sadly now disappears into oblivion.
And yet, in the case of Daniel, Jennifer Dines, dealing with a genre where
already in Hebrew-Aramaic it was conventional to communicate political positions, does persuade us at least that the Jews were active and watchful participants of the political world around them, and that their writing is likely to
mesh closely with diplomatic and military developments of interest to the Jews
of Palestine. Alterations in the Greek version of the prophecy about the “King
of the South” and the “hotheads among your own people,” in Daniel 11.14,
appear politically motivated. An expression of support for the Ptolemaic position in the conﬂicts with the Seleucids seems to be involved. That is a considerable gain, even if the precise date, and the possible connections with the
Oniads and the dissident Jewish temple at Leontopolis, remain elusive.
At other levels too, there are connections to be drawn between the Jewish reality and the world of the monarchs, and deductions to be legitimately
made with the help of the Jewish-Greek texts: Sylvie Honigman shows how,
on the symbolic plane, Jewish representation of the king’s cultural acquisitiveness in Aristeas incorporated (along with biblical typologies) motifs about
the transportation of assets that we ﬁnd embedded in Greek and Latin writers. Again, through the Septuagint account of Joseph’s encounter with his
brothers in Egypt, Trevor Evans is driven to conduct an exhaustive search
for an unsung hero of Hellenistic society, the indispensable interpreter.
Evans’s analysis of linguistic variation, literary precedent, and papyrological
data leads him back to the Bible and enables him to conclude that the Greek
translator of this part of Genesis “constructs the vice-regal court of Joseph
along similar lines to that of a Ptolemaic dioiketes.” The translator was perfectly well aware of the importance of interpreters, not only as functionaries in formal situations such as courts, but as the oil that made the wheels of
the multiethnic society of Graeco-Roman Egypt go round. These ﬁgures were
just too ubiquitous and too obvious to require regular mention.
Richard Fowler’s reﬂections on those Jewish bandit chiefs in Josephus who
turned themselves into a crucial support for the Parthian king terminate in
a radical reinterpretation of the nature of monarchy itself, in which they
emerge as not so far removed from Augustine’s famous deﬁnition of rulers
as robbers. Here appropriately enough, it is Josephus, a major Jewish-Greek
source, who adumbrates the profound skepticism about temporal rule that
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in late antiquity developed as a major strand in Christian philosophy. Those
developments are of course beyond our scope, but there can be no doubt
about the long-term cultural signiﬁcance of Hellenistic Judaism’s critical
reﬂections on monarchy nor about the inﬂuence of the material laid open
by the authors in this volume. There can be no better place with which to
conclude this survey.
NOTES

1. On this, see T. Rajak,Translation and Survival: The Greek Bible of the Jewish Diaspora (Oxford University Press, 2008), chap. 8.
2. In some of the eastern churches, however, these books are regarded as deuterocanonical.
3. We have also explored the possibilities of bringing the two worlds together in
a series of sessions of the Hellenistic Judaism section in the Society of Biblical Literature’s annual meetings, one of them organized in collaboration with the IOSCS.
We are grateful to all who took part.
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Chapter 1

Philosophy and Monarchy
in the Hellenistic World
Oswyn Murray

For Philip Larkin, “sexual intercourse began in nineteen sixty-three.” For
me, situated “between the end of the Chatterley ban and the Beatles’ ﬁrst
LP,” the sixties were my kingship years, when I spent a decade studying ancient monarchy. Looking around for a thesis subject after my graduation
in 1961, I recalled a footnote in Rostovtzeff ’s Social and Economic History of
the Roman Empire, which I had read when studying the Stoic opposition to
Nero: “An investigation of the ideas current in the Hellenistic age and in
the ﬁrst two centuries a.d. regarding the supreme power of one man in the
state is urgently needed.”1 The footnote continues with a reference to E. R.
Goodenough’s article “The Political Philosophy of Hellenistic Kingship” in
the ﬁrst volume of Yale Classical Studies for 1928,2 a brief discussion of the
relation between Pythagorean, Stoic, and Cynic ideas of kingship, and references to Philo, Plutarch, Musonius Rufus, and the Pythagorean writers
highlighted by Goodenough. It ends with a series of questions that are still
relevant today:
What is the origin and philosophical justiﬁcation of the idea of the Principate? . . . When were Hellenistic ideas on the basileus applied to the Principate?
How many Pythagorean elements are to be found in the political philosophy
of the Stoics and Cynics?

So I began research: fortunately there was no one in Oxford capable of supervising such a subject, so I was able to escape the stranglehold of Greats.
I was sent to Arnaldo Momigliano in London, the beginning of twenty-ﬁve
years of discipleship. For a decade I struggled with this theme; I even won a
prize from the Monarchist Press Association, a book entitled The Social Order
of Tomorrow, inscribed by the author, Count Otto von Hapsburg, in which he
proposed himself as Holy Roman Emperor of the newly created European
13
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Community. Finally in 1971 I presented my thesis, “Peri Basileias: Studies in
the Justiﬁcation of Monarchic Rule in the Hellenistic World.”
In the meantime I had written three long articles on the theme of kingship, and numerous reviews of books on monarchy.3 These articles constituted the second half of my thesis, a series of detailed studies of the inﬂuence
of kingship theory on particular surviving authors. But the ﬁrst part of the
thesis, a discussion of the actual evidence for ancient Hellenistic treatises on
the philosophy of kingship itself, was never published.
Why did I abandon this work, and is it worth reviving today as I begin to
have more time for research again? The second question I leave to you to
answer; the explanation of the ﬁrst is perhaps easier now to see. The year
1968 was not an auspicious year for monarchists; and I was ashamed of having wasted so much time on a subject that had no relevance to the modern
world. It must also be said that kingship theory is not very interesting philosophically; I was bored with it, and I no longer had the time to continue my
megalomaniac ambition to write a three-volume history of monarchic ideas
from Babylon to Byzantium.4 But there were also serious methodological
problems with my subject of research, which I shall try to explain in the
hope that someone may in the last thirty years have been able to ﬁnd some
solutions.5
We have a great deal of direct evidence for ideas about monarchy in the
late classical period of the fourth century and in the Roman empire, but very
little from the Hellenistic period, when this form of government ﬁrst became
widespread in the Greek world. In the classical age, although in practical
terms monarchy was regarded as the characteristic form of government for
barbarians, there was paradoxically a ﬂourishing theoretical discussion of
the virtues of kingship in relation to those of other standard Greek constitutions, which is attested from at least the sophistic debate in Herodotus book
3 onwards. In the fourth century, it is clear that monarchy was seen as a potential ideal form of government, and many intellectuals played with ideas
about it, with more or less seriousness: it was indeed this period that created
a general conception of monarchy that inﬂuenced the rest of antiquity.
Xenophon took to imagining himself in absolute charge; Plato and Isocrates
fantasized about educating or advising the perfect king; in the Politics, Aristotle brieﬂy considered various forms of monarchy, including the theoretical pambasileia, at the same time as devising the most devastating critique of
monarchy that has ever been formulated—a critique left forgotten for half
a millennium until Julian the Apostate used it to destroy the sycophancy of
Themistius. Many of these works were consciously seen as forerunners of the
later treatises on kingship; for they often have double titles, with a second
element added probably by Alexandrian scholarship in the Hellenistic
period, such as Plato’s “Politicus or on Kingship” or the lost dialogues of Antisthenes, “Cyrus or on Kingship” and “Archelaus or on Kingship.” This litera-
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ture was ﬁrst seriously discussed by Julius Kaerst in his classic essay Studien
zur Entwickelung und theoretischen Begründung der Monarchie im Altertum (1898).6
Again in the post-Hellenistic period there survives a ﬂourishing literature
in both Latin and Greek concerned with the philosophical justiﬁcation of
kingship; it begins in the ﬁrst century c.e. with Seneca’s De clementia and Dio
of Prusa’s kingship orations, and other examples such as Musonius Rufus
and Plutarch; alongside the philosophical tradition there survives a ﬂourishing rhetorical school of imperial panegyric or the logos basilikos. By the
fourth century the production of variants on this theme of monarchy was a
major industry in both verse and prose, for those who regarded themselves
as either philosophers or rhetoricians, such as Libanius, Themistius, Julian,
and Synesius in Greek, and the twelve Latin panegyrists, Claudian, and Ausonius in Latin: this in turn led to a long Byzantine tradition from Priscian
and Ennodius to Agapetus in the fourteenth century. It is even possible to
propose a continuity between ancient conceptions of monarchy and the tradition of the speculum principis in both Islam and the medieval and post-medieval West, as I did when I was a research fellow at the Warburg Institute.7
In principle it might seem that there is some sort of continuity between
the fourth century b.c.e. and the fourth century c.e., and indeed in a certain sense there is; it is easy enough to trace thematic continuities, commonplaces, and shared ideas: there is a superb nineteenth-century thesis
by G. Barner with the wonderful title Comparantur inter se Graeci de regentium
hominum virtutibus auctores.8 But any attempt to read this rich material forward or back into the Hellenistic age seemed to me ultimately unconvincing, because it lacked speciﬁcity when confronted with the historical realities of the Hellenistic world.
For the Hellenistic period again there is a relative abundance of indirect
evidence, which suggests indeed that a ﬂourishing literature on kingship had
once existed. My three articles showed how I conceived the way in which central themes of Hellenistic kingship literature inﬂuenced the portrayal of foreign social systems—the Egyptian Pharaonic kingship as seen at the start of
the Hellenistic period, Jewish conceptions of monarchy under the later
Ptolemies, and the Greek perception of the Roman principes viri as Homeric heroes in the late Republic. One could add many other avenues of exploration, some of which I partially investigated—the portrayal of heroic
monarchy in the Homeric scholia, Philo’s use of monarchic ideas in works
like his Life of Moses,9 and of course the portrayal of Hellenistic monarchy in
the Septuagint and in the Hellenistic apocrypha. Beyond that lies the ﬁgure
of Christ as Rex Gloriae, to use the title of an excellent work by Per Beskow.10
However, a reading of works on modern history, from Percy Ernst Schramm,
Ernst Kantorowicz, and Marc Bloch for the Middle Ages to J. N. Figgis on divine right, and a hundred mad anthropologists and theologians on sacral
kingship, convinced me that a properly embedded account of kingship ideas
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would be a lifetime’s work. It would have to embrace king worship, the style
of kingship, the Alexander motif, royal regalia and ceremonial, coronation
rituals, New Year festivals, and so on. It would have to consider the reﬂection in the ofﬁcial chancellery style of the ideology of kingship, as pioneered
by W. Schubart in an early number of Archiv für Papyrusforschung,11 and continued in the work of Elias Bickerman.12 It would require detailed studies of
the ideology of particular courts, in relation to what later became known as
their ethnicity, such as Robert Fowler has recently carried out in his Oxford
thesis.13 In brief, given the state of the evidence, was I compelled to write an
account of the ideology and practices of Hellenistic monarchy in general
(as was suggested to me forcibly by my doctoral examiners, Peter Fraser and
Robert Browning), or could I limit myself (as I myself wished, being at that
time in tune with the ideas of the young Quentin Skinner, with whom I was
supposed to be writing a Penguin history of political thought from antiquity
to the present) to the interplay between philosophical ideas and practical
politics?
By the middle of the fourth century the belief that philosophers had an
important contribution to make to the skills of government was widely held,
not least among philosophers. In particular the education of the ruler for
power was a matter of especial concern, and pride. Philosophers were
anxious to indulge in political activity, or at least to be thought to have inspired it: in the last resort a letter of advice, whether opened or not, would
impress the audience at home with the standing of a particular school. Plato’s
activities in Sicily had been real enough, if scarcely successful; and there were
others. Isocrates was tireless in portraying himself as an adviser of kings, and in
sending his pupils to posts at courts; he could claim to have educated Nicocles.
Some, perhaps, of the connections alleged by the sources are later embellishments on a well-established theme; but they rest on a ﬁrm basis of stories,
which provided the pattern for the embroidery. There is no doubt that the
activity of advising politicians and kings was seen as an important one, which
brought honor and glory to the school.
The struggle to educate Alexander the Great was won by the Platonic
school in the shape of Aristotle. In the Hellenistic age this image of the importance of the philosopher at court persisted. What was clearly needed
in order to investigate it was ﬁrst a study of the role of intellectuals at the
various Hellenistic courts. We know that in the Hellenistic age rhetoric was
in decline in public life, whereas philosophy was all the rage. Cities chose
philosophers, not rhetoricians, to serve on their embassies to the great courts
and even to Rome (where philosophy was not much appreciated). There grew
up a strong tradition of the importance of philosophers at court as advisers:
philosophers were as open to the pressures and opportunities of the new
Hellenistic world as any other group of men. The subsidies offered by the
kings were, if not essential to the more complex and permanent organiza-
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tions of the philosophical schools, at least very welcome; the rewards for taking service under a king and for residence at court were great; the inherited
prestige of philosophy made these opportunities open to philosophers as
much as, if not more than, to any other group of intellectuals. Philosophers
were honored at court and used by kings as well as cities as ambassadors.
Moreover, they had a function to perform, in transforming the crude military monarchy that was the heritage of Macedonian inﬂuence everywhere
into an ethical or constitutional organization acceptable to educated Greek
opinion.
THE EVIDENCE

“Demetrius of Phaleron advised King Ptolemy to obtain and read books on
kingship and leadership; for the advice which their friends dare not give to
kings is written in such books” (Plut. Mor. 189d). But where are these books
now? The ﬁrst part of my thesis stared into this abyss, which fascinated me.
There is some evidence. The lists of works by philosophers in Diogenes
Laertius give us in garbled form a number of titles. I investigated each of
these works in turn; ﬁrst I would discuss the evidence for the title and its possible context in the complex relations between philosophers and public life,
especially their life at court; then in each case (like Felix Jacoby in the later
parts of his Fragmente der griechischen Historiker) I would attempt to relate the
known doctrines of these philosophers to the doctrines that they might have
held about kingship. I have to say the result is very dry reading and more
than a little speculative, but it was great fun while it lasted. Here are the conclusions I came to.
There seem to have been three periods in the production of philosophical treatises on kingship. The ﬁrst was the age of Alexander; the second was
the period of the Diadochoi, but there was little evidence for the continued
production of such works in the middle and later Hellenistic period. There
succeeded a third period, of what might be called pastiche or literary forgery, combined with the use of kingship ideas in other forms of literature;
this activity may be late Hellenistic, but it persisted into the Roman empire
and may even have been revived in late antiquity.14
From the age of Alexander, we know of probably three works. The ﬁrst
was by Aristotle himself, “on kingship in one book”: this was probably the
work also listed as “sumbouleutikos to Alexander,” which may well have been
known to Cicero, but it is clearly not identical with the work addressed to
Alexander that survives in Arabic translation,15 and that caused enormous
excitement when it was ﬁrst published in 1891, the same year as the discovery of the AthenaiOn Politeia: that work, I was able to demonstrate, is a (goodquality) forgery of the Roman imperial period.
Then, leaving aside by far the most important philosophical discussion
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of kingship in antiquity (Arist. Pol. 3), there are two other works, one by the
pupil and successor of Plato, Xenocrates, entitled “Elements of Kingship to
Alexander in Four Books”; and the other On Kingship by Anaxarchus, the
notorious philosophical ﬂatterer on Alexander’s expedition, who ended by
suffering a philosophical death at the hands of a tyrant as famous in antiquity as that of Socrates. We know virtually nothing about the contents of either of these works and can only speculate about the extent to which they
are inﬂuenced by relationships with existing courts.
In the early Hellenistic age production of works on kingship stepped up,
and I will simply brieﬂy characterize what seems to me the contribution of
each philosophical school to the debate.
Nothing is known of later Platonic works on kingship: the Academy spent
most of the Hellenistic period sunk in a gloomy skepticism about the reality of the external world. In the Peripatetic school, Theophrastus is alleged
to have written no less than four works on kingship, On Kingship in one book,
On the Education of a King in one book, On Kingship Addressed to Cassander in
one book, and On Kingship in two books. We can if we wish reduce this list
considerably: works one and two may be identical with work four; and work
three was alleged in antiquity to be a forgery by Sosibius, the chief minister
of Egypt under the third, fourth, and ﬁfth Ptolemies: I particularly regret
the loss of this work, since a political forgery of this nature by such an author would be much more interesting than a work by Theophrastus himself
and would reveal much about the development of philosophical justiﬁcations
of monarchy in a practical context. Otherwise, to judge from the fragments
about kingship attributed to Theophrastus, it would seem that his studies
were antiquarian and historical in nature, rather than philosophically interesting or politically useful—which is much what we would expect from
an unimaginative antiquarian compiler like Theophrastus. Subsequently another Peripatetic, Straton of Lampsacus, wrote an On Kingship in three volumes, and a treatise On the Philosopher King; since Straton’s work was mostly
scientiﬁc, it is likely that these works were also mainly concerned with the
collection of evidence. From the surviving fragments there is a general impression that the Peripatetic school engaged primarily in antiquarian works
and did not contribute much to kingship theory, whether or not they were
constrained by the views put forward in Aristotle’s Politics.
The most cheering evidence of this early Hellenistic activity comes from
an unexpected quarter. Epicurus’s On Kingship was clearly a satirical attack
on the idea that kings should be seen with philosophers: it was a waste of everyone’s time. “The Epicureans write on kingship to persuade us to avoid living
with kings,” says Plutarch; the same advice is given to kings: the only speciﬁc
reference to this work of Epicurus describes him as “not giving a place even
at drinking parties to the literary and learned discussions of scholars, but advising even cultured kings to submit to military anecdotes and coarse horse-
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play at symposia rather than talk about literary and poetic problems” (Plut.
Mor. 1095c). Epicurus had clearly set out to explode the whole idea of the intellectual at court, a view that, if philosophically consistent with his own beliefs, at least attests the prevalence of such intercourse in his generation.
The Stoics are usually seen as important in the development of kingship
theory, and in certain respects they are. Cleanthes’ On Kingship will perhaps
have been a serious philosophical work, and Sphaerus, the associate of the
reforming King Cleomenes of Sparta, also wrote a work with this title. The
most plausible philosophically ideal king of the Hellenistic age is Antigonus
Gonatas, to whom is attributed the famous saying “Kingship is noble servitude (endoxos douleia)”; the Megarian philosopher Euphantus of Olynthus is
said to have written an On Kingship for him. The Stoic Persaeus of Kition,
courtier of Antigonus and his military governor on Acrocorinth, also wrote
an On Kingship; but the true nature of his life at the Macedonian court is
perhaps revealed by the anecdote that ﬁnds him surprised and delighted by
the Macedonian custom of introducing naked dancing girls at breakfast.
It is easier to speculate what the Stoics would have said about kingship.
There are a number of natural analogies or arguments known to have been
employed by the Stoics that are easily applied to the position of a king: the
central importance of the sun in the heavens, the various animal forms of
leadership (the bull with the herd and so on)—“Everywhere god has appointed the superior to rule over the inferior” (Dio 3.61, 73, etc.). We know
too that it is standard Stoic doctrine from Zeno of Citium onwards that “only
the wise man is king.” As Diogenes Laertius puts it,
Not only are the wise free; they are also kings; for kingship is absolute rule (or
rule without accountability), which only the wise can maintain, as Chrysippus
says in his work On the Correctness of Zeno’s Use of Words. For he says that the ruler
must have a knowledge of good and evil, and that no base man possesses this.
Similarly only the wise, and not the base, are true magistrates, judges, and orators; and furthermore they are infallible, not being liable to error; they are
also without offence, for they do harm neither to themselves nor to others.
Also they have no pity and make allowance for no one: they never relax the
penalties ﬁxed by law, since indulgence and pity and even compassion (epieikeia)
are weaknesses of the soul that pretends to kindness instead of punishment;
nor do they think punishments are too severe.16

This approach to the theory of monarchy immediately raises two problems.
The ﬁrst is since only the Stoic wise man is king, and no wise man has ever
existed, it follows that no contemporary kingship can be justiﬁed by this doctrine. The solution seems to have been to assert that in the real world it is
sufﬁcient for the king to seek to approximate the Stoic ideal of the wise man,
and to the extent that he succeeds, he will be truly king. He can of course
be helped to this aim by the presence of a Stoic adviser.
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The second problem is more intractable. The Stoic wise man will act only
in accordance with perfect justice; he will never allow his emotions to sway
his decisions. This apatheia, lack of passions, caused serious problems in reconciling Stoicism with contemporary views of the ideal king. For gentleness,
forgiveness, and a general philanthrOpia were considered essential virtues of
the ideal king: how then could a Stoic wise man without emotions be a perfect king? This problem was clearly seen as a real one; there is an interesting
discussion of this issue in a philosophical papyrus of late Hellenistic date;17
and it is the most important philosophical question tackled in Seneca’s De
clementia, where the Latin clementia is intended in part at least as a translation
of the Greek philanthrOpia; it is clear that many opponents of Stoicism claimed
that it was an unsuitably harsh philosophy to be held by a king, precisely because it excluded the possibility of emotions as a basis for royal action.
Central to the modern idea of a developed theory of Hellenistic kingship
are Diotogenes, Sthenidas, and Ecphantus, three “Pythagorean” writers of
treatises On Kingship of whom fragments survive in Stobaeus’s Byzantine Florilegium. In his original article of 1928, E. R. Goodenough went so far as to
claim that the Pythagorean “philosophy of royalty will, I think, prove to have
been the ofﬁcial political philosophy of the Hellenistic age.”18 He dated these
treatises to the late Hellenistic period; in a full edition and study in 1942 entitled Les traités de la royauté d’ Ecphante, Diotogène et Sthenidas, Louis Delatte
(son of the famous Belgian scholar Armand Delatte) discussed the works in
detail and decided that they belonged rather to the second or third century
c.e. 19 Since then others have dated them in almost all periods, from the
fourth century b.c.e. to the fourth century c.e. My conclusion concurred
with this uncertainty:
The treatises in question belong to a group of Pythagorean forgeries which by
late antiquity, if the fragments which have survived all really belonged to fulllength works, must have formed a considerable library: Stobaeus alone had access to a large number of such works. They cover almost every topic “from cosmology to kingship, from arithmology to cheerfulness.” The motives of the
forgeries seem to differ. Some are designed to show that other philosophers,
and Plato in particular, plagiarised the early Pythagoreans wholesale: the
Timaeus Locrus, for instance, is a précis in Doric of Plato’s Timaeus, clearly intended to provide Plato with his source. Other works, however, are modelled
on the treatises in existence in other philosophical schools: it is as if that motley band of vegetarians and wizards which thought itself from time to time to
be the Pythagorean school felt the need to possess a set of handbooks, just like
any real philosophical sect. It is in this group that the treatises on kingship belong: it is to be expected that their dates of composition may vary considerably:
the corpus of pseudepigrapha was being added to continuously. But whatever
the conclusion about their dates may be, it is clear that these works belong to
a known type: they are derivative, for kingship was hardly a central topic in the
thought of Pythagoras himself or of real Pythagoreans. These treatises cannot
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be more than a bizarre manifestation of the views and attitudes of more sober
schools: they cannot be “the ofﬁcial political philosophy of the Hellenistic age.”20

I therefore regarded these pseudo-Doric treatises simply as pale reﬂections
of earlier views of kingship, rather than as original works in their own right.
With one exception they contain standard ideas of monarchy mixed with a
little Pythagorean numerology, and expressed in a pseudo-Doric composed
of normal koin; with “the substitution of long A for H—rather as if they were
the composition of a Greek-speaking donkey.”21 The one exception is
Ecphantus, who offers views on the divinity of the king and on his status as
nomos empsuchos that suggest that he may be a later neo-Pythagorean mystic,
close in ideas to fourth-century Christian writers like Eusebius.
Rather to my surprise and disappointment, it turns out that the surviving
papyri offer very little evidence for reconstructing the literature peri basileias.
A book list alleges an On Kingship by “a different Theopompus” (not the historian); there are some six or seven possible fragments that may come from
treatises on kingship. Beyond that one can search the Stoic or the Platonic
deﬁnitions, or ﬂorilegia and collections of anecdotes, for deﬁnitions of kingship as anhupeuthunos arch; and the like. But the results are meagre.
The conclusion of my study was that most of the previous theories about
the nature of Hellenistic theories of monarchy were untenable. There was no
distant forerunner of the problem of sovereignty in Hellenistic thought, no
notion of the need to relate the king to the concept of law: in particular the
theory derived from Goodenough that there was a developed doctrine of the
king as living law (nomos empsuchos) was demonstrably false on the evidence
of Cicero. Hellenistic views of kingship were based on ideas common since
the fourth century, that the justiﬁcation of monarchic rule lay essentially in
the virtues of the monarch. This created an ideology, or (as I might have said
a generation later) “a discourse,” a general set of attitudes, which could be
and were used to justify the rule of particular kings. The result was not so
much a political theory or even political thought as a literary genre or a collection of topoi and analogies. The arguments were not only positive, since
the idea of the perfect king was opposed by the idea of the evil tyrant, basileus
and turannos; there did exist therefore the possibility of a discourse of opposition, based on the Cynic tradition of parrh;sia, and the steadfastness of the
philosopher in the face of the tyrant.22And I concluded this ﬁrst section of
my thesis with a return to the problem of the contents of these works, by reconstructing as an exercise of the imagination a typical treatise on kingship.

A TYPICAL TREATISE ON KINGSHIP

So far the discussion has centered on the actual evidence for the contents
of works On Kingship, and what light the relations between kings and philoso-
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phers can shed on the production of these works. The distribution and nature of this evidence have dictated the shape of the argument; often it is the
differences rather than the similarities between the various schools that have
attracted attention. That is all to the good, for it must not be assumed that
every work On Kingship was alike. Clearly the antiquarian researches of the
Peripatetics and the negative attitudes of Epicurus set them apart from the
common run of philosophical moralists; and within the other schools different interests led to different points of emphasis. There is also a fundamental difference between the treatise of advice addressed to a particular
king and more general works of political philosophy. But since no single treatise On Kingship survives from the Hellenistic period, the general picture of
what might be called the mainstream of ideas has necessarily remained obscure, or been illuminated only in passing remarks. In order, however, to give
a background against which the idiosyncracies of the various writers can be
assessed, it seems necessary to desert the strict canons of historical truth, and
attempt imaginatively to reconstruct an “ideal” or “typical” treatise On Kingship. Some of the evidence on which such a reconstruction might be based
falls within the Hellenistic period, but most of it does not: for the closest approaches to what might be thought to be typical treatises On Kingship are
such works as Isocrates Ad Nicoclem, the ﬁrst and third orations of Dio of Prusa,
Plutarch’s On the Different Constitutions, To an Uneducated Ruler, and That Philosophers Ought Especially to Consort with Men in Power, and Musonius Rufus’s fragment on the topic that the king ought to be a philosopher. The following
reconstruction of the sort of topic that would have appeared in Hellenistic
treatises On Kingship is based partly on these works, partly on Aristeas’s Letter to Philocrates, and partly on the fragmentary evidence of the treatises themselves. In such an imaginative exercise documentation would be out of place,
unless it took the form of an attempt at a full collection of the commonplaces
relevant to the topic of kingship, an undertaking that would involve systematic
combing of the literature of the whole period from the fourth century b.c.e.
to the fourth century c.e. at least. I have preferred to offer merely a sketch,
with the purpose of giving greater reality to the concept of a treatise On Kingship.
Such a treatise might perhaps have begun with arguments in favor of
monarchy. By the Hellenistic period there was established a more or less universal classiﬁcation of constitutions into three good and three bad forms:
kingship, aristocracy, and democracy, on the one hand; tyranny, oligarchy,
and ochlocracy, on the other; to these might be added the mixed constitution and, among followers of Platonic ideas, an ideal form of kingship, sometimes separated from and sometimes confused with the good kingships of
this earth. Aristocracy, the rule of the best, was not always clearly distinguished
from kingship, for the Platonic notion that there was no essential difference
between the rule of one good man and that of a group of good men continued to have some inﬂuence. This schema meant that monarchy was judged
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in relation to the other constitutions of the city-state, rather than as a form
of government suitable to the control of large empires: the Hellenistic
monarchies were reduced to the theoretical status of cities and treated as if
their political structure offered the same problems as those of a city-state.
The accepted deﬁnition of kingship was anhupeuthunos arch;, and the central problem in any defense of monarchy was how to ensure that such a rule
was good. The answer lay in the rigid distinction between good and bad types
of constitution: the rule of the three good types would be good because it
would be rule by good men. In particular, aristocracy was justiﬁed in terms
of its being rule by the best, and kingship was the rule of the one best man.
It is not clear whether many held Aristotle’s view that his virtue had to outweigh that of all others combined—probably not: it was probably enough for
most theorists that he should merely be the best man or even merely a good
man. Thus the justiﬁcation of monarchy was in terms of the virtue of the king,
and the checks on monarchy were checks of morality inherent in the character of the king himself. There was according to this view no need to worry
overmuch about his relation to law; thus a problem that has afﬂicted all absolute monarchies was answered by deﬁning it out of existence; for if a king
ceased to be good, he became a tyrant, and the constitution was no longer
one of the good constitutions. If the answer seems theoretical, it is at least a
more rational answer than the Western Christian appeal to the vengeance of
God in an afterlife as a means of frightening the king into good government.
The arguments in favor of kingship as the best constitution against the
others were not in general logical arguments. Aristotle’s claim that, given a
scale of virtue, one man might in theory outweigh in political virtue the entire rest of the citizen body is not found explicitly elsewhere. And the argument of Plato and Aristotle that equity is better than strict justice because it
takes account of special circumstances, and that this equity involves having
a man as supreme legal arbiter rather than written law, is very rare.
The most common argument in favor of monarchy is the “naturalness”
of kingship. There is ﬁrst the claim that it is obviously right for the better or
best to rule over the worse. This is supported by a large number of analogies from the structure of the universe. First, there is the comparison with
the monarchy of Zeus; there is the relation of the sun to the stars; then everywhere animals such as cattle and bees are seen to obey one leader. Monarchy is in fact a constitution that (in contrast to the others) is “natural”; this
was an especially important consideration for those schools that believed, as
for instance the Stoics did, that man should live in conformity with nature.
Again in human society the same situation could be seen to hold; the family possesses one head, the father; the shepherd controls his ﬂocks, the captain a ship, the general an army: without such unitary control these aspects
of society would fail to achieve success. Within man himself, reason rules as
a monarch over the passions. History also showed the temporal priority of
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kingship over other forms of government, and hence its closeness to the natural, primitive order of things: here the examples of the good kings and heroes of legend could be invoked (Theseus, Herakles, and so on), and also
the kings of history, such as Cyrus, who was a father to his people. Appeal
could be made to authority; the poets, and particularly Homer, advocated
kingship: “The rule of many is not good; let there be one ruler, one king”
(Il. 2.204f.) was the most popular quotation of all. Finally, only in monarchy
did the good man have total freedom to beneﬁt his subjects.
Against the claim that kingship was the best constitution, it could be said
that rule without check was a dangerous form of government that could easily degenerate into tyranny. Here there was argument as to whether the king
should be above or below the law. Again, could the man of perfect virtue be
found, and if so how? Kingship was in fact dangerous because it could turn
into its opposite more easily than any of the other good constitutions. But
these arguments could be countered: after all, if the king were not virtuous,
the kingship was not a kingship; it was the ideal that was important, not the
difﬁculties of reaching it. If the king were the perfect man, there would be
no problem of his relationship to law or of the choice of a successor. Philosophy would produce the best man, by education. Most philosophical
thinkers seem to have felt the force of the arguments in favor of monarchy;
even the republican Cicero in book 1 of the De republica sees kingship as the
best of the unmixed constitutions. Such were the theoretical arguments,
which at least allowed philosophers and intellectuals in general to approve
of the monarchies of the Hellenistic world, provided they went some way to
meeting the claim that the king should be the best man.
From the practical point of view of the actual workings of Hellenistic
monarchies, the questions of the deﬁnition of the most virtuous man and
of his duties were more important.
The king as the perfect man must have all the virtues that the particular
philosophical sect considered important; these varied slightly, some being
thought more essential than others by different philosophers. But it was more
often a question of emphasis than one of substance. The king must of course
have all the normal virtues, such as courage, self-control, wisdom (phron;sis:
sophia, philosophical wisdom, is only sometimes thought necessary, by people
in the Platonic or Stoic tradition), justice, honesty, friendliness, truthfulness,
kindness, and so on; most treatises On Kingship will have been in the form
of lists of virtues that the king ought to possess, and reasons why they are especially important for a king: in general, the king stands on a pedestal visible to all and has the duty of leading his subjects to virtue; he therefore has
especial need of virtue himself. One virtue was central for the king: philanthrOpia, love of his subjects. From this all the others would ﬂow. He would
seek to be just, to bring his people to virtue, and above all to beneﬁt them:
euergesia was a direct consequence of philanthrOpia.
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Apart from beneﬁting his subjects, the king had other duties. He must
protect his subjects, and so have all the qualities of a military leader, though
he should not love war for its own sake. He must exercise continual foresight
(pronoia), and a sleepless watch over his people: kingship was from this point
of view a burden. The king should also foster the worship of the gods: he
should love the gods and be honored by them. He should impose taxes only
for the beneﬁt of his subjects, to safeguard their security, and not in order
to amass wealth for himself.
The consequences of being such a king would be that his people would
love him. There would be no plots; he would have plenty of true friends to
help him in his task. These friends should practice honesty and freedom
of speech before him; thus the advice on which he acted would be good.
The king must, however, be careful to choose the right sort of friends and
ofﬁcials, for these are the king’s eyes. He must not mistrust them or listen
to informers. Under such a king the subjects would be free, and the state
united and happy.
On the other side stood tyranny and the dangers of tyranny. The tyrant
was a man who cared only for his own advantage; he had all the vices of the
wicked man. His sexual vices, luxury of life, corruption in justice, and cruelty were especially emphasized. There were plenty of historical examples
to draw on, such as Phalaris; many tyrannies, it could be claimed, had fallen
as a result of the personal vices of the ruler. The tyrant would be hated and
feared by his subjects, and especially by those good men who might otherwise help in government; for even a tyrant needed helpers, and his government would collapse without them. The tyrant would be hated by the
gods; he would live in fear until his wretched life was ended by the inevitable
assassin.
The chief weakness of Hellenistic ideas of kingship lay here, in the absence of any viable sanction against misgovernment. Legal sanctions were
ruled out by the ambivalence of the relationship of king to law; religious sanctions were scarcely regarded as of much power by the ancient world, for punishment in the afterlife was reserved for a very small class of spectacular sinners; and the available punishments had already been monopolized by
legendary characters; the thunderbolts of Zeus were notoriously inaccurate.
One sanction remained, the right and the duty of any man to kill a tyrant.
Plots and assassination were the necessary consequence of bad rule; the tyrannicide, successful or unsuccessful, was a hero. But this “right of assassination”
was seldom appealed to in practice in the Hellenistic world: most murders
were family affairs. It was not until the example of Harmodius and Aristogeiton had been reinforced by that of Brutus and Cassius, in the Roman imperial period, that the philosophical doctrine on the duty to kill a tyrant became a serious threat to the ruler.23
Philosophical works On Kingship will have had much to say on the proper
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relationship between philosophy and kingship. The question whether the
king should be a philosopher or not was variously answered. Strict Platonists and Stoics must hold that he should be; but there is little sign that great
emphasis was laid on the importance of the king being wise in the full philosophical sense (sophos); he usually needed to be merely phronimos. Those who
wished to frequent the courts of kings had a better answer: it was not necessary for the king to be himself a philosopher, provided that he listened to
philosophers, respected their advice, and recognized that philosophy was essential to government. If he had a son, he should of course be educated by
a philosopher. The advantages of philosophy for kingship were that it enabled the king to recognize good and evil, and so to lead his subjects to virtue; it also taught him how to be virtuous himself and provided him with all
the necessary skills of rule.
In the light of the criticisms of Epicurus and other jealous and evil-minded
critics, the proper behavior of the philosopher at court was much discussed.
The philosopher should be prepared to advise kings, for philosophy was a
practical activity intended to beneﬁt humanity. The philosopher who teaches
an ordinary pupil beneﬁts only one man; the philosopher who teaches a king
transforms a whole kingdom. The tradition of philosophy in the past could
be invoked to justify the philosopher’s presence at court. Every craftsman
likes to do his bit for the common good; the philosopher, who knows the secrets of society and the ways of good and ill, should be especially willing. Moreover, only the philosopher does not fear the consequences of speaking the
truth, for he faces all threats with equanimity; because of his freedom of
speech he makes the best of advisers.
If the philosopher were faced with a tyrant, he must do his duty by speaking out at all costs: that was the teaching of parrh;sia; any other course was
ﬂattery. Torture, execution, suicide, exile, all were indifferent to him. He
must show the steadfastness of Socrates or Anaxarchus; posterity would vindicate him: the philosophic death before the tyrant was a favorite theme.
On the other hand, the attitude of the philosopher to tyrannicide seems to
have been more ambivalent: philosophers do not seem to have encouraged
tyrannicide openly in particular political circumstances, though they might
approve of it in theory. No Hellenistic philosophical martyr of action is
known, and even in the Roman empire passive opposition is more obvious
than active plotting among philosophical circles. Philosophic writings indeed
seem to have concentrated on the passive attitude of the philosopher, his
duty to speak and suffer the consequences without fear, rather than to organize revolt or plots against the tyrant.
Such are some of the elements that would be found in Hellenistic treatises On Kingship, interspersed no doubt with more practical advice as the
occasion demanded. The basis of the theory is the notion of the king as the
most virtuous man (aristos an;r), loving his subjects and beneﬁting them.
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The chief disadvantage of the theory was its lack of positive sanction against
misgovernment; its chief strength is that it was an attempt to create a wholly
rational canon of conduct for the king, without appeal to tradition or divine sanctions.
The Hellenistic theory of kingship stands as the most complete and most
successful attempt to provide a rational justiﬁcation for kingship, and to ensure by rational and moral considerations that absolute monarchy should
act for the beneﬁt of its subjects. In a society where ignorance of natural phenomena meant that reason was always in danger, the Hellenistic philosopher
provided a bulwark against the invasion of the irrational into government;
the corollary of this is that where unreason, tradition, and sentiment are excluded, it is all the easier to descend to the Machiavellian principle that the
personal beneﬁt of the ruler and the success of his rule are all that matter.
The Hellenistic rulers might on occasion be wicked tyrants and act on amoral
principles, but at least they knew that what they did was wrong and disapproved of by those who controlled educated opinion and the verdict of posterity. The discomfort of such a situation is well illustrated by the action of
Ptolemy VIII in 145/4, when he expelled most of the scholars of the Museum from Egypt; Lysimachus’s expulsion of philosophers from his kingdom
may have had similar motives.24 If they became tyrants, at least the monarchs
tutored by philosophers seldom succumbed to the temptations of religious
or political fanaticism, or the charms of charismatic leadership. For six hundred years philosophy helped to keep government out of the hands of priests
and doctrinaire politicians, and in the keeping of bureaucrats, reasonable
men whose greatest virtue was benevolence and whose greatest vice corruption: that was no mean achievement.
If the claims of philosophers for their skills may sometimes seem a little
exaggerated, it must be remembered that every society has its experts in government and in the proper relationship of government to the universe. In
the Hellenistic world the philosopher performed the same function as the
witch doctor, the priest, or the prophet in other societies, and (it may be argued) did it just as well. He was the conscience of the kingdom, a check on
arbitrary abuse of power, and a protagonist of proper standards. He also possessed the secrets of good government; he held the same position as the sociologist or the economic expert today. Like them, he was welcomed at court,
was paid huge sums, and was listened to attentively; his advice formed the
basis of policy and of action; his jargon dominated the civil service. And who
is to say that the philosopher, with his emphasis on the need for virtue and
morally correct government in the interests of the people, did any more harm
or was any less effective than the political expert or the economist? At least
the advice of philosophers, whatever its lack of positive content and ignorance of practical considerations, could not be held positively to have increased the misery and unhappiness of the governed.
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2. Goodenough 1928: 55–102.
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Revolution temperirte Autokratie].
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Chapter 2

The Character of
Ptolemaic Aristocracy
Problems of Deﬁnition and Evidence
Jane Rowlandson

A PRELIMINARY DEF INITION

The Hellenistic kingdoms were founded by upstarts, acquired and subsequently underpinned by military strength. Whatever forms of legitimation
the new kings and their descendants devised, through symbolic associations
with Alexander the Great, projection of their own divinity, or implanting
themselves into the indigenous monarchic traditions of their new power
bases, only vigilant maintenance of military prowess, or very good luck, preserved them from displacement by their rivals.
This peculiar vulnerability lies behind the widely accepted view that the
Hellenistic kings attempted, with a large measure of success, to prevent the
associates at their increasingly faction-ridden courts on whom they relied for
the control of their territories from ever developing into a hereditary aristocracy. In the words of one inﬂuential scholar, “It is plain that any king with
a good grasp of the facts would have encouraged the rivalries between these
factions in order to be able to combat each in isolation, lest they all join forces
to depose him. That the ‘friends’, ‘kinsmen’ and ‘bodyguards’ never managed, throughout the Hellenistic age, to coalesce into a hereditary nobility
may be regarded as some measure of this tactic’s success”(Herman 1997: 215).
Ptolemy I and his fellow Successor Kings had themselves emerged from
the Macedonian aristocracy and were undoubtedly alert to both the dangers
and the opportunities inherent in the tense symbiosis between a monarch
and his aristocratic entourage. The Persian Achaemenid kings had relied
crucially on aristocrats (both Persian and local) to govern their vast empire,
of which Egypt was a reluctant part until “liberated” by Alexander; Egyptian
aristocrats were instrumental both in collaborating with Persian rule and in
helping to consolidate the new Macedonian regime (Lloyd 2002). Aristoc29
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racy was always a feature of Greek cities despite the egalitarian ethos of the
Spartan homoioi or of Athenian democracy; and it took a more central role
in civic life with the attenuation of democracy in the shadow of the Hellenistic
kings. Since men from these elites, as well as self-made men of more humble origin, were demonstrably included among the “friends” and ofﬁcials of
the Ptolemies and other kings, it is worth asking whether the impression that
these monarchs managed (or even tried) to prevent the development of a
hereditary ruling class that might appropriately be called an “aristocracy” or
“nobility” is borne out on deeper investigation, and if so, why? The scale and
technical complexity of the relevant evidence makes it convenient here to
concentrate on the Ptolemies as a case study, although the questions apply
equally to the other Hellenistic monarchies, and we should not assume that
the answers would be the same in every case.
In fact, despite their undoubted problems, the Ptolemies managed to
maintain a strict dynastic succession for almost three centuries, proving more
durable than any other Hellenistic dynasty and most of the later European
monarchic families; and they eventually succumbed not to internal rivals,
but to the power of Rome. And, with the possible exception of Dionysios
alias Petosarapis, the serious threats to their rule emanated not from within
the royal court, but from rival monarchs (most famously Antiochus IV, who
we now know was actually crowned at Memphis and had renamed the Arsinoite nome to erase the dynastic reference, until being summarily compelled
to withdraw by the Roman envoy Popillius Laenas), and from Egyptian rebels
who wished to establish a new native dynasty based on Thebes. Nothing for
certain is known of the families or background of the two rebel pharaohs
who controlled parts of Upper Egypt from 207/6 to 186; their existence is
known only from documentary sources, although Polybius surely paid some
attention to this great uprising in his original account of the troubled reigns
of Ptolemies IV and V.1 Moreover, where Polybius’s narrative of Ptolemaic
affairs does survive complete, it provides copious and gruesome testimony
to rivalries between court factions and their destabilizing effects on the
monarchy. Far from encouraging it, a competent king did his utmost to keep
court factionalism within strict bounds. But even these rivalries were directed
at gaining control over minor or otherwise weak monarchs (as in similar cases
later in European history, such as Edward VI of England), not at supplanting the reigning dynasty completely. Paradoxically, these internal weaknesses
actually contributed to the durability of the Ptolemaic regime, by preventing it from taking any action that would provoke military conﬂict with Rome,
as happened in the case of the Antigonids and Seleucids.
There is, therefore, no reason to explain the preservation of the Ptolemaic dynasty as the result (whether conscious or not) of the absence of a
hereditary aristocracy. But there is at least a prima facie case for sensing something distinct about the Ptolemaic period in comparison, for instance, with
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earlier periods of Egyptian history, which have left such impressive tombs of
nobles and courtiers, or with the Roman period, which provides clear papyrological evidence of a hereditary class of wealthy landowners. Why does
the concept of aristocracy seem so much more obviously appropriate to Roman than to Ptolemaic Egypt? Is it merely an accident of the survival of evidence, a consequence of the provisional nature of Ptolemaic land tenure,
and the fact that the estates handed out to Ptolemaic ofﬁcials were revocable by the king, or are these just elements in a more complex explanation?
The best way to clarify what was distinct about the Ptolemaic ruling class,
and how far it may be appropriately called an aristocracy, is to start by deﬁning
a model of the essential features of aristocracy, and then to review the areas
of ﬁt or mismatch between this model and the Ptolemaic evidence. It should
be emphasized that the purpose of such a deﬁnition is purely comparative
and heuristic, not an attempt to impose a potentially alien and anachronistic set of categories on our understanding of Ptolemaic conditions, or to restrict the valuable ﬂuidity of the terminology. Indeed, while in some circumstances it may be important to distinguish strictly between a nobility and
an aristocracy, both terms have been applied with interchangeable meaning
to the elite families of Ptolemaic Egypt, as they commonly are in other contexts, too. Thus Timothy Reuter (1997: 179) observes that
a noble is, strictly speaking, a person whose (normally privileged) status is legally
deﬁned, which means that one can be a noble without exercising power. An
aristocrat, by contrast, is someone who exercises power as a result of being wellborn in a socially rather than legally deﬁned sense: this implies the inheritance
of wealth, power and social (but not legal) status, and it does not preclude some
degree of social mobility. In practice the two terms have rarely been distinguished in this way.2

In the following discussion, I shall treat the terms as essentially equivalent.
Thus we may deﬁne an aristocracy as a group of families possessing both
wealth and some form of power base that they can transmit to succeeding
generations. While at times aristocrats may refrain, or be excluded, from exercising political power, Reuter is surely correct to suggest that the possession of power of some kind—maybe social, economic, or military rather than
or in addition to political—is intrinsic to what we mean by aristocracy, as the
etymology of the word suggests. Although titular rights may reside with the
monarch (as under a feudal system), and monarchs may also intervene in
the system to enhance the wealth of some favored individuals or families, or
to destroy others, the power and wealth of an aristocracy in general must be
basically held and transmitted independently of the monarchy. This point
is highly relevant here, since the practice followed by the Ptolemies and other
Hellenistic monarchs of rewarding their followers with grants that were temporary, revocable, and not hereditary is one of the features that seem to have
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inhibited their development into a “classic” aristocracy. While land is a characteristic and readily identiﬁable source of aristocratic wealth and power,
aristocrats have often also tapped other sources of wealth, and one should
not insist on the possession of landed estates as opposed to other forms of
transmissible power and wealth, such as temple and scribal ofﬁce-holding
traditionally signiﬁcant in Egypt.
It is also important at this stage to clarify the relationship between aristocrats and courtiers, particularly in view of the recent interest in how a comparative dimension can illuminate our understanding of Hellenistic court
life (Herman 1997; Winterling 1997). While it is of course common for aristocrats to play a prominent part at court, by no means all courtiers are aristocrats; it was not only Hellenistic monarchs who were surrounded by clever
and ambitious social climbers competing to be rewarded for conspicuous
service. An aristocrat would have the independent resources to withdraw and
bide his time on his estates if competition and factionalism at court became
unpleasantly intense. Likewise, trusted administrators, whether aristocrats
or not, were likely to spend substantial periods away from court representing the king’s interests and carrying out the royal government, activities that
in the Ptolemaic kingdom as elsewhere often allowed the individuals involved
to exploit and consolidate their existing local power bases and to develop
connections in new localities.
One further point to bear in mind is that the Ptolemaic court was not exclusively located in Alexandria. The “core” and most long-lasting of Ptolemaic overseas territories, Cyrene and Cyprus, at various times saw the installation of junior, unwanted or disaffected members of the Ptolemaic
dynasty. It is arguable that even when no royal scion was present, the governor of Cyprus and his entourage constituted in effect a subsidiary court,
whose intricate interconnections with that at Alexandria await illumination
by Céline Marquaille’s forthcoming study of Ptolemaic Cyprus. Moreover,
rebellion or civil war could prompt the ruling Ptolemy or dynastic rivals to
withdraw from Alexandria to elsewhere in Egypt.
THE EVIDENCE

In seeking to establish how far any groups in Ptolemaic society ﬁt this model
of an aristocracy, the problem is less shortage of available evidence than its
sheer quantity and the necessity of taking account of the distinctive characteristics and biases of different kinds of evidence. Polybius is our most extended and valuable literary source, because despite his prejudices he was
both interested in and had ﬁrsthand knowledge of the Ptolemaic court. But
even his account of Philopator’s reign is not fully extant, and those of his
successors yet patchier; we must be careful to avoid assertions about what
Polybius did not say on the basis of a fragmentary text.3 While other literary
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sources such as Diodorus and Plutarch ﬁll in some gaps and extend before
and after Polybius’s account, the overall depth of coverage remains quite uneven from one period to another. Papyri and ostraca, both in Greek and in
Egyptian Demotic script, are extremely plentiful but again are very uneven
in chronological and geographical coverage. Notoriously, the Delta and
Alexandria (with the important exception of the eponymous priesthoods)
are largely undocumented by these sources, with the paradoxical result that
we gain a clearer sense of the livelihood and activities of the middle and lower
classes in Egypt than of the highest echelons of society, those at the center
of power. Greek inscriptions, our main source of evidence for the Ptolemaic
overseas hegemony, also survive in signiﬁcant numbers from some parts of
Egypt; but these too are rare from Alexandria and the Delta, probably because they have been destroyed for their lime content. Classical scholars have
only recently started to appreciate the importance of Egyptian biographical
inscriptions and Egyptian-style statues (themselves often inscribed) for understanding the role of the indigenous elite throughout the Ptolemaic
period, but this material remains seriously underexploited. Many more pieces
are yet to be published, and the dating of some of the best-known pieces is
disputed. The potential value of this Egyptian evidence, and difﬁculties posed
by its interpretation, will be considered in more detail in the penultimate
section of this chapter.
But ﬁrst we need to ﬁnd a way of categorizing the data, and testing it against
the model of aristocracy described above, which takes due account of the unevennesses and biases in the source material. The obvious place to start is with
the philoi, royal advisers, who have been studied and are conveniently listed
by L. Mooren (1975). Mooren is careful to distinguish between the holders
of “real” court titles—that is, the philoi and (archi-) sOmatophylakes—who were
actual members of the royal retinue, and the larger group of ofﬁcials who by
virtue of their ofﬁce were accorded “honoriﬁc” titles of court rank after the
system was introduced in 197–194 b.c.e. This latter group is also valuable for
the present study, but it is vital here to distinguish the two groups, because of
the signiﬁcant differences in how they are documented.
In essence, the use of philos in the sense of adviser to the king appears hardly
at all in the papyrological evidence; the attestations listed by Mooren are
mainly in literary authors (including Joseph. AJ 12.171, Athenion; see
Mooren 1975: no. 017), although there are also several epigraphic cases.4 This
reﬂects the fact that, despite the gradual formalization of the group of royal
“friends” (membership of which could be advertised in the honoriﬁc language
of inscriptions), the function never developed into a formal ofﬁce.5 It is telling
that Sosibios son of Dioskourides, philos of Ptolemy IV (Mooren 1975: no.
018), is recorded in several papyri as a dioik;t;s, without any accompanying title. In consequence, there are some striking absences from Mooren’s list
(which as a prosopography necessarily kept strictly consistent principles of
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inclusion), the most conspicuous being Apollonios, the dioik;t;s of Ptolemy
Philadelphos, who was surely counted among his philoi. And Agathokles the
Samian (Mooren 1975: no. 020) gets into the list only on a technicality: he
is actually called a hetairos by Athenaeus, derived from a lost passage of Polybius, who, it is assumed, would have used the correct term philos.
There are oddities, too, in the attestation of the bodyguards. The rarely
mentioned sOmatophylakes are found before 197 mainly in literary evidence,
thereafter only once, in a papyrus.6 In contrast, the numerous post-197 references to archisOmatophylakes or tOn archisOmatophylakOn, occurring mainly in
papyri, but also in inscriptions, reﬂect their prevalence within the system of
court ranks.7 The anachronistic application of these titles to Andreas and
Sosibios at the court of Ptolemy II in both the Letter of Aristeas (12; 40) and
Josephus (AJ 12.50; cf. 18) surely reﬂects this later usage.8 But it is interesting that the other three pre-197 archisOmatophylakes listed by Mooren crop
up in papyri (from the last third of the third century)—a marked contrast
to the cases of philoi and sOmatophylakes discussed above. One instance is
Chrysippos, attested several times as archisOmatophylax and dioik;t;s, which
looks like a partial anticipation of the full system of court ranks.9 Perhaps
the author of the Letter was not being quite so grossly anachronistic as appears at ﬁrst sight.
But, whatever the omissions and anomalies in our list of philoi, it offers a
valuable basis from which to draw in further evidence, by alerting us to a very
important point. Contrary to the common assumption, philoi were not all (or
perhaps even typically) deracinated outsiders, individuals whose presence at
court, or in the Ptolemaic sphere of inﬂuence at large, was dependent on
their service to the king, and on his continued favor (cf. Herman 1997: esp.
208). In fact, as I. Savalli-Lestrade has noted, both the Ptolemaic and Antigonid data accord with her own ﬁndings from the Seleucid, Attalid, and minor
kingdoms, that the most common places of origin attested for philoi are the
royal capitals of the relevant king (i.e., Alexandria in our case); with Macedonians also common (especially, of course, in the ﬁrst generation or so), as
well as places that enjoyed a special relationship with the king. Philoi with attested origins are naturally rather thin on the ground; Savalli-Lestrade cites
just twenty-two cases, adding one Syracusan to Mooren’s list, of whom four
were Alexandrian, and four or ﬁve Macedonian; the rest were a heterogeneous
lot, with origins both within and outside the Ptolemaic hegemony.10
This pattern is corroborated by W. Clarysse’s analysis of forty-seven
eponymous priests and priestesses of Alexandria during the third and second centuries whose origins can be identiﬁed by prosopography or onomastics. The families who held these priesthoods formed the cream of Ptolemaic society. Again, Macedonia (nine cases) and Alexandria (seven cases)
are, unsurprisingly, the most common single places of origin, the former predominantly in the third century and giving way to Alexandria from about
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190 b.c.e. The rest, apart from a few “famous exiles” such as Polykrates of
Argos, nearly all originate from the overseas hegemony, or closely allied cities
like Rhodes, and the decreased ethnic diversity in the second century
reﬂects the loss of many overseas possessions at its start.11
Even courtiers who originated from outside the Ptolemaic hegemony
could subsequently acquire Alexandrian citizenship and put down roots, and
although some philoi disappeared from royal favor or came to an unfortunate end without known descendants, we can trace some families through
several generations of royal service. Despite the limitations that preclude a
comprehensive analysis, there is sufﬁcient evidence for Ptolemaic philoi and
other known members of the court circle to explore through some illustrative case studies in what ways they do or do not ﬁt our model of an aristocracy.
THE PTOLEMAIC COURT CIRCLE: SOME EXAMPLES

The Macedonians speciﬁcally attested as philoi were mostly contemporaries
of Ptolemy son of Lagos and his rivals, reﬂecting their continued strong links
with Macedon in the transitional period before the independent Successor
kingdoms were ﬁrmly established.12 Unfortunately, the signiﬁcance of these
ﬁrst-generation philoi for the development of a Ptolemaic aristocracy is unknown, since only in the case of Seleukos—who of course went on to found
a rival independent kingdom—do we have evidence for the descendants of
these men.
The one later Macedonian, Pelops, provides much better information; in
the reign of Ptolemy II, he himself was probably the ﬁrst commander of the
Ptolemaic garrison on Samos, receiving honors, including citizenship, from
the Samians, and also served as eponymous priest at Alexandria in 264/3.
More pertinently, his son Pelops was also prominent in royal service, as an
ofﬁcial in Cyrene under Ptolemy III, then governor of Cyprus under Ptolemy
IV, and then in 203 was involved in the diplomatic negotiations with Antiochus III; he married Myrsine, whose father had also served on Samos under Ptolemy II. Pelops’s son Ptolemaios was honored by the Rhodians, presumably having acted as a Ptolemaic envoy.13
Here, as P. M. Fraser noted, we have a family that remained inﬂuential
and prominent for at least a century through service to successive monarchs;
one may guess that the family’s Macedonian origin gradually receded in favor of an identiﬁcation with the Ptolemaic kingdom and speciﬁcally Alexandria (despite lacking concrete evidence for Alexandrian citizenship). This
continuity, combined with the marriage links to other similar families, is
highly suggestive of an emerging aristocracy, but evidence for another crucial element is lacking: we know nothing about the family’s property or
sources of wealth, and thus how far they had managed to build up a secure
power base that could be transmitted to succeeding generations indepen-
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dently of continuing royal favor. Unlike with some other cases to be discussed
shortly, we have no evidence that either Pelops enjoyed even the temporary
grant of a gift-estate in Egypt. It is highly dubious that the “islands of Pelops”
off Methana could have been named after Pelops the elder, and while it seems
likely that the family’s inﬂuence at Samos, Rhodes, and elsewhere would have
added to their wealth, there is no way of ﬂeshing out the details. This unfortunately prevents us from deciding between two alternative interpretations
of how far the family of Pelops and other similar families managed to develop into a recognizable aristocracy with an independent and durable wealth
base; if the problem is simply lack of evidence, then we seem very close to
an aristocracy, whereas if the family was in reality unable to accumulate
signiﬁcant inheritable property, we seem much closer to the traditional view
that the personal and provisional nature of royal service prevented (whether
as a deliberate policy or not) the families who served the king even in successive generations from ever developing into a genuine aristocracy.
In the case of Alexandrian citizens, we should expect them to own property in the territory of the city, as was normal throughout the Greek world.
But the exiguous evidence for city land of Alexandria poses a real obstacle
to any understanding of how the estates of Alexandrian citizens were composed. The city’s territory seems mainly to have consisted of the Alexandrian
chOra and part of the Menelaite nome, both situated near the city itself in
the northwestern Delta, and by the end of the Ptolemaic period, if not earlier, there was an oikos of Alexandria comprising land under the city’s administration in various parts of Egypt (Capponi 2004). But the evidence does
not allow us to connect any of this land with particular individuals or families within the Ptolemaic court circle, and thus, even when there exists papyrological testimony to their properties (in the form of gift-estates) elsewhere in Egypt, we are left with a very incomplete impression of the extent
and nature of their property base.
The most rounded picture of the varied interests of a courtier of Alexandrian origin concerns Sosibios son of Dioskourides, the most powerful of
the philoi of Ptolemy IV according to Plutarch (Cleom. 33). His illustrious,
lengthy, and unsavory career is documented by inscriptions and papyri as
well as by Polybius’s narrative and included an administrative role within
Egypt (under Ptolemy III, probably as dioik;t;s), in addition to his crucial part
in ensuring the Ptolemaic victory at Raphia. Honors from the people of Delos, Tanagra, and Orchomenos testify to his contacts with the Greek cities.
His landed interests may have been similarly divided between Egypt and overseas: we know of a dOrea in the Herakleopolite nome, and the “Sosibieian”
estates on Tenos could also have been his.14 If we assume that he also possessed some Alexandrian land, and possibly other overseas properties, this
would constitute a proﬁtable and varied portfolio of wealth. But how much
would be transmissible to his descendants, one of the hallmarks of a true
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aristocrat? The dOrea retained Sosibios’s name until after the mid-second century but had clearly reverted to Crown administration, probably on Sosibios’s
death (P.Tebt. III.2 860). In any case, although his two sons Sosibios (sOmatophylax of Ptolemy V) and Ptolemaios at ﬁrst continued their father’s engagement in the destructive factionalism of the court, they were soon
eclipsed by their rival Tlepolemos.15 It seems that, contrary to our earlier
deﬁnition of an aristocracy, the family was not able to survive a short-term
reversal of fortune and perpetuate itself for the future.
The family connections of Sosibios’s fellow minister of Ptolemy IV, Agathokles of Samos, have been explored by Mooren (1981), and the main point
to observe here is that he too held a dOrea, located near Thebes, apparently
consisting of tax revenues rather than land. His sister Agathokleia, who perished along with him in the gruesome massacre of 203 (Polyb. 15.33), is attested as owner of at least two Nile grain boats, and possibly more (Hauben
1993: 67–70). Toponyms in the Arsinoite nome and perhaps also the Delta
imply that the earlier illustrious Samian, Kallikrates son of Boiskos, had been
granted extensive dOreai in those regions.16 Thus both men (like the Carian,
Apollonios the dioik;t;s), originating from the Ptolemaic overseas hegemony, were rewarded for their service to the Crown with possessions within
Egypt itself, albeit of a revocable nature. But they surely retained both property and important links of friendship in their homeland, which facilitated
Ptolemaic control of this strategic naval base. Such men were certainly not
deracinated outsiders whom the king could hire or ﬁre without consequences
for the stability of his control over his territories. The grants of dOreai, as well
as being a ﬁtting reward for past service, would have helped to give the recipients, whatever their disparate origins, a stake in Egypt in the same way
as the kl;roi ensured the loyalty of the soldiers (see note 25 below); but a
question to which we shall return is why the dOreai did not become de facto
heritable in the same way as the kl;roi did.
The signiﬁcance of the personal attachments of the Ptolemaic ruling elite
to their families, places of origin, and areas where they had built up inﬂuence,
and the potentially destabilizing effects of these links on Ptolemaic government, are best explored through the case of Aetos son of Apollonios and his
descendants.17 Aetos, a citizen of Aspendos in Pamphylia (a city that supplied many men to serve the Ptolemies; see Jones and Habicht 1989: 337–38;
La’da 2002: 32–33), was the founder of Arsinoe in Cilicia, where he served
as Ptolemaic governor in the 260s b.c.e. 18 The loss of both Cilicia and Pamphylia to the Seleucids in the Second Syrian War (c. 260–253) must have
posed a real conﬂict of loyalty for Aetos, and all the other men from that
area in Ptolemaic service, between their local and regional interests and loyalty to the Ptolemaic regime. Aetos’s eponymous priesthood at Alexandria
in 253/2 indicates his continued allegiance to Ptolemy II; but could this
honor also mark the king’s attempt to bind the Aspendian’s loyalty more

Copyright © 2007 by The Regents of the University of California

38

theories and practices of hellenistic rulers

ﬁrmly to the Ptolemaic court? Happily the quandary was soon resolved with
Ptolemy III’s recovery of the region in 246, when Aetos’s son Thraseas is
found taking over his father’s position both as strategos of Cilicia and
founder of Arsinoe. Thraseas is known to have held Alexandrian citizenship,
as well as honorary citizenship of Athens ( Jones and Habicht 1989: 342,
346); the family was gradually being reoriented toward the center of Ptolemaic power.
There was a younger branch of the family. An Aetos son of Aetos (more
probably the nephew than the much younger brother of Thraseas) is attested
as strategos of the Arsinoite nome in 202 b.c.e. (Sosin 1997), going on to
hold the eponymous priesthood at Alexandria in 197/6, an unusually prestigious position for a nome governor. This was not merely glory reﬂected
from more prominent relatives, but a conscious reward for Aetos’s continued allegiance in difﬁcult circumstances, since by this time his more successful relatives had switched allegiance to the Seleucids.
Ptolemaios, the eldest of three known sons of Thraseas, is notorious for
his defection to Antiochus III, most probably shortly before the Fifth Syrian
War.19 First mentioned in Polybius’s account of the Ptolemaic military preparations in 219 before the battle of Raphia (5.65.3), he is next certainly attested in the Hefzibah inscription as the Seleucid governor of Coele-Syria
and Phoenicia, and, most interestingly, in hereditary possession of an estate
that included several villages in the vicinity of Scythopolis.20 The interpretation of the dates mentioned in the inscription is not certain, but Ptolemaios’s
position certainly began no later than 199/8 and could be as early as 202/1.
But there are strong reasons for thinking that before his defection Ptolemaios
had already held both the governorship and the estates from the Ptolemaic
regime.21 Moreover, D. Gera (1987) makes a persuasive case on the basis of
Jerome In Danielem 11.14 that it was Ptolemaios’s inﬂuence with the Jewish
nobility that helped to swing their support to the Seleucid cause.
His dedication at Soloi in Cilicia to Hermes, Herakles, and King Antiochus,
dating from soon after the Seleucid conquest in 197, reﬂects his continuation of the family interests in that region under the new regime. Unlike in
his grandfather’s time, the balance of power now seemed overwhelmingly
weighted toward the aggressive Antiochus III against the boy Ptolemy V, and
Ptolemaios simply had too much to lose from the dismemberment of Ptolemaic overseas possessions in Coele-Syria and the southern Anatolian coast
to resist temptation to change allegiance.22 More precisely, having thrown
in his lot with Antiochus in order to preserve his position in Coele-Syria, he
stood to lose his ancestral interests in Cilicia and Pamphylia if these areas
remained under Ptolemaic control, so he had a strong incentive to use his
inﬂuence in those regions to ensure that they too fell into Seleucid control.23
A generation later, in 168 b.c.e., at a moment when even Egypt had succumbed to Seleucid invasion, Ptolemy Makron, having loyally governed
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Cyprus for Ptolemy VI since 180, handed the island over to Antiochus
Epiphanes. This treachery, however, proved less personally advantageous than
that of Ptolemaios son of Thraseas, since Roman intervention ensured that
both Egypt and Cyprus were kept in Ptolemaic hands, and although Antiochus
compensated Makron with the governorship of Coele-Syria, he killed himself only a few years later after being accused of double treachery.24
To sum up the argument so far, the Ptolemies escaped neither the disruptive effects of court factionalism nor the risk of treachery by their choice
of “friends” and other administrators. Few of these men were real outsiders
to the kingdom (and even these could deliver valuable inﬂuence with cities
such as Athens and Argos), but most possessed ties of ancestry, inﬂuence,
or property either in Ptolemaic overseas territories or in Alexandria and
Egypt. On the one hand, these links made them valuable servants, particularly in the exercise of Ptolemaic hegemony overseas. In this respect, the
Ptolemies were relying precisely on the characteristics of the elite that bring
it most closely in line with our model of an aristocracy. But the downside of
this was that serious external threats to this hegemony posed a severe test of
loyalty. When faced with the conﬂict of interest between their own personal
wealth and inﬂuence and loyalty to the regime, it is hardly surprising that
several Ptolemaic courtiers chose the former.
This raises with renewed force the question why the Ptolemies did not try
harder to tie the Graeco-Macedonian administrative elite to the land of Egypt,
in the same way as they so successfully both rooted their own soldiers and
even defeated enemy troops with grants of kl;roi in the Egyptian chOra.25 It
suited Ptolemy VI Philometor to grant Onias and his fellow Jewish refugees
permanent territory near Heliopolis for their military colony, and even to
permit a temple there.26 The list of known dOreai is surprisingly meagre, and
even allowing for the incompleteness of our evidence (particularly for the
Delta region), it seems unlikely that all high ofﬁcials in Ptolemaic service
can have received them.27 Further, as noted above, the dOreai were revoked
when the original recipient died or left ofﬁce, and thus did not develop into
hereditary family estates, as the kl;roi eventually did.28 The reason for this
difference of policy does not seem to have been the kings’ suspicion of the
potential power of an entrenched landed aristocracy and was no doubt partly
economic (the kleruchic land was larger in total area, but once productive,
yielded hefty taxes), but probably even more based on consideration of what
was appropriate to the status of the persons involved, and the desire not to
offend, let alone displace, the existing native aristocracy. And unlike most
common soldiers, the elite immigrants entered Ptolemaic service not to make
their fortune from scratch, but to enhance existing wealth and networks of
inﬂuence, and they would not wish to become so committed to Egypt that
these wider horizons were forgotten. Apollonios the dioik;t;s was a keen but
absentee landlord to his Philadelphian and other estates, and even Zenon,
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while acting as his local agent, assiduously kept up contact with Alexandria
and his home in Kaunos.29
If the cream of the Ptolemaic court had no desire to acquire permanent
landed estates in Egypt, there is also scant evidence for their intermarriage
into Egyptian elite families, which would equally bring them access to the
country’s wealth, as intermarriage between immigrant and local families
demonstrably did at the lower social level.30 Alexander’s experiment with
marrying off his Companions to the Persian aristocracy was an unpopular
precedent (Arr. 7.4.4–8). But the evidence for the Egyptian elite in this
period is still so little understood and difﬁcult to interpret that although the
overwhelming impression is that there was no signiﬁcant coalescing of Greek
and Egyptian aristocracies until almost the end of the Ptolemaic period, it
seems not impossible that clearer evidence for intermarriage at the highest
level of society will eventually emerge. It is time to consider the evidence for
the continued importance of the Egyptian aristocracy under Ptolemaic rule.
EGYPTIANS AND THE PTOLEMAIC COURT

Scholars have been in general agreement that the Hellenistic kings did not
include signiﬁcant numbers of “barbarians” (i.e., non-Greco-Macedonians)
among their philoi. G. Herman (1997: 223), for example, states: “Egyptian,
Phoenician and Jewish noblemen may not, in reality, have been stamped out
entirely by the Greco-Macedonian conquerors, but during the period we are
considering they seem to have been weakened to the point of being considered unworthy of inclusion in Polybius’ conspectus.” Most recently, SavalliLestrade observes an almost total absence of indigenous philoi from the Seleucid kingdom, citing in comparison the two Egyptian philoi in Mooren’s list.31
It is also certainly true that the names of the eponymous priests of Alexandria are overwhelmingly Greek, with just two priestesses having Egyptian (or
Egyptianizing) names, and their patronymics, too, are Greek. But this fact
may reﬂect the range of names found acceptable for holders of these prestigious and strongly Greek priesthoods more than their actual ethnic identities, which could be more complex than their names superﬁcially suggest. Although only three patronymics overtly reﬂect non-Greek ancestry (two from
Lycia, one Thracian), patronymics were as malleable as an individual’s own
name and in any case tell nothing about more distant ancestry.32
The Greek name of Dositheos son of Drimylos, whose eponymous priesthood in 223/2 culminated an illustrious career in the service of Ptolemy III,
has been recognized as belonging to the same man whom the author of 3
Maccabees (1.3) describes as a Jew by birth who later apostatized from his
ancestral beliefs and saved Ptolemy IV from an attempt on his life just before the battle of Raphia. Having reached the position of hypomnematographos
no later than 240 b.c.e., ﬁfteen years later he is found among the king’s en-
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tourage during a visit to the Fayum, receiving a gift of “ﬁve fatted geese,”
and he also appears as part owner of a Nile boat.33 How many men of Egyptian or other non-Greek origins are similarly concealed behind impeccably
Greek names?
Of the two attested Egyptian philoi, the later case is Achillas, Ptolemy XIII’s
general in the celebrated war against his sister Cleopatra in which Caesar
became embroiled. Plutarch’s ethnic designation seems primarily aimed, like
the emphasis on Potheinos the eunuch, at stressing the unsavory character
of Ptolemy’s trio of advisers and may just mean that Achillas came from the
chOra, not Alexandria.34 Without more speciﬁc information on his origin and
background, nothing more can be made of this.
The earlier case repays more detailed attention: that is, Dionysios alias
Petosarapis, who rebelled against Ptolemy VI and his brother Physkon in the
160s b.c.e. He is attested only in a short passage of Diodorus (31.15a—probably derived from Polybius), so we are lucky to have any information about
him at all; this reminds us how much we have lost in having only fragments
of Polybius’s account of Ptolemaic affairs in the period he knew best.
Diodorus introduces Petosarapis as the most inﬂuential man at court, and
exceptionally brave in battle, so that he despised the two royal brothers and
tried to rearouse the enmity between them. When this did not succeed, he
joined forces with some rebellious troops, gathering about four thousand of
them at Eleusis, the suburb of Alexandria. But the king defeated these in
battle, so Dionysios, barely escaping with his life, took refuge and stirred up
further sedition “among the Egyptians.” This is not much to go on, although
contemporary documentary evidence is accumulating of unrest in other parts
of Egypt, notably the Herakleopolite nome, Fayum, and Thebaid. 35 But, apart
from being told that he was a courtier, we know nothing about Dionysios’s
background, and there is little to justify interpreting him as an aristocrat.
Diodorus seems to present him as an opportunistic individual, with no following of his own, as we should expect of a courtier (cf. Polyb. 5.35.7 on
Sosibios), but rather using his persuasive powers and military prowess to
spearhead existing sources of discontent.
Most interesting, though, is the double name, reﬂecting a “bicultural”
identity.36 Close comparison of Greek and Egyptian texts is progressively
bringing to light more examples that show how an individual’s identity could
shift according to the context, using each name and language as appropriate. Perhaps the most spectacular example of this “biculturalism” remains
that identiﬁed by J. Yoyotte (1969). The cemetery of Edfu at El-Hassaia contains four grave stelae of the late second/early ﬁrst centuries b.c.e., belonging
to members of an important family, each commemorated by a Greek verse
epigram. Two, belonging respectively to Aphrodisia, daughter of Evagoras
and wife of Ptolemaios, and to their son Apollonios, are complete. The stele
of another Apollonios (probably Ptolemaios’s brother) is substantially pre-
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served, and the last just a fragment. The son Apollonios died while campaigning abroad in the War of the Scepters, c. 102 b.c.e. 37 But his father,
Ptolemaios, had evidently enjoyed an even more illustrious military career
in the service of Ptolemy VIII Euergetes II, commanding a contingent from
Edfu toward the Red Sea, perhaps even to the Indian Ocean. He held the
highest rank of the court hierarchy, that of syngen;s (kinsman), symbolized
by the wearing of the mitra.38 The brother Apollonios seems also to have
held a court title (“among the friends of the king”), and to be described as
a “benefactor,” perhaps of Edfu (I.Métr. 6).
These stelae, therefore, seem here to present a Greek family, based in Edfu
(where we know kleruchs were settled in the third century), who over at least
two generations rose high in royal service, and led a local contingent of
troops. But more intriguingly, Yoyotte demonstrated that a group of hieroglyphic stelae also from Edfu, inscribed with suspiciously parallel biographies
to those of the Greek stelae, in fact commemorated the same individuals according to traditional Egyptian biographical conventions, and therefore including the priestly titles omitted in the Greek version. Whether or not the
family actually had any Greek ancestry, they were completely bicultural,
equally at home among the king’s entourage and back in Edfu enjoying the
inﬂuence and wealth that ﬂowed from their role as priests. The cult of Horus of Edfu had beneﬁted from royal favor through the massive reconstruction of the temple started under Ptolemy III in 237, and completed only in
57 b.c.e. So we can easily see how local families stood to gain from maintaining close relations with the ruling dynasty.
As in so many of the cases discussed in this paper, concrete information
about the family’s sources of wealth is lacking. They were surely generously
rewarded by the kings for their loyal service; but the priesthoods undoubtedly also provided independent sources of income, through the rights to
“beneﬁces” or the cultivation of temple land (paradoxically, this can be documented only at a lower social level). But it is also possible that they owned
substantial amounts of private land, since new evidence has overturned the
old dogma that there was no signiﬁcant scope for private landownership in
Ptolemaic Egypt: a land register from Edfu from 119/8 b.c.e. records over
twenty thousand arouras of idiokt;tos g;, much the largest category of land
in the nome.39
An earlier and perhaps even more powerful indigenous noble family has
recently been identiﬁed in Middle Egypt, from the town of Tenis, renamed
(H)akoris c. 141 b.c.e. A monumental inscription carved high on the cliff
face above the town, on the east bank of the Nile, records a dedication to
Isis on behalf of Ptolemy V made by Hakoris son of Hergeus; the royal titulature suggests a date between 197 and 194/3.40 While the sheer scale (and
the deliberate choice to combine a Greek text with the indigenous format
of a rock-cut inscription; see Suto 2003: 11) suggests a person of importance,
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careful re-consideration of the papyrological evidence conﬁrms this with concrete details.41 In 187, Hakoris, probably strategos of the local nome, provided crucial logistical support for Ptolemy V’s general Komanos in the suppression of the great revolt of the Thebaid; Tenis was strategically important
for its harbor, which has recently been excavated. Thus the signiﬁcance of
the inscription emerges as a conspicuous demonstration of loyalty to the
Ptolemaic dynasty by an Egyptian magnate at the height of the secession of
the Thebaid under the indigenous rebel pharaohs.42
The family’s antecedents are unknown—descent from the fourth-century
pharaoh Hakoris is unlikely—but Hakoris’s son Euphron, perhaps less politically astute than his father, apparently sided with Antiochus IV in his invasion of Egypt during the Sixth Syrian War (169–168 b.c.e.), was captured
along with many “prominent men,” and alone was released “because of the
good services of Hakoris, his father” (P. Köln IV 186). Such a forced act of
clemency typiﬁes the tense power relationship between a monarch and an
established aristocracy. Clarysse (1991: 240) points out that Euphron was
named after his grandfather; for Hergeus (or Herieus) means “to be content”
in Egyptian. It is also possible that the renaming of Tenis followed a royal grant
of the district as a dOrea to Hakoris in return for his services.43 Certainly the
fact that the town’s grain measure was called the “measure of Euphron” is
suggestive of the family’s dominant position in the agriculture of the district.44
Another person of interest here is Dioskourides, archisOmatophylax and
dioik;t;s, known from several mid-second-century papyri and a magniﬁcent
Egyptian-style sarcophagus inscribed in poorly written hieroglyphs with a biography and various funerary texts.45 Into the strongly Egyptian representation of his head and face intrudes one Hellenistic feature: a headband that
must represent the diadem pertaining to his status and may speciﬁcally be
that of an archisOmatophylax.46 Dioskourides’ mother, Taimhotep, was certainly
Egyptian; his father is unknown but is assumed to have been Greek (in light
of the poor-quality hieroglyphs, as well as Dioskourides’ name and career),
and therefore Dioskourides to be the product of a mixed marriage, but it
seems also possible that his paternal antecedents were Hellenizing Egyptians.
The biography makes clear reference to Dioskourides’ presence at court,
to his leadership in combat, and apparently to his action against rebels,
perhaps the revolt of Dionysios alias Petosarapis.47 Thus we have another
courtier of native or mixed descent, whose opulent sarcophagus is testimony
to his wealth, even if as usual no more is known about the sources of this
wealth (even the provenance of the sarcophagus is unsure).
The standard view of the relationship of the indigenous aristocracy to the
Ptolemaic court has been that after the initial decades of Macedonian control (when the new regime was happy to draw on the expertise and support
of men like Manetho, Petosiris, and Wennofer) Egyptians were completely
excluded from high posts in the royal administration for a century and a
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half, gradually starting to play a signiﬁcant role again in the later second century.48 Certainly it is acknowledged that by the ﬁrst century indigenous families held an important place in the royal administration, serving in successive generations as strategoi of their local districts, like the families of
Pakhom in the Tentyrite nome or Monkores in the Pathyrite and elsewhere.49
The statues of Panemerit, governor of Tanis under Ptolemy XII Auletes, provide a similar case from the Delta.50
But already the example of Hakoris pushes our evidence for the importance of indigenous nobles back to the start of the second century. The huge
number of Egyptian-style statues surviving from the Ptolemaic period itself
testiﬁes to the vitality and prosperity of the indigenous elite, and despite the
severe problems of dating many of the monuments, cases are accumulating
that help to bridge the supposed gap.51 A Theban priestly family reconstructed
by J. Quaegebeur from their funerary monuments seems to have had close
connections with the Alexandrian court over two generations in the mid-third
century.52 And while the stelae of the high priests of Memphis are most detailed in the ﬁrst century, the stele of Esiout II records honors he received
from Ptolemy II in 263/2 b.c.e., at just the time when the development of
the royal cults required close cooperation between the king and the major
priesthoods (Thompson 1988: esp. 127–31; cf. Crawford 1980).
The most intriguing case, securely dated to the reign of Ptolemy II but
problematic to interpret, concerns the man whose name has been variously
transliterated from Egyptian as Senoucheri son of Jason (Derchain 2000)
and Senenshepsu son of Neysney (Lloyd 2002). His two surviving monuments
(an inscribed text as part of a statue from Coptos, and a statue from Qous
in the British Museum) present him as a prominent courtier of Ptolemy II,
not only as governor of the district of Coptos, but also as overseer of the
women’s quarters of Queen Arsinoe. While earlier scholars assumed that this
was the responsible but hardly central role of guarding Ptolemy’s ex-wife Arsinoe I in exile at Coptos, A. B. Lloyd makes the case for it referring to the
quarters of Arsinoe II in the palace at Alexandria. Such a prominent position at court, at exactly the period when Egyptian inﬂuence over the Ptolemaic regime was supposedly at its weakest, is actually all the more striking if
Senenshepsu was not half-Greek but of entirely Egyptian ancestry.

This survey, far from conﬁrming the absence of hereditary aristocracy in the
Ptolemaic kingdom, has identiﬁed at least two distinct groups with some claim
to be considered an aristocracy. The elite Egyptian families ﬁt the conventional deﬁnition most closely in that through priesthoods or other ofﬁces
typically transmitted within families they could exercise a dominating
inﬂuence over their localities. Their pivotal role throughout the Ptolemaic
period, not only at its end, in disseminating royal power to the local level is
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only recently becoming recognized (Manning 2003). The evidence, mostly
in Egyptian and therefore not well known to Hellenistic historians, for the
presence of indigenous nobles at the Alexandrian court or their exercise of
military commands (Lloyd 2002) provides further support for considering
them a “classic” aristocracy.
The position of the Greco-Macedonian elite is slightly less clear-cut, essentially because, although leading families can often be traced through successive generations holding important and inﬂuential positions in the Ptolemaic government of Egypt and overseas, the nature of our evidence largely
deprives us of concrete information on their sources of wealth and inﬂuence
except for ofﬁces and gift-estates that the king could confer or revoke at will.
Insofar as this group did possess signiﬁcant heritable property in Egypt from
the early Ptolemaic period, this can only have been in Alexandria and its environs, leaving us no documentation. But there is no reason to think that
this lack of permanent integration of the immigrant ruling class into the
Egyptian chOra was the result of royal policy to prevent their development
into a hereditary aristocracy, rather than a mutual acknowledgment that their
primary interests and horizons still lay in the Greek world. Their inherited
ties and inﬂuence with Greek cities and other places in and beyond the Ptolemaic hegemony were essential to the exercise of Ptolemaic power overseas
but equally (as in the case of Ptolemaios son of Thraseas) had the capacity
to destabilize or even extinguish Ptolemaic control in a region. The Ptolemies
did not escape the negative consequences of aristocratic power.
From the start of the second century the system of court ranks integrated
the various royal ofﬁcials in Egypt and the remaining overseas territories into
a single hierarchy. But the question arises whether the dichotomy between
indigenous and immigrant aristocratic groups was actually as great as appears
from the evidence, and by what processes they ﬁnally coalesced into the unitary aristocracy of the Roman period. Although this is usually explained by
the internal ethnic dynamics within Egypt, it is arguable that an equally
signiﬁcant factor was the loss of the Ptolemaic overseas empire that eventually necessitated a fundamental reorientation of both the kings’ and their
courtiers’ focus toward Egypt alone.53

NOTES
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generous and detailed suggestions.
1. Veisse 2004: esp. 5–26, 84–99. It is disputed whether Polybius’s disparaging
allusions to a revolt shortly after Raphia (5.107.1–3) and to the savage war that broke
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out late in the reign of Ptolemy IV (14.12.3–4) refer to a single revolt or to two different revolts; and whether at either point he was thinking of the revolt of the Thebaid; for a succinct discussion, see McGing 1997: 278–89.
2. Both “aristocrat” and “noble” have been applied to elite Ptolemaic families,
without any obvious attempt to differentiate the terms; e.g., Mooren 1981: esp.
299–300; Clarysse 1991. While Herman’s choice of the term “nobility” in the passage quoted above is compatible with the strict sense proposed by Reuter, I am unsure whether he would have made this distinction.
3. Cf. Herman 1997: esp. 223. On Polybius’s knowledge of Egypt, see Walbank
1979.
4. The only case known to me in the papyri is a collective reference in P.Cairo
Zenon I 59034 to “the friends of the king”; cf. Mooren 1977: 18n.
5. Cf. Habicht 1958; Herman 1980–1981; Savalli-Lestrade 2001: 263–65.
6. Mooren 1975: nos. 033–036 (a Hadra vase and three cases from Polybius; all
these seem to refer to a clearly deﬁned court function); no. 0131 (PSI VIII 815, mid2nd cent.). Mooren (1977: 21, 28–36) argues that tOn sOmatophylakOn was the lowest
of court ranks from the introduction of the system, but see J. D. Thomas’s review in
JEA 69 (1983): 203–4.
7. Mooren 1975: nos. 0040–0090; he sees “tOn archisOmatophylakOn” (nos. 0072–
0090) as a distinct court rank, introduced c. 157 b.c.e.
8. The variations in wording do not inspire conﬁdence in the authors’ accuracy.
Further details in Mooren 1975: 78–79.
9. Mooren 1977: 43–44. Chrysippos: Wilcken, Chrest. 410, 411, and other references in Mooren 1975: no. 040. No. 041 may also have been a dioik;t;s (restored in
the text); the third case is no. 039.
10. Savalli-Lestrade 1998: 246 n. 98. The rest comprise two Samians, two Lampsacenes, a Cnidian, Olynthian, Athenian, Byzantine, Athamanian, Sicilian, Laodicean,
Acarnanian, and Tarentine. She apparently excludes the two Egyptians (on whom
see further below) from her total of twenty-two.
11. Clarysse 1998: 6–10. There is some overlap between the two data sets, but
not so much as to undermine their independent value.
12. Mooren 1975: nos. 02 (Seleukos), 04 (Killes), 05 (Argaios), and 06 (Kallikrates)
all date to the ﬁrst two decades after Alexander’s death; only Mooren no. 011 (Pelops)
is later. (Admittedly, the existence of Diodorus’s fully extant narrative down to 302
gives this period slightly more attestations of origins of philoi than is proportionate.)
Along with the Macedonians proper, we should perhaps also add Aristonikos from
Olynthos on the fringe of Macedon (Mooren no. 03).
13. See Fraser 1972: vol. 1, 104, with vol. 2, 191 n. 85 and Mooren 1981: 294 for
the evidence and further suggestions about the family’s connections.
14. For a summary and references, see Mooren 1975: no. 018; see also Mooren
1985 for a discussion of his, and his sons’, roles in court politics. The identiﬁcation
of the elder Sosibios with the honorand of Callimachus’s poem on the victory of Sosibios is likely but not certain (see Fraser 1972: vol. 2, 1004 n. 1). Since he was clearly
an old man at the time of the political crisis following Philopator’s death in 204, and
died himself the following year, an adolescence in the 270s is not impossible. (Otherwise, the Sosibios addressed by Callimachus could be his grandfather, extending
the family’s prominence in Ptolemaic court circles back two generations.)
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15. Polyb. 16.22. Tlepolemos himself, probably the grandson of Tlepolemos son
of Artapates, eponymous priest for 247 b.c., and descendant of the Persian dynasts
of Lycia, provides another example of a family high in Ptolemaic service over several
generations, but one unusual in that we can show non-Greek origin, albeit from an
area of the Ptolemaic overseas empire (Clarysse, personal communication, with
Clarysse 1998: 8–9).
16. P.Petrie III 56(b); PSI IV 353; P.Cair. Zen. IV 59596; SB IV 7451; P.Tebt. III.2
889. See Hauben 1970 and Mooren 1975: no. 010 for full references to his career.
17. The main summaries of the evidence relating to family are Jones and Habicht
1989, Sosin 1997, and Gera 1987.
18. Criscuolo’s (1998) suggestion that Aetos’s father was none other than Apollonios the noted dioik;t;s, making the latter too an Aspendian, is unfortunately unconvincing in light of overwhelming evidence connecting him with Caria.
19. So Gera 1987; less probably just before the battle of Raphia.
20. For the Hefzibah inscription, see Landau 1966, Bertrand 1982, and other
items listed in Gera 1987.
21. Gera 1987: 68, following Woodhead (in Landau 1966).
22. OGIS 230, with references in Jones and Habicht 1989: 339–40 for the date.
23. Cf. Jones and Habicht 1989: 40 n. 68.
24. Polyb. 27.13, 29.27.9–10; 2 Macc. 10.12–13; Mitford 1957. See also SavalliLestrade 1998: 365–67 for Makron, Ptolemaios son of Thraseas, and earlier deserters in the prelude to the Fourth Syrian War.
25. Diodorus 19.85.4 (Ptolemy sent the soldiers captured at Gaza “to be distributed throughout the nomes”), with 20.47.4 (the Ptolemaic troops defeated in Cyprus
would not change sides because their possessions were still in Egypt); cf. Diodorus’s
idealized explanation of Pharaonic military settlements: “so that those who risk themselves, being most loyal to the country because of the allotment of land may eagerly
face the hazards of war. For it would be ridiculous to entrust the safety of everyone
to these men if they possessed nothing in the country worth the effort of ﬁghting
for” (1.73.7–8).
26. Joseph. AJ 13.62–73, BJ 7.421–36; on the political expediency of this measure, see Barclay 1996: 35–37.
27. Pros.Ptol. vol. IV lists ﬁfty-two holders of dOreai (nos. 10061–10108), but although the list is certainly incomplete (e.g., Aglaos of Kos [Criscuolo 2001], and the
Oxyrhynchite dOrea of Artemidoros [ = no. 10069?], P.Oxy. XLII 3047, II 280), these
examples are outweighed by many very doubtful cases.
28. Contrast the hereditary character of the estates granted to Ptolemaios near
Skythopolis, with unfortunate consequences for his loyalty to the Ptolemaic regime.
29. Orrieux 1985: 172–74, 116–19.
30. Dryton is the obvious example (P.Dryton); more generally, see Clarysse and
Thompson 2006: 297, 327–28.
31. Savalli-Lestrade 1998: 223; cf. note 48 below.
32. See Clarysse 1998: 9, and more generally the lists in Clarysse, van der Veken,
and Vleeming 1983. The classic demonstration that, at least by the second century,
nomenclature reﬂects ofﬁce or role in society rather than ethnicity is Clarysse 1985.
See also Clarysse 1992; Clarysse and Thompson 2006: esp. 144–45.
33. Fuks 1953–1954; Hauben 1979; Mélèze-Modrzejewski 1995 for a summary.
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34. Plut. Pomp. 77, but Caesar’s hostile eyewitness account in BCiv. 3.103ff. makes
no reference to his ethnicity; other sources listed under Mooren 1975: no. 029.
35. McGing 1997: 289–95; Veisse 2004: 27–45.
36. Dionysios alias Petosarapis could be either a Hellenised Egyptian or of mixed
ancestry: see Veisse 2004: 99–112.
37. I.Métr. 5. Lines 3–12 read: “For I am Apollonios son of famous Ptolemaios,
whom the Benefactors honored with the mitra, the sacred token of a kinsman’s repute. For loyalty took him to the inner country even as far as Ocean. Wherefore,
looking on the ﬁne fame of my father, my spirit urged me to reach the same excellence and to choose a way worthy of my ﬁne fatherland, this steep sacred city of Phoebus, sailing out with my father’s kin, dearest stranger, when the War of the Scepters
came to Syria.” On the war, see van’t Dack et al. 1989.
38. See previous note, and Aphrodisia’s epitaph (I.Métr. 35, lines 7–10): “My
name, O stranger, is Aphrodisia, whom Ptolemaios wedded, who was excellent in
counsel and with his spear, and who always showed a pure light in the army of Phoebus, bearing the heavenlike reputation of a kinsman.” (“Phoebus” is a metonym for
Edfu, whose god Horus was identiﬁed with Greek Apollo).
39. P.Haun. inv. 407: see Christiansen 2001, and on private ownership more generally, Manning 2003: esp. 88–90.
40. OGIS I 94 = I. Akoris 1, on which see especially Suto 2003, 2005 (I am indebted
to Ryosuke Takahashi for these references). The name, traditionally transliterated
from Greek as Akoris, is shown to be properly Hakoris by the spelling in Demotic
Egyptian, Hgr.
41. Clarysse 1991, whose interpretation I follow here. The most relevant texts
are P.Col. VIII 208 = SB V 8257, P.Köln IV 186.
42. On this point, and the signiﬁcance of Tenis as a Nile port, see Suto 2003: 9–10.
43. Clarysse 1991: 239. Suto’s doubts (2003: 8) are probably unjustiﬁed: Philadelphia could not have been renamed after Apollonios’s dOrea without causing gross offence to the king and his deiﬁed wife and sister, Arsinoe Philadelphos. For other possible indigenous recipients of dOreai, see Clarysse 1979: 736.
44. Clarysse 1991: 242–43; I thank him for drawing my attention to this point.
45. Discussion and references in Collombert 2000.
46. So Collombert 2000: 55. Baines (2004: 42–43) sees it more generally as the
diadem of the syngen;s (kinsman), the highest court rank (also referred to in the Edfu
text, above note 37).
47. Sections of the text quoted by Collombert 2000: 51–53.
48. Mooren (1981: 299–300): “As far as politics and the higher administration
in the broad sense are concerned, the Ptolemies never sought real cooperation with
the native Egyptian aristocracy. Only from the time of Ptolemy VIII Euergetes II is
some modiﬁcation of this attitude noticeable. Even if this situation should be partially explained by the Egyptian aristocracy’s unwillingness to collaborate, the fact
remains that it was replaced by Hellenic immigrants who entered the service of the
Ptolemies.” See Baines 2004: 48 for a more qualiﬁed view. References for Manetho
in Legras 2002: 975–77; Petosiris, Legras 2002: 979–82, Baines 2004: 45–47,
Lichtheim 1980: 44–54, Derchain 2000; Wennofer (“I spent life on earth in the King’s
favor; I was beloved by his courtiers”), Lichtheim 1980: 54–58. Also note the anonymous ofﬁcial in statue Vienna 20 (Derchain 2000).
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49. De Meulenaere 1959: Thissen 1977; also Farid 1995: 290–303 for other examples. Compare the family—of Alexandrian origin—of the “kinsman” Platon, son
of Platon and Tathotis, another dynasty of strategoi in the Thebaid: Coulon 2001.
In more general terms, see Huss 1994: 73–93.
50. Walker and Higgs 2001: 178–79 (no. 187); Baines 2004: 52–53.
51. Lloyd 2002. Cf. Baines 2004: 37: “If one were to study the two groups [the
Greek and Egyptian elites] through their monuments, one would conclude that the
indigenous elite was dominant.” The starting point is Bothmer 1960, but many statues remain unpublished.
52. Quaegebeur 1995: 146–49; cf. Legras 2002.
53. Céline Marquaille and I explore these issues further in “L’élite de l’Alexandrie lagide: L’Égypte et ses horizons méditerranéens” in the forthcoming conference
volume Élites et pouvoir en Égypte ancienne, ed. J. C. Moreno Garcia.
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Chapter 3

Persia through the Jewish
Looking-Glass
Erich Gruen

Villains and villainous states abound in Jewish tradition. The roster of oppressors is long and dispiriting. One nation, however, stands out as a conspicuous exception. The kingdom of Persia, so the biblical narrative has it,
intervened on behalf of the Israelites in one of the darkest periods of their
history. Nebuchadnezzar had destroyed the Temple in Jerusalem, and the
children of Israel (or many of them) suffered in exile under the repressive
rule of Babylon, an ongoing “captivity” that had lasted almost half a century.
But the emerging power of Persia and its vigorous monarch Cyrus II changed
all that. Cyrus’s victories toppled the Babylonian empire, the king released
the Israelites from their bondage, ordered the restoration of their sacred objects, and authorized their return to the homeland—even encouraged and
helped to ﬁnance it.
Cyrus, not surprisingly, receives a very good press in Jewish sources. And
so, by extension, does the Persian realm under whose aegis the Jews dwelled
quite contentedly (as far as the record goes) for two centuries thereafter.
Cyrus enjoys extraordinarily high esteem from the author whom we conventionally label as Second (Deutero-) Isaiah. The text heaps praise upon
him, proclaiming his triumphs over all foes, prophesying his victory over
Babylon, his liberation of the exiles, and his instructions to rebuild Jerusalem
and its temple, as the arm of the Lord.1 The book of Ezra, on two separate
occasions, records a decree (or two decrees) in which Cyrus ofﬁcially authorizes the construction of the Temple, the restoration of the sacred articles, and provisions for paying the costs (Ezra 1.2–4; 6.3–5). And allusion
to his role in the creation of a new temple resurfaces in the Sibylline Oracles (III Sibyl 286–94).
Nor is this rosy portrait of Cyrus a purely Jewish construct. Herodotus, in
conveying the Persians’ own characterization of their rulers, asserts that they
53
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labelled Cyrus as “father” for his kindness of heart and concern for the wellbeing of his people (Hdt. 3.89). Aeschylus’s play The Persians has the ghost
of King Darius declare that Cyrus’s conquests had brought peace to all and
that his wisdom won him the favor of the gods (Aes. Pers. 308–9). Xenophon
made Cyrus the subject of a laudatory ﬁctional biography that, among other
things, described his magnanimity and deep solicitude for the welfare of his
subjects (Xen. Cyr. 8.8). Alexander the Great paid signal homage to the tomb
of Cyrus in Pasargadae, ordering its repair, renovation, and enhancement.
It was a point of pride for the Macedonian king.2 Whether or not Cyrus fully
merited his reputation, he enjoyed wide acclaim in the tradition.3 The Jews
certainly had reason to express gratitude. Cyrus’s successful supplanting of
Babylonian rule, in the canonical version, made possible the Israelite return
from exile and legitimized the reconstruction of the Temple.
But that raises a fundamental question. However sympathetic Cyrus may
have been to the plight of the Israelites and however generous he may have
been in facilitating their ends (attitudes that are not themselves by any means
obvious or expected), why should the Jewish composers of Deutero-Isaiah
and of Ezra-Nehemiah have presented a picture that underscored Jewish debt
to a Gentile ruler and dependence upon a foreign power? Grateful Jews huddling under the protection of the powerful prince do not convey the most
uplifting image.4 Would this not simply reinforce the idea of the helpless subordinate nation suffering under oppressive despots and prospering under
benevolent autocrats? Such a construct of Persia would do little to bolster
the self-esteem of the Jews. A reassessment is in order. A whole range of Jewish texts offered representations of Persian rulership. Close scrutiny of them
can show that the notion of the beneﬁcent Persian sovereign is far from
straightforward. And the Jewish writers who fashioned the portrait had more
sophisticated ends in view than mere gratitude toward or reassurance from
the mighty monarch. This was not ﬂattery of the powerful to secure favor
or protection. Jews had their own self-image in mind. They were reconceiving their society within a larger Mediterranean empire.
THE PROPHECIES OF SECOND ISAIAH

The prophecies of Second Isaiah herald the victories and benefactions of
Cyrus the Great. On the face of it, the prophet shows remarkable prescience.
Few commentators have questioned the legitimacy of his forecasts. A consensus sets the author in the early years of Cyrus’s reign, prior to the fall of
Babylon in 539, and thus a genuine anticipator of events.5 The proposition
is implausible. A sharp prognosticator, informed of Cyrus’s taking of Ecbatana in 550 and of Sardis in 546, might have forecast that Babylon was
next on the agenda. But it would take considerable clairvoyance to envisage
Cyrus’s decree to liberate the exiles, rebuild Jerusalem, and restore the Tem-
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ple (Isa. 44.26–28; 45.13). And greater foresight still would be required to
record in advance the repeopling of Judah and the construction of the walls
of Jerusalem (Isa. 49.16, 19; 54.11–12). This reads very much like the clarity of hindsight.6 Deutero-Isaiah assumed prophetic garb to place a Jewish
stamp upon Cyrus’s achievements.
The role of Cyrus in the conception of Second Isaiah is clear and
consistent—and not necessarily to the credit of the king. Cyrus serves as the
instrument of God. The author ascribes no sterling qualities or lofty aims to
the ruler of Persia. It is God who summons Cyrus to his service, delivers up
nations to him, and subjects kings to his power (Isa. 41.2, 25). Cyrus is the
shepherd of the Lord, even his “anointed one,” whom God leads by the hand
to do his will, that is, to subdue nations and strip monarchs of their weapons.7
The title and authority of Cyrus derive from divine election (Isa. 45.3–5).
The Lord alone instructs his shepherd to announce the rebuilding of
Jerusalem and its temple and to restore the exiles (Isa. 44.28; 45.13). God
calls his agent to carry out predetermined duties and to fulﬁl the word of
the Lord (Isa. 46.11). In short, Cyrus’s success against Babylon amounts to
the discharge of divine commands (Isa. 48.14–15). Deutero-Isaiah has, in
effect, claimed for Yahweh the imperial accomplishments of the Persian king.
The work constitutes not so much celebration or admiration as usurpation.
Cyrus’s victories came at the behest of God and for the beneﬁt of the Jews.8
Josephus, in his rewriting of the story, got the message right. How did Cyrus
hit upon the idea of liberating the Israelites and ordering the reconstruction
of the Temple? He got it from reading the book of Isaiah ( Josephu. AJ 11.1–7).
A strikingly similar idea may be found in the famous ﬁction of Alexander
the Great at the gates of Jerusalem. The invincible Macedonian monarch,
according to the tale, after a string of military victories, marched upon the
Holy City to take revenge for its refusal to provide assistance in his campaigns.
But the sight of the Jewish High Priest, dressed in resplendent robes and accompanied by a dazzling entourage, stopped Alexander in his tracks. The
king recalled to mind a vision he once had of a similar encounter with a god
who had promised him the conquest of the Persian empire. Alexander paid
homage to the High Priest and acknowledged the power of Yahweh. He proceeded, in fact, to bestow benefactions upon the Jews, including release from
taxes in the sabbatical year and the privilege of conducting their affairs under their own ancestral laws. The collaboration was clinched when Jewish
priests showed Alexander the book of Daniel, wherein a prophecy foretold
the fall of Persia at the hands of a Greek. The story appropriates for Jewish
ends the future conquests of Alexander the Great. They had all been foretold and guaranteed by Yahweh himself. For Jews who dwelled within the
vast conﬁnes of the Macedonian kingdoms in the Hellenistic world, the notion that the origin of those kingdoms came with the sanction of the Lord
(whatever its historicity or plausibility) was a welcome and gratifying one.9
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A comparable consequence accompanied the portrayal of the Persian king
by Second Isaiah. The parallel is close. Yahweh gave Cyrus the means to create the Persian empire—and gave Alexander the means to destroy it. In both
cases the Jews were beneﬁciaries. Their god could claim credit for the imperial successes of the mightiest of conquerors. The stories have less to do
with history than with appropriation.
THE DECREES IN EZRA-NEHEMIAH

The conception of Second Isaiah gains reinforcement from the book of Ezra.
That text supplies two versions of a purported decree by Cyrus, one in Hebrew, the other in Aramaic, authorizing the rebuilding of the Temple in
Jerusalem. Whether they are, in fact, two separate edicts or two versions of
the same or one concoction based on the genuine document or both fabrications need not be decided here.10 Each conveys rather different information, thus making it unlikely that the one was an elaboration on the other.
But it is equally unlikely that Cyrus would have produced two separate declarations on the same subject of providing for the Temple’s construction.
Not to mention the embarrassing fact that no work on the Temple took place
at all in the reign of Cyrus. Neither “document” carries a decisive stamp of
authenticity. But they reveal much about the Tendenz of the author.
The book of Ezra begins with Yahweh stirring up the spirit of Cyrus to issue an empire-wide proclamation. The divine prodding has echoes of Second Isaiah.11 And the echoes grow louder. Cyrus’s edict asserts that Yahweh
has accorded him all the kingdoms of the earth and has appointed him to
see to the building of the Temple in Jerusalem. The king then exhorts all of
God’s people to move to Jerusalem and assist in the construction of the Temple to the Lord, God of Israel whose dwelling place is Jerusalem. Those who
remain, he adds, should support the project with their wealth, resources, and
voluntary donations.12 It is not easy to accept this text as the genuine article. The composition in Hebrew immediately makes it suspect. The language
of the Persian empire was Aramaic. And an open proclamation to the entire realm that the Jewish god had vouchsafed Cyrus all the kingdoms of the
world can hardly be imagined.13 Royal homage to the gods of others, of
course, causes no surprise. It was wise to accumulate protective deities and
to encourage the backing of their worshippers. But a declaration to the world
that Yahweh alone had awarded Cyrus his empire has an altogether different resonance. The hand of the Jewish composer is unmistakable here. The
text, with its stress on Yahweh’s responsibility for Persian successes and Yahweh’s stimulus for the Persian edict to rebuild the Temple and reinstate the
exiles, ﬁts perfectly with the forecasts of Deutero-Isaiah.
Whether internal opposition prevented the rebuilding of the Temple, as
Ezra indicates, or the scheme never had real backing from Cyrus cannot and
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need not be decided.14 The endeavor resumed (or began) in the second year
of the reign of Darius I, c. 520, according to the narrative of Ezra (Ezra 4.24).
The Jews who undertook it, with the leadership of Zerubbabel, claimed authorization from Cyrus’s original decree and persuaded the Persian satrap
to seek proof in the royal archives of Babylon. The document duly and conveniently came to light not in Babylon but amidst the records stored in Ecbatana. In this context the author of Ezra records Cyrus’s decree a second
time—this time in Aramaic.
But the second version is hardly a replica. The edict directs the rebuilding of the Temple, goes into speciﬁcs about its dimensions and materials,
declares that its costs will come out of the royal coffers, and orders the replacement into the Temple of the sacred objects once stolen by the Babylonians (Ezra 6.3–5). There is little overlap here between the Hebrew and Aramaic texts. The former has nothing on the particulars of the building
construction, and it exhorts private individuals to fund the project rather
than the throne. The latter, by contrast, omits any reference to the initiative
of Yahweh or to his role in transferring to Cyrus all the kingdoms on earth,
and it ignores altogether the restoration of exiles to the homeland. No wonder that many scholars prefer the more sober and straightforward Aramaic
text, reckoning it as genuine, and interpreting the Hebrew version as a subsequent Jewish elaboration.15 Perhaps. But the extensive differences between
the edicts as transmitted nearly preclude the proposition that the one served
as starting point for the other. And, whatever the reliability of the Aramaic
version, it is followed immediately by a purported decree of Darius that reinforces all too emphatically the interests of the Jews. Darius instructs his
satrap in the region that encompassed Judea to give the Jews free rein in
erecting their temple, to make sure that they receive payment for their expenses from the royal revenues, to supply them daily with all the livestock
needed for their sacriﬁces, as well as wine, oil, salt, and wheat, and to execute and destroy the property of anyone who obstructs the orders. Darius
concludes with a ﬂourish, exhorting the god of the Jews to topple any king
or people who attempt to undermine the decree and destroy the Temple
(Ezra 6.6–12).
The tendentiousness here cannot be missed. Would the king single out
Jews for such magnanimous treatment, put the taxes of the province at their
disposal, supply all their needs on a daily basis, take vigorous and violent action against anyone who obstructs their cause, and invoke the god of the
Jews to overthrow kings and peoples who violate his edict? One might notice in particular the rather graphic detail in which the text describes the
penalty to be inﬂicted upon any offender: he would be impaled upon a beam
torn from his own house before it is reduced to rubble (Ezra 6.11). Darius
may have sanctioned the rebuilding of the Temple and even dug out the sacred vessels once plundered by Nebuchadnezzar and now in Persian pos-
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session (why had Cyrus not done so?), but the whole narrative is so encased
in Jewish partiality that it must be considered more construct than history.
Defense of the decrees traditionally rests on their supposed congruence
with general Persian policy. The chief exhibit for this analysis has always been
the renowned “Cyrus Cylinder,” a Babylonian text inscribed on a clay barrel
that describes Cyrus’s victory over Nabonidus and his conquest of Babylon
through the favor and blessing of Marduk.16 On the face of it, striking analogies exist with the Cyrus decrees transmitted by the author of Ezra. The cylinder has Marduk single out Cyrus as a ruler of special virtue and righteousness, award him victories over the Medes and others, acknowledge him as
ruler over all, and order him to march on Babylon where the worship of Marduk had been shamefully neglected by the wicked king Nabonidus. Cyrus
then enters the city in triumph, accompanied by Marduk, who delivers
Nabonidus into his hands. The Persian king is greeted with joy and enthusiasm by the Babylonians and proceeds to bestow benefactions upon the city
and its chief deity. Cyrus, speaking now in his own voice on the inscription,
describes the peace and welfare he has brought to Babylon and the great favor that Marduk has given to him, his family, and his army, including the lucrative tribute now paid by all kings of the region, who punctuated their payment by kissing his feet. Most notably, Cyrus claims to have restored all the
gods, on the orders of Marduk, to the places east of the Tigris where their
sanctuaries had been abandoned, together with the former inhabitants of
those places. The king prays that all the restored gods speak daily to Marduk on behalf of Cyrus and his son. And the text concludes (in fragmentary
fashion) with reference to increased cult-offerings, to refurbishing of the city,
and to an inscription of Assurbanipal as a predecessor of Cyrus.
This text has carried signiﬁcant weight in the scholarship. It serves as ostensible conﬁrmation of the biblical evidence, independent testimony to the
Achaemenid policy of promoting foreign cults and sheltering under the aegis
of foreign divinities. Emphasis upon Marduk’s selection of Cyrus as his favorite, the award to him of universal rule, the great homage paid by the king
to the Babylonian deity, the refurbishing of Babylon, and, especially, the
restoration of gods and people to their abandoned dwelling places all strike
familiar chords for readers of the book of Ezra. Yet the parallel can be pressed
too far, and the notion that this represents empire-wide policy, with Jerusalem
a characteristic instance, is unsupportable. The Cyrus Cylinder, in fact, is tied
closely to the circumstances in Babylon. The great city marked Cyrus’s culminating success, a pivotal site for his empire, and a place redolent with history and tradition. It was of the utmost importance for him to win its favor
and cultivate its support, rather than to slash and burn, sullying his reputation and rousing resentment throughout Mesopotamia. A close association
with Marduk was vital in that endeavor. It nicely served Cyrus’s purpose to
characterize Nabonidus’s wickedness as contempt for Marduk, and his own
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virtue as restoration of the god’s glory. Nothing better legitimized the
Achaemenid empire than to represent it as the gift of the principal Babylonian deity—at least to a Babylonian audience. As for the return of deities
and their worshippers to their original shrines, this alludes to the restoration of cult statues that Nabonidus had transferred to Babylon and would
now be reinstated in their own centers—most of them in or in the vicinity
of Babylonia. There is nothing here that is quite comparable to the release
of long-suffering exiles to their homeland as depicted in the Jewish tradition, no mention of the rebuilding of sanctuaries, and no reason to see an
empire-wide policy of restoring far-ﬂung deportees to their native lands.17
Cyrus had better things to do.
The Cyrus Cylinder had local and regional signiﬁcance. Cyrus borrowed
the genre and phraseology of the Assyrian kings who had once ruled Babylon, a feature conﬁrmed by his explicit reference to Assurbanipal.18 Privileges
accorded to the city and homage to its chief god underscore the need for Cyrus
to take on the posture of benevolent ruler in this most critical of ancient sites.
A quite different situation prevailed in Judah. Cyrus had no compelling reason to pay close attention to that marginal area.19 If he did give his blessing to
the rebuilding of the Temple, he did not lift a ﬁnger to further the project.
The generous sentiments expressed in the decrees transmitted by the book of
Ezra lacked implementation on the ground. And the overblown pronouncements by Darius were well out of proportion to the tangible support actually
provided by the Persian crown. The literary portrait takes precedence.20
An important motif stands out in Ezra-Nehemiah. And this merits notice.
The author consistently and repeatedly insists upon the close association of
Judean fortunes—and indeed the people’s own laws—with the rulers of
Achaemenid Persia. The decrees of Cyrus and Darius, of course, exemplify
this. But the theme runs throughout the work. When, according to the text,
Zerubbabel and the returned exiles undertook to build the Temple, others
sought a share in the project but were abruptly rejected. Zerubbabel exclaimed that the commission belonged solely to himself and to his collaborators: exclusive rights to building a house for the god of Israel derive directly from the king of Persia (Ezra 4.3). This establishes unequivocally the
linkage between Achaemenid authority and the worship of Yahweh. The conjunction is underscored in Darius’s orders for ﬁnancing the ritual practices
of the Jews in the Temple. The king notably directs that resources be made
available daily as the priests request, so that the Jews can perform the appropriate sacriﬁces to the god of heaven—and pray for the welfare of the
king and his sons (Ezra 6.10). The Temple was duly constructed and completed, so we are told, in the sixth year of Darius. The text suitably adds that
this accomplishment came in accord with the command of God and with
the decrees of Cyrus, Darius, and Artaxerxes (Ezra 6.14). The two sources
of authority seem inseparable.
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The tight association emerges again in the mission of Ezra to Judea. In the
text this came with the sanction of the Persian ruler Artaxerxes, who provided
Ezra with a letter that outlined royal favors accorded to the Jewish priest and
scholar, including a staggering load of goods and wealth, thus to facilitate
Ezra’s investigations into and implementation of the laws of Yahweh (Ezra
7.11–26). Artaxerxes interestingly directs Ezra to appoint ofﬁcials who will
render justice to all who know the laws of God and to teach the laws to those
still ignorant of them. And he concludes the letter with the notable pronouncement that punishment be swiftly applied to those who do not comply
with the law of “your god”—and the law of the king (Ezra 7.26). The two are
ﬁrmly conjoined. When Ezra and his entourage actually reached Jerusalem,
they made certain both to offer the lavish sacriﬁces provided for the Lord
and to deliver the instructions of Artaxerxes to the satraps and ofﬁcials of the
province (Ezra 8.35–36). Worship of Yahweh and executing the orders of the
king went hand in hand. Ezra’s subsequent prayer to God reiterates the connection: the Lord has extended favor to his people in the sight of the kings
of Persia, thus to repair and rebuild the house of God (Ezra 9.9).
The mission of Nehemiah received similar sanction. He too appealed to
Artaxerxes for his efforts, the erection of the gates and walls of Jerusalem.
Nehemiah obtained the credentials he sought: letters from the king to his
satraps for safe passage and then to the keeper of the royal forest for timbers required in completing the project (Neh. 2.1–9). A second mission
called Nehemiah back to Jerusalem to rectify improprieties inﬂicted upon
the Temple by the priestly hierarchy. Artaxerxes’ favor once again extended
to Nehemiah and authorized the trip to set matters right in the sanctuary
(Neh. 13.6–7).
Again and again the text reiterates its message. Worshippers of Yahweh
enjoy the grace of the Achaemenid court, indeed require it to reinstall and
enhance their own national traditions. The law of God and the law of the
king are mutually reinforcing.21 And Jews reaped the gains. The narrative
of Ezra-Nehemiah thus repeatedly calls attention to the advantage of the Jews
under the aegis of Persia.
But that prompts the same question raised with regard to Second Isaiah.
Does this message not underline the dependency of the Jews upon the great
power? Why should Jewish writers belabor that point? Not an easy question.
There may be more subtlety and subtexts than meet the eye. The Persian
empire provides security and advantage for the Jews, so the tradition indicates. But a closer reading of the text suggests that the Achaemenid rulers
were less than paragons of wisdom and virtue. The author, in sly and clever
fashion, could give his readers a sense of superiority over their overlords.
To begin, the discrepancy between Cyrus’s pronouncements on the one
hand and his failure to implement them on the other stands out starkly. The
king’s pious pronouncements about building the Temple, exhorting subjects

Copyright © 2007 by The Regents of the University of California

persia through the jewish looking-glass

61

to supply the means for construction, and restoring the sacred objects once
pilfered by Nebuchadnezzar proved to be quite empty. When Darius came
to the throne nearly two decades later, no Temple existed.22 This does not
redound to the credit of Cyrus.
If the author of Ezra be believed, construction efforts resumed in the time
of “Artaxerxes.” The reign is misplaced chronologically, and the whole narrative has little claim on historicity. But the portrayal of the ruler matters.
Opponents of the building programme in Jerusalem wrote to Artaxerxes,
warning that restoration of the city and erection of its walls would lead to
rebellion against the Crown. The king accepted the whole story, ordered his
researchers to dig up the records, and discovered that Jerusalem indeed had
a rebellious history and that its monarchs had once ruled over all of TransEuphrates. Artaxerxes thus ordered an end to any construction (Ezra
4.7–23). Whatever one makes of this bizarre episode, it shines no positive
light upon the king. He (and presumably his satraps) knew nothing of what
was happening in Jerusalem. It took a tendentious report to prod him into
checking the records—where he got a still more tendentious report. Yet Artaxerxes swallowed it all, acted on misinformation, and terminated the building program. Not a ﬂattering portrait.
Cyrus’s decree, still unimplemented, had to be sought out again in the
reign of Darius. Indeed there was some scurrying about to ﬁnd it. Darius directed the researchers to look for it in Babylon, only to have it turn up in
Ecbatana (Ezra 5.17–6.1). Evidently neither the king nor anyone else knew
where it was. A reﬂection perhaps upon both Cyrus and Darius. The very
fact that the decree (albeit in much altered form) had to be read out once
more, thirty years after its issue, only reminded the audience of how valueless it had been.
Darius’s own edict, after recovery of Cyrus’s decree, borders on excessive
generosity. The Persian monarch showers livestock and resources upon the
Jews, even giving the priests carte blanche to make daily requests of anything they wish and detailing the gruesome execution of anyone who fails to
comply—hardly a digniﬁed posture for the ruler of the world (Ezra 6.8–11).
Artaxerxes goes one better in outﬁtting the mission of Ezra. The Jewish
priest and scribe’s task was to oversee matters of religious law in Judah. Not,
it would seem, an especially expensive proposition. But Artaxerxes made certain to provide Ezra with an expense account of lavish proportions, more
gold and silver than could imaginably be transported, hundreds of gallons
of wine and oil, hundreds of bushels of wheat—and a limitless supply of salt.23
Perhaps the king sought to ﬂaunt his wealth. But the portrait of a reckless
spendthrift hardly adds to his stature.
None of this implies that the depiction of the Persian realm and the
Achaemenid rulers is vicious or hostile. The principal impression remains
that of a kingdom committed to the support and welfare of the Jews. But the
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hints about ﬂawed rulers, fruitless actions, and heedless extravagance add a
dimension that complicates the picture. The careful reader would ﬁnd reason to question the esteem of the empire.
1 ESDRAS

The mildly mocking elements in Ezra-Nehemiah may have triggered the incorporation of an altogether new tale into this tradition. A Greek version
appears in the Septuagint, commonly referred to as 1 Esdras, not a direct
translation but a hodgepodge of material somewhat rearranged and recast.
Most of what it contains can be found in one form or another in the canonical Ezra-Nehemiah and 2 Chronicles. Motives and date of the composition
have been endlessly debated, with little consensus won. Those issues need
not concern us here.24 But one story, thrust into the narrative, appears
nowhere else and stands out as a centerpiece of 1 Esdras.
The story takes place in the court of Darius. The king hosted a sumptuous banquet, inviting all the ofﬁcials and military commanders of his farﬂung realm to enjoy the repast. When all had eaten and drunk to their heart’s
content, the company departed and Darius went to a ﬁtful sleep. As the night
wore on, three young bodyguards of the king hit on the bright idea of making a wager among themselves. Each would choose what he considered to
be “the most powerful thing,” scribble it on a piece of paper, and place it under the royal pillow. The plan was that Darius, upon awakening, would, in
consultation with his top advisers, select the wisest of the three opinions and
reward its author with rich gifts and prizes, elevating him to a position next
to the throne. Sure enough, Darius acted as anticipated. After awakening
he summoned his entire entourage to hear each of the three guardsmen defend his choice (1 Esdras 3.10–17).
The ﬁrst made a case for wine as the most powerful element in the universe, pointing to the spell it could hold over all who drank of it, dictating
their actions, altering their personalities, and generally muddling their
minds. The second claimed the king as strongest, holding sway as he does
over land and sea, a lord and master whom all obey unstintingly, regardless
of the orders he issues. The third young man, the only one given a name in
the story, Zerubbabel, defended his choice: women. After all, he argued,
women gave birth to and reared the very ones who rule the lands. Their allure and appeal are so powerful that men succumb to their charms, lose control, and ﬂing away their lives or careers simply to satisfy women’s whims.
What could be more potent than that? But, having made his point, Zerubbabel shifts gears abruptly and, out of the blue, offers a fourth, and better,
alternative. Abandoning the whimsicality of the previous suggestions, he opts
for “truth” as the element of greatest strength in the universe. It represents
justice and righteousness, and it abides forever (1 Esdras 3.18–4.40).
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Zerubbabel’s second thoughts won the day. A resounding chorus greeted
the idea that truth prevails over all. Darius immediately declared Zerubbabel the wisest, promoted him to the status of kinsman, and offered to fulﬁl
any wish he might have. The young guardsman responded without hesitation, asking Darius to carry out the vow he had made at the outset of his
reign: the rebuilding of Jerusalem and the restoration of the sacred vessels
conﬁscated by Cyrus from the Babylonians. The king acceded to the request
and acted with dispatch. He arranged for the safe conduct of Zerubbabel
through his kingdom, sent letters to satraps and ofﬁcials everywhere to provide assistance, authorized substantial funds for erecting the Temple and
maintaining its rites, restored the sacred objects, and carried out all that Cyrus
had once decreed. Zerubbabel, overjoyed, headed for Babylon, where he informed his fellow Jews, generating a weeklong festival. Darius then gave the
Jews a splendid send-off, with an armed escort—and a marching band (1
Esdras 4.41–5.3).
Such is the tale, a surprising and independent insert into a narrative otherwise drawn, however raggedly, from the canonical tradition. The reasons
for its creation defy investigation. Plainly a folktale lies in the background,
of obscure provenance. And the Greek text that survives evidently had a Hebrew or, more probably, Aramaic original.25 Zerubbabel, the Jew credited in
the canon with leadership in the rebuilding of the Temple, here appears as
a young bodyguard in the Persian service, obviously foisted upon the folktale to make it connect with the biblical narrative. In this form he can play
the role of the wise and clever Jew in the Gentile court who outstrips other
counsellors and courtiers and wins the favor of the king, a familiar ﬁgure in
Jewish tradition. But the inspiration for placing the story in this setting—let
alone for composing the whole of 1 Esdras—remains to be discovered.26 We
concentrate here upon the signiﬁcance of the tale as a Jewish portrayal of
the Achaemenid monarch and the Persian court.27
The whimsicality of the episode ought not to have escaped commentators.
The arguments made by each of the bodyguards for his favored deﬁnition
convey more jocularity than sincerity. And they show very little respect for
the monarch who sits in their audience and whose favor they supposedly seek
to win. The ﬁrst speaker touts wine as the most powerful of entities. It meddles with the minds of king and commoner alike, of rich and poor, slave and
free, setting them all on the same level. In fact, so carefree does it make its
imbibers that they pay no heed to the king or his satraps (1 Esdras 3.17–20).
The double reference to the monarch, in his presence, ﬁrst as placed on a
plane with all others, then as subject to slights, can hardly be innocent.
The second speaker was no more delicate or diplomatic. Although he took
the line that the king’s power exceeded all, the manner in which he chose to
illustrate this was far from ﬂattering. He referred to the overwhelming authority of the monarch whose directives must be obeyed unstintingly, who or-
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ders men to kill and be killed, whose soldiers bring him all their spoil and
whose farmers bring him all their produce, whose subjects compel one another to pay him their revenues, and whose attendants stand by him at all times,
never permitted to leave or to tend to their own affairs (1 Esdras 4.4–11). This
hyperbolic speech plainly conveys the stereotypical image of the despot, hardly
a characterization designed to elicit the king’s approval. Either the youthful
speaker took a reckless and dangerous line, careering toward self-destruction,
or the whole speech was composed with tongue in cheek.
Zerubbabel’s initial choice, namely that of women as the universe’s most
powerful agents, also came with sidelong barbs at the ruler. As he points out,
the king and his people may be sovereign over the world, but they would not
be here except for the women who bore them. All men are susceptible to
the temptations presented by the female sex, to the point of throwing away
their wealth, deserting family and nation, and risking slavery, death, and insanity. And the king is no exception. Zerubbabel unblushingly observes that
while Darius holds sway in an empire that overawes all nations, he is a mere
plaything in the hands of his own concubine. On one occasion, says Zerubbabel, claiming autopsy, she even removed Darius’s diadem, set it on her own
head, and gave the king a slap for good measure. Nor was that an isolated
instance. Darius, according to Zerubbabel, catered to her every whim, rejoiced in her good moods, and did all in his power to assuage her anger in
a bad mood (1 Esdras 4.13–31). Finally, Zerubbabel abandons his frivolous
advocacy of female power and substitutes “truth” as his candidate for the most
potent of entities. But even this ostensible sobering up left its subtle sting.
Zerubbabel elevates truth to the highest pinnacle on the grounds that it embodies justice. He notably contrasts this with the injustice that lurks in wine,
women, men—and kings (1 Esdras 4.34–40).
The notion that such speeches could be delivered before a sitting king is,
of course, preposterous. The ﬁctitious scene, however, would be a source of
self-satisﬁed amusement for a Jewish audience. Darius, despite this parade
of indignities, took no offence, indeed heaped upon Zerubbabel all and more
than he could ask to assure the rebuilding of Jerusalem. Discerning readers
could only come away with the impression that Darius was a dunce. In this
version of the return from exile and the creation of the Second Temple, the
Persian ruler is not so much a magnanimous benefactor as a witless agent
manipulated by the shrewd Jew.
THE BOOK OF DANIEL

The book of Daniel supplies only a blurred image of Persia. The diverse tales
in the ﬁrst half are set mostly in Babylon. And the mysterious visions of the
second half gain real clarity and speciﬁcity only with the events of the Hellenistic period. Cyrus appears but three times as a chronological marker
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(Daniel supposedly survived into his reign; see Dan. 1.21; 6.29; 10.1). And
a certain “Darius the Mede” allegedly ruled the kingdom at a time well out
of historical sequence or plausibility, directly after the death of Belshazzar,
himself portrayed as the last of the Babylonian kings (Dan. 5.30–6.1; 9.1;
11.1). Darius the Mede is almost certainly a ﬁctitious character, although the
author of Daniel drew on some information associated with Darius I, whose
reign, in fact, began almost two decades after the fall of Babylon.28 History,
apart from the allusions to Ptolemies and Seleucids and the era of Antiochus
Epiphanes in chapter 11, does not much intrude into the book of Daniel.
Only the celebrated legend of Daniel in the lion’s den offers a perception of a Persian (or perhaps Median?) king. The episode purportedly took
place in the reign of Darius the Mede. Daniel, according to the tale, was one
of the king’s favorites, appointed by him as one of his three chief ministers
and even considered to be in line for the top post in the Achaemenid administration. His position roused jealousy within the ofﬁcialdom and engendered a conspiracy among his enemies to discredit him with the king.
Darius was induced to sign a document that outlawed prayers to anyone but
himself for a period of thirty days, any violators to be hurled into a pit of lions. As the conspirators knew, Daniel prayed regularly to Yahweh, and he
continued to do so in the period of the ban. He was easily discovered and
reported to the king as a criminal offender who had transgressed the prohibition. Darius heard the news with great distress and cast about for means
to save Daniel from this cruel fate. But his own decree put him in a straitjacket. As Darius’s evil counsellors reminded him, no law of the Medes and
Persians, once signed by the king, can be revoked.29 The reluctant monarch
had to go along with the plot and ordered Daniel to be thrown to the lions—
though not without offering him the hope that his god will come to his rescue. Not that Darius was all that conﬁdent. He spent a sleepless night in fasting and anxiety, refusing even the company of concubines. At ﬁrst light of
dawn, the king nervously approached the sealed lions’ den, calling out Daniel’s
name with an anguished cry. Much to his relief and joy, Daniel answered back
with the news that his prayers to God had clamped the jaws of the lions, and
he was safe and sound. Darius immediately reversed the whole process, releasing Daniel from the pit and tossing his accusers in instead, together with
their wives and children, where no prayers sufﬁced to save them (Dan.
6.17–25). The story concludes with a magnanimous gesture on the part of
Darius. The king issued a declaration throughout his realm, to every nation,
people, and language group dwelling within it. The decree eulogized Daniel’s
god, his sway to endure forever, his power to work wonders exempliﬁed by
the rescue of Daniel, and his kingdom never to be destroyed. And it commands
all of Darius’s subjects to fear and revere the god of Daniel (Dan. 6.26–28).
The portrayal of Darius the Mede in the book of Daniel has some notable
similarities to the depictions of Persian royalty in the texts discussed earlier.
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The king is decidedly sympathetic to the Jewish god and to his prophet, promoting Daniel to high ofﬁce, rejoicing in his rescue, and declaring his own
allegiance to the divinity who carries such authority. The association of the
Achaemenid crown with the Jewish cult goes hand in hand with the alliance
between the two in Second Isaiah, Ezra-Nehemiah, and 1 Esdras. And here
again the king, despite the awesome extent of his power, does not call the tune.
Darius is meekly misled and deceived by his advisers, condemns Daniel when
they force him into a corner, awaits helplessly the fate of his favorite, and nearly
collapses in relief when his fears prove unfounded. This is no “take-charge
guy.” Darius the Mede was as much a pushover as his counterpart in 1 Esdras.
Jewish readers could gain yet a ﬁrmer sense of their own superiority.
THE GREEK ADDITIONS TO DANIEL

The relatively mild mockery of a Persian king that appears in the canonical
text of Daniel becomes more pointed parody in the Greek additions to that
text. These insertions, perhaps originally composed in Hebrew or Aramaic,
entered into the tradition probably some time in the later second century.30
The additions include two brief tales commonly termed “Bel and the
Dragon,” welded together, that reﬂect a sharper and more sardonic commentary on the foibles of Persian monarchs.
The ﬁrst fable depicts Daniel at the court of Cyrus, founder of the
Achaemenid empire who was mentioned but not developed in the biblical
Daniel. Cyrus, who had become overlord of Babylon, adopted its principal
deity, here termed Bel, in whom he had implicit faith. The king, who held
Daniel in high esteem as wisest of his counsellors, wondered why his favorite
did not pay similar homage to Bel—especially as this god demonstrated his
existence daily by devouring vast quantities of food and wine that were deposited in his shrine. Daniel, who worshipped only the god of his own people
and scorned idols as creatures of human making, expressed amusement at
the king’s gullibility. Did he really believe that an object of clay and bronze
could consume anything? Cyrus, now confused, turned to his priestly advisers and demanded proof that the god actually ate the stores provided for
him every day. Depending on the outcome, either Daniel or the priests would
suffer death. The priests proposed an experiment wherein the food would
be left as usual but the door of Bel’s temple be locked and sealed with Cyrus’s
own seal, not to be opened until the morning, to see whether the food and
wine had indeed disappeared. They were secure in the knowledge of a secret underground passageway, unknown to the king, through which the
priests and their entire families passed each night and carried off all the provisions. Daniel, however, divined a means to upset the dastardly scheme. He
had the ﬂoor of the shrine sprinkled with ashes, a telltale device revealed to
the king but concealed from the priests. When the conniving priests made
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their nightly trip to pilfer the stores they left incriminating footprints in the
ashes. At dawn, the king and Daniel entered the sanctuary after breaking
the seal. Cyrus, wholly forgetting about the ashes, immediately took the absence of foodstuffs to prove the existence of Bel and nearly barged into the
shrine, where he would have inadvertently scattered the evidence. Daniel,
once again laughing at the king’s guilelessness, had to restrain him physically. Once the prophet pointed out the distinctive footprints on the ﬂoor,
Cyrus at last got the message. He ordered the execution of the priests and
their families and gave Daniel free rein to destroy the statue and the temple
of Bel (Dan. 14.1–22).
The implications of the tale stand out starkly. Cyrus, lord of Babylon and
sovereign of the Persian empire, depends on the wits and skill of his Jewish
adviser. The king himself lacks both acuity and common sense, credulous
and deceived by his priests. Indeed the author makes sport of the benighted
Cyrus by having Daniel twice break up in laughter over his naïveté and actually block his path lest he destroy the testimony that he had himself agreed
to have set in place just the night before. The thrusts that were somewhat
subtle and indirect in Ezra-Nehemiah, 1 Esdras, and canonical Daniel are
here unmistakable. The master of the universe is a bit of a buffoon.
The connected tale conveys a comparable portrait. The thickheaded Cyrus
did not learn lessons quickly. Having given up on Bel, he turned to another
Babylonian object of worship, a great serpent or dragon. This one he proudly
displayed to Daniel as a creature of ﬂesh and blood, no bronze idol. Why not
acknowledge him as divine? Daniel was even more dismissive this time. He offered to kill this purported divinity without even the use of a sword or a club.
And he proceeded to do so by feeding the snake a concoction of pitch, hair,
and fat that caused the hapless creature to burst its insides and blow apart.
But that was not the end of the story. Daniel’s enemies in the Babylonian establishment, exclaiming that the king had become a Jew, threatened death
upon him and his household if he did not surrender Daniel to them. Cyrus,
intimidated and unable to resist, complied with their wishes. The remainder
of the tale forms a variant on the lion’s den episode in Daniel 6. The Babylonians tossed Daniel into the pit of lions. But he survived for a week, nourished
in part by sustenance brought by the prophet Habakkuk, airborne with the
help of an angel of the Lord. On the seventh day, Cyrus arrived at the lion’s
den, fully expecting to mourn over Daniel’s corpse, only to ﬁnd him hale and
hearty. The king now extracted him from the pit, hurled the wicked plotters
in instead, and watched them instantly devoured by the starving lions. And
he publicly proclaimed the supremacy of Daniel’s god (Dan. 14.23–42).
Here again, of course, virtue triumphs, and evildoers are crushed; the Lord
through his agent has trumped idols and idolators. Cyrus retains his throne,
and the empire is intact. But the monarch hardly cuts an admirable ﬁgure.
He had put his faith in an absurd creature who was blown to bits by an un-
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appetizing meal, he allowed himself to be overawed by his own subordinates,
and he switched as swiftly to Daniel’s god as he had from Bel to the dragon.
Weakness, vacillation, and fatuity emerge as his principal characteristics. The
perspective of late Hellenistic times, when the Achaemenid empire had long
since disappeared, allowed for a clearer vision and a sharper portrait. If Jews
successfully negotiated their position within the Achaemenid realm, it must
have come through their own resourcefulness and talents—not through the
attention of clownish Persian princes.31
THE BOOK OF ESTHER

The book of Esther makes this point in fuller fashion. The entire work is devoted to a narrative of Jews dwelling in the Persian empire. Its composition
dates to the Persian period itself, or perhaps a bit later. The story is familiar
and need not be rehearsed in detail. Our focus remains on the depiction of
the sovereign and his relations with the Jews.32
The narrative takes place in the reign of Ahasuerus (evidently Xerxes),
who hosts a spectacular banquet enjoyed by all the ofﬁcials, satraps, governors, and military commanders throughout his realm for six months. This
alone would have prompted readers to wonder what the king could possibly
have had in mind by tying up his entire political and military ofﬁcialdom
for half a year in the palace (while the empire was left untended?). And
doubts about Ahasuerus’s competence must have increased when reading
on in the story. The king dismissed his wife Vashti from the court after she
had the temerity to decline his summons to appear before his guests and be
ogled by them. His insecurities were revealed to the world when, upon the
insistence of his ministers, he sent a proclamation throughout the empire
asserting that all women were obliged to follow the wishes of their husbands
(Est. 1.1–22). Such a decree, of course, only advertised the fact that he could
not even control his own wife!
As is well known, Ahasuerus arranged (again on the advice of a counsellor) a contest to select a new bride, a contest won by the Jewess Esther. But
matters soon took a turn for the worse for Jews. A conﬂict ensued between
the king’s chief vizier, Haman, and Esther’s cousin Mordecai. Haman took
grave offence at a slight perpetrated by Mordecai and decided to avenge himself upon Mordecai’s people. The vizier persuaded the compliant Ahasuerus
to decree the annihilation of all Jews within his kingdom and conﬁscate their
property. Ahasuerus himself had no cause for complaint against Jews but
went along mindlessly with Haman (Est. 3.8–14). The Jewish people now
faced grave danger. But unplanned and unanticipated events (without any
divine intervention) suddenly reversed matters. Ahasuerus, suffering from
insomnia, had his aides read to him the most soporiﬁc of texts, the royal
chronicles. Therein, as it turned out, was a notice that Mordecai had once
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saved the king’s life by warning of an assassination attempt. Ahasuerus had
evidently not even remembered the occasion—even though he had personally ordered its insertion into the chronicles. But he would make up for
it. Ahasuerus now arranged for special honors to be paid to Mordecai, much
to the chagrin of Haman (Est. 2.21–23; 6.1–13). And worse was to come for
the vizier. Esther invited both Ahasuerus and Haman to a banquet and there
pleaded with the king not to carry out the planned destruction of the Jews.
The bafﬂed sovereign wondered who would have ordered such a wicked
deed, completely oblivious to the fact that his fellow guest Haman had put
the whole idea in his head and that he had himself signed the order (Est.
7.1–6). Ahasuerus, suddenly enlightened and indignant, brieﬂy took the air
in the garden, then returned to ﬁnd Haman in a compromising position.
The vizier had been pleading with Esther for his life, sprawled across the
couch as an abject petitioner. Ahasuerus, however, interpreted the scene as
an attempted rape, thus sealing the doom of Haman (Est. 7.7–10). In other
words, the turn of fortune for the Jews came not as an act of rationality but
as an absurd misconception on the part of the moronic monarch.
Ahasuerus swiftly became putty in the hands of Esther and Mordecai,
much as he had been manipulated in Haman’s hands. They requested a written order that would reverse the previous decree on the Jews. This one would
give Jews authority to engage in the very slaughter and plunder of their enemies that had been planned for them. Ahasuerus not only readily complied
but gave Esther and Mordecai carte blanche to draw up any edict that they
wished in his name, and he would sign it (Est. 8.3–12). This is clearly not a
monarch who was paying much heed to the affairs of his empire.
In case any reader missed the import of all this, the author slipped in an
especially mischievous scene near the conclusion. When word came that Jews,
emboldened by the new edict, had felled ﬁve hundred men in the citadel at
Susa, Ahasuerus reported the matter to Esther with great glee, even adding
that if they nailed such numbers in the citadel, one could just imagine how
many victims they must be counting in the provinces (Est. 9.11–12). The clueless king evidently overlooked the fact that the victims were his own Persians.
Much more can, of course, be said about the book of Esther, a rich and
fascinating text.33 It sufﬁces here to emphasize that the doltish Ahasuerus
bears a close resemblance to the inept and occasionally ridiculous Achaemenids who people the pages of Ezra-Nehemiah, 1 Esdras, Daniel 6, and the
Greek additions to Daniel.
THE DARKER SIDE

The texts, in brief, appear more subversive than supportive. The Persian kingdom and its rulers lose their glitter on close inspection. Indeed, caustic wit
occasionally shifts to harsher judgment.
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One can ﬁnd this already in Ezra-Nehemiah—if one looks carefully
enough. Even in a passage that looks with favor upon Persia, acknowledging its role in providing Jews with a refuge in Judea and Jerusalem, Ezra lets
slip a revealing thought: Yahweh has afforded his people some relief, for they
are in bondage, and he has not forgotten them in their servitude (Ezra
9.8–9). In short, benign though the Achaemenid empire might be, Jews dwell
in it as slaves. This was no slip of the pen. The lengthy prayer in Nehemiah
9 echoes the sentiment. The exiles have returned to Jerusalem, and the hymn
praises Yahweh. But it recognizes too the sins of the Israelites whom Yahweh
has justly punished for violations of the covenant. They are back in the homeland, but they remain slaves to the kings whom Yahweh has set over them
(Neh. 9.36–37). This is hardly a paean to Persia.
The book of Daniel, as we have seen, largely ignores Persia, apart from
its derisive depiction of Darius the Mede. But a mysterious and ominous allusion occurs in the later chapters, easily overlooked and requiring notice.
Among the visions that Daniel received was one of a celestial ﬁgure, with a
terrifying visage and a thunderous voice, causing the prophet to fall in a faint.
But the apparition was a friendly one, gave Daniel reassurance, and proceeded to forecast the future that his people had in store (Dan. 10–11). The
forecast itself concerned the Hellenistic era, the coming of Antiochus IV,
and the ordeals that Jews would have to endure before overcoming their persecutor. But before the angel embarked upon his predictions, he explained
why his arrival had been delayed. He had been engaged for twenty-one days
in a struggle with the “prince of the kingdom of Persia,” relieved of that contest only by the arrival of Michael, whom he described to Daniel as “your
prince.” And, after delivering his prediction, he would have to return to the
fray with the prince of Persia and resume the aid of Michael (Dan. 10.13,
20–21; cf. 12.1).
What do these perplexing phrases signify? The celestial ﬁgure does not
appear to refer to any mortal prince of Persia, nor even to the nation as a
collective entity. The statements evidently allude to a guardian angel or patron deity of the Persians, the same role played by Michael for the people
of Daniel.34 Whatever else this might mean, it clearly signals a mighty contest in heaven between the patrons of Persia and those of the Jews. The point
is underscored when the angel asserts that once he is ﬁnished with the prince
of Persia he will contend with the prince of Greece—an obvious reference
to the coming conﬂict with Antiochus IV. The author of Daniel (or this portion of Daniel) therefore delivers a decidedly darker message than the one
drawn from the story of the affable and inept Darius the Mede. Persia, in
this perception, from the later perspective of the second century, after the
fall of the Achaemenid empire, is no longer the ally but the antagonist of
the Jews. This is an undertone in the text, by no means a prominent or central feature. But it indicates a strain of thinking, already present in the sec-
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ond century b.c.e., that viewed Persia as part of a sequence of fearsome powers, each to tumble in turn.35 This was far from a positive portrait.
Isolated items from later Jewish texts set Persia and its rulers in an even
more negative light. Philo holds up Xerxes’ invasion of Greece as the epitome of arrogance, folly, and impiety, an effort to defy heaven and remake
nature (Philo On Dreams 2.115–20). In recounting elsewhere the Egyptian
Pharaoh’s chase of the Israelites after the Exodus, Philo includes as the lynchpin of his armaments six hundred splendid scythed chariots. Whether consciously or inadvertently, the Jewish philosopher depicted the inveterate foe
of Israel as employing the war machines emblematic of Achaemenid Persia
(Philo Moses 1.167–8). In the Testament of Job, when Satan does his violent
worst, destroying not only the ﬂocks and property of Job, but killing all his
children by having the house topple upon them, he was dressed in the garb
of the king of Persia (TJob 17.1–18.1). Even more striking, the Letter of Aristeas reverses the canonical reputation of Persia as restorer of Israelites to the
homeland and refers to (an otherwise unknown and probably unhistorical)
expulsion by Persia of Jews who then sought refuge in Egypt (Aristeas 35).
Josephus conveys a report from the Jewish writer who had assumed the pseudonym of Hecataeus that Jews were frequently persecuted by Persian kings
and satraps, adding even that the deportation to Babylon was the doing of
the Persians ( Joseph. Ap. 1.191, 194). Here was reversal indeed. Josephus
himself has harsh words for Persian practices, drawing on Herodotus’s evidence of Persians engaging in rape and castration of their foes ( Joseph. Ap.
2.269–70). By the time of the composition of the Fifth Sibylline Oracle, after the destruction of the Temple, the emperor Nero, who appears as evil
incarnate, is depicted as a “Persian,” the Persians themselves are described
as irrational tribes, and the coming of the eschaton, with the apocalyptic elevation of the Jews, will follow the end of war and pestilence in Persia (V
Sibyl 93–110, 113, 246–55). The idea of Persia as praiseworthy had decidedly receded.

Creative Jewish writers did not deny the fact that their people recovered the
homeland and rebuilt the Temple with Persian permission. Nor did they conceal the fact that Jews dwelled for two centuries under Persian overlordship
rather than as an autonomous entity. But their literary constructs reconceived
the situation in ways most comfortable and pleasurable for their own selfimage. The triumphs of Cyrus became the awards of Yahweh, Achaemenid
monarchs lavished excessive gifts upon Jews and made implausible public
protestations on their behalf, Jewish prophets and leaders manipulated dimwitted Persian princes to further their ends, and one hapless monarch even
gave Jews the green light to massacre his own population. The texts resonate
with disparagement rather than deference.
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These works have little to do with history. But they carry vital meaning
for the reﬂective understanding of Jews who dwelled (or whose ancestors
dwelled) within the conﬁnes of the Persian empire. The common impression today still has it that Persia was friend and ally of the Jews, benefactor
and protector of their interests, responsible for their restoration and champion of their well-being. Cyrus and Darius, in particular, stand on the side
of the virtuous, shining images to set against the dark visages of a Nebuchadnezzar or an Antiochus Epiphanes. Yet the Jews did not quite present
it in that fashion.
The texts, on closer scrutiny, show a more cynical and subversive stance.36
Framers and audience of these tales, whether living in the Persian era or looking back on it in the Hellenistic age, cultivated a self-perception that minimized
gratitude for benefaction and downplayed dependence on the greater power.
Instead, they claimed Cyrus’s victories as exhibiting the power of Yahweh,
they tied Persian policy to the laws of Moses, they represented royal actions
as reliant upon Jewish initiative, and they held kings up to mockery. The
Achaemenids might rule an empire, but in this cultural construct they borrowed their moral and intellectual authority from the Jews. Persian power is
both enhanced and diminished. It comes packaged as a Jewish appropriation.37
NOTES

A slightly briefer version of this paper appeared in Cultural Borrowings and Ethnic Appropriations in Antiquity, ed. E. S. Gruen (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner, 2005), 90–104.
1. Isa. 41.2, 25; 44.28–45.1; 45.13–14; 48.14–15.
2. Arr. 6.29.4–11; cf. Strabo 15.3.7; Curtius Rufus 10.1.30–32.
3. Cyrus, in fact, did not always act as the gentle and generous conqueror. See
Wiesehöfer 1996: 49–51, with references.
4. Such an attitude would, according to Yerushalmi (1995), be characteristic of
Jewish behavior throughout history, an effort to link Jews to the protective authority of state power. That thesis ignores the subversive element in Jewish literature.
5. See, for instance, North 1964: 3–4; Westermann 1969: 3–5; Ackroyd 1970:
105–6; Blenkinsopp 2002: 93. Doubts, however, have appeared in recent works: e.g.,
Kuhrt 1990: 145; Baltzer 2001: 30–32; Goldstein 2002: 158–60.
6. To be sure, the prophet speaks of the devastation of Babylon and the humiliation of its gods: Isa. 46.1–2; 47.1–15. Cyrus, in fact, proved to be a gentle conqueror
in Babylon, honored its deities, and spared the city; see the “Cyrus Cylinder”: English translation in Pritchard 1958: 206–8, no. 315–16; text, with German translation, may be found in Schaudig 2001: 550–54. The discrepancy has often been
pointed out: e.g., Simcox 1937: 158–71. But the language of Second Isaiah is
metaphorical here, the conventional thunder of prophets. The lines certainly do not
require that the author live before Cyrus’s triumph in Babylon; so, rightly, Goldstein
2002: 159–60. They represent, in fact, a Jewish spin on Cyrus’s deeds. The discrepancy causes no surprise.
7. Isa. 44.28–45.1. The question of whether the designation of “anointed one”
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sets Cyrus in the place of the Davidic line is beyond the bounds of this discussion; cf.
Baltzer 2001: 224–25.
8. Indeed the future belongs to the people of Israel who will be “a light unto the
nations”; Isa. 42.1, 6; 49.6; 51.4. The covenant has now devolved from the house of
David to the Israelites as a collective; Isa. 55.3–5; cf. Blenkinsopp 1988: 370; Baltzer
2001: 470. Whether this implies a rejection of monarchy generally on the part of
Deutero-Isaiah, as is suggested by Albertz (2001: 329–30), is more questionable.
9. Joseph. AJ 11.304–45. See the analysis in Gruen 1998: 189–98, with references
to earlier literature. On the encounter between Alexander and the High Priest, see
also Aitken in this volume, pp. 190–93.
10. A valuable summary of the debate on this matter, with reference to the extensive scholarship, can be found now in Bedford 2001: 111–32.
11. Ezra 1.1. The text has Yahweh act in order to fulﬁl the prophecies of Jeremiah. Some have seen this as an error for Isaiah. Unnecessarily so. Jeremiah had forecast a seventy-year exile in Babylon, to be followed by the punishment of the oppressor
and the return to the homeland: Jer. 25.11–12; 29.10. The chronology, of course,
does not work for Cyrus’s reign. But it hardly solves the problem to make this a reference to the actual rebuilding of the Temple around 515. Such manipulation takes
prognostication too literally as historical precision. Jeremiah’s thunderings (50–51)
about the fall of Babylon may also be alluded to here. See Williamson 1985: 9–10.
12. Ezra 1.2–4. This is not the place to argue about who is meant by “the remnant.”
But it is most unlikely that Cyrus directed Gentiles all over his empire to provide ﬁnancial assistance to the Jews. Cf. Bickerman 1946: 258–60; Williamson 1985: 14.
13. A case for authenticity was made, with characteristic acumen and learning,
by Bickerman (1946: 253–68). But it has not managed to shake off all doubts. See,
most recently, Grabbe 1998: 126–28; Bedford 2001: 114–29.
14. The author has Cyrus order even the conveyance of the cedars of Lebanon
for the materials of the Temple: Ezra 3.7. But this is an obvious echo of texts on the
building of the First Temple: 1 Chron. 22.2–4; 2 Chron. 2.7–15.
15. So, for example, Briend 1996: 33–44. For Bickerman (1946: 249–75), both
are genuine but designed for different purposes: the ﬁrst as a message to Jews in their
own language, the second as an internal memorandum. The most extensive defense
of the Aramaic decree’s authenticity may be found in de Vaux 1971: 63–96. But see
the justiﬁable skepticism of Blenkinsopp (1988: 124–27), Grabbe (1998: 130–32),
and Bedford (2001: 144–57).
16. An English translation is most conveniently available in Pritchard 1958:
206–8, nos. 315–16. The important additional fragment recording the last lines of
the inscription was published in Berger 1975: 192–234. The most recent edition of
the text is Schaudig 2001: 550–56.
17. For this interpretation, see especially Kuhrt 1983: 83–97; Bedford 2001:
132–44.
18. Harmatta 1971: 217–49; Kuhrt 1983: 88–93; Bedford 2001: 132–36.
19. See, in general, the trenchant comments of Briant (2000: 235–45) on Judeocentrism in interpretations of Achaemenid policy.
20. One might observe that the prophecies of Haggai and Zechariah, ostensibly
delivered in the reign of Darius, and focusing upon the return from exile and rebuilding of the Temple, altogether omit any Persian involvement in those endeavors.
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21. This, at least, is the conception conveyed by the Jewish authors. It need not
represent any historical reality with regard to the relationship between Achaemenid
imperial administration and local or regional civic and religious authority. The idea
of a central administrative structure that authorized local legislation, advocated by
Frei (1995: 1–35), has run into cogent criticism. See Wiesehöfer 1996: 36–46 and
Rüterswörden 1995: 47–61. The subject is more fully reassessed in Watts 2001.
22. To be sure, the narrative in Ezra 2.68–4.5 indicates that money was collected,
work begun, and the foundations laid, but resistance within the homeland halted
matters. Even if true, this shows that Cyrus was too indifferent to see to the execution of his plans. But it is unlikely to be true. The prophets Haggai and Zechariah,
contemporaries of the actual rebuilding under Darius, know nothing of any earlier
efforts—let alone any decrees by Cyrus.
23. Ezra 7.15–22; 8.24–30. Grabbe (1998: 138–41) rightly notes the excesses here
and points to the absurdity of such a caravan of wealth allowed to travel without even
a bodyguard.
24. Among many treatments, see especially Torrey 1910: 11–36; Pfeiffer 1949:
233–57; Pohlmann 1970: 14–73; Myers 1974: 1–19; Schürer 1987: 708–18; Talshir
1999: 5–57.
25. Talshir (2001) has recently devoted the bulk of a very long book to reconstructing the supposed Aramaic original.
26. An array of opinions, with references, is canvassed in Gruen 1998: 164–66.
Talshir (1999: 58–109) maintains that the story of the three youths was the raison
d’être for composition of the whole of 1 Esdras, an extreme position. Gardner’s view
(1986: 18–27), that the work stems from the Maccabean era, as a vehicle to comfort
Jews with recollections of the return from Babylonian captivity, is far-fetched. The
canonical version alone would serve that purpose. And the story of the three youths
certainly bears no relevance to that idea.
27. For what follows, see also the analysis in Gruen 1998: 166–67.
28. Little progress has been made in identifying Darius the Mede with any particular Achaemenid monarch since the efforts of Rowley (1959). A large bibliography attests to the fruitlessness of the quest. For some references, see Collins 1993:
30–32. The ﬁgure is plainly a concoction, perhaps to ﬁnd a suitable ruler of the Medes
to ﬁt in the conventional sequence of empires. See Wiesehöfer 2003.
29. Dan. 6.2–16. On the inviolability of the king’s decrees, see Est. 1.19; 8.8; Diod.
Sic. 17.30. But the notion is questionable in view of Hdt. 3.31. See the discussion in
Collins 1993: 267–68. In fact, Ahasuerus’s edict on behalf of the Jews in Est. 8.8 was
itself a reversal of his own previous legislation.
30. Among other discussions of the Greek additions, see Pfeiffer 1949: 433–56;
Schüpphaus 1971: 49–72; Delcor 1971: 273–78, 289–92; Moore 1977: 23–34;
Schürer 1987: 722–30, with bibliography. Additional references to modern scholarship and discussion in Steussy 1993. See also Collins 1993: 409–12.
31. The treatment here adapts in part the discussion in Gruen 1998: 168–72.
For somewhat different interpretations, see, for example, Steussy 1993: 69–99; Collins
1992: 335–45; Wills 1995: 60–65.
32. The analysis here relies on the version preserved in the Masoretic text. For
discussion of the different extant versions, see, most recently, Jobes 1996; Dorothy
1997; Kossmann 2000.
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33. Cf. the fuller treatment in Gruen 2002: 137–48, with references to the scholarship at 312–17.
34. See Hartman and Di Lella 1978: 282–84; cf. Collins 1993: 374–75.
35. Dan. 2.37–40; 7.13–18; 8.3–4, 20; IV Sibyl 61–87; XI Sibyl 42–79.
36. Cf. Rajak’s observations in this volume, p. 125, on hints of subversion in the
Jewish response to later rulers.
37. I am extremely grateful to Peter Bedford and Josef Wiesehöfer for their valuable criticism and comments on this essay.
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Chapter 4

Ben Sira on Kings and Kingship
Benjamin Wright

Joshua Ben Sira was a Jewish scribe/sage who lived in Jerusalem at the end
of the third to the beginning of the second century b.c.e., only a couple of
decades before the Hasmonean revolt against Antiochus IV.1 He witnessed
turbulent political times, most likely experiencing the changeover of control of Palestine from the Ptolemies to the Seleucids.2 Since the Hasmonean
rebellion is often framed as a confrontation between Judaism and Hellenism,
the question of the relationship between these two seemingly opposed “-isms”
is naturally asked of Ben Sira as well, but such an approach is more misleading
than helpful. 3 Certainly Ben Sira’s teaching relies fundamentally on the Jewish scriptures and the Israelite wisdom tradition. Yet he was apparently an
urbane man as well, who travelled in foreign lands (cf. Sir. 39.4) and who
utilized non-Jewish wisdom in the service of his quintessentially Jewish instruction.4 So the problem is not how much of either Judaism or Hellenism
one ﬁnds in Ben Sira, since one could probably argue that all Jews were “Hellenized” to some extent, or as Tessa Rajak writes, “One would be hard put
to it, indeed, to say that the amalgam reﬂected in Ben Sira is either hellenised
or not hellenised” (Rajak 1996: 102). A more productive approach to literature such as the Wisdom of Ben Sira might be to scrutinize the particular
topics that its author takes up. How does Ben Sira frame discussions of issues that were important to him, and how do those discourses function for
him? How does he incorporate traditionally non-Jewish ideas into his worldview? Of what views is he critical; which ones does he ﬁnd congenial?
A wisdom book like Ben Sira’s renders this kind of analysis more difﬁcult
because there does not seem to be any clear overall structure to the work.
Indeed one encounters teaching on a variety of topics in isolated small verse
units or in individual proverbs scattered throughout. Ben Sira’s instruction
about rulers, kings, and kingship is consistent with this observation, and his
76
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comments about these institutions occur in isolated passages. The major exception is chapter 10 in a poem on skill, arrogance, and pride in which rulers
play a central role.
Ben Sira also presents obstacles to determining the extent to which the
author comments on contemporary historical or social circumstances. A
wisdom text by its very nature is largely, though certainly not exclusively,
proverbial, and this character, which tends toward the general and universal,
works to obscure speciﬁc references that the author might intend to make.
I do think the enterprise is possible, however, and I have argued in several
places that Ben Sira’s own attitude toward his contemporary social and religious circumstances can be teased out of the proverbial wisdom found in
his book.5
We confront the same predicament when looking at Ben Sira’s teaching
about kings and kingship. Kings were ubiquitous in the ancient Near East,
from the Pharaohs of Egypt, who portrayed themselves as the manifestation
of a god, to the monarchs of ancient Babylon, who, even if they were not
considered divine, almost certainly positioned themselves as godlike and
as having a special and unique connection to deity. Ancient Israel itself
had a long and somewhat difﬁcult history of kingship. While kings ruled in
both the northern kingdom of Israel and the southern kingdom of Judah,
Israelites resisted the tendency to regard their kings as godlike or divine, and
their scriptures contain laws to check this inclination in human monarchs
(cf. the “laws of the king” in Deut. 17.14–20). Both Israelite monarchies
ceased with the destructions of Samaria and Jerusalem in the eighth and sixth
centuries b.c.e., and subsequently a succession of regnant powers controlled
the Near East and ruled over the Jews.
The situation in the Near East, of course, became even more complicated
after the conquests of Alexander and the accession of his successors, especially Ptolemy and Seleucus and their descendants, who readily adapted their
images to indigenous expectations about the nature of kingship.6 The Jews
of this period had no king of their own, but the Jewish high priest, who increasingly exercised the dual role of control of the religious cult and the
political leadership of the people, ruled in Jerusalem.7 Living under the
domination of these Hellenistic kings, Ben Sira certainly must have been
cognizant of the ruler cults that developed around these recently established
dynasties, which they used as mechanisms to legitimize their power and rule.
Although he does not explicitly refer to these monarchs, I ﬁnd it hard to
think that Ben Sira would not have intended some of his teaching as responses
to these ideologies, but one has to read between the lines a bit, and even to
speculate sometimes, in order to see if Ben Sira’s advice might be serving
the double function of timeless proverb and comment on his contemporary
situation.
I ought to devote a short word to the variety of terms that Ben Sira uses
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for rulers and leaders. Ben Sira himself was a scribe/sage, a member of a retainer class that essentially served in the employ of the rich and the powerful of Judean society (Horsley and Tiller 2002). Although he did not belong
to a middle class as we know it, Ben Sira’s language suggests that he occupied a higher social position than merchants, artisans, and peasants. He certainly did not have the same status as the rich and powerful priestly elite whom
he served. Yet the scribe/sage apparently could achieve some status and
recognition even if he was not at the highest rungs of the ancient Jerusalemite
social ladder.8
The students who came to Ben Sira and whom he taught and prepared
for successful careers probably aspired to employment in public service as
scribes/sages like Ben Sira himself. Of course, one of the key career problems for any young scribe would be negotiating relationships with rich and
powerful patrons. So, while Ben Sira periodically speaks of kings speciﬁcally,
the book is rich with references to people whom Ben Sira designates as
“nobles” (dunavsthˇ; bydn), “the great” or “chiefs” (megistavn, hJgouvmenoˇ, dunavsthˇ;
rç), or “rulers” (hJgouvmenoˇ, dunavsthˇ, krithvˇ, kuvrioˇ; lçwm). Richard Horsley and
Patrick Tiller argue that although one can detect different nuances among
them, these terms and others like them all refer to “local rulers of the Judean
temple-state” who, as members of the priestly aristocracy, would have exercised power over their retainers and the peasantry.9 So, for example, Ben
Sira advises his charges about what to do if they are invited to “the table of
the great” (cf. 31.12–18). Such an invitation could be at the behest of a king,
but given the social world of Jerusalem in this period, that is less likely than
an invitation to a banquet given by a wealthy person or by one of these locally powerful priestly rulers. In the analysis that follows, I assume that some
of the things that Ben Sira writes about rulers more generally would also apply to kings speciﬁcally.10 Simply to restrict my discussion to what Ben Sira
says about kings narrowly construed would, I think, impoverish the analysis
of his thought.
GOD AS IDEAL KING

If there is a central notion in Ben Sira about kingship, it is that God reigns
as sovereign over the cosmos. This claim frames the entire book. Ben Sira
asserts right at the outset: “All wisdom is from the Lord” (1.1). The Lord (kuvrioˇ) who possesses this wisdom is “greatly to be feared, seated upon his
throne—the Lord” (1.8). Whereas the Greek kuvrioˇ elsewhere in Ben Sira
translates several different Hebrew words used for the Jewish God, the claim
in Greek that the Lord—Lord being an epithet used of Hellenistic kings—
sits upon a throne explicitly reinforces God’s royal authority. Toward the end
of the book, Ben Sira refers to God’s kingship twice. In 50.15 the odor of
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the sacriﬁces offered by Simon II, the high priest, pleases “the Most High,
the king of all.”11 Sirach 51.1–12, a prayer of thanksgiving for deliverance
from danger, begins with the invocation of God as “Lord, King and Savior.”
In addition to the explicit title of “king,” Ben Sira ascribes qualities to God
suggesting that he regards the Lord as the ideal or paradigmatic king. Perhaps the most prominent of these royal qualities is God’s justice. In fact, in
18.1 Ben Sira can assert: “The Lord alone is just.” God rules and judges with
impartiality (35.15), but he will execute his judgment on the unrighteous
(35.22). Yet God tempers his justice with compassion and mercy (2.11). When
we look at the qualities that Ben Sira encourages in human rulers, we ﬁnd
that he expects them to be the same ones that God possesses in perfect balance and proportion.
Ben Sira makes frequent reference to God’s “majesty” or “greatness”
(megalwsuvnh, hrwbg). In 2.18, he pairs God’s royal majesty with his mercy: “Let
us fall into the hands of the Lord, and not those of mortals, for as is his
majesty, so is his mercy.” He makes the same connection in 18.5, where he
articulates God’s majesty with the language of power or might: “The power
of his majesty (kravtoˇ megalwsuvnhˇ aujtou¸) who can measure, and who can recount fully his mercies.” God the king may possess majesty and power, but
such overwhelming royal authority is balanced by mercy.
Many of the verbs that Ben Sira uses implicitly remind the reader that God,
as Creator of the cosmos, is its king. All one need do is look at what Ben Sira
says in the poem concerning the works of God in nature (42.15–43.33) that
precedes the “Praise of the Ancestors” (chapters 44–50). God’s creatures “do
his will” (42.15); he “empowers his holy ones” (42.16). In his discussion of
the sun and moon, Ben Sira twice notes that these heavenly bodies execute
God’s orders (43.5, 10). The snow drives down “by his command” (43.13).
God is “awesome,” “glorious,” “exalted.” In this poem, then, without ever using the word “king” explicitly, Ben Sira quite eloquently describes the royal
prerogatives and qualities of the great ruler of the universe.
Ben Sira’s claim that God reigns over all the cosmos reﬂects Israelite conceptions of the deity, especially those found in Israel’s hymnic tradition. God’s
kingly rule is an important theme in the biblical Psalms, and Ben Sira’s views
closely resemble those of this biblical collection. God may be addressed explicitly as king, as in Psalm 145, which begins: “I will extol you, my God and
King.” Elsewhere, even though the word “king” might not appear, the language used to describe God communicates his royal status. So, for example,
in Psalm 11.4–7 God whose “throne is in heaven” (11.4) constantly observes
the deeds of humankind. He judges the wicked who fail his tests, but he upholds the righteous. In the verses that follow, the psalmist ascribes to God
the same qualities that Ben Sira attributes to God as the ideal king—majesty,
might, mercy, compassion, and justice. These examples could be multiplied,
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but they sufﬁce as evidence that Ben Sira’s view of God as King essentially
derives from Israelite tradition. It also provides him with a ready paradigm
for articulating what an ideal human king should be.
HUMAN KINGS

Turning from Ben Sira’s representation of God as the divine monarch to his
thoughts on human kings, in order to assess what he says about rulers, kings,
and kingship, we need to ask what other possible models besides the Jewish
scriptures he might have known and from which he might have drawn.
Whereas the Hasmoneans would later adopt “in stages the package of practices normally associated with Hellenistic kings: erecting monuments, minting coinage in their name, hiring mercenaries, displaying their achievements
on stelai, even taking a royal title” (Gruen 1996: 124), Ben Sira displays quite
an interest in political leadership, even though Israel had no king during
his life. He speaks to his students frequently about their behavior before
“rulers,” “princes,” and “the great,” and he often comments about how this
ruling class ought to act. The Praise of the Ancestors chapters are replete
with kings from Israel’s past about whom Ben Sira comments. Finally, in chapter 50, Ben Sira portrays the high priest Simon II not just as a cultic leader,
but as a political leader as well. Simon exempliﬁes the priestly aristocratic
ruler described by Horsley and Tiller, and as Rajak observes, Ben Sira’s idealization “falls within the ambit of contemporary visions of rulers” (Horsley
and Tiller 2002: 82–83; Rajak 1996: 102).
What would constitute this “ambit of contemporary visions of rulers” for
Ben Sira? Certainly he has inherited the legacy of traditional Israelite wisdom, such as the biblical Proverbs, in which the behavior of kings and the
exercise of rule is an important topic. He also knows the narrative traditions
of Israel in which kings play a central role. Judging from the praise and criticism of particular Israelite kings found in the Praise of the Ancestors, he
apparently knows and accepts the views of the Deuteronomic history.
Another possible source of traditions about kings and kingship might be
Hellenistic peri basileias literature.12 The extent to which Ben Sira was familiar with such literature is unclear, although he knew at least some Greek philosophical, poetic, and mythic traditions.13 Other Jewish authors, however, apparently did know and use the peri basileias material, one of the best-known
examples coming from a slightly later time than Ben Sira and from a different locale. The Letter of Aristeas contains a long digression (187–300) in
which the Ptolemaic king gives a series of banquets for the seventy-two Jewish scholars who were to translate the Torah. An important component of
this symposium section is answers to questions on kingship inﬂuenced by
the peri basileias tradition, but with the crucial inclusion of the Jewish God
as the source and sustainer of human government.14
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We ﬁnd the most extensive concentration on kings and rulers in Sirach
9.17–10.18. Three separate stanzas make up this poem: 9.17–10.5 on skill,
but especially skillful rule; 10.6–11 on arrogance, particularly by kings;
10.12–18 on pride. The ﬁrst stanza begins by describing the skill of the artisan, but it quickly moves to a general statement about leaders: “And the
leader (hJgouvmenoˇ, lçwm) of his people is wise” (9.17b).15 Then 10.1–3 emphasizes the importance of intelligence in a ruler: 10.1 parallels the “wise
magistrate” (krithvˇ, f∞wç) with the “government of an intelligent person” (hJgemoniva, tlçmm). These types of leaders create social and political stability and
order, not least importantly through the model of behavior that they set for
their subjects: “As the people’s magistrate is, so are his ofﬁcials; as the ruler
of a city is, so are all its inhabitants” (10.2). An intelligent ruler makes his
realm “ﬁt to live in,” but the undisciplined or unrestrained ruler ruins his
people (10.3; cf. 16.4).
In this short meditation on good and bad rulers, Ben Sira almost certainly
relies on traditional Israelite wisdom. The sentiments of Proverbs 28.2, 28.16,
and 29.4, for example, come very close to what Ben Sira says: “ When a land
rebels it has many rulers, but with an intelligent ruler there is lasting order”
(28.2); “A ruler who lacks understanding is a cruel oppressor” (28.16); “By
justice a king gives stability to the land” (29.4).
Yet some of Ben Sira’s analysis looks similar to peri basileias conceptions of
ideal kings. Aristeas provides an interesting comparison.16 For example, Aristeas 211 suggests that the essence of good kingship is to “rule oneself well.” Is
Ben Sira’s idea that the undisciplined or unrestrained ruler ruins his people
the counterpart to Aristeas’s ideal of the disciplined king who “rules himself
well”? Does the emphasis of Aristeas 222, 254, and 256 on the control of passions by the king have any relation to the discipline of Ben Sira’s ideal ruler?17
By contrast, Aristeas also describes other characteristics of the ideal king that
do not appear in Ben Sira and that were most likely also characteristic of peri
basileias literature. One illustration is Aristeas’s repeated emphasis on the king
as his subjects’ benefactor. This notion does not really enter at all into Ben
Sira’s discussion of kings and rulers, and the Greek technical term eujergesiva,
or any Hebrew word that might be its equivalent, appears nowhere in the book.
Of course, one of the problems inherent in such attempts to discover what
inﬂuenced Ben Sira’s notion of kingship is that just about everyone thought
that kings should be just, act with mercy, and exercise intelligence. Neither
Greeks nor Jews had any unique proprietary claim to those qualities. So
whereas some of what Ben Sira teaches reminds one of Hellenistic ideals
adopted by the author of Aristeas, they are Jewish ideals as well, and their
presence does not provide a decisive indication of Ben Sira’s awareness or
use of peri basileias literature. Some of the most important ideas of the Hellenistic peri basileias tradition, such as the king as benefactor, are absent from
our wisdom book. As we will see below, certain kings, along with the high
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priest Simon II, perform acts that would have been considered benefactions—
bringing water to the city and building walls, for instance—but Ben Sira does
not call these deeds benefactions. Further, reports of such acts would provide ample opportunity for Ben Sira to make explicit mention of such an
important aspect of Hellenistic monarchy, but he does not.
Ben Sira follows 10.1–3 with what proves to be an important claim for him:
“The government (tlçmm) of the earth is in the hand of the Lord, and over
it he will raise up the right leader for the right time” (10.4). Here Ben Sira
asserts God’s ultimate control over all the earth, and even more than that,
he claims that God establishes all rulers. The verse betrays no exclusively nationalistic assertion that God raises up rulers over Israel only. Ben Sira stakes
out a more universal position. God puts all rulers in power—the right one
at the right time. This claim seems to me to be a particularly powerful one
in the light of Ben Sira’s own life experience. Judea not only lived under the
rule of foreign kings, but Judeans lived in a period where sovereignty over
them was a relatively constant point of contention between the Ptolemies
and the Seleucids. Thus, verse 5 becomes even more poignant: “Sovereignty
over all is in the hand of the Lord, and he confers his glory/majesty to the
ruler.” No human ruler can claim majesty in his own right. It derives from
the God of Israel, who is ruler of all.
One could read these verses both as critical of foreign kings and as subversive of foreign rule because their message functions to cut any foreign ruler
down to size. Earlier Israelite tradition had already taken that step for its own
kings.18 In the “laws of the king” in Deuteronomy 17, God permits Israel to
have a monarch “when you have come into the land that the Lord your God
is giving you,” but that king will have severe constraints placed upon him.
And he must not acquire many wives for himself, or else his heart will turn away;
also silver and gold he must not acquire in great quantity for himself. When he
has taken the throne of his kingdom, he shall have a copy of the law written for
him in the presence of the levitical priests. It shall remain with him, and he shall
read in it all the days of his life, so that he may learn to fear the Lord his God,
diligently observing all the words of this law and these statutes, neither exalting himself above other members of the community nor turning aside from the
commandment, either to the right or to the left, so that he and his descendants
may reign long over his kingdom in Israel. (Deut. 17.17–20 [NRSV])

The king, then, is to pay special attention to the law in order that he not consider himself more exalted than any other Israelite. Yet the Deuteronomist
reports a rather shaky beginning to the Israelite monarchy. The people ask
Samuel to give them a king to rule over them. Samuel, not pleased about
the request, seeks God’s advice. God tells the prophet to go ahead and give
the people their king, “for they have not rejected you, but they have rejected
me from being king over them” (1 Sam. 8.7). Samuel then tells the people
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how their kings will act (1 Sam. 9.10–17). They will conscript the people’s
sons as soldiers and laborers; they will take their daughters for royal domestic
labor; they will exact taxes and take private property. Samuel predicts unhappy consequences, and as one might expect, the kings act contrary to the
laws of Deuteronomy 17 and do just as Samuel predicted. The results are
generally disastrous, and the story ends with destruction and exile.
Whether the Israelite kings observed the laws of Deuteronomy or not, Hellenistic kings were not bound by the constraints of those laws. However it
was constructed and acted out in particular contexts, the Hellenistic rulercult brought the king and the gods into close public connection. Whether
it was the Ptolemies’ identiﬁcation with the traditional Pharaonic aura of Horus manifest or the representation on coins of Hellenistic kings with divine
attributes, in 10.5 Ben Sira undercuts such claims to majesty and connection to divinity.19 Some scholars see the verse as a speciﬁc criticism of the
Ptolemaic and the Seleucid kings, and, given Ben Sira’s experience, this could
well be so.20 Yet Aristeas also contains a similar sentiment that subsumes all
human rulers under God and locates the source of their power and glory in
him. In response to a question from the king, one of the Jewish translators
answers: “If you reﬂect, ﬁrst of all, that it is God who apportions fame and
great wealth to all kings, and that no one is king by his own power. All men
wish to partake of this glory, but they cannot, for it is a gift of God” (224;
trans. Hadas 1951). One might ask the question, then: is 10.5 a speciﬁc criticism, a literary trope, or both?
Ben Sira returns to this theme but with greater nuance in 17.17, a verse in
the middle of an extended poem about the place of human beings in the cosmos. Here he says: “He appointed a ruler over every nation, but Israel is the
Lord’s portion.” While maintaining the general sense of 10.5 that God establishes all rulers on their thrones, this verse gives way to a more exclusivist
claim. God has indeed appointed all the rulers of the nations, but Israel belongs speciﬁcally to him. Here Ben Sira backtracks somewhat from his more
universalist position and appeals to the idea of Israel’s divine election.
The second stanza of the poem, 10.6–11, concerns arrogance. Although
not solely concerned with kings or rulers, these ﬁgures are prominent in this
section. Ben Sira follows a general statement about how God and mortals
hate arrogance (10.7) with a speciﬁc reference to “sovereignty” (10.8; twklm,
basileiva) that passes from one nation to another because of “injustice, insolence, and wealth.” This comment, although framed in the form of a wisdom saying, might well be Ben Sira’s assessment of the conﬂicts between the
Ptolemies and the Seleucids over control of Palestine. I ﬁnd it hard to think
that Ben Sira was not somehow commenting on his own time in the light of
the recent series of conﬂicts between the two Hellenistic dynasties.21 Whether
the verse reﬂects contemporary events or not, however, for our purposes it
is important to note that the ﬁrst two items represent failures that bring down
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kings and kingdoms, and they directly contradict qualities that good kings
ought to possess. Wealth, as we will see, creates its own difﬁculties for rulers.
The passage, then, reinforces Ben Sira’s sentiment that a bad king destroys
his people—in this case they become subject to foreign nations.22
Ben Sira is not through yet. He moves on to what one might read as an implicit critique of the way that Hellenistic rulers magniﬁed themselves, even
on occasion arrogating to themselves divine honors. How, Ben Sira asks, can
“dust and ashes” be arrogant, for one’s body decays even when it is living.
What comes next might catch the reader off guard: “A long illness bafﬂes the
physician; the king of today will die tomorrow. For when one is dead he inherits maggots and vermin and worms” (10.10–11). How can a king exalt himself, an action that Ben Sira sees as arrogant, when his fate is no different from
anyone else’s? Vermin will devour his corpse like any other person’s.
The third stanza, concerning the origins of pride, also includes some
pointed comments about kings and nations. Pride begins when “the heart
has withdrawn from its maker” (10.12). Those who cultivate pride “pour out
abomination,” and God will destroy them. In verses 14–17 Ben Sira seems
to suggest that Gentile rulers and nations behave precisely this way. In these
verses, he moves directly from the claim of verse 13 that God destroys the
proud sinner to the following assertion:
The Lord overthrows the thrones of rulers and enthrones the lowly in their
place.
The Lord plucks up the roots of the nations and plants the humble in their
place.
The Lord lays waste the lands of the nations and destroys them to the foundations of the earth.

In this stanza the notion of the arrogant and proud king most likely represents a literary trope and not a reference to the divine honors taken by any
speciﬁc Hellenistic ruler, as, for example, it is in Daniel, in which the author
foresees an ignominious demise for Antiochus Epiphanes, who spoke arrogant words and exalted himself above the gods (Dan. 7.11).23 While the sentiment could certainly be read in the same manner as Daniel, Ben Sira is
probably engaged in a type of critique through historical reminder that one
might ﬁnd in wisdom literature and that he utilizes elsewhere (16.5–11). In
Israel’s past, when foreign rulers have become too sure of their own greatness, God has brought them low. Their pride indeed went before their falls.
One thinks immediately about stories of how God humbled the Babylonian
king Nebuchadnezzar because of his pride in his own majesty and accomplishments (cf. Dan. 4) or how God judged the Assyrian Sennacherib because he spoke arrogantly against Israel’s God (cf. Isa. 37.21–29; Sir. 48.18)
(Wright 1999: 82).
The poem in 9.17–10.18 contains the essentials of Ben Sira’s thoughts
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about kings and kingship. When we look elsewhere in the book, we ﬁnd a
number of passages that are reminiscent of the ideas that Ben Sira articulates here. So, for example, the statement in 8.2 that gold “has perverted
the minds of kings” reconﬁrms 10.8 where wealth is one factor that causes
the passing of sovereignty from one nation to another. The reference to kings
being deposed in favor of more humble persons in 11.5–6 is a shorter restatement of Ben Sira’s conviction expressed in 10.14–17 that God destroys
arrogant rulers. In 16.4 Ben Sira restates in a more general way his earlier
assessment of 10.3 that intelligent rulers make a city “ﬁt to live in.”
It is probably not possible to talk about Ben Sira’s views of kings and kingship without speciﬁcally noting the famous prayer for deliverance in 36.1–22.
In a rather uncharacteristic outburst of emotion, Ben Sira pleads with God
to have mercy and pity on his people.24 Ben Sira in these verses constructs
foreign nations as enemies of Israel, and he asks God to show them his might
(v. 3), to rouse his anger (v. 8), to pour out his wrath (v. 8), to “crush the
heads of hostile rulers who say: ‘There is no one but ourselves’” (v. 12). In
this latter verse, Ben Sira evokes the stock image of the arrogant king whom
God will destroy because of insolence that he employs elsewhere (see above).
Ben Sira pleads for more than deliverance, however. He implores God: “Fill
Zion with your majesty and your temple with your glory” (v. 19); he hopes
for a revitalization of Israel, free from foreign domination and with God as
its sovereign (Wright 1999: 84). Even in this passionate plea, however, Ben
Sira’s views reﬂect those we have seen elsewhere in the book.
PRAISE OF THE ANCESTORS (SIR . 44 –50)

In Sirach 44–50, which forms a relatively independent section of the book,
Ben Sira praises a select group of “historical ﬁgures” that range from Adam
to Ben Sira’s contemporary, the high priest Simon II. For the most part, Ben
Sira’s reports on these people depend on the traditions found in the Jewish
scriptures, but he tweaks them in some interesting and important ways. The
exact form and purpose of this section remain a matter of scholarly discussion, but one of Ben Sira’s clear interests is in the political leadership of Israel.25 Along the way, Ben Sira focuses on several kings, both good and bad,
and he articulates an ideology of Israelite kingship that Martha Himmelfarb
argues is distinctly his (Himmelfarb 2000).
When looking at how Ben Sira constructs kingship in the Praise of the
Ancestors we see that he subtly builds an argument for a royal priesthood
while downplaying the importance of the Israelite monarchs all the while
remaining close to the biblical narratives. He does not ascribe royal attributes
to some biblical ﬁgures who were not kings, but for whom we might expect
such descriptions. So, for example, Ben Sira does not portray Moses using
royal language or metaphors, as does Ezekiel the Tragedian in his Exagoge.26
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He does, however, ascribe royal characteristics to the three most important
priests in his list: Aaron, Phinehas, and Simon II. He pays substantial attention to Aaron, more than to any other ﬁgure except Simon II. Much of Ben
Sira’s notice of Aaron derives from biblical tradition, but he makes the
signiﬁcant addition of giving him a “golden crown” (zp trf[), an attribute
that Ben Sira himself contributes and that highlights Aaron’s royal status
(Himmelfarb 2000: 95). Moreover, Ben Sira characterizes the covenant with
Aaron using the language of royal covenant from Psalm 89.30, which laments
the loss of the Davidic king. Thus Ben Sira’s report does double duty; it connects Aaron’s priesthood with monarchical privilege, but at the same time
it also alludes to the ultimate failure of the Davidic kingship (Himmelfarb
2000: 95).
Phinehas, as well, acquires royal attributes in Ben Sira’s construction. He
makes much of the covenant with Phinehas, characterizing it, like the biblical tradition, as eternal, an attribute that Phinehas’s covenant shares with
Aaron’s (cf. 45.7). Phinehas is also crowned (rf[mh) with glory (45.26). In
this verse Ben Sira employs the same root for the verb as he used previously
for Aaron’s crown. Ben Sira also juxtaposes the notice of Phinehas’s covenant
with that of David (45.24–25), and while the Hebrew differs from the Greek
and is difﬁcult to construe, Himmelfarb notes that “the import of the comparison is the superiority of the priestly covenant to the Davidic covenant”
(Himmelfarb 2000: 95). Later Ben Sira invokes Phinehas’s covenant speciﬁcally with Simon II using the language he also used with Aaron (cf. 50.24)
(Himmelfarb 2000: 96).
The high priest Simon II, the subject of a long paean in chapter 50, receives praise for taking on a kingly role, particularly in his care for the city
of Jerusalem and its people. In his actions Ben Sira describes him like Zerubbabel since he repaired the temple (50.1–2), like Nehemiah since he rebuilt
walls (50.2, 4), and like Hezekiah since he provided the city with water (50.3).
“He considered how to save his people from ruin and fortiﬁed the city against
siege” (50.4). He acts precisely how the intelligent ruler/king of 10.3 would
act. Verses 5–21 describe Simon’s conduct as high priest and his glorious visage as he left the temple. In Simon II the dual roles of king and priest, a state
of affairs that reﬂects the situation on the ground in Ben Sira’s time, receive
his full approbation (see Rajak 1996: 102–3).
By contrast, when he relates the stories of Israel’s kings, Ben Sira does not
usually single them out by means of the language of kingship that he uses
elsewhere in the book unless it is already part of the biblical narrative. The
positive characteristics that Ben Sira prescribes for kings and rulers are remarkably absent from his descriptions of those whom he highlights in chapters 44–50. I cannot say with certainty that their absence indicates a deliberate strategy by Ben Sira to downplay the Israelite monarchy, but the fact
that he does pursue such a plan in other ways increases the probability that
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it does. Ben Sira, of course, extols David, but even in his praise he subtly works
around his kingship. David, for instance, may be set apart from the rest of
Israel to be king, but Ben Sira is silent about his possession of the qualities
such as compassion, mercy, or justice that an ideal king should have. Without mentioning a Davidic covenant, Ben Sira calls David’s “power” (literally
“horn”) eternal, and, although the Greek translation contains a “covenant”
with David, the Hebrew of 47.11 refers instead to a “law of kingship” (qj
tklmm) (Himmelfarb 2000: 96).
If Ben Sira seems somewhat ambivalent about David’s legacy, Solomon
probably comes in for the most critical treatment. Solomon’s youth represents a time of peace and prosperity, but Ben Sira follows that notice with
remarks condemning the royal behavior of David’s son. He places his comment that Solomon amassed “gold like tin and silver like lead,” a notice that
reﬂects the biblical tradition (cf. 1 Kgs. 10.21, 27), in a rhetorically strategic position, directly before his criticism of the king for taking so many foreign wives, also a piece of the biblical story. The attentive reader will recall
Ben Sira’s critical remarks in 8.2 and 10.8 about the uneasy relationship between monarchs and wealth. He thus creates a negative impression of
Solomon’s acquisition of wealth without going beyond what the scriptural
account relates. By taking many wives and accumulating great wealth,
Solomon violated the Deuteronomic “laws of the king.” Himmelfarb argues
that this criticism serves as a mechanism for undercutting the biblical claim
to Solomon’s wisdom by arguing that he has betrayed that wisdom by transgressing the law. Moreover, in chapter 50 Ben Sira further emphasizes
Solomon’s forfeiture by associating wisdom with the high priest Simon II
when he recalls the language of chapter 24 in which Lady Wisdom serves in
the Jerusalem temple (Himmelfarb 2000: 97).
In general the positive kingly qualities and deeds encountered in Ben
Sira’s descriptions of these men can already be found in the biblical narratives in which they appear. So, for example, when he writes that Hezekiah
brought water into Jerusalem—a deed that a good king would be expected
to perform—Ben Sira most likely takes it from the Deuteronomic history
(cf. 2 Kgs. 20.20). And in general, Ben Sira accepts the assessment given in
the Deuteronomic history, that only three kings—David, Hezekiah, and
Josiah—deserve praise; the rest were sinners (49.4). The sinfulness of these
kings brought an end to monarchy in Judea and resulted in Israel’s exile
into foreign lands. This notice further serves as evidence that the entire institution of monarchy is fundamentally ﬂawed (Himmelfarb 2000: 96). Of
postexilic ﬁgures, Ben Sira brieﬂy praises Zerubbabel and Joshua the high
priest for rebuilding the temple, and Nehemiah for refortifying Jerusalem
with walls.
Of course, one might well conclude that the qualities that Ben Sira ascribes to the Israelite kings he discusses are what they are precisely because
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the biblical traditions emphasize these particular ones as the qualities of good
kings. While some of their accomplishments resemble just the sort of benefactions that a Hellenistic monarch might be expected to provide for his
people, the absence of the speciﬁc language of benefaction anywhere in the
Praise of the Ancestors probably indicates that Ben Sira was not dependent
for these reports on Hellenistic conceptions of kingship, such as might have
existed in the peri basileias literature. His general descriptions of good and
bad kingly behavior more likely reﬂect a distillation or generalization of the
qualities that the biblical traditions ascribe to individual monarchs employed
in the service of a broader argument that Israel really has no need for a secular monarch. The ofﬁce of a royal priest represents not only the current
circumstances, but even more, what God intended. Ben Sira’s ideal priestly
ruler probably reﬂects his acceptance of the Deuteronomic history’s report
that the monarchy in Israel had less than auspicious beginnings, and thus
was in some way problematic from its inception, a position that enables Ben
Sira to reinforce another overarching agenda, to establish that God is the
true and only king of the cosmos and of Israel.

Looking back over what Ben Sira says about kings and kingship, it seems safe
to say that even though some issues that he emphasizes must also have been
treated in the Greek peri basileias literature, he does not appear to draw upon
such literature to construct a paradigm for ideal kingship. I think that the
primary models for Ben Sira’s ideal king are God himself and to a degree
the “good” monarchs of Israel’s past. In one passage, 36.1–22, Ben Sira yearns
for a time when God will again exercise directly his sovereignty over Israel.
The ideal human ruler, like the good kings of Israel, imitates the divine
monarch, all the while humbled by the fact that Jewish law and nature itself
reinforce that he is not exalted above other human beings. The law expressly
forbids the king from magnifying himself above other members of the community, and the realization that even the king’s body decays, dies, and is consumed should temper the potential pride of monarchy. While at times it
appears as if Ben Sira indirectly addresses the realities of contemporary
human rulers, such as the Ptolemies or Seleucids, his language is vague
enough to function as critique while he presents it as proverb.
Yet I suspect that Ben Sira’s primary aim was not (1) to take on Ptolemaic
and Seleucid monarchs, even if he might criticize them now and again, or
(2) to argue for a high priest who would also ﬁll the role of monarch. By
grounding his general comments about rulers, kings, and kingship in his description of the God who reigns over the world and over Israel and by reining in the ability of the monarch to exalt himself, Ben Sira presents a view
of the world that he ﬁnds more conducive to his own scribal values. He expresses his view succinctly in 10.19–24:
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19. Whose offspring are worthy of honor?
Human offspring.
Whose offspring are worthy of honor?
Those who fear the Lord.
Whose offspring are unworthy of honor?
Human offspring.
Whose offspring are unworthy of honor?
Those who break the commandments.
20. Among family members their leader is worthy of honor,
but those who fear the Lord are worthy of honor in his eyes.
22. The rich, the eminent, and the poor—
their glory is the fear of the Lord.
23. It is not right to despise one who is intelligent but poor,
and it is not proper to honor one who is sinful.
24. The prince and the judge and the ruler are honored,
but none of them is greater than the one who fears the Lord.
25. Free citizens will serve a wise servant,
and an intelligent person will not complain. (NRSV)

In each instance fear of the Lord, a central notion in Ben Sira, trumps social position, whether it be high or low. Yet Ben Sira constructs the three
social contexts of verses 20–24 a little differently in each case. In the family,
the leader (çar, hJgouvmenoˇ) ﬁnds family members who fear the Lord worthy
of honor. Among the rich, eminent, and poor, “their glory is in the fear of
the Lord.” That is, fear of the Lord levels somewhat the social differences.
Most importantly for my purposes, with princes, judges, and rulers, those
who presumably sit in positions of authority at the top of the social heap in
Ben Sira’s world, none of them sits higher than the one who fears the Lord.
What Ben Sira effectively does in these verses is to construct an alternative set of values that provides what Claudia Camp and I have called “an ideological alternative to conventional material values,” and he implicitly reorders the existing social hierarchy into a social order where fear of the Lord
becomes the essential value that determines one’s status.27 In this alternative
social hierarchy, the sage, who in practice occupies the best position for cultivating fear of the Lord, potentially vaults to the top. Ben Sira’s concern for
constructing a social order based on what he considers to be more meaningful criteria than those operative in his world is tied into the system of honor
and shame that conditions so much of his teaching.28 Camp and I have argued that in his instruction about riches and poverty Ben Sira pursues the
identical goal of trying to redeﬁne those central social values that determine
status (Wright and Camp 2001). Ultimately, then, in his reﬂections on rulers,
kings, and kingship Ben Sira might not be worried so much about those foreign kings who exercise power over Judea (although, as we have seen, he
does not necessarily ignore them), or even the ruling priestly elite whom he
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serves.29 What concerns him are the values that determine social position
and status. The foundations of Ben Sira’s teaching, the biblical and Israelite
wisdom traditions, offer the best ideological base from which to construct
that ideal social world, because even if Ben Sira knew the Greek traditions,
they would not really take him where he wanted to go. In Hellenistic conceptions the king still retains his full authoritative status at the top rung of
the ladder. As part of his agenda, Ben Sira seeks to construct an alternative
social hierarchy in which the sage occupies his legitimate place (at least in
Ben Sira’s eyes)—one where kings and rulers, despite having authority and
worldly status, are no more exalted than anyone else, and where God reigns
at the head, followed by the Torah-learned sage.
NOTES

1. For the designation scribe/sage, see Horsley and Tiller 2002.
2. Wright 1999. For more detailed description of the relations between the
Ptolemies and the Seleucids than is possible here, see Gera 1998; Tcherikover 1959;
Chamoux 2003.
3. See Rajak 1996: 101–3, 106–7, where she problematizes the issue of “Hellenism.”
4. See Sanders (1983) who argues for Ben Sira’s use of the Greek elegiac poet
Theognis (sixth century b.c.e.) and Egyptian wisdom traditions. Ben Sira probably
quotes Homer as well in 14.18.
5. See Wright 1997: 189–222; Wright and Camp 2001: 153–74.
6. For some general descriptions of Hellenistic kingship and the ruler cult I have
consulted Walbank 1992; Mendels 1992; Koester 1982: vol. 1, 31–37. For the Seleucid
empire, see Sherwin-White and Kuhrt 1993: 116–18.
7. On the high priest as ruler, see the essay by Arie van der Kooij in this volume.
See also Horsley and Tiller 2002: 93–96.
8. See Wright and Camp 2001: 162–63; Horsley and Tiller 2002: 99–103.
9. Horsley and Tiller 2002: 82 (cf. 81–84). For discussion of the problem of the
aristocracy in Jerusalem, see Wright and Camp 2001: 162–68. Our analysis is heavily indebted to Horsley and Tiller 2002. And, as is clear from the equivalents listed
above, the Greek translation does not consistently represent each Hebrew term.
10. The exception is the term “the great,” which in the Greek translation does
not necessarily refer to a ruler. Where Ben Sira’s Hebrew is relatively certain I have
included the passage in my analysis. In general, where Hebrew and Greek are extant
I give both. If I provide only the Greek, the reader may assume that no Hebrew text
has survived for that passage.
11. NRSV. It seems likely to me that a reference to God as King stood in the Hebrew, although no Hebrew is extant for this verse. It is missing in MS B from the Cairo
Geniza owing to parablepsis, as many commentators note. See, for example, Skehan
and Di Lella 1987: 549 and Segal 1958: 346. Skehan and Di Lella do not think that
the Greek pambasilei¸, which they clearly regard as exegetical, would have had any
Hebrew counterpart, because the absence of the verse in MS B can be explained via
homoioteleuton, which requires the Hebrew clause to end with ˜wyl[. They reconstruct
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on the basis of the Greek and Syriac, ˜wyl[ lal. Segal proposes ˜wyl[ ˚lml as another
possibility, which could well have resulted in what the Greek now has.
12. On this literature, its possible scope, and our ability to reconstruct its contents, see Murray in this volume.
13. See, for example, Sanders 1983, and his claims about Theognis.
14. On the symposium as a digression and the issue of kingship, see Honigman
2003: 13–35. On the peri basileias literature and Aristeas, see Hadas 1951: 40–43 and
Murray 1967: 337–71.
15. The translation follows Hebrew MS A. The Greek reads: “And a leader of a
people is wise in/by his word.” The longer Greek text may be conditioned by the
next verse, which concerns speech.
16. See the notes to the symposium section for some possible sources for the material on kingship in Hadas 1951. See also Murray 1987; Zuntz 1959a: 21–36.
17. Interestingly, in 254 the Greek ideal of control of one’s passions is attributed
to God, and thus in a way Aristeas also makes God the paradigmatic king. The king
should rule without passion, because that is how God rules. On the latter idea, in
Philo as well as Aristeas, cf. Rajak in this volume, p. 114.
18. For the biblical tradition on kingship, see also Alexander and Alexander in
this volume.
19. On numismatic evidence, see Fleischer 1996: 28–40.
20. See particularly Skehan and Di Lella (1987: 224), who argue that it is veiled
criticism that avoids getting Ben Sira into trouble.
21. Wright 1999: 81–82; Skehan and Di Lella 1987: 224.
22. On the arrogance of bad kings, see also Rajak in this volume.
23. Skehan and Di Lella (1987: 224) think this verse reﬂects the sudden death
of Ptolemy IV.
24. For arguments on why these verses should not be excised from Ben Sira and
for suggestions as to why Ben Sira is so uncharacteristically emotional here, see Wright
1999: 83–85, 90–92.
25. On this section, see Mack 1985 and Lee 1986.
26. On Ezekiel’s Exagoge, see Holladay 1989: 301–529 and Jacobson 1983.
27. Wright and Camp 2001: 169. But see especially pages 167–73, where we argue for the same kind of reordering of values with regard to the problem of riches
and poverty. See the comments by Horsley and Tiller 2002: 101–2.
28. Camp 1997: 171–87, and 1991: 1–39; deSilva 1996: 433–55.
29. One could construe the motivation for Ben Sira’s construction of legitimate
Israelite leadership in the Praise of the Ancestors in a number of ways. He might be
creating an ideal construction that he desires to see fully implemented in Israel, or
he might be attempting to secure his status with those who employ him by providing ideological support for an already existing state of affairs.
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Chapter 5

The Image of the Oriental Monarch
in the Third Book of Maccabees
Philip Alexander and Loveday Alexander

The institution of monarchy was all pervasive in the political life of the Levant and Middle East during the Hellenistic period. Not surprisingly, therefore, it is reﬂected in a wide variety of literature, and viewed from very different angles. It turns up in unexpected places. One such is the third book
of Maccabees, a work purporting to be history, but shot through with novelistic elements. The present essay will attempt to demonstrate that kingship
is a powerful subtheme of this text, and that 3 Maccabees offers a comprehensive and trenchant Jewish critique of Hellenistic ideas of monarchy.
THE THIRD BOOK OF MACCABEES

At present there is little scholarly consensus about any aspect of 3 Maccabees.
After a long period of relative neglect—the most substantial commentary on
the Greek text remains Grimm 1857—this puzzling text is once again attracting
widespread attention. Interest has been stimulated in part by its inclusion in
the apocryphal/deuterocanonical section of the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible, and this has resulted in it being favored with short commentaries in both the Oxford Bible Commentary and the Eerdmans Bible Commentary.1 However, there is scant agreement as to its time of composition, its
historicity, its genre, or its message. The present study presupposes that 3 Maccabees was written in Egypt around 100 b.c.e. The author probably did not
live in Alexandria, but somewhere in the chOra, possibly in Ptolemais in the
Fayum. His Greek is rich and vigorous, but somewhat idiosyncratic. It lacks
the sophistication both linguistically and intellectually of typical products of
the Alexandrian Jewish intelligentsia. It may be the work of a “country cousin,”
someone like a country Jewish schoolmaster, who was tasked with writing up
for ediﬁcation the origins of a genuine, if rather obscure, local Jewish festival.
92
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The key to understanding 3 Maccabees and its dating lies in its complex
intertextuality with 2 Maccabees and the book of Esther. That it bears some
sort of relationship to both these works has long been noticed, but the
signiﬁcance of this fact has not been fully grasped. To cut a long story short,
there are grounds for thinking that 3 Maccabees was written in reaction to
the circulation in Egypt of 2 Maccabees and of the original shorter version
of the Greek Esther. Both these texts were brought to Egypt from Jerusalem
in the late second century b.c.e. in an effort to promote the observance
among Egyptian Jews of two new festivals, Hanukkah and Purim. The observance of these festivals was pushed by the Hasmoneans as a way of extending their inﬂuence among Egyptian Jewry. Obviously Hanukkah gloriﬁes
the Hasmoneans, but subtle links between Hanukkah and Purim (well recognized by later Jewish tradition through numerous cross-references from
one festival to the other) suggest that the observance of Purim may also have
been promoted in the Diaspora by the Hasmoneans. 3 Maccabees is an expression of local Egyptian Jewish resistance to this Hasmonean pressure.
The resistance was fuelled ﬁrst and foremost by local pride. The dominant message of 3 Maccabees is that the Jews of Egypt are just as faithful to
the Law as any other Jewish community, and just as prepared to give their
lives to defend their ancestral way of life. They need no lessons in loyalty or
martyrdom from the Jews of either Jerusalem or Persia. 3 Maccabees promotes, in opposition to the two foreign festivals, an unnamed local festival
celebrated on the seventh to the thirteenth of the Egyptian month Epeiph,
a festival that commemorated the deliverance of the Jews from genocide in
the late third century b.c.e., during the reign of Ptolemy IV Philopator.
Local pride was probably stiffened by local communal politics. The Jerusalem priestly family of the Oniads prospered in Egypt and at the time 3 Maccabees was written wielded considerable inﬂuence in the Egyptian Jewish community. They were no friends of the house of Hashmonai, which they doubtless
held had usurped the high priesthood that rightly belonged to them. The political intention of the Hasmoneans to extend their inﬂuence through promoting Hanukkah and Purim would have been blatantly obvious to the Oniads and their supporters, and provoked opposition. It is surely pointed that
the godly priest whose prayer in the ﬁrst half of 3 Maccabees delivers the Jerusalem Temple from desecration by Philopator was Simeon the Just, an Oniad!
And the priest Eleazar, whose prayer likewise delivers the Jews of Egypt from
destruction in the second half of the book, was probably an Oniad as well.
The pious author of 3 Maccabees may have been further offended by the
godlessness of the book of Esther. Two versions of the Greek Esther seemed
to have circulated in Egypt. The earlier one was probably a close rendering
of the Hebrew text that we all know. It was this that seems to have annoyed
the author of 3 Maccabees. The second Greek version is longer and includes
pious additions that clearly never had a Hebrew Vorlage. Some of these ad-
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ditions appear to betray knowledge of 3 Maccabees. Greek Esther, therefore,
may be a response to 3 Maccabees, representing a second attempt to promote Purim among Egyptian Jews in a form that would be less offensive to
their religious sensibilities. All this is, of course, speculative and cannot be
substantiated here: it will be argued at length elsewhere,2 but it needs to be
stated in order to put the analysis that follows into context. The intertextuality with the Esther cycle, which is widely acknowledged, is particularly pertinent to the theme of the present paper.
THE CHARACTER OF THE KING IN 3 MACCABEES

Despite its lack of sophistication and its overblown rhetoric, 3 Maccabees is
a vigorously told tale. The author knows how to shape a narrative and varies
his literary textures with considerable skill. The character of the king plays
a central role in the drama. The story begins with Ptolemy IV Philopator’s
defeat of Antiochus III at the battle of Raphia in 217 b.c.e. After the battle
a Jewish delegation from Jerusalem comes to meet the Egyptian king, to express their congratulations and loyalty, and to invite him to visit their city.
Once in Jerusalem, Ptolemy, a connoisseur of ﬁne buildings, is impressed
by the Temple and wants to inspect the Holy of Holies. The priests are
horriﬁed and plead with him not to commit this act of sacrilege, but he persists. A hubbub ensues, but the king proceeds. He is prevented from entering the sanctuary only by divine intervention: God strikes him down with a
ﬁt, and he has to be dragged unceremoniously away by his courtiers.
The king returns to Alexandria in high dudgeon and decides to exact revenge from the Jews of Egypt for the humiliation he has suffered at the hands
of their coreligionists in Jerusalem. He issues a series of anti-Jewish decrees,
including one that forbids the Egyptian Jews to worship their own God unless they also participate in the state cult of Dionysus. The Jews attempt quietly to circumvent these measures, but when the king hears of this he is furious. He issues orders that the Jews of the chOra should be rounded up,
brought in chains to Alexandria, and incarcerated in the hippodrome outside the Canopic gate. This is duly done. The king is further enraged when
the Jews of the polis, far from being cowed by the fate of their rural brethren,
show them sympathy and solidarity. He determines that they will all die an
exquisitely horrible death by being trampled in a great public spectacle by
elephants maddened by draughts of wine and frankincense. Two attempts
to implement this cruel plan are thwarted by divine providence, but it ﬁnally
gets under way. The elephants march out of the city followed by a crowd of
spectators including the king, but just as they are bearing down on the huddled mass of Jews, God spooks them by a dreadful epiphany of two angels.
The elephants turn and stampede, crushing the Jews’ enemies, who have
come to gloat over their fate. The ensuing mayhem chastens the king, who
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has a change of heart. He acknowledges the loyalty of the Jews, orders their
release, and invites them to hold a seven-day feast at royal expense to celebrate their deliverance in the very hippodrome where they were supposed
to die. The king issues a letter countermanding his earlier decree against
the Jews, and giving orders that no one should harm them. The Jews of the
chOra return to their homes and celebrate their deliverance with another
seven-day feast at Ptolemais Hormos in the Arsinoite nome, where they dedicate an inscription and a synagogue to commemorate their deliverance.
The author of 3 Maccabees is no Charles Dickens, but he takes considerable pains to depict the character of the king. This characterization is
achieved in two ways, ﬁrstly through the narrative and the plot (by describing what the king does, and how he reacts to events, and by offering the heroes of the tale, Simon, Eleazar, and the Jews as foils to his reprehensible behavior), and secondly through direct comment on his actions using a rich
and varied ethical vocabulary.
The king is surrounded by a circle of Friends (Fivloi) (3 Macc. 2.26; 5.19,
29, 44; 7.3). This, in itself, merely reﬂects the realities of the Ptolemaic court.3
The Friends, however, in 3 Maccabees are more than simply high court
ofﬁcials who advise the king: they are drinking companions (sumpotw¸ n kai;
eJtai¸rwn) with whom he is constantly carousing (3 Macc. 2.25). The king seems
to be endlessly feasting with his Friends, and leading with them a disorderly
and licentious way of life (3 Macc. 2.26). The Friends are described as
“strangers to everything just” (3 Macc. 2.25, tou¸ panto;ˇ dikaivou kecwrismevnwn),
and as motivated by “malice” (3 Macc. 7.3, kakohv qeia), and they and the king
have a baleful inﬂuence on each other. The Friends, observing the king’s
evil purpose against the Jews, “follow in his will” (3 Macc. 2.26), but they in
turn stiffen his resolve when there are signs that he may be wavering (3 Macc.
5.39–41), and the king, somewhat unfairly, in the end accuses them of having led him astray (3 Macc. 7.3). A vivid picture emerges of a luxurious and
rowdy court. The description of the feasting in chapter 5 teeters on the edge
of farce. The impression conveyed is that life at court consists of one long
carouse, with the king popping in and out to issue orders for the destruction of the Jews. He oversleeps till the tenth hour (3:30 p.m. by Egyptian
reckoning, 4:30 by Roman), and his majordomo has to nudge him awake to
remind him that his guests are gathered and waiting (3 Macc. 5.14). His oversleeping not only keeps his Friends from their dinner, but makes it impossible that day to carry out his order to trample the Jews. So he postpones the
execution till the morrow. On the morrow, however, he has forgotten all
about it, and when his elephant master Hermon reminds him, he turns on
him for proposing such a preposterous plan and threatens to trample him
and his family instead. When he reconvenes the party, however, he recalls
his original order and summons Hermon to inquire angrily why he has not
carried out his wishes. His ofﬁcials who are at table with him have had enough
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by then. They remonstrate: “O king, how long will you put us to the test, as
though we are idiots, ordering now for the third time that the Jews be destroyed, and again revoking your decree in the matter?” Cunningly they pressurize him by threatening him with civil disorder if he does not carry
through his plan: “The city is in tumult because of its expectation; it is
crowded with masses of people, and also in constant danger of being plundered” (3 Macc. 5.40–41). The painting of the mad monarch and his dysfunctional court could hardly have been executed with greater gusto. Interestingly, the Jews are also described in 3 Maccabees as feasting, and at royal
expense, to celebrate their deliverance from disaster, but the author is careful to note that they abstain from “drinking and gluttony” (3 Macc. 6.36,
povtou . . . kai; licneivaˇ): they exemplify the moderation and self-control that was
so conspicuously lacking at court.
The most common direct charge that 3 Maccabees levels against the king
is “arrogance.” He is accused of qravsoˇ (3 Macc. 1.26; 2.2, 14, 26; 6.20), of
ajgerwciva (1.27; 2.3), and of u{briˇ (3 Macc. 2.3, 21; 3.25). He is uJperhvfanoˇ
(3 Macc. 1.27), gegaurwmevnoˇ (3 Macc. 3.11), and megalorrhvmwn (3 Macc. 6.4).
What the author has in mind here is not so much pride toward fellow humans as insolence toward God—the pride that provokes divine anger and
comes before a fall. It was this arrogance that led the king into trouble in
the ﬁrst place. He believed that simply as king he had the right to enter the
Holy of Holies in Jerusalem: he was permitted to do whatever he felt he had
the power to do (3 Macc. 1.12–15). He acknowledged no higher authority
than himself, and this made him ungodly: he is described as a[nomoˇ (3 Macc.
1.27; 6.4), as ajnovsioˇ (3 Macc. 2.2), as bevbhloˇ (3 Macc. 2.2, 14; 4.16), as
dussebhvˇ (3 Macc. 3.1; 5.47), as harboring “unlawful intentions” (3 Macc. 5.12,
th¸ ˇ ajqevsmou proqevsewˇ), and as “uttering improper words against the supreme
God” (3 Macc. 4.16, eijˇ de; to;n mevgiston qeo;n ta; mh; kaqhvkonta lalw¸ n). In the
end he is forced comprehensively to acknowledge the error of his ways, and
to recognize that he has to render account for his kingship to “the Ruler
over every power, the Most High God (qeo;n u{yiston)” (3 Macc. 7.9).
His psychology is subjected to a running commentary. He is depicted as
swayed by passion rather than by reason, and in consequence his character
is ﬂawed by an inﬁrmity of mind. He is often overpowered by rage (covloˇ)
and anger (ojrghv ) (3 Macc. 3.1; 4.13; 5.30, 47). But this anger alternates with
manic joy (3 Macc. 4.16, megavlwˇ kai; dihnekw¸ ˇ . . . cara¸/ peplhrwmevnoˇ). Because
his emotions drive his behavior he is unpredictable: his Friends marvel at
the “ﬁckleness of his purpose” (3 Macc. 5.39, th;n ajstaqh¸ diavnoian).4 He is
described at one point as afﬂicted by “madness” (3 Macc. 5.42, ejmplhqunqei;ˇ
ajlogistivaˇ), and even his ﬁnal repentance comes with a disturbing suddenness: “Then the king’s anger was turned to pity and tears (metestravfh tou¸
basilevwˇ hJ ojrgh; eijˇ oi\kton kai; davkrua) because of the things that he had devised beforehand. For when he heard the shouting and saw them [his sol-
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diers] all fallen headlong to destruction, he wept and angrily (met’ ojrgh¸ ˇ)
threatened his friends” (3 Macc. 6.22–23). In his ﬁnal letter of recantation
he himself refers, somewhat coyly, to the “irrational things that have happened” (3 Macc. 7.8, tw¸ n gegenhmevnwn para; lovgon).
Because he is swayed by passion he is a bit of a coward. He is no Pharaoh
able to harden his heart nine times in the face of divine miracles. One is
enough to bring about his collapse. The ﬁnal mayhem when the elephants
stampede leaves him “shuddering” uncontrollably, no longer master of his
bodily movements, a classic symptom of fear and cowardice (3 Macc. 6.20,
kai; uJpovfrikon kai; to; tou¸ basilevwˇ sw¸ma ejgenhv qh).5 A hint of his basic cowardice
may also be subtly conveyed at the beginning of the story. It is something of
a puzzle why Arsinoe, the king’s sister, but later in Pharaonic fashion to become his wife, is introduced. She was almost certainly mentioned in our author’s source for the battle of Raphia, Ptolemy of Megalopolis’s lost history
of the reign of Ptolemy Philopator, which Polybius also possibly drew on in
book 5 (79–87) of his Histories (see Walbank 1957: 607–16). In Polybius,
however, who is probably more faithful to the source than our author at this
point, both Philopator and Arsinoe address the troops before the battle. Our
author has Arsinoe alone speak to them, and at the height of the battle, when
the outcome hangs in the balance. And it is she who succeeds in inspiring
them to victory. The exotic and passionate way she does so (“with braided
hair hanging loose,” 3 Macc. 1.4),6 appealing to the soldiers’ raw emotions
and greed, may be unseemly, but at least she is not lacking in courage. Where
was her brother? Why did he leave this job to a woman? Again, 3 Maccabees
provides us with a Jewish foil. The calm, rational, and serenely digniﬁed way
in which both the high priest Simon in Jerusalem and the Egyptian Jewish
priest Eleazar face extreme peril, and quietly pray to God, is surely offered as
a contrast to the wild, irrational, and erratic behavior of the king and his sister.
The king is also depicted as extremely cruel (e.g., 3 Macc. 3.1, 25, 27;
4.14; 6.24). It is constantly stressed that his cruelty is of no ordinary kind (3
Macc. 4.4; 7.3, 5): he bends his mind to devise the most unnatural and painful
forms of death imaginable. He was the one who dreamed up the idea of having the Jews trampled to death by his elephants, and to compound his cruelty he planned to turn this massacre into a public spectacle for the entertainment of himself, his Friends, and the Alexandrian mob. He is twice
pointedly compared to Phalaris the sixth-century tyrant of Agrigentum (3
Macc. 5.20, th;n wjmovthta ceivrona Falavridoˇ ejschkw;ˇ; 5.42, oJ kata; pavnta Favlariˇ
basileu;ˇ), who was notorious for slowly roasting to death his enemies inside
a brazen bull so that he could hear them bellowing in anguish.7 3 Maccabees
3.27 speaks of “most hateful tortures” (aijscivstaiˇ basavnoiˇ),8 4.4 of “unusual
punishments” (ejxavlloiˇ timwrivaiˇ), 7.3 of “barbarous penalties” (xenizouvsaiˇ
timwrivaiˇ), and 7.5 of “cruelty more savage than that of Scythian custom” (novmou Skuqw¸ n ajgriwtevran wjmovthta). The picture that emerges is of a warped

Copyright © 2007 by The Regents of the University of California

98

rulers in greek-jewish texts

mind, given over to malice (3 Macc. 2.25, kakiva), that feeds sadistically on
the suffering of those deemed to be enemies: “So he [the king] . . . rushed
out in full force along with the animals to witness, with invulnerable heart
(ajtrwvtw/ kardiva/) and with his own eyes, the grievous and pitiful destruction of the aforementioned people” (5.47). Curiously, the king himself provides a foil to his own behavior. His decree ordering the Jews to be arrested
speaks of the “clemency” (ejpieivkeia),9 “benevolence” (filanqrwpiva), “sincerity”
(gnhsiovthˇ), and “liberality” (aJplovthˇ) with which he treats his subjects, and
especially the Jews (3 Macc. 3.15, 18–21; cf. 7.6). Nothing, as the reader well
knows, could be farther from the truth, at least as far as the Jews are concerned. The irony is heavy, but it serves to show that he has some idea as to
how a good king is expected to behave. Philopator knows the truth, but perversely does not put it into practice.
The Jews also once more serve as a foil. After their deliverance, they take
revenge on their enemies within their own community, who had apostasized
from their ancestral faith during the persecution (3 Macc. 7.10–15). The action of the Jewish authorities at this point may not be entirely to our liking,
but it is certainly meant to contrast favorably with the actions of the king. It
is stressed that the apostates had transgressed against the holy God and his
Law, and so fully deserved punishment. The king’s permission is sought and
gained to allow the Jews themselves to deal with the renegades, on the
grounds that “those who for the belly’s sake had transgressed the divine commandments would never be favorably disposed toward the king’s government” (3 Macc. 7.11). And only around “three hundred men” (uJpe;r triakosivouˇ a[ndraˇ) are in the end publicly executed, in stark contrast to the
genocide plotted by the king (which would have engulfed everyone—women
and children, the old and inﬁrm), and also, possibly, to the immoderate
slaughter that the victorious Jews wreak on their enemies in the book of
Esther (Est. 9.15–16: ‘The Jews who were in Susa . . . killed three hundred
people in Susa . . . and the Jews . . . in the king’s provinces . . . killed seventyﬁve thousand of those who hated them”). The suggestion is that everything
was done decently and in order, according to proper legal form.10
3 Maccabees does not totally blacken the character of the king. In the end
he sees the light and does the right thing, and there are hints at extenuating circumstances. This is understandable. 3 Maccabees is inter alia an apologetic work that has three quite distinct audiences in mind. First, it addresses
the Jews of Jerusalem, the supporters of the Hasmoneans, and informs them
that Egyptian Jewry needs no lessons from them in loyalty to the Law of God:
it has its own heroes of faith to celebrate.11 Second, it addresses the Jews of
Egypt and exhorts them to remain faithful, advising them of the disaster that
will befall those who apostasize. And, ﬁnally, it addresses the Egyptian authorities, should they have chosen to read it, and reminds them that the Jews’
observance of their ancestral customs poses no threat to the Ptolemaic state.
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On the contrary, it makes them better citizens. At the same time, however,
it warns the authorities that the Jews are under the protection of a powerful
God who will not stand idly by and see them harmed. It is probably with this
audience in mind, which may have been more imagined than real, that 3
Maccabees hints at ways of exonerating the king. It would surely not have
gone down too well with Philopator’s successors to suggest that he was an
unredeemable blackguard. That might be read as reﬂecting badly on the dynasty as a whole, and on Ptolemaic rule in general. Toward the end of the
book the implication grows ever stronger that the king was led astray by the
Friends: they were the ones who deﬂected him from the path of justice
through their wicked and malevolent advice (see 3 Macc. 7.3).12 There may
also be a broad implication that his paideia was at fault: a king who thought
himself above the Law of God (see 3 Macc. 1.2) can hardly have been well
brought up.
3 MACCABEES AND “ORIENTALISM”

From even a cursory reading of 3 Maccabees it is obvious that its portrait of
the king is stylized and stereotypical. Where does it come from, and what
are its antecedents? It clearly owes something to the Greek peri; basileivaˇ tradition. The vices that Ptolemy displays, the virtues that he so conspicuously
lacks, are precisely those that seem to have been highlighted in the peri;
basileivaˇ literature. The parallels, in terms of both vocabulary and concepts,
with the Seven Banquets section of the Letter of Aristeas (Aristeas 182–294),
one of our best extant witnesses to this tradition from the Hellenistic period,
are particularly strong.13 Among the virtues that, according to Aristeas, the
king should embrace are ejpieivkeia (Aristeas 192, 211), filanqrwpiva (36, 208,
290), and eujsevbeia (210, 229, 234). He should be e[nnomoˇ (240) and kalw¸ ˇ
a[rcwn eJautou¸ (211). The vices he should avoid include uJperhfaniva (211, 262,
269),14 rJa/qumiva (245),15 qumovˇ and ojrghv (253–54). Indeed, there seems to be
no feature of the ideal king against which 3 Maccabees implicitly measures
Ptolemy, and ﬁnds him wanting, that is not mentioned somewhere in Aristeas. This parallelism is all the more striking when we recall that Aristeas dates
from the same period as 3 Maccabees (c. 100 b.c.e.) and belongs to the same
milieu, the Greek-speaking Jewish community of Egypt. However, there is
no clear evidence that either text is directly dependent on the other at this
point. What we have is a community of language and ideas, which points to
a shared tradition. This suggests that kingship was of great interest to the
Jews of Egypt. It would have been of some practical concern, as they tried to
negotiate their often difﬁcult relationships with the government. They continued to speculate on the nature of kingship at least till the time of Philo,
whose extensive œuvre is peppered with observations on the subject.16
But 3 Maccabees was heir also to a Hebrew tradition of political thought,
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expressed in the Bible, which our author would have known in Greek translation. The Hebrew Bible has much to say about kings and kingship.17 Some
of it is outright antimonarchic (note, for example, the ironic, even sarcastic, description of kingship in 1 Sam. 8.11–18), but, taken as a whole, it supports the sort of limited, “constitutional” monarchy that seems to be envisaged in Aristeas and 3 Maccabees. Deuteronomy 17.14–20 stipulates that the
king should not live in ostentatious luxury, with a numerous harem, nor have
a large standing army, and, above all, that he should know and obey the
Torah. This was elaborated in the Temple Scroll from Qumran (11QTemple
56.12–57.21), at a time when, with the rise of the Hasmonean dynasty, kingship had once more become an issue in Israel. The Hasmoneans increasingly modelled their rule on that of the contemporary Hellenistic monarchies,
so late Second Temple–period Hebrew speculation on kingship contains, potentially, a critique of these Hellenistic models. Theorizing about kingship
continued into the Talmudic period: there is much on the subject scattered
around in classic Rabbinic literature (see Goodblatt 1994), and in late Hebrew apocalyptic texts (see Alexander 1991), focused partly on the pretensions of the Nasi (Patriarch) in Palestine and the Resh Galuta (Exilarch) in
Babylonia to royal status, and partly on the idea of the Messiah as an ideal
king—a line of thought that arguably reaches its culmination in the Middle
Ages in the section on kingship in Maimonides’ great law code.18 This Hebrew tradition, which has its roots in ancient Near Eastern law and wisdom,
should not be forgotten when we consider the background of 3 Maccabees.
It is highly compatible with the Greek peri; basileivaˇ tradition as represented
by Aristeas and 3 Maccabees. Its stress on the subordination of the king to
the Law of God is, however, somewhat distinctive and may explain the prominence given in Jewish Greek thought to eujsevbeia and cognate virtues in the
character of the ideal king.19
3 Maccabees overtly classiﬁes Philopator as a “tyrant”: the term is used to
designate his rule at 3.8 and 6.24, and at 5.20 and 5.42 he is compared with
one of the most notorious of the Greek tyrants, Phalaris of Agrigentum. This
categorizes him from a well-known Greek perspective and carries an immediate, if implicit, condemnation: tyrants, as educated Greeks well knew, were
a bad thing; tyranny was alien to Greek political mores. 3 Maccabees directly
accuses Philopator of behaving in a non-Greek way, like a “barbarian” (7.3),
or a “Scythian” (7.5). However, if we look at its portrait of Philopator in the
round, then we can argue that it has a more precise literary setting. It reﬂects
an ingrained tendency in the Mediterranean world during the Hellenistic
and Roman periods to see tyranny as exempliﬁed speciﬁcally by the “Oriental” monarchies, especially those of Persia, Babylonia, and Assyria.20 3 Maccabees implicitly portrays Philopator as a typical “Oriental monarch,” a kind
of Sardanapulus,21 an absolute ruler living in debauched luxury, and acting
in an arrogant, unpredictable, and ungodly way.
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Intriguingly this topos occurs in both Jewish and Greek texts of the period.
In Jewish texts it is found most obviously in a number of Oriental tales, belonging principally to the Esther and Daniel cycles, both of which were known
to the author of 3 Maccabees. Nebuchadnezzar, Belshazzar, and Ahasuerus
are typical Oriental monarchs, and the parallels between how they and how
Philopator are depicted scarcely need spelling out: the luxury and general
dysfunctionality of the court, the immoderate feasting, the baleful inﬂuence
of the king’s friends, the king’s irrationality and cruelty, his arrogance and
failure to recognize God, and God’s dramatic intervention to bring him belatedly to his senses are common motifs. There seems to have been an audience for tales of the Orient among the Jews of Palestine in the later Second
Temple period. This may have been in part stimulated by immigration into
Palestine of Jews from the eastern Diaspora, bringing with them their local
legends and their local festivals, such as Purim. It is astonishing that Purim,
which originated as a Jewish festival in Persia, should have been celebrated
in the end by non-Persian Jews in the West. Oriental motifs are strong also in
the Tobit cycle. Though immigration may have played a part in bringing these
Oriental stories to the West, it is the interest Western Jews showed in them,
and the way they adapted them, that are revealing. The Western use of Oriental motifs points to a growing sense of the East as exotic, as a place that has
different values from those that “we” in the West espouse, that organizes its
life and politics along different lines. It is important to grasp that the implicit
critique of Oriental monarchy in these Oriental Jewish tales is easily grounded
in classical Jewish sources: it dovetails with Hebrew political thought, which,
as we have argued, supports only a “constitutional” monarchy, subject to the
Law of God.22 This stereotype of the Oriental monarch gave the Jews in the
West a stick with which to beat their own rulers, be they Hasmonean or Herodian, if they were behaving in an unacceptably absolutist and arbitrary way—
a tradition of political protest that can easily be seen as continuing prophetic
criticism of the luxurious courts of Solomon and some of his successors.
From Palestine the Jewish image of the Oriental monarch was transmitted westwards to the Greek-speaking Diaspora, through translations of the
books of Esther and Daniel. There it met and readily merged with similar
Greek ideas of Oriental monarchy. These went back ultimately to Herodotus
and the struggle between “democratic” Athens and “absolutist” Persia. It was
easy to graft onto the Greek image of the Oriental monarch Greek ideas about
tyranny. The resultant composite image offered a ready and potent weapon
with which to attack Greek rulers, and to charge them with acting in an alien,
un-Greek way. This polemic began, by all accounts, as early as the time of
Alexander the Great, who took over many of the trappings of the Persian
court, and who required his Macedonians to render him the proskun;sis that
the King of kings had demanded of his subjects.23 It echoed down the subsequent centuries of Greek, and, indeed, of Roman, political life, at least to
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the time of Diocletian, who, when he introduced new elaborate ceremonial
into the Roman court was accused by some of “Persianizing” (see Alexander 1991: 287–95).
This Greek notion of the Oriental monarch could be illustrated from a
wide variety of sources, of which one of the most interesting is the Greek
novel.24 The material to be found there is particularly telling for our present
purposes because it is introduced so unself-consciously. The novelist is not
composing a piece of political philosophy or propaganda; he is artlessly reﬂecting the view of the world shared by himself and his readers. One of the most
striking of these portrayals of Oriental monarchy comes in Chariton’s Callirhoe. This was probably written in the late ﬁrst century c.e. (possibly in the
time of Nero),25 but there is every reason to think that it exempliﬁes attitudes
that had long been widespread in the Greek world. The action is set in the
fourth century b.c.e., at the end of the Peloponnesian War, and the “Great
King” of the novel is, therefore, the Persian Artaxerxes. In Chariton’s political geography there is a clear progression from Greek freedom in the West
to Oriental despotism in the East. Thus the novel moves from free, democratic Syracuse, home of the hero and heroine, through the politically ambiguous zone of Athens (independent of Persia, but defeated by Syracuse,
and dismissed as “a nation of gossips”),26 to Miletus and the Ionian coastlands,
inhabited by freeborn Greeks but ruled by satraps and “slaves” to the Persian
King,27and ﬁnally to the court of Babylon itself, which is described in terms
of full-blooded Oriental splendor worthy of Cecil B. DeMille (Callirhoe 5 and
6). Chariton constantly stresses the despotism of the Persian court: “All barbarians, you see, stand in complete awe of the King: they think he is a god.”28
Persian mores are repeatedly contrasted with the high moral standards and
principled behavior of the hero and heroine (especially the latter), who are
characterized as noble, free, and Greek. This contrast is brought out particularly strongly in the interchanges between Callirhoe and the eunuch Artaxates, the King’s most trusted adviser: “He was thinking like a eunuch, a
slave, a barbarian. He did not know the spirit of a well-born Greek—especially Callirhoe, chaste Callirhoe, who loved her husband.”29 Or compare the
conversation where Polycharmus urges the hero Chaereas to “use our deaths
to avenge ourselves on the despot . . . and to leave behind for future generations a glorious tale of how two Greeks, who were unjustly treated, paid out
the Great King by the suffering they caused him, and died like men.”30 The
moral qualities required to oppose this pervasive Oriental corruption are
portrayed as quintessentially “Greek”—exhibited in rather conventional male
form in Polycharmus and Chaereas, but much more dramatically in Callirhoe’s ability to outwit the scheming Artaxates:
Callirhoe’s ﬁrst impulse was to dig her nails into the eyes of this would-be pimp
and tear them out; but being a well-brought up (pepaideumevnh) and sensible
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woman, she . . . controlled her anger (th;n ojrgh;n metevbale) and spoke evasively
to the barbarian. “Oh,” she said, “I hope I am not so deranged as to let myself
believe I am ﬁt for the Great King. . . . You can be sure that even if he is not
angry with you now, he will deal with you severely later on, when he realizes
you have thrown the ruler of the whole world to Dionysius’ slave-girl. I am surprised that with all your intelligence you do not realize how humane the King
is (ajgnoei¸ ˇ th;n basilevwˇ filanqrwpivan): he is not in love with an unfortunate
woman, he is taking pity (ejleei¸ ) on her.” With that she hurried off, leaving the
eunuch standing there agape; he had been brought up in a highly despotic society, and could not conceive that there was anything impossible—even for
himself, let alone the King. (Callirhoe 6.5.8–10, in Reardon 1989: 95–96)

As in 3 Maccabees, the moral character of the King becomes the fulcrum of
the story. Barbarian princes in the novels tend to be stock characters. Their
autocratic position, which gives them complete control over their subjects’
lives, provides valuable motive power for the plot. But in moral terms they
are governed by the passions, and thus can be easily upstaged (not to say outwitted) by our morally upright heroes and heroines.31 The Persian King plays
a similar role in Chariton’s novel (precipitating the journey to Babylon and
falling in love with the heroine), but his portrayal is much more subtle. The
king is a moral subject, capable of moral choice, not simply an object lesson
in unbridled passion. He is shown as wrestling with love, trying desperately
to “philosophize” his way out of it—and, in the end, as being more noble
than his scheming courtier:
“Among Greeks and non-Greeks alike,” said Artaxates, “the only remedy for
love is the loved one; that, after all, is what the famous oracle said—‘He who
hurt shall heal’.” The King was greatly embarrassed by what he said. “Don’t
suggest any such thing—that I should deﬁle another man’s wife!”, he said. “I
am mindful of the laws I myself established and the justice I practise among
all men. Don’t ascribe such lack of self-control to me! I am not as far gone as
that!”
(Callirhoe 6.3.7–8, in Reardon 1989: 92–93)32

The irony is that in this case the eunuch is right and the King is wrong—or
at least his valiant attempts to do right are ultimately thwarted by the anarchic goddess of Love herself—but then, that was surely to be expected in a
romantic novel.
The broad similarity in outlook to 3 Maccabees is striking. The king in
3 Maccabees is, of course, “Egyptian,” and no explicit parallels are drawn
with Persia or Babylonia. The only “barbarians” with whom he is explicitly
compared are the Scythians (7.5). Nevertheless, seen against the background
we have just sketched, it is surely reasonable to suppose that 3 Maccabees
is depicting Ptolemy in terms of the stereotypical, tyrannical “Oriental
monarch”: he acts like a Belshazzar or a Nebuchadnezzar or an Ahasuerus,
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and the Jewish readers of the tale would surely have been fully alert to the
similarities. Even a native Greek audience, if our author had one, would
have had no difﬁculty recognizing, on the basis of their own traditions, a
portrait of a typical “oriental monarch,” whose behavior was foreign to truly
Greek ways.
JEWS AND GREEKS: A SHARED POLITICAL HORIZON ?

This analysis of the image of the king in 3 Maccabees, if correct, helps us to
place this work a little more securely in its historical and cultural setting. 3
Maccabees contains a serious political message. Drawing on language and
ideas indigenous to the politically moderate Greek peri; basileivaˇ tradition,
it offers an implicit critique of the concept of absolute monarchy. Absolute,
arbitrary power, as exercised by Ptolemy Philopator, represents a form of rule
typical of the Oriental monarchies, but utterly alien to Greek political values and the Greek way of life. What is so striking is how a Jew can identify so
easily and unself-consciously with such a Greek point of view. He ﬁnds no
difﬁculty in standing shoulder to shoulder with the Greek and sharing with
him a common political horizon: what is “barbarian” to the Greek is equally
“barbarian” to him. The reason for this is not far to seek: there is potentially
a substantial convergence between the Jew’s native political traditions and
those of the Greek. In Jewish political thought there is also strong criticism
of absolute monarchy, and the absolutist pretensions of the Oriental kings
are mocked. The convergence is real and allows the Jew and the Greek to
ﬁnd common intellectual ground, and, to a degree, make common political cause.
But there are also signiﬁcant differences. Speaking in very general terms,
the Greek opposition to absolute monarchy tends to be rooted in a concept
of innate individual liberty, whereas the Jewish tends to be rooted in a concept
of a Law of God that embraces equally both king and commoner, and that
prescribes limits to royal power. This difference has practical consequences.
As we hinted earlier, it may account for the greater emphasis in the Jewish
Greek peri; basileivaˇ tradition on the concepts of eujsevbeia and dikaiosuvnh. It
can also engender quite different attitudes toward political activism. In Jewish thought the ultimate guarantor of the Law of God is God himself, and
this can lead to the conclusion that punishment of a king disobeying God’s
Law can ultimately be left in the hands of heaven. The correct response to
a tyrant is, as in 3 Maccabees, passive resistance to the point even of martyrdom, and a patient waiting for God to intervene. This attitude has fuelled
Jewish political passivism down through the ages. However, those who base
their resistance to tyranny on a concept of innate personal liberty are, history surely shows, more easily stirred to take up arms and ﬁght to save themselves and their families from being “enslaved.”33
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NOTES

1. See Grimm 1857; Pearce 2001: 773–75; Alexander 2003a: 865–75. Other recent studies of 3 Maccabees include Williams 1995; Wills 1995; Barclay 1996;
Schwartz 1996; Gruen 1998; Alexander 2001; Cousland 2001: 539–48; Wills 2002;
Hacham 2003 [Hebrew]; Johnson 2004. There are ongoing dissertations at Reading (PhD, Clare McMaw, supervised by Tessa Rajak) and Manchester (MA, Kelly Neale,
supervised by Philip Alexander). See Rajak in this volume.
2. In the forthcoming commentary on 3 Maccabees by P. S. Alexander in the
Commentaries on Early Jewish Literature series (Walter de Gruyter). In the meantime see Alexander 2001 (“3 Maccabees, Hanukkah, and Purim”); and further below.
3. Note the precision of 3 Macc. 5.44, oiJ Fivloi kai; suggenei¸ ˇ. The behavior of the
fivloi and eJtai¸roi of the king in 3 Maccabees marks the corruption of an ideal. In the
Alexander tradition Alexander’s eJtai¸roi represented an egalitarian way of conﬁguring
court relations that was intended as the antithesis precisely of the Oriental court. The
Persian King was surrounded by “slaves,” who showed their servile status by offering
him the loathsome proskun;sis (see below). By way of contrast, Alexander was primus
inter pares: he was surrounded by “friends,” who could, if occasion demanded, speak
to him “man to man” (with parrhsiva) and rebuke his excesses. In 3 Maccabees, the
“friends,” far from fulﬁlling this noble ideal, egged the king on to wickedness and
were a large part of the problem. They behaved like typical Oriental courtiers.
4. In context diavnoia here clearly refers to the king’s purpose or intention rather
than to his intellect or thinking faculty. The charge of ﬁckleness here does not sit
easily with the claim elsewhere that he was ajmetav qetoˇ, “immutable” (3 Macc. 5.1, kata;
pa¸ n ajmetav qetoˇ; 5.12, tou¸ ajmetaqevtou logismou¸). The contradiction, however, is not severe. The idea may be that he was inﬂexible where, had he been more rational, he
would have been ﬂexible, and ﬂexible where he should have been inﬂexible.
ajmetav qetoˇ describes his ﬁxation on irrational or wicked goals.
5. The Greek is peculiarly awkward. LSJ 1901b cites uJpovfrikoˇ only from here. LEH
496a designates it a neologism. One is reminded of Belshazzar when he sees the writing on the wall: “Then the king’s face turned pale, and his thoughts terriﬁed him.
His limbs gave way, and his knees knocked together” (Dan. 5.6).
6. The motif of women behaving improperly and out of character is used again
at 1.18–20 to highlight a moment of great crisis and disorder.
7. The story is recorded in Polyb. 12.25.1–5 (Walbank 1957: vol. 2, 380–83).
8. The unusual verb ajpotumpaniv zw employed here underscores the unusualness
of the form of death. LSJ 225a gives the basic meaning as “to crucify on a plank,”
LEH 58a as “to kill in a cruel way,” citing Dan. 7.11 as the only other occurrence in
the LXX. Note Heb. 11.35, a[lloi de; ejtumpanivsqhsan. See Owen 1929: 259–66, and
Danker-Bauer, s.v. tumpaniv zw.
9. It is interesting that our author always puts the claim to “clemency” in Philopator’s own mouth. While he would doubtless have been grateful had the king acted
with clemency toward the Jews, he would probably not have rated clemency in itself
particularly highly as a royal virtue. Clemency, as Seneca well understood (Clem.
1.9.1–12), is but the acceptable face of tyranny: it grounds proper treatment of the
subject purely in the will of the king, not in law. C. Wirszubski, commenting on Roman politics, observes: “Cicero’s Pro Marcello and Pro Ligario mark a turning-point in
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the history of libertas, namely the decline of the idea that the citizen’s rights have
one guarantee—the law. The law as the guardian of freedom lost its paramountcy.
The very life of the citizen who had fought on the losing side depended entirely on
the clemency of the victor. A hundred years later Seneca addressed to Nero his treatise De Clementia. And if Cicero’s Pro Marcello and Pro Ligario represent the initial decline of the idea that ‘libertas in legibus consistit’, Seneca’s De Clementia represents
its ﬁnal collapse. The basis of Seneca’s reasoning in the ﬁrst book of his De Clementia is that the tyrant and the king possess exactly the same amount of absolute power,
the difference between them being only the manner in which they exercise it.
Clemency moderates the employment of power, it is a self-imposed check. Cicero in
his De Re Publica based the difference between good kings and bad tyrants on justice;
Seneca based it on clemency. Iustitia presupposes the existence of ius in its twofold
sense, namely right and law, whereas clementia is but kindness of heart” (Wirszubski
1960: 151–53). There is no doubt that as a good Jew the author of 3 Maccabees would
have been ﬁrmly on the side of Cicero and of old Roman virtue. See further below.
10. Ptolemy accuses the Jews of the faults that he himself displayed to so conspicuous a degree. The “charge sheet” against them in 3 Macc. 3.16–24 includes
wickedness, folly, arrogance, ill will, deﬁance, insincerity, malice, a contrary spirit,
disdain of what is good; they are followers of an infamous way of life, ill disposed, impious, traitors, barbarous enemies. The irony is heavy. These negative traits are seen
as endemic, as ingrained in the character of the people as a whole—a classic antiSemitic attitude.
11. On the question of local pride in 3 Maccabees, see Williams 1995; Hacham
2003; and, generally, Pearce and Jones 1998.
12. Cf. the behavior of the “satraps and presidents” in Dan. 6 (note esp. v. 16).
13. See the illuminating articles by Zuntz (1959a: 21–36) and Murray (1967:
337–71). A useful place to start analyzing Aristeas’s vocabulary regarding kingship is
still Meecham 1935.
14. Murray (1967: 356) comments that “the opposite of ejpieivkeia for Aristeas is
uJperhfaniva,” and notes (probably on the basis of Meecham 1935: 71) that the latter
is “the vice most often attributed in the LXX to kings: cf. Sir. x. 6–18.”
15. Meecham (1935: 289) notes the use of rJa/qumiva in 3 Macc. 4.8, where the negative connotations are not, however, strong.
16. Goodenough 1938: 86–120. In general on Greek ideas of kingship in the Hellenistic era, see Goodenough 1928: 55–102; Schubart 1936/1937: 1–26; Mooren
1983: 205–40.
17. A useful introduction to the ancient Hebrew ideology of kingship is Whitelam 1992 (with bibliography).
18. Yad: Melakhim. See Hershman 1949: 205–42. The absolute subordination of
the king to the Torah is challenged in Rabbinic jurisprudence by the concept of the
Law of the King (Din ha-Melekh), which comes to denote a system of state law parallel to, and sometimes even in conﬂict with, religious Torah law. The ramiﬁcations of
the King’s Law and the origins of the concept are disputed. It may have arisen from
a pragmatic acceptance of the fact that Torah law is actually unworkable as the basis
of state law (e.g., its penalties are mandatory and offer a judge absolutely no discretion), and, partly as a consequence of this, secular law even within the Jewish communities could not always conform to Torah law. Some modern Jewish legalists have
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invoked the concept of Din ha-Melekh in order to deﬁne the relationship between
Torah and mishpat civri in the State of Israel. Although attempts were made to justify
the concept from Torah, Torah law knows nothing of an autonomous system of Din
ha-Melekh (according to Torah the one thing the king does not do is legislate; he
scrupulously follows the Torah: see Deut. 17.18–19, and note 20), nor, for that matter, is it found in the Talmud. The concept of Din ha-Melekh is a post-Talmudic development (Maimonides offers a classic statement of it), and it would almost certainly
have been rejected by the early jurisprudents. See Elon 1994: 55–57 and passim.
19. In one strand of Hellenistic political thought, the king is regarded as the “living law” (novmoˇ e[myucoˇ). Pierre Carlier understands this to mean that “he was the
source of law and was accountable to nobody; his power was therefore absolute” (Cancik et al. 2003: ii, col. 522). Arrian (Anab. 4.9.7) criticizes, in rather Roman fashion,
Anaxarchus the Sophist for giving Alexander the impression that “anything done by
a king in any form is to be accounted just.” Cf. Alexander Romance 3.17: “If you must,
do as you will: a king can make any law unwritten.” This concept would have been
abhorrent to Jewish political thought. As Roland de Vaux rightly notes (1971: 150),
the one thing that the king is not supposed to do in ancient Israel is to promulgate
law (though see note 18). Philo uses the concept of the king as novmoˇ e[myucoˇ to characterize Moses (Vita Mosis 2.4) and the patriarchs (De Abrahamo 5), but he probably
means by this not that they were in any sense above law or made their own law or
were absolute sources of law, but that they were embodiments of the Torah. This would
be in line with later Rabbinic thought, which sees the great rabbis as Torah incarnate. Note the typically graphic expression of this in the famous depiction of Rabbi
Eliezer ben Hyrcanus, stretched out on his deathbed, as resembling a Torah scroll
about to be rolled up (Avot deRabbi Natan A25; Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 68a).
The actions (ma casim) of a great rabbi can be cited as evidence on a point of law, in
the absence of an explicit ruling attributed to him, but he is a source of law only insofar as he exempliﬁes Torah. This idea has a history in Judaism right down to modern times: the modern Hasid goes to his Rebbe not only to hear him teach but to observe how “he ties and unties his shoelaces.” Cf. the rather jocular expression of this
view in Babylonian Talmud, Berakhot 62a, where the pupil goes so far as to spy on his
master in the privy and the marital bed, “because,” as he claims when the master rebukes him for invading his privacy, “it is Torah and I need to know.” One of the major themes of the book of Daniel is that the king is governed by a higher law—the
Law of God (“the kingdom of God”). Darius, interestingly, is subject to “the law of
the Medes and Persians which alters not” (Dan. 6.8, 15)—a broadly true reﬂection
of the role of dat in Persian political thought, which, ironically, may well have been
the source of the Jewish concept of the supremacy of Torah! It is against this background that we should read Rom. 13.1–7, and the implicit criticism of Herod in Acts
12. As the Puritans correctly argued there is no basis in biblical thought for the doctrine of the divine right of kings.
20. The concept of “Orientalism” has been hotly debated since Edward Said’s pioneering study (1980) attempted to deﬁne it. The phenomenon that he highlighted
in modern times has its roots in antiquity, in the attitudes we are exploring in this essay, which were transmitted directly to our own days through education in the classics.
21. Diod. Sic. 2.23.1–4; 24.4. The effeminacy of Sardanapulus, which comes out
in Diodorus’s portrait (he spends all his time “spinning purple garments and work-
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ing softest wool”!), is not obvious in 3 Maccabees’ depiction of Ptolemy, though it is,
perhaps, hinted at in the shocking role reversal of the king and Arsinoe that we noted
above.
22. We do not, of course, mean “constitutional” here precisely in its modern political sense (i.e., subject to Parliament). The constitution to which the king was subject was not a contract agreed between him and his subjects. Nebuchadnezzar’s “conversion” does not involve him recognizing any autonomous political authority, whether
in Babylon or Jerusalem or elsewhere, but the moral authority of God and his Torah.
The scribes, of course, argued that the king could not be his own interpreter of God’s
Torah but must submit to their interpretation, and that made him subject to political institutions over which in principle he had no control.
23. Stories about Alexander’s orientalizing tendencies offered Greek writers the
opportunity to explore the nature of kingship in general and of oriental kingship in
particular. It would be illuminating to make a detailed comparison of 3 Maccabees
and Arrian’s classic account in book 4 of his Anabasis of Alexander, which, though unquestionably reﬂecting strands of political thinking in Arrian’s own day (second century c.e.), also picks up much earlier ideas. The following notes are only suggestive.
Anabasis 4.7.3–5 records Alexander’s adoption of Persian customs and dress. Arrian
expresses his strong disapproval but also makes a link with learning self-mastery
(swfronei¸ n). According to 4.8.2, “Alexander had already taken to barbaric ways in drinking as well”; 4.8.1–9 portrays a fateful drinking bout among Alexander’s Macedonian eJtai¸roi, which leads to blasphemy (to; qei¸on uJbriv zein, 4.8.4) and the death of Cleitus.
Alexander is egged on by the ﬂattery (kolakeiva) of his eJtai¸roi, but they also attempt to
restrain him (4.8.8). This episode is derived from Arrian’s Hellenistic sources, Aristobulus and Ptolemy (4.8.9). On drinking cf. also 4.13.5 and Alexander Romance 3.32.
Arrian’s direct moralizing comment at 4.9.1 is noteworthy: “Alexander I pity for this
mishap, since he showed himself the slave of two vices, by neither of which any selfrespecting man should be overcome, namely passion and drunkenness (ojrgh¸ ˇ te kai;
paroinivaˇ).” Alexander’s repentance, like Ptolemy’s in 3 Maccabees, seems excessive
and suggests emotional instability, but Arrian, like the author of 3 Maccabees, appears
basically to approve of it (4.9.2ff.). The proskun;sis controversy is recorded in 4.9.8–12.7.
24. This comparison does not imply that we accept the view of Wills (1995) that
3 Maccabees is a Jewish novel.
25. For this dating see Goold 1995: 1–5.
26. Reardon 1989: 33. For the political gradation, cf. Callirhoe 6.7.10.
27. The political characterization of Ionia is achieved from 1.11.7 onward, where
it is described as a place “where royal riches ﬂow in from all over Asia and people
love luxury and ask no questions.” Cf. 1.12.6: Dionysius as friend, fivloˇ, of the Great
King; 1.13.1: Dionysius’s house is prepared to receive the King; 1.14.9: Callirhoe does
not know if she is among Greeks or bavrbaroi; 2.5.11: Dionysius is a Greek and belongs
to “a civilized city” and is “cultured”; 4.6.1–5: subtle gradations in the relations between Dionysius and the Persian satraps on the one hand, and the Great King on the
other. To the former he is a “friend” (6.1), to the latter a “slave” (6.4, 8).
28. Callirhoe 6.7.12 (Reardon 1989: 98); cf. 6.5.10 (Reardon 1989: 95–96); 6.7.6
(Reardon 1989: 97): “ You saw how the queen knelt in homage (prosekuvnhse), and
went off in haste.”
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29. Callirhoe 6.4.10 (Reardon 1989: 94). Note on this Greek/barbarian contrast
Bowersock 1994: 41.
30. Callirhoe 7.1.8 (Reardon 1989: 101).
31. Note how the heroine in Xenophon of Ephesus’s An Ephesian Tale outwits
Psammis, the Indian prince, by exploiting the fact that although, like all barbarians,
he is governed by lust, he is also, like all barbarians, easily deﬂected by superstition:
“The moment he bought her, the barbarian (a[nqrwpoˇ bavrbaroˇ) tried to force her
and have his will with her. She was unwilling and at ﬁrst refused, but at length gave
as an excuse to Psammis (barbarians are superstitious by nature —deisidaivmoneˇ de; fuvsei bavrbaroi) that her father had dedicated her at birth to Isis” (An Ephesian Tale 3.11.4,
trans. G. Anderson in Reardon 1989: 153–54). Cf. Chariton Callirhoe 5.2.6, fuvsei dev
ejsti to; bavrbaron gunaimanevˇ.
32. The conclusion runs in the Greek: mevmnhmai novmwn ou}ˇ aujto;ˇ e[qhka <kai;> dikaiosuvnhˇ h}n ejn a{pasin ajskw¸ . mhdemivan mou katagnw¸/ ˇajkrasivan oujc ou{twˇ eJalwvkamen. On the
portrayal of the King, see further Alexander 2008, where Galen’s use, in his On the
Passions and Errors of the Soul, of the emperor Hadrian as a negative example of the
destructive force of the passion of anger is discussed.
33. We would stress that these observations are made only in the broadest possible terms, and at the level of political theory. Something akin to a concept of individual liberty can be found in the early nomadic and antimonarchic ideals of ancient
Israel. And there was, in practice, certainly no lack of militancy among Jews in the
Hellenistic and Roman periods: indeed, Jews acquired something of a reputation for
resisting oppressors by force (note, for example, the belligerence of the Qumran
group, which planned to take up arms against the Romans). But what is signiﬁcant
is how such resistance was politically justiﬁed. It is interesting how much Eleazar appeals to the “Greek” concept of liberty in his speech to the Sicarii at Masada (BJ
7.323–36). There can be little doubt, however, that there is a strong tendency toward
paciﬁsm in Jewish political thought, and this has become an issue in modern times
with the rise of political Zionism, and with Jewish soul-searching over why Jews did
not more often physically resist Hitler. It can hardly be denied that 3 Maccabees is
fundamentally paciﬁst in outlook, or that the classic Rabbinic political thought is
paciﬁst: see Alexander 2003b: 25–26. Cf. also Daniel’s apparent dismissal of the Maccabean resistance as only “a little help” (Dan. 11.34).
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Chapter 6

The Angry Tyrant
Tessa Rajak

Oppressive kings are familiar ﬁgures in the Hebrew Bible.1 The conﬂict of
Moses and Aaron with the obdurate Pharaoh of Exodus is the archetype of
confrontations. Manifestations of royal anger and their fearsome consequences are also a vivid presence in the minds of some of the biblical authors, as we shall see. But these themes receive added emphasis in the vocabulary or textual modiﬁcations of the translations of the books of the
Hebrew Bible into Greek; and they are teased out considerably further both
in a number of Jewish Greek texts associated with the Septuagint corpus (as
apocryphal or deuterocanonical works) and in other Hellenistic Jewish writings. They become, indeed, a preoccupation: such scenes play a central part
in a number of these texts. I shall attempt to describe the conﬂuence of cultural pressures and traditions behind these representations and ideas, before investigating a few outstanding literary embodiments of confrontations
with raging rulers and assessing their signiﬁcance.2
THE TYRANT, THE PASSIONS, AND ANGER IN GREEK THOUGHT

There is no doubt that Graeco-Roman portrayals have a major part to play
in the development of representations of royal auger, and they will provide
my starting point. The Greek characterization of the tyrant stands behind
the Jewish-Greek images. An inclination to anger is one of a bundle of moral
ﬂaws that characterize a degenerate autocrat. As conjured up in Greek writing, whether it be tragedy, history, or philosophy, the tyrannical ruler is endowed with a range of recurring negative and excessive traits arising from
his unbridled emotions—arrogance, pride, and contempt for subjects, suspicion and envy, luxury and lust, indulgence, cruelty, and bloodthirstiness.3
The understanding behind this portrayal is formed by philosophical theo110
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rizing on the nature of the emotions, for the essential point is that the actions of the tyrant, in contrast to those of the good king, are governed by
the passions instead of by reason.
But anger is perhaps the key reaction in the tyrant’s dealings with others.
Anger has a special role among the emotions, since it provides an immediate and visible demonstration of subjection to the emotions, of the inability
to subdue an upsurge of feeling.
When it comes to leaders, it is true that their anger can bring beneﬁts
when it renders them awe-inspiring. In general, however, unless entirely
brought under control and constantly managed, anger is a force whose effects are deeply dangerous when allied with power. Plato, in book 9 of the
Republic (579c), draws a key analogy between the tyranny of strong emotion
(qumovˇ) over the soul and the tyrant’s coupling of oppressive control over his
people with an absence of control over himself. But that is not the end of it,
for the consequence of the loss of self-control is a rapid loss of authority over
others as well. Anger then produces desperate, arbitrary, and cruel actions
and leads to the destruction of order.
The representation of royal anger, the “great wrath of kings, nurtured by
Zeus,”4 can play a dynamic role in narrative as the catalyst that initiates the
downfall of an Oedipus or a Creon. A ﬁt of rage may be a ﬁrst mark of a ruler’s
insecurity in the face of trouble or opposition; anger may be turned on enemies, on the wrong people entirely, or on all indiscriminately; it will be a turning point in the ruler’s fortunes; often, it is the beginning of the end.
Two classical Greek terms were most commonly used to denote the different aspects and shades of anger, qumovˇ and ojrghv. While qumovˇ, when used
in philosophical discussion from Plato onward, has a wider range of meaning, referring also to that element of the soul that generates strong feelings—
and in this wider sense it is extremely hard to translate—a clear distinction
was not really maintained between the two terms. In English usage, too,
“anger,” “rage,” “fury,” and “wrath” have different nuances but are not sharply
or consistently differentiated. The old poetical word covloˇ continued in usage, too, apparently referring to a more deep-seated and lasting condition.
In later Greek writing this term was quite often applied to the imagined reactions of pagan deities.5
THE EVOLUTION OF THE TRADITION

The literary links between rage and rulers are numerous. Herodotus has
anger as the characteristic vice of the Persian monarchs: while his Cyrus had
prudently mastered it, Xerxes gives way to it, and in the depiction of Cambyses it turns to madness.6 Rulers of tragedy rant and rave. A confrontation
with an angry tyrant is scarcely an experience to be embraced. Classical Greek
tragedy, nonetheless, did not ﬂinch from exploring such moments, notably
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in Sophocles’ depiction of the conﬂict between Antigone and the notably
irascible Creon.
The common portrayal subsequently serves to present the opposite of the
good ruler: a lack of self-restraint is precisely what distinguishes the good
king from the tyrant. As Greek monarchy became widespread, this distinction became more important. A key function of the evocation of bad rulership by philosophers was to serve as an oblique attempt to inﬂuence an existing ruler toward improvement, or at least against deterioration, and that
appears to have been the intention in a number of the well-known tracts written as advice to monarchs.7
For Aristotle, in the Politics, monarchy could be both the best of systems—
if a superhuman ruler could be found8—and also the worst. A HellenisticJewish text provides one of the best illustrations of the point: in the banqueting
dialogue of the Letter of Aristeas, the seventy-two translators respond to Ptolemy’s questions about how a ruler should conduct himself; there are repeated
exhortations to clemency and to gentleness.9 The constant refrain concerns
self-subordination to the Almighty, the source of all earthly power and the perfect model. The king’s question about how to avoid anger (qumovˇ) receives a
detailed answer in terms of the potentially fatal combination of power and
anger: the consequence will be the deaths of innocent citizens in large number (Aristeas 253–54). A simple (though, we may think, dubious) mental exercise reveals to the king that since there can be no opposition to his absolute
power there can be no reason for anger. Finally, in a remarkable contradiction of biblical tradition in the services of a philosophical argument, the divine model presented here is of a God who rules the world free of anger (ojrghv).
Anger gained increasing prominence among the destructive emotions in
the Graeco-Roman constellation.10 The emphasis on the need to master these
passions appears principally, but not exclusively, among the Stoics. Plutarch’s
dialogue “on not getting annoyed,” peri; ajorghsivaˇ, is known in Latin as De cohibenda ira, “on controlling anger,” and that is what it is essentially concerned
with. Anger, the presenter tells us, is dreadful and comical at the same time,
and that is why it is the most detested and despised of the emotions.11 In the
late second century c.e., the medical writer and teacher Galen, expounding the passions, puts anger at the head of the list, maintaining that “everybody knows that the passions are anger and rage (qumovˇ and ojrghv ) and fear
and grief and envy and excessive desire.”12
For writers in Latin, the choice of available terms was smaller; but, even
if the Latin ira does not have quite the same semantic range, it replaces the
Greek terms quite comfortably in the discussion. In early imperial Rome,
both the Epicurean Philodemus (in Greek) and the Stoic Seneca (in Latin)
drew out the implications of rage in rulers in works speciﬁcally devoted to
the subject of this emotion. “ While it is expedient,” writes Seneca, “for subjects to control their passions, especially this mad and unbridled one, it is
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even more expedient for kings.”13 At the same time the Cynics cultivated parrhsiva, freedom and openness of speech, in any confrontation, and by despising the powerful they taught how not to be intimidated.14 William Harris does suggest, however, that harmony prevailed between philosophers and
kings perhaps more than it should have done.15
OTHER VARIETIES OF ROY AL ANGER

It would be wrong to suppose that an awareness of the need for rulers to subdue anger was restricted to the Greek (or Roman) imagination. In a ﬁrmly
monarchic context, and from a very different perspective the Persian King
Darius, when he laid out the measure of excellent kingship on his famous
royal inscription, made a strong connection between the control of his temper and the considered justice of his decisions. Xerxes took up the same
wording in his own inscriptions:
Says Xerxes the king: by the favour of Ahuramazda I am of such a kind that I
am a friend to what is right, I am no friend to what is wrong. It is not my wish
that to the weak is done wrong because of the mighty, it is not my wish that the
weak is hurt because of the mighty, that the mighty is hurt because of the weak.
What is right, that is my wish. I am no friend of the man who is a follower of the
lie. I am not hot-tempered. When I feel anger rising, I keep that under control
by my thinking power. I control ﬁrmly my impulses. The man who does harm,
him I punish according to the damage. It is not my wish that a man does harm,
it is certainly not my wish that a man if he causes damage be not punished.16

As Amélie Kuhrt points out, this use of an identical text by two different kings
not only asserts legitimacy and continuity but also establishes key principles
to be regarded as the basis to all Persian kingship and designed to be spread
abroad. It is perhaps signiﬁcant for any consideration of the Jewish cultural
inheritance that part of this text, in an Aramaic translation, was found in a
late ﬁfth-century b.c.e. papyrus at Elephantine where at the time a Jewish
military colony was located.17 An Oriental element in the Hellenistic-Jewish
inheritance is not to be excluded, but the question is not an easy one to pursue.
By way of contrast, an instructive counterfoil to the various negative views
of anger is offered by the tradition of the medieval West, where the other side
of the coin is uppermost. Royal anger, ira Regis, is there often regarded as a
legitimate, potentially valuable instrument, endorsed for the very clear reason that it is appropriate to the representative on earth of a wrathful deity.18
DIVINE VERSUS HUMAN ANGER IN JEWISH WRITING

Scripture brought many complexities to the evaluation of anger. No one who
took it seriously could doubt that the God of Israel, effortlessly victorious in
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any clash, or any comparison, with mortal rulers, was a conspicuously angry
God. One way or another, this had to be accommodated. Among Jewish-Greek
attempts, we have already noted the contorted protestations of Aristeas. Philo
followed certain Greek philosophers in ascribing to his Deity the same lack
of passions they did to their gods. But then he could only explain the God of
Genesis 6.7, whose wrath, he observed, was such that he was ready to blot out
his entire creation, by resort to the strained suggestion that this description
was a mere ploy designed to frighten the foolish and the incorrigible.19
This was to move rather far from the spirit of the Hebrew Bible. There
we ﬁnd an extraordinarily rich vocabulary for anger. Among the available
terms, one particular verb, hrj (burn), together with the related noun, ˜wrj,
has a special role in denoting the heat of God’s wrath. These words are also
intensiﬁed in the combination πa, ˜wrj or wpa, the “heat of [his] anger.”20
The overwhelming majority of the appearances of those combinations are
with reference to divine anger, with a small number of exceptions. Of ﬁfteen
such applications that I have been able to ﬁnd, two alone are in the Pentateuch, two are in Judges, and there are interesting small clusters in Samuel
and Job. The terrifying punishments inﬂicted as a result of intense divine
displeasure, and their educative and redemptive force for Israel, are a familiar and recurrent motif, scarcely requiring illustration. A partly anthropomorphized anger fuels the enduring conception of a sin-punishment cycle, whose full-blown expression is perhaps to be associated with the
Deuteronomic stratum in the Hebrew Bible, but which makes its presence
felt across the entire literature.
This motif survives fairly strongly in Jewish-Greek biblical, or parabiblical, literature. The Septuagint translation did not seek to replicate the graphic
force of the preferred Hebrew terms for divine anger. However, the translators did what they could with qumovˇ and ojrghv, and they invented a combination, ojrghv qumou¸, the “anger of his ﬁery spirit.” While unfamiliar in Greek
literature, this became more or less the standard Septuagintal rendering. The
translators’ lack of interest in the more numinous covloˇ, which might have
seemed a natural choice to express divine wrath, is remarkable and calls for
explanation. That noun’s appearances are in fact conﬁned to just two cases
in the translated wisdom literature and then two in the third book of Maccabees, along with one appearance there of a cognate verb.21 This low tally
may simply be a reﬂection of the history of the word in Greek prose, where
the peak usage in the surviving literature seems to occur in the Roman era:
it is freely used, for example, by Dionysius of Halicarnassus. That explanation would ﬁt with the apparent, and unexpected, adoption of covloˇ by all
three of the later translators of the Greek Bible—Aquila, Symmachus, and
Theodotion—all ascribed to the second century c.e. 22 It was also quite acceptable to Josephus, and a favorite for the Greek Sibylline Oracles, where
it makes more than a dozen appearances.23 Equally, those strong pagan as-
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sociations may have deterred the original translators and called forth here
a characteristic strategy—staking out Jewish boundaries through the formation of new words and expressions.24
The language of anger from above thus possessed a thick extra layer of
meaning for Greek-speaking Jews. And the imperative of establishing proper
distinctions always made a place on their agenda for the critique of ordinary mortals, however powerful, who presumed to trespass on this territory.
These Jews received a challenging mixed heritage, and we can observe them
shaping it in different creative ways, as an expression of their Janus-like selfidentity and of their ambivalence toward the ruling power.25
THE PHARAOH OF EXODUS

There is a telling comparison to be drawn between the notable absence of
anger evinced by the Pharaoh of Exodus with later Jewish accounts of the
same episodes. In the Hebrew Bible, the problem is obduracy, the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart, bl dbk. The narrative of the repeated audiences of
Moses with Pharaoh are a medium for the proof of God’s supreme power
and his care for his people, Israel, and they contain none of the later, varied
language of anger and emotions. Pharaoh gives his orders as one who has
no expectation that they will be disobeyed, nor any anxiety about his authority. He simply metes out a suitable punishment to intimidate the Jews
and to stem rebellion. On each occasion the words are merely that he hardens his heart. Indeed, even this response is not fully Pharaoh’s choice, for it
is essentially the work of God, contrived to elicit the ensuing manifestation
of divine power. The ﬁnal act of engulﬁng Pharaoh and his chariots in the
Red Sea is described as planned by God to show the people of Egypt that he
is Lord. It is at the same time apparent that the act of salvation secures the
Israelites’ fear of God and their belief in him and in his messenger Moses
(Ex. 14.31). The relocation of previously misappropriated respect and glory
is thus an important motif. However, while Pharaoh was shown to be ﬂouting not only undertakings but established social regulations, so that the departing Jews are in effect enforcing their legal claims, the divine ruler, as
David Daube has brilliantly shown, acts not as a despot, but as the enforcer
of those claims, in the faithful exercise of a legal privilege.26
The Greek version seems to have remained faithful to the Hebrew in its
handling of Pharaoh’s reactions. This is not unexpected. The Greek ejsklhvrunen th;n kradiva n is a literal rendering of the Hebrew. But Philo in his Life
of Moses has Pharaoh extremely angry when he gives his instructions to the
overseers (1.89). This makes for a striking contrast with Moses, the perfect
king, who practices complete control of the passions. And Josephus, in his
version in the Jewish Antiquities (2.284ff.), injects a good deal of rage, with
a ﬁne pair of synonyms—ajganavkthsiˇ (2.284), prosorgivsqeiˇ (2.288). This
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rage goes together with contempt—cleuvsantoˇ (2.284), ejkfauliv zontoˇ (2.293).
The additions exemplify the historian’s tendency in his biblical narrative
to create realistic psychodrama by inserting the description of his protagonists’ emotions into the action. But there is more to it. In Josephus, Pharaoh
provokes God’s wrath—eijˇ ojrgh;n travpen (2.293), prosexagriaivnei (2.302). Although the same Greek word, ojrghv, is employed, the reader is left in no doubt
that God’s wrath is a phenomenon of a different order. It is due, justiﬁed,
and purposive, and it is set within precise limits. By contrast, the ranting,
raving Pharaoh behaves as a Greek tyrant, with his passions grotesquely out
of control.
ROY AL ANGER IN PROVERBS

The anger of mortal kings emerges as an ambiguous phenomenon in both
Hebrew and Greek wisdom traditions. When such anger features in Proverbs,
it is taken as a fact of life, an inevitable part of the pattern of monarchic behavior, and therefore pointless, if not dangerous, to criticize. Thus, in
Proverbs 16.14–15 “a king’s anger is the messenger of death, and whoever
is wise will appease it” (˚lm tmj, qumo;ˇ basilevwˇ), while powerful sentences
added to the Greek at Proverbs 24.22, but not found in the Masoretic Hebrew, and perhaps originally composed as additions for the Greek, are precisely concerned with cautioning both the king and the readers about the
formidable dangers of the royal anger. A ruler’s tongue is a sword, and if his
wrath is provoked, “he destroys men with cords, and devours men’s bones,
and burns them up as a ﬂame.”27
By contrast, the king has also the power to save: “In the light of a king’s
face there is life, and his favor is like the clouds that bring the spring rain.”
Is the author, then, simply speaking from the standpoint of pragmatism and
caution when he insists that “inspired decisions (μsq, mantei¸on) are on the
lips of a king, his mouth does not sin (or wander) in judgment” (16.10)?
The utterance does seem to contradict the author’s more usual, negative
stance; and these contradictions are only to a limited extent mitigated by
the oblique criticism of the powerful that is implicit in the instruction at
Proverbs 16.32 that “one who is slow to anger (μypa ˚ra) is better than the
mighty, and one whose temper is controlled than one who captures a city”
(makrov qumoˇ oJ de kratw¸ n ojrgh¸ ˇ).28 Such disparate and disjointed utterance is
of course in the nature of gnomic literature. But beyond this, we can understand well enough, in prudential terms, where the author is positioning
himself. Individuals and communities living under certain circumstances
should recognize royal favor as an element of their security and well-being.
Precisely for this reason, however grateful they may have cause to be, they
need to be alert and geared to adapt to changing experiences. They should
have no illusions. Thence derives the necessity of vigilance under even seem-
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ingly good rulers and of an understanding of the dual protective/destructive nature of their caprices.
In the popular Near Eastern text known as the book of Ahiqar and long
recognized as closely related to the Hebrew Proverbs, royal anger is treated
in comparable fashion. This widely disseminated story, with its attached sayings, had a long history in various forms and languages, including even
Greek. The familiar tale, set in Assyria, involves a wise hero who is the counsellor and seal-bearer of King Sennacherib but is betrayed by his conspiring
adopted son Nadan (or Nadin), who contrives to get him accused of working against the king’s interests. Truth and justice prevail only after a long
and fantastic series of events (although these events do not ﬁgure in the
important Elephantine version). The maxims of Ahiqar belong to a longlasting wisdom tradition into which the Hebrew Bible dipped. The earliest
surviving text of these is in fact a fragmentary Aramaic version of the ﬁfth
century b.c.e. in a papyrus scroll found in the vicinity of the Jewish military
colony of Elephantine in Upper Egypt (the provenance also of the Aramaic
fragment of the Persian royal inscription).29 The sayings seem to have been
presented there as a separate entity, rather than, as elsewhere, integrated
into the narrative. The composition was absorbed into the Jewish milieu: unlike the Elephantine version, more developed forms of Ahiqar are assertively
monotheistic, and there are connections with the book of Tobit.30 They offer the same cautious, noncommittal kind of advice on kings as biblical
Proverbs (whether Greek or Hebrew), and the mind-set is strikingly similar:
“Do not stand opposed to the king: his anger is swifter than lightening” (101).
And again (103): “ When a royal command is given you, it is a burning ﬁre.
Execute it at once, lest it ﬂare up against you and singe your hands.”
THE BOOK OF DANIEL

By contrast with Proverbs, and with the wisdom tradition, some biblical literature responds to the negative aspects of absolute power by displaying the
possibility, and the beneﬁts of, standing up to the tyrant’s anger in extreme
circumstances—beneﬁts dependent upon a good expectation of support
from a source of even greater force, the God of heaven. Notable are the development of the theme and the language of megalomaniac absolutism in
the book of Daniel, which in its Hebrew-Aramaic form was almost certainly
ﬁnalized under the Seleucids, at the time of the Maccabean crisis of the 160s
b.c.e. in Judea. In the Greek renderings of that book, both the so-called
Old Greek and the version ascribed to Theodotion,31 the familiar Greek vocabulary appears when Nebuchadnezzar is overcome by ludicrous and selfdefeating rage (Dan. 3.1,3) at the three youths’ refusal to worship the gigantic golden image, in direct deﬁance of his universal decree. Faced with
their assertion that their God will have the power to save them from the threat-
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ened punishment, the level of his fury rises yet further, and he displays the
classic extremes of behavior that thwarted tyrants resort to when their authority is opposed. The climactic moment is described thus:
tovte Naboucodonodor ejplhvsqh qumou¸, kai; hJ morfh; tou¸ proswvpou aujtou¸ hjlloiwv qh, kai;
ejtevtaxe kah¸ nai th;n kavminon eJptaplasivwˇ par j o} e[dei aujth;n kah¸ nai.
Then Nebuchadnezzar was ﬁlled with fury, and his facial expression changed,
and he commanded that the furnace be heated seven times more than was
normally required. (Dan. 3.19)

The essence of the description is a lack of control that extends even to the
king’s physical reactions. When, however, the three youths are miraculously
protected while his own men succumb to the ﬁre, the change of heart is immediate, and Nebuchadnezzar stands ready to acknowledge their God’s supremacy. Paradoxically, he is no less terrible, nor less tyrannical, when, contradicting his previous decrees, he ordains that all his subjects should make
the same acknowledgment as he has made on pain of terrible punishments.
THE SECOND AND FOURTH BOOKS OF MACCABEES

In the postbiblical book of Judith (which survives in Greek), the anger of
Nebuchadnezzar is contrasted with the calm and purposeful Judith ( Jth.
1.12; 5.2). This is then opposed to God’s anger, which is called upon to break
the king’s power. But the classic Greek-Jewish depiction of raging tyranny
and its martyred victims is to be found in the books of the Maccabees and
forms a central subject of three of the four books. All three composed in
Greek, they are datable only in the broadest terms—the second book perhaps to the latter part of the second century b.c.e., the fourth to the ﬁrst or
second c.e., and the third to anywhere between those two dates (as far as I
can see). Further research into the authors’ preferences of idiom and vocabulary may in due course have a better chance of reﬁning upon the contextualization than will scouring the texts for would-be allusions to precise
historical events. All three of these relatively short narratives are concerned
with pseudohistorical confrontations between a ruler and his Jewish subjects.
The so-called second and fourth books of Maccabees deal with the same confrontation, the torture and execution of a mother, her seven sons, and an
elderly priest for refusal to abjure Jewish practices supposedly during the
persecution of Antiochus IV in Judea in the mid-160s b.c.e. 32
It is in 2 Maccabees, itself an abbreviated version of the lost history in
Greek by Jason of Cyrene, that the literary tradition about these events has
its starting point, within the brief compass of two narrative chapters (6 and
7). Faced with the promised and just anger of God, Antiochus’s self-control
is blown to the winds. He becomes e[kqumoˇ (2 Macc. 7.39), and this facilitates
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his perversion and enables him, we are told, to treat the last brother to be
killed with even more brutality than the others. His offer of wealth and personal royal patronage (2 Macc. 7.24), that is to say, all those advantages that
mark out and guarantee his own standing in his world, are scornfully rejected
by the victims, who thus reveal that they set his royal position at nought. The
youngest brother’s conﬁdence that God has the power to provide for them
anew, even though the king has taken away from them every last thing under his control, makes the ﬁnal mockery of the king’s authority (pikrw¸ ˇ fevrwn
ejpi; tw¸/ mukthrismw¸/).
The spilling over of Antiochus’s facile reaction is brought into opposition
with God’s delicately balanced wrath. The much-discussed assertion made
in 2 Macc. (7.33), that the anger of the living God (oJ zw¸ n kuvrioˇ) will last only
a short time (bracevwˇ ejpwvrgistai), just enough to shock and educate his
people and then it will cease, is in keeping with the Hebrew prophets’ conception of a ﬁnite process of chastisement set in motion by terrifying but
temporally limited divine displeasure.
eij de; cavrin ejpiplhvxewˇ kai; paideivaˇ oJ zw¸ n kuvrioˇ hJmw˛¸ n bracevwˇ ejpwvrgistai, kai;
pavlin katallaghvsetai toi¸ ˇ eJautou¸ douvloiˇ. su; dev, w\ ajnovsie kai; pavntwn ajnqrwvpwn miarwvtate, mh; mavthn metewriv zou fruattovmenoˇ ajdhvloiˇ ejlpivsin ejpi; touˇ oujranivouˇ pai¸daˇ
ejpairovmenoˇ ( = A, V = ejparavmenoˇ) cei¸ra.
And though the living lord may be angry with us a little while, to chasten and
correct, yet he will be reconciled again with his servants. But, impious and most
polluted of men, do not get puffed up without a cause nor carried away with
uncertain hopes, lifting up your hand against the heavenly sons. (2 Macc.
7.33–34)

We may compare also the telling mention at 7.38 of the kind of anger that
is deﬁned as operating in association with justice (dikaivwˇ).
KING ANTIOCHUS IN 4 MACCABEES

In the dependent narrative of 4 Maccabees, where the story is encased in a
highly rhetorical philosophical disquisition, the language of tyranny is explicit and indeed more profuse than in any other Jewish literature.33 Antiochus’s fury here too surfaces just as the climax approaches, at the point
where the priest Eleazar has remained immovable and the seven young men
are brought forward. This anger waxes and wanes, but it dictates and explains
the extreme violence of the ensuing tortures, even if they are meticulously
contrived by the king and his henchmen and described in horrible detail by
the author. At the ﬁrst encounter, the tyrant begins by smiling sweetly, enjoying the sight of these well-built youths, expecting to succeed in encouraging them to eschew the old priest’s mania. But at 8.9 comes the warning
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that disobedience will anger him (ojrgivlwˇ diav qhsqe). Antiochus is additionally infuriated by such a display of ingratitude, having projected himself as
well disposed and eager to assist his subjects. It is the second brother who
utters the important warning to the foul tyrant that he will not escape the
judgments of divine wrath (ta;ˇ th¸ ˇ qeivaˇ ojrgh¸ ˇ divkaˇ, 9.32). The third brother
goads the tyrant to fury with his open deﬁance, parrhsiva (10.5).
The overarching framework of 4 Maccabees is a philosophikotaton logon that
declares itself as aiming to demonstrate that pious reason is master of the passions. The thumbnail sketch of the latter offered by the anonymous author
would have been familiar to any reader acquainted with Greek philosophy.
The author lays out what constitutes the major excesses of emotion (1.3) as
“those passions (paqw¸ n) that hinder self-control, namely, gluttony (gastrimargiva) and lust (ejpiqumiva).” He goes on to explain how these affect human action. It is also clear, he continues, “that reason (logismovˇ) masters the emotions that stand in the way of justice, such as malice, as well as those that stand
in the way of courage, namely, anger (qumovˇ), fear (fovboˇ), and pain (povnoˇ).”
The embedded narrative in the book is designed to show this working itself
out in practice. The very fact that the tyrant has succumbed to the unreasonable emotion of anger in the face of the martyrs’ reason is thus crucial,
because it takes us to the heart of the author’s agenda, and it substantiates the
manifesto set out at the opening (1.3). The moment when this ﬁrst happens,
at 8.2, is signalled as marking the inevitable overthrow of Antiochus. The regular labelling of Antiochus as “the tyrant,” tuvrannoˇ, with a wholly negative connotation throughout, is an important part of that framework. Other terms denoting absolute power, notably dunavsthˇ, are reserved for the divine ruler.
KING PTOLEMY IN 3 MACCABEES

A more complicated train of events gives scope to a broader and more extended set of tyrannical reactions on the part of Ptolemy IV Philopator in
the third book of Maccabees.34 It may be noted in passing that Josephus, perhaps correctly, ascribes a similar episode to a different period, the reign of
Ptolemy VIII Euergetes II Physkon, roughly a century later (Ap. 2.53–55).
This is, we are told, a tyrannical regime (turannikhv diav qesiˇ, 3 Macc. 3.8), and
the vocabulary of tyrannical unreason, excess and cruelty is exploited to the
full. We ﬁnd a remarkable repertoire of language applied to these hubristic
behavior patterns from the opening chapters, with the recurrence of particular keywords, especially the adjectives qravsuˇ and uJperhfavnhˇ. This king’s
addiction to drink, revelry, and sex is the dominating theme in the portrayal
in Greek historians, and 3 Maccabees shares some of their vocabulary, while
intensifying the picture.35 But the 3 Maccabees narrative stands out for the
way in which it is punctuated by violent gusts of royal fury, which at certain
moments take over and, in effect, drive the course of events.
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A brief summary is sufﬁcient here.36 The narrative of 3 Maccabees begins
with Ptolemy’s meeting and military defeat of Antiochus III the Great at
Raphia (in Gaza) in 217 b.c.e., the battle that restored Palestine very temporarily to Ptolemaic rule. A courtier by the name of Dositheos, born a Jew,
saves Ptolemy from an assassination attempt by a traitor, Theodotus (a ﬁgure
who appears also in the historian Polybius’s account of this period). In the
wake of this victory, the monarch proceeds through the main cities now under his sway, paying their various sanctuaries due honor, and comes in turn
to Jerusalem. His attempts to enter the Jerusalem Temple, for which he professes the greatest respect, are thwarted ﬁrst by the priests and then comprehensively by a divine epiphany.
Ptolemy takes his wounded honor and authority back to Egypt with him
and proceeds to avenge himself on the Jews of Egypt. His decree suppresses
their practices and requires that they be registered, taxed, and dragged off
into slavery and hard labor, after being branded with the ivy leaf of Dionysus—
the latter perhaps implying the enforced worship of a deity favored by the
dynasty. The registration comes to grief because of the sheer number of the
Jews and a shortage of paper. Some Jews submit, but the majority are to publicly punished in a hippodrome on the outskirts of Alexandria, by exposure
to ﬁve hundred drugged and intoxicated elephants. The overjoyed Ptolemy
arranges a celebratory banquet of the greatest opulence for himself and his
friends, which continues, with interruptions, almost to the end of the narrative. Rescue for the Jews is repeatedly delayed, once when Ptolemy is overcome by sleep, and again when he loses his memory. Finally, following a long
priestly prayer, a manifestation of the divine visage and of two angels sends
the stampeding animals back on their captors. Ptolemy is physically and mentally transformed by the shock, and he immediately turns his same anger on
his advisers. He allows the Jews to celebrate in honor of their deliverance
not once, but twice, all at his expense, and they establish a seven-day festival in perpetuity. Having restored their rights and their property, he allows
them to punish those who complied with his ﬁrst decree, and, with some
courtesy, he sends them home on ships. He now acknowledges the God of
heaven, their defender, as a powerful force behind the hoped-for continuation of his kingdom.
It is interesting that the author has at ﬁrst allowed us to see Ptolemy in a
potentially positive light, as a king getting his kingly role right. There is reciprocation in the expressions of support and congratulation by the subject
population, and especially on the part of the Jews at Jerusalem. These Ptolemy
acknowledges like a good patron, showing due reverence toward the local
deity. A pattern is here established, and expectations are at ﬁrst fulﬁlled.
Ptolemy again articulates the proper relationship in the letter he circulates
to his generals. This letter shows Ptolemy still claiming the high ground when
he turns on the Jews, accusing them of professing benevolence to his rule
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while harboring in reality quite another intent. He presents himself, by contrast, as a universal benefactor. But his actions now belie his words, for he assaults the Jews in the manner of the most extreme of tyrants. Moreover, he
is clearly wreaking disaster on the entirety of his own empire when he draws
the Jews of Egypt into a dramatic conﬂict with him. He threatens their total
extermination, and that is when they are forced to set themselves up in opposition to his ill-thought out, impulsive, and wildly intemperate policy.
The reaction of Ptolemy Philopator to his ﬁrst sight of the interior of the
Temple at Jerusalem could be described as in a sense already violent: the
shrine’s earnestness and good order are a tangible irritant to him. It is the
very orderliness (eujtaxiva, ll. 9–10) that arouses the strong emotional response
in Ptolemy. This is the actual trigger for his anger, leading him to turn away
from the apparently proper kingly behavior he claims to have so far exhibited. He has conquered the enemy and restored order to his kingdom. He
has visited his subjects’ sanctuaries; thus the gods were acknowledged, and
the reciprocal relationship between ruler and subject was upheld. Now he
feels his position slighted, and his response is furious.
By employing the passive verb (kataplageivˇ, 3 Macc. 1.9) the author exposes the weak king as prey to passion from the outset. The description of
his next move lets us know that profound trouble is brewing. His consideration of his response (ejnequmhv qh bouleuvsasqai, 1.10) combines the notion of
internal reﬂection with that of taking something deeply to heart: the seat of
reason and anger are seemingly conceptualized as the same place. Ptolemy
arrives at an irrationally unshakable resolve, and the business immediately
becomes a matter of his honor, its expression petulant (3 Macc. 1.12).
Ptolemy sets out his view of the proper order of things: kings deserve respect
above any priests. It is the confrontation with another powerful force that
raises, by degrees, the level of the tyrant’s seemingly limitless rage.
The next stage in the process is when Ptolemy’s emotional state begins to
damage his judgment, as he moves on into the Temple against all advice and
warnings. By means of the striking verb kradavnaˇ, “shaken,” divine power is
made manifest in the ﬁrst epiphany. This word appears in only one other
place in the Septuagint. Its use indicates that Ptolemy’s hold over his own
body is subject to divine control. No less than for Darius and Xerxes, Ptolemy’s role in the scheme of things is in reality subordinate to a higher force.
Unlike them, he does not know it. This could have been his ﬁrst reeducation, but it is ignored.
The greatest explosion results from Ptolemy’s inability to register the Jews
for the laographia. This is no ordinary ﬁt of temper; and language is heaped
up to describe his mind-set when he gives his orders to Hermon the elephant
trainer: bareiva/ memestwmevnoˇ ojrgh¸/ kai; covlw/ kata; pa¸ n ajmetav qetoˇ (“ﬁlled with
stern anger and rage and completely inﬂexible,” 5.1). Still, this seems not to
prevent Ptolemy from hastening straight back to his feasting, in a scene that
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has distinct comic elements.37 A little later, that same description of the king
as inﬂexible, ajmetav qetoˇ, is coupled with the perhaps surprising keyword logismovˇ (5.12), when the king comes back to the implementation of the plan
he had decided on. But the reader knows that the plan is in reality utterly
irrational, and the stage of madness the king has now reached is indicated,
on the one hand, by an association, made twice, with the archetypal cruel
and demented tyrant Phalaris (5.20 and 42),38 and, on the other hand, by
the coincidence of Ptolemy’s madness with that of the inebriated elephants.
Ptolemy’s behavior has already been expressed by means of an animal
metaphor. A verb that generally refers to the behavior of horses, pefruasmevnou, whose root meaning is “neighing,” is used by the high priest Simon
to describe Ptolemy’s comportment (3 Macc. 2.2; Ps. 2.1). When the king,
drawing on his vast supplies, orders the elephants to be brought to the same
state as himself (ajfqovnw/ corhgiva,/ 3 Macc. 5.2), the animals serve as the visible aspect as well as the tool of their owner’s rage. Moreover, in another
reversal, the animals have become the recipients of a perversion of the openhandedness that is a part of the good king’s conduct. As though to emphasize the point, Antiochus immediately proceeds to treat himself and his
anti-Jewish friends with this same lavishness (trevpeto pro;ˇ th;n eujwciva n, 5.3).
Not only does the language highlight how the behavior of a good monarch
is subverted by the force of the tyrant’s passions, but the depiction reinforces
the point with an image in which the activities of the king and his court are
likened to that of wild beasts devoid of restraint. Finally, at the point where
his impious heart is described as ﬁlled with a profound fury (ojrgh¸/ bareiva/, 3
Macc. 5.47) he is presented as rushing out alongside the beasts, as though
there is no longer a distinction between them and him. For his movement,
the verb ejxwvrmhse is employed, which tellingly combines the physical with
the emotional:
oJ de; ojrgh¸/ bareiva/ gemivsaˇ dussebh¸ frevna panti; tw/¸ bavrei su;n
toi¸ ˇ qhrivoiˇ ejxwvrmhse boulovmenoˇ ajtrwvtw/ kardiva/ kai; kovraiˇ
ojfqalmw¸ n qeavsasqai th;n ejpivponon kai; talaivpwron tw¸ n
proseshmammevnwn katastrofhvn.
Then the king, his impious heart ﬁlled with stern anger, rushed out with the
beasts, resolved to watch with an untouched heart and with his very own eyes
the spectacle of the painful and piteous destruction of those we have described.
(3 Macc. 5.47)

All seems to be transformed with the appearance of the angels; and yet it is
not. The king’s ﬁrst reaction is produced by external force acting on his body,
and he begins to shudder. Forgetfulness (lhv qh) gets the better of that insolence
that was lodged deep in his spirit (baruv qumon qravsoˇ). In a matter of moments,
he has switched to pity and tears (6.22). The accumulation of anger is not sim-
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ply dispelled, however, but turned remarkably on his own courtiers, who are
attacked by him with an effrontery whose irony cannot be lost on the reader,
for they are accused of “committing treason and surpassing tyrants in cruelty.”
This is a ﬁne case of psychological projection. It seems to represent a return to the proper order of things for a king, and we might have the illusion
now that we are looking at justiﬁed anger against those who have damaged
the kingdom. But the author surely means his readers to conclude that they
have before them the same unbalanced, uncontrolled individual and that, although a degree of insight has been achieved, the king’s nature is such that
he must continue to generate—and require—conﬂict.39 In such circumstances, no subjects can afford to be off their guard, least of all the Jews, whose
entire nation could be threatened at any time and at a moment’s notice.
Beyond this, the king’s tyrannical behavior has served as a sort of touchstone by which the value of the Jews to the kingdom is demonstrated. By meriting the intervention of their God, they have served as the protection of all
good people in the kingdom against an appalling and dreadful ruler who
must be brought low. This, then, is a God whose quiet and patient followers
are the best hedge against both the machinations of evil counsellors and the
king’s passions. They have been shown to be the embodiment and example
of proper conduct, while accused of precisely the opposite. That has been
achieved through a skillful deployment and adaptation of the language of
Greek political discourse. Some kind of Greek readership might perhaps be
envisaged by the author, along with readers from within the Jewish community, especially those concerned with their wider role as inhabitants of a
kingdom.40 In this mirror, all readers could observe the beneﬁcent inﬂuence
of the favored people of that God whose just wrath brings not a cosmic disorder, like the anger of the unstable tyrant, but the only true order that the
world can produce.

The texts we have looked at in this paper, be they translations or original creations, are anonymous and undated. There has been no shortage of scholarly attempts to explain the angry tyrants of Jewish imagining in terms of
speciﬁc circumstances or crises, to which, it is conjectured, their authors may
be reacting; but the anchorage remains as insecure as ever.41 It must be stressed
that depictions of crises do not necessarily arise from situations of crisis: there
are reasons for them to be thought useful and found appealing in good times
as much as in bad. Equally, to extrapolate from literature a characteristic Jewish attitude to Greek monarchs is an enterprise unlikely to succeed.42
And yet these translations and writings were not produced in a vacuum.
Their authors and readers reveal themselves as members of minority communities anxiously engaged with the political world around them, and preoccupied in particular with the potentially dangerous instability of the
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regimes under which they lived, and with their own best practice in relation
to those regimes. Their reactions were ﬁltered through a constant reinterpretation of transmitted tradition, embodied in scripture, under the impact
of current inﬂuences, cultural as much as political.
Alongside that mix of morality with pragmatic realism that justiﬁed close
relations with a beneﬁcent ruler (as in the opening stages of the drama of
3 Maccabees), the line of Jewish-Greek depictions of the anger of the powerful reveals a capacity for sharp criticism. Here can be heard a potentially subversive voice. Such works of the imagination fuelled the idea that the innate
capacity of rulers, manifested in their self-destructive and excessive reactions,
made principled resistance a real possibility and sometimes a necessity. This
dimension has been found largely missing in the Hellenistic philosophy on
kingship.43 The justiﬁcation, and the support, for making a stand came from
a higher and more seriously wrathful power than any angry king. The Jews
of the Graeco-Roman Mediterranean no doubt worked out their ideas on
these topics largely for their own purposes and their own ediﬁcation. But in
doing so, they created a series of unforgettable images of confrontation, they
made a major contribution to kingship literature, and they opened up new
possibilities for the expression of reactions to autocracy in every age.

NOTES

1. The Bible’s ambivalence to monarchy is summarized in this volume by Alexander and Alexander, pp. 100–101, and by Wright, pp. 86–87.
2. I am most grateful to my former pupil, Clare McMaw for her contributions to
various parts of these assessments and especially for her insights into the rhetoric of
3 Maccabees.
3. On the position and attributes of the tyrant in such literature, see Murray in
this volume, p. 25 and Alexander and Alexander in this volume, pp. 97 and 100.
4. Arist. Rhet. 2.2.1379a, 4–5, quoting Hom. Il. 2.196. See Konstan 2003: 117.
5. For a detailed analysis of the terminology, see Harris 2001: 52–59.
6. For a good discussion of the episodes, see Harris 2001: 174–79.
7. See the remarks of Murray in this volume.
8. On which, see Murray in this volume, pp. 23ff.
9. These epithets are collected by Alexander and Alexander in this volume,
p. 99.
10. See further Harris 2001, and also Braund and Most 2003.
11. Plut. Mor. 455e.
12. Galen On the Diagnosis and Cure of the Passions of the Soul 5.7.12. I am grateful
to Loveday Alexander for drawing my attention to this passage; see also Alexander
and Alexander in this volume, p. 109, note 32, and Alexander 2007.
13. Sen. Ira 3.16.2. Cf. Harris 2001: 251–52.
14. On parrh;sia in confrontations with the powerful, see Alexander 2002:
243–49, and Murray in this volume, p. 26.
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15. Harris 2001: 239.
16. For translation and comment, see Kuhrt 1995: vol. 2, 676–82.
17. For the Aramaic version, see Sims-Williams 1981.
18. See Althoff 1998.
19. For Aristeas, see above. For Philo, see especially his tract Quod deus immutabilis
sit (51–52, 68).
20. And both can also stand on their own. BDB suggests that this puzzling term
refers to ﬁre emanating from the nostrils, but that is difﬁcult to sustain given that in
a few cases it does apply to a human agent. Among other terms, the noun μ[z is noteworthy as being typical of divine anger. It is rendered most often in LXX by ojrghv, but
by qumovˇ in Ezk. 22.31.
21. Prov. 16.28; Eccl. 5.16; 3 Macc. 5.1, 30; 3.1.
22. Hatch & Redpath lists seven instances for Aquila, three for Symmachus, and
two for Theodotion.
23. Josephus has the word covloˇ in the Jewish War as well as in the Antiquities, in
relation to divine punishment. The Greek Sibylline Oracles contain, at the very least,
signiﬁcant patches of Jewish material. They are impossible to date, but much of the
collection, in its present form, belongs to the high Roman empire.
24. Compare the sharp divergence in the terminology for altars, studied by Daniel
(1966).
25. For an exploration of some of the ambivalences, see Gruen in this volume.
26. Daube 1963: 13.
27. On the translation of the Greek Proverbs, see Aitken in this volume.
28. Within the Septuagint, only Proverbs applies the adjective makrov qumoˇ to human patience rather then to divine forbearance.
29. See above, p. 113. The ﬁfth-century Aramaic papyrus of Ahiqar was ﬁrst published in Sachau 1911; the standard edition is Cowley 1923. See also Grelot 1972:
427–52. On the maxims, see Lindenberger 1983.
30. For the other versions of Ahiqar, see Conybeare, Harris, and Lewis 1913;
Charles (1913: vol. 2, 715–84) includes a parallel layout of various language versions
in translation, as well as comments on the Aramaic papyrus, by the same three scholars. For brief surveys, see Lindenberger 1985; Schürer 1986: 232–39; Denis 2000:
993–1036.
31. Theodotion replaced the Old Greek as the standard text, transmitted in most
of the old manuscripts and apparently used by Josephus.
32. On the literary form and content of both books, see van Henten 1997: 17–82;
for 4 Maccabees, Hadas 1953. 3 and 4 Macc. appear in some Septuagint MSS, and
both are now included in the Septuagint corpus; 4 Macc. was also transmitted together with the works of Josephus and sometimes ascribed to him.
33. On 4 Macc., in addition to van Henten, see Townshend 1913 and Anderson
1985.
34. For an account of the background to this work, a fuller account of its content, a hypothesis as to its purpose, and bibliography, see Alexander and Alexander
in this volume.
35. See Johnson 2004: 202–5 for a comparison with Polybius, Justin, and Plutarch.
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36. It should be read in conjunction with that of Alexander and Alexander in
this volume.
37. These are well brought out by Gruen (1998: 234–36).
38. Phalaris is known from Polybius’s account (12.25) as taking pleasure in roasting people alive in a hollow brass bull.
39. For a different interpretation of the resolution of the drama, see Alexander
and Alexander in this volume, pp. 98–99.
40. Johnson (2004: 169–81) argues for an exclusively Jewish audience, but the
choice need not be put so starkly.
41. See the investigation of dating criteria and methodologies in Rajak, Pearce,
Aitken, and Dines (forthcoming).
42. On this, see Aitken’s comments in this volume, pp. 190–92.
43. Cf. Murray in this volume, p. 25. And see also Harris 2001: 251–52; and note
13 above.
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Chapter 7

The Narrative Function of the King
and the Library in the Letter of Aristeas
Sylvie Honigman

Consensus has not yet been reached on basic issues raised by modern scholarship regarding the Letter of Aristeas. Controversial issues include the nature
of the text—is it apologetic, ﬁctional, or to be taken at face value?1—and its
purpose—was it meant to record the story of the translation of the Septuagint or to give an overall presentation of Judaism?2 Together with these two
issues, the historical value of the Letter of Aristeas for the reconstruction of
the early history of the Septuagint is debated: is it entirely unreliable and
better disposed of or, according to recent views, is it more informative than
has hitherto been assumed?3
The debate on these questions has gained new momentum in recent years.
However, although today it is commonly accepted that a study of the nature
and purpose of a given text presupposes a correct understanding of its
status as a literary work, the literary nature of the Letter of Aristeas has not yet
been properly explored. Accordingly, my purpose in this paper is to present
a literary analysis of this work and, on that basis, to articulate some new suggestions concerning the nature and purpose of the Letter of Aristeas. Observations about the impact of the results on how we should assess the reliability of the Letter of Aristeas for the early history of the Septuagint will be left
to the end.
To begin with, the analysis of the literary structure of the Letter of Aristeas
helps to solve the issue of the purpose of the work. It allows us to conclude
that the traditional reading of the work is the correct one: its topic is the
translation of the Septuagint, and not an overall presentation of Judaism.
The best way to look for decisive clues in this matter is to turn to the proem,
since this is the place where the author can be expected to make an important statement about his conception of his work and its content. Indeed, the
Letter of Aristeas does not depart from this rule. The ﬁrst sentence of the work
128
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clearly indicates that its topic is the embassy of Ptolemy’s emissaries, Aristeas
and Andreas, to the high priest Eleazar in Jerusalem. As Aristeas 3 further
clariﬁes, the purpose of the embassy was to obtain from the high priest a
scroll of the Jewish Law, on which a translation into Greek was to be based:
[1] A trustworthy narrative (ajxiolovgou dihghvsewˇ) has been compiled, Philocrates,
of the meeting (ejntuciva) which we had with Eleazar, high priest of the Jews, arising out of your attaching great importance to hearing a personal account of
our mission, its content and purpose (peri; w|n ajpestavlhmen kai; dia; tiv ). By detailing each aspect I have tried to give you a clear exposition of it (pepeivramai
safw¸ ˇ ejkqevsqai soi). . . . [3] We have a set purpose devoted to the special study
of the things of God, and offered ourselves as a deputation to the aforesaid
man (eJautou;ˇ ejpedwvkamen eijˇ to;n proeirhmevnon a[ndra presbeivan). [Our deputation
waited upon him] with a view to the translation of the divine Law, due to its
being written by them on parchments in Hebrew characters.4

However, an attentive reading of the proem reveals that the presentation of
the topic of the work is more complex than might be expected. A second—
and, in fact, secondary—narrative theme is introduced in Aristeas 4, the early
history of the Jews in Ptolemaic Egypt:
We undertook this task with enthusiasm, seizing an opportunity with the king
in connection with those who were transported (peri; tw¸ n metoikisqevntwn) to
Egypt from Judaea by the king his father. . . . It is worthwhile telling you this
as well, for I am convinced that because you are more favourably inclined toward the piety and disposition of those who live by the sacred Law, concerning whom we propose to write, you will gladly listen.

Thus we may see that the story of the arrival of the Jews in Egypt under
Ptolemy I and their liberation under Ptolemy II, usually considered an inopportune digression by modern commentators, represented a central topic
in the author’s mind.
The two topics introduced in the proem in fact turn out to be intertwined
narrative themes that run throughout the entire work. The two narrative
themes may be precisely identiﬁed and delineated, as each is shaped by a
distinct and recognizable story-pattern. The theme that is introduced in the
proem by a reference to the conditions of the arrival of the Jews in Egypt is
a rewriting of the biblical story of the Exodus. The theme of the embassy follows a secularized version of an evocatio, the importation of a foreign god, as
will be shown in greater detail below.
A further observation, related to the composition of the work, may be adduced in support of the claim that the two themes presented in the introduction of the Letter of Aristeas form the main narrative of the work. The two
themes appear at the beginning and at the end of the work (Aristeas 9–51,
301–21) and are framed only by the introduction and the conclusion (Aris-
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teas 1–8, 322). Clustered in the middle of the work are four digressions whose
purpose is to embellish the work according to Hellenistic literary standards,
with only two short transitional sections, which prepare the relocation of the
stage from Jerusalem to Alexandria (Aristeas 121–27, 173–86). The main
topic is thus divided into two parts, in a loose ring composition, typical of
Greek writing.5
The identiﬁcation of the two narrative themes suggests that the purpose
of the Letter of Aristeas was more elaborate than I implied at the beginning
of this paper. Its purpose was not merely to immortalize the event of the translation of the Septuagint by relating it. It was to furnish the Septuagint with
a charter myth,6 in order to warrant its status as a sacred text for Alexandrian Jews. However, although the concept that the Septuagint is sacred is
central to the work, it is not speciﬁed in an explicit way. Rather, it is articulated
through a story-pattern—in fact, two combined story-patterns, corresponding to the main and the secondary topics introduced in the proem. Together
they convey the real meaning of the work, after the manner of traditional
myths.
On the basis of these preliminary remarks, the literary analysis of the Letter of Aristeas to be proposed here will consist of a description and a brief
interpretation of each of the two story-patterns that form its main structure.
I hope to show that King Ptolemy Philadelphus and the Library of Alexandria play key roles in the elaboration of the symbolic meaning conveyed by
the story-patterns that shape the Letter of Aristeas. This work not only praises
the ﬁgure of Ptolemy but is deeply infused with an important element of the
Ptolemaic royal ideology that was linked to the Royal Library, the high standards of work and extraordinary achievements of the Alexandrian grammarians who were appointed by the king.
I shall begin with the Exodus story, even though it is the secondary motif, since it is easier to identify. The theme of the Exodus story is introduced
in the proem through a reference to the arrival of the Jews in Egypt—that
is, not through an abstract and comprehensive deﬁnition, but through its
incipit, its ﬁrst episode. In fact, it is made up of three episodes, which together
form a rewriting of the biblical story.7 A close examination of each episode
will help us pin down the meaning of the theme and its speciﬁc contribution to the economy of the work.
The ﬁrst episode sets forth an account of the origins of the Jews in Ptolemaic Egypt. It deals with two chronological stages together: ﬁrst, the arrival
of the Jews in Egypt as prisoners of war and their enslavement under Ptolemy
I (Aristeas 12–14), and then their liberation by Ptolemy II (Aristeas 15–27,
33–37). The story of the enslavement is told brieﬂy, in the following terms:
[12] I considered that it was an opportunity . . . concerning the release of
those deported (tw¸ n methgmevnwn) from Judaea by the father of the king. He
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invaded the whole of Coele-Syria and Phoenicia, and . . . deported some and
took others prisoners (tou;ˇ me;n metwv/kizen, ou}ˇ de; hj/;cmalwvtize), bringing everything into subjection by fear. In the course of this he removed (methvgagen) from
the land of the Jews into Egypt up to one hundred thousand people. . . . [14]
He selected the best, outstanding in youth and strength, and armed them.
The remaining number, old men, children, and women also, he let go into
slavery (ei[asen eijˇ th;n oijketiva n).

It is usually accepted by modern scholars that this story of the origins of the
Jews in Egypt in the early Hellenistic period has a historical core. Indeed,
papyri have revealed the presence of Jewish and Syrian slaves in Egypt,8 and
we also know that prisoners of war were sold as slaves.9 However, comparison with documentary evidence falls short of explaining the raison d’être of
this version of facts in the Letter of Aristeas. First of all, it is questionable
whether the proportion of former prisoners of war among Jews settled in
Egypt was as high as the Letter of Aristeas suggests. Next, whatever the historical reality was, it is intriguing that the author of the Letter of Aristeas insisted
on presenting the origins of the Jews in Ptolemaic Egypt—that is, the history of his own forebears—in such a derogatory way.
The story found in the Letter of Aristeas is all the more surprising in view
of the fact that Pseudo-Hecataeus, in a passage quoted by Josephus (Ap.
1.186–89), gave a far more self-gratifying version of the origins of the Jews
in Ptolemaic Egypt:
[186] Hecataeus goes on to say that after the battle of Gaza [in 312 b.c.e.]
Ptolemy became master of Syria, and that many of the inhabitants, hearing of
his kindliness and humanity, desired to accompany him to Egypt and to associate themselves with his realm. [187] Among these (Hecataeus says) was Ezechias,
a High Priest of the Jews, a man of about sixty-six years of age, highly esteemed
by his countrymen, well-learned in his soul, and moreover an able speaker and
experienced as no one else as a statesman. . . . [189] This man, after obtaining
an honour [from Ptolemy?] assembled some of his friends and read them [a
statement showing] all the advantages [of their settlement in Egypt]; for he had
in writing the conditions attaching to their settlement and their status.10

Thus Pseudo-Hecataeus’s own version of the events tells how Ezechias, a high
priest of the Jews, and his followers, were attracted to Egypt by Ptolemy’s
“kindliness and humanity”—a far cry from Aristeas’s description of the same
king’s ruthlessness. The question of whether we ﬁnd the story given by the
author of the Letter of Aristeas more plausible than that of Pseudo-Hecataeus
is here irrelevant. Our author was by no means compelled to select the
derogatory version he opted for. His reasons for doing so had nothing to do
with historical reality, nor was he bound in his choice by the collective memory of Alexandrian Jews. A further proof of this is the presentation of the
episode in the proem. There, for this ﬁrst, decisive introduction of the reader
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to the theme, our author chose more neutral terms, eschewing any explicit
reference to slavery—and thereby distorting his own version of the facts (see
Aristeas 4, quoted above). Slavery is again barely mentioned in Aristeas
35–36, with one derogatory word (35) abundantly offset by the mention of
highly enviable fates (36). In such circumstances, it seems that the author
of the Letter of Aristeas was primarily interested in drawing a parallel between
the history of the Jews in Ptolemaic Egypt and the history of the Hebrews in
biblical times—in the book of Exodus, Jews were slaves in Egypt. However,
the real purpose of this analogy rests not in the beginning of the story, the
enslavement and liberation of the Jews, but in its end, the proclamation of
the translation, as will become clear below.
While the story of the enslavement of the Jews is mentioned as brieﬂy as
possible, the story of their liberation is related at some length and is even
duplicated from a narrative point of view. It is stated ﬁrst in Aristeas 15–27,
and again in the letter from Ptolemy to Eleazar, Aristeas 33–37, with some
new elements. By comparison to the biblical story, our author introduced a
key shift in the unfolding of the event: Ptolemy II acts in the role of Pharaoh,
but this time he is a benevolent Pharaoh, willingly liberating the Jews at Aristeas’s request.
Ptolemy’s gesture entails an important consequence. In the Bible, the Jews
escape from Egypt not only to their physical freedom, but also to their spiritual redemption, since they are to be given the Law at Mount Sinai, and
ﬁnally to settle in the Promised Land. Ptolemy’s benevolence meant that, in
his day, there was no need for the Jews to ﬂee out of Egypt: they could stay
and settle there.
However, the important point rests elsewhere. While the biblical Pharaoh
deﬁed God’s orders, Ptolemy II readily accepted Aristeas’s explanation (Aristeas 15) that the God of the Jews was responsible for his kingdom’s prosperity—
this is precisely why he set the Jews free:
The laws have been established for all the Jews, and it is our plan not only to
translate but also to interpret them, but what justiﬁcation shall we have for our
mission, as long as large numbers are in subjection in your kingdom? But out
of your unsullied and magnanimous soul release those who are subject to misery; the (same) God who appointed them their Law prospers your kingdom,
as I have been at pains to show.

Thus Ptolemy readily accepted that the Law of the Jews was not just one more
book to be added to his Library following its translation, but a binding text
whose content had to be shown respect. In such idyllic conditions, there was
no need for the Jews to get out of Egypt in order to be given the Law: the
latter could be received in Alexandria itself. The ﬁnal scene of the proclamation of the Law in its new translation is indeed a reenactment of the biblical scene of revelation.
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The second episode related to the rewriting of the Exodus is but a
preparatory step to the scene of the new revelation. It consists of the selection of the seventy-two elders in Jerusalem (Aristeas 46–50). In his reply to
Ptolemy’s letter, Eleazar the high priest informs the king:
[42] We . . . collected together the whole multitude (sunagagovnteˇ to; pa¸ n plh¸qoˇ)
and read it to them. . . . [46] In the presence of all we selected elders, honourable men and true, six from each tribe, whom we have sent with the Law
in their possession.

The elders are selected according to a highly signiﬁcant process, in which
Jerusalem takes on the role and function of a Greek povliˇ. The selection takes
place “in the presence of all”—that is, after the plh¸qoˇ, the civic body of
Jerusalem, has been convened. The elders are appointed like regular ofﬁcials
in any Greek povliˇ, with an equal number from each tribe—in just the same
way as the ten archons and the six hundred judges in Athens were selected
at the rate of one archon and sixty judges per civic tribe. Thus, the ﬁction of
Jerusalem as a povliˇ provides plausible and convenient support for the revival
of the twelve biblical tribes: they are assimilated to civic tribes. At the same
time, this ﬁctive setting ensures, in terms that were immediately understandable to contemporary readers, that the elders were ofﬁcial representatives of the entire civic body of Jerusalem—and through this image, the representatives of the Jewish people as a whole. As Harry Orlinsky has already
shown, the presence of the elders in the scene of the new revelation in Alexandria symbolically warrants that the whole people of Israel attended this event,
as in the ﬁrst Revelation at Mount Sinai (Orlinsky 1975). Their number, seventy-two, is the multiple of twelve that is the closest to seventy, the number
of elders who accompanied Moses to Mount Sinai in Exodus (Exod. 24.1, 9).
The analogy with the book of Exodus culminates in the closing scene of
the Letter of Aristeas, the proclamation of the translation in Alexandria (Aristeas 308–11)—this is the third episode. The meaning of this scene, as well
as its analogy with the episode of the Revelation in the book of Exodus, has
been demonstrated by Orlinsky, who showed that it is supported by philological reminiscences between LXX Exodus 24 and the Letter of Aristeas (Orlinsky 1975). I can only summarize his conclusions.
As soon as the translation is completed, a gathering of the Jews of Alexandria is convened, and the translation is read out to them (Aristeas 308). The
reading is followed by their acclamation, and then by their malediction against
whoever may attempt to supplement or modify the text (Aristeas 310–11):
[310] As the books were read, the priests stood up, with the elders from among
the translators and from the representatives of the polivteuma, and with the leaders of the people, and said, “Since this translation has been made (dihrmhvneutai) rightly and reverently, and in every respect accurately, it is good that this
should remain exactly so, and that there should be no revision.” [311] There
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was general approval of what they said, and they commanded that a curse
should be laid, as was their custom, on anyone who should alter the translation by any addition or change to any part of the written text, or any deletion
either.

As Orlinsky has convincingly shown, this two-part reception of the translation, through acclamation and malediction, amounts to the ratiﬁcation of
an ofﬁcial document in the Bible. Through this rite, the Septuagint became
a binding text. In other words, it was now acknowledged to have a status comparable to that of the Hebrew Law in the ﬁrst Revelation—that is, the status
of a sacred text.
Were the cultural references of our author only biblical, the rewriting of
the Exodus story would be enough to establish that the Septuagint was a sacred text. However, he lived in Ptolemaic Alexandria. In any learned Alexandrian mind, some preliminary conditions would have had to be fulﬁlled in
order for the Septuagint to fully secure its pedigree as a sacred text.
The intellectual culture of Alexandria was dominated by the presence of
the Royal Library, and this scholarly institution set up the criteria and standards by which literary texts were evaluated (see Pfeiffer 1968). In order to
support his claim that the Septuagint was a sacred text, the author of the Letter of Aristeas needed to show that it met the high standards of textual quality
that were required of any literary manuscript handled by the grammarians
of the Library. In this speciﬁc case, this involved two things: it was ﬁrst necessary to prove that the translation had been based on a reliable edition of
the Hebrew original, and secondly, that a reliable edition of the Septuagint
itself existed. The textual quality of the Septuagint is therefore the concern
of the second—in fact, the main—narrative theme in the Letter of Aristeas, the
story of the embassy, which is in effect the story of the Septuagint manuscript.
The theme of the embassy to Eleazar is wrapped in Alexandrian ideology.
Likewise, the narrative pattern that shapes it is essentially Alexandrian. It is
ultimately derived from the story-pattern of a religious evocatio, the ritual moving of a deity from one place to another. However, the precise form found
in the Letter of Aristeas is a secularized adaptation of this primary type. Since
the connection between a rite typical of the Greek and Roman religions, the
evocatio, and the story of the translation in the Letter of Aristeas may seem loose
at ﬁrst glance, we need to dwell a bit on the identiﬁcation of this story-pattern
before asking about its contribution to the meaning of the work.
The literary structure of the evocatio of Sarapis found in Tacitus’s Histories
(4.83–84) provides an ideal starting point for our inquiry. Whatever the precise source used by Tacitus, there can be little doubt that it was Alexandrian.11
It is worth quoting the text in detail:
(Ia) While [Ptolemy, the ﬁrst Macedonian king of Egypt] was engaged in providing the newly-founded city of Alexandria with walls, temples and religious cults,
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he dreamed that he met a young man of remarkable beauty and more than human stature, who instructed him to send his most trusty courtiers to Pontus to fetch a
statue of himself. This, he said, would cause the kingdom to prosper. . . . Thereupon . . . this same youth appeared to ascend into heaven in a blaze of ﬁre.
[Ptolemy consults the Egyptian priests about this nocturnal vision. The latter fail to
interpret the dream. Ptolemy then consults a priest from Athens, Timotheus.] Timotheus . . . found out that the country [of Pontus] contained a city called Sinope,
near which was a temple long famous in the neighbourhood and dedicated to
Jupiter Dis. [But Ptolemy forgot about the whole matter]. (Ib) In the end the same
vision appeared before him, now in a more terrifying and urgent aspect and threatening both king and kingdom with ruin unless its orders were obeyed. (IIa) Then
Ptolemy had ambassadors and gifts assembled for an approach to King Scydrothemis,
the then ruler of Sinope. [The ambassadors ﬁrst travel to Delphi]. [84] On reaching Sinope, they addressed the offerings, requests and instructions of their king
to Scydrothemis. The latter found it hard to make up his mind. [Three years
elapse]. The status of [Ptolemy’s] ambassadors, the size of his ﬂeet and the weight of his
gold were ceaselessly augmented. (IIb) Then a dreadful apparition confronted Scydrothemis in a dream, forbidding him to delay further the purposes of the god.
When he still hesitated, he was vexed by all manner of disasters, by plague and
by the manifestation of a divine wrath which became daily more grievous. [But
the common folk still oppose the move]. (III) At this point, the story became even
more impressive, telling how the god embarked of his own accord upon the
ﬂeet, which was moored by the coast. Then comes the remarkable account of
their sailing into Alexandria after completing the long voyage in only three days.
A temple worthy of a great metropolis was built in the quarter called Rhacotis.12

That the story of the evocatio of Sarapis follows a set narrative pattern is made
clear by comparison with other stories of evocatio found in Graeco-Roman
literature. The closest parallel is Ovid’s account in Fasti 4.247–348 of the
evocatio of Cybele, the Magna Mater, from Pessinus in Phrygia to Rome.13 In
Tacitus’s account the plot unfolds in three basic stages, as follows:
1. The story starts with a situation of want: the god appears in a dream to
the king and orders him to fetch his statue.
2. The king sends out an embassy, endowed with gifts, in order to fetch the
statue.
3. The statue is brought to Alexandria, and a temple is built for it.
In the extant story of Sarapis, the ﬁrst and second stages are duplicated. Each
time, the god needs to make two successive apparitions in order for the
ruler—ﬁrst Ptolemy, then Scydrothemis—to comply with his will. His eventual failure with Scydrothemis leads to the miracle of the statue getting into
a ship “of its own accord.” In the duplicated section of the second stage, the
increase in the status of Ptolemy’s ambassadors and presents is used to create a dramatic crescendo. The narrative time of the ﬁrst two stages is further
stretched out by secondary motives: the consultation of the priests supposed
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to interpret the dream is duplicated; the ambassadors make a detour via Delphi. In each case, the stretching of time is meant to emphasize that all of the
parties involved resisted the god’s will.
At least three stories related to the cultural institutions of Alexandria, the
Museum and the Library, reﬂect the secularized version of the evocatio. The
story closest to the narrative pattern of Tacitus’s evocatio of Sarapis is found
in the Letter of Aristeas. It can be schematized as follows:14
1. A situation of want is revealed: a book is missing in the Library. It is perhaps worth noting that, as in the evocatio of Sarapis, the king does not,
strictly speaking, initiate the move. In the Letter of Aristeas, Demetrius the
librarian brings the matter to the king’s attention.
2. The king sends out an embassy, endowed with appropriate ﬁnancial
means, in order to get the required book.
3. The book is brought to Alexandria and deposited in the Library.
Understandably, in the Letter of Aristeas, the ﬁnal stage is subdivided into two
steps: ﬁrst the translation is carried out, and then the book is deposited in
the Library. However, the two steps are dealt with in the same narrative unit
at the end of the work (Aristeas 301–17).
The second anecdote that can be referred to the Alexandrian paradigm
is found in Galen.15 It reads as follows:
Of Ptolemy’s eagerness for the possession of all ancient books, his plot against
the Athenians, as it is reported, provides no small evidence. He gave them a
security of 15 talents [ = 90,000 drachmas] of silver and took the books of
Sophocles, Euripides, and Aeschylus, on the pretext that he only wished to copy
them, and would immediately give them back safe. After preparing a costly copy
on the very ﬁnest quality of papyrus, he kept the books that he received from
Athens and sent back the copies he himself had prepared, inviting them to
keep the 15 talents and take the new books for the old ones they gave him. As
for the Athenians, even if Ptolemy had not sent new books, but retained the
old ones, there would have been nothing else left for them to do, and they
would have kept the money, according to the agreement, that they would keep
it if he kept the books. For this reason they took the new books and kept the
money. (Galen 17.1.607–8; Comm. 2.4 in Hippoc. Epid. 3)16

The ﬁrst narrative stage identiﬁed in the Letter of Aristeas (and in the evocatio
of Sarapis) is lacking in Galen, but the second and third stages are easily recognizable. The mode of this anecdote is ironic: the reluctance of the Athenians to comply with the king’s request is matched by the tricky behavior of
the king. The ﬁnancial means involved is a deposit of ﬁfteen silver talents, required by the mistrustful Athenians. This deposit is eventually turned into a
mock generosity by the king and thus symbolizes his perﬁdious cunning. By
contrast, the anecdote found in the Letter of Aristeas is set in an ideal world,
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and the overriding color of the account is mutual goodwill. The ﬁnancial
means are typically splendid gifts sent by Ptolemy II to the Temple of Jerusalem.
The third anecdote is related in a ﬁctional letter composed by the Second Sophistic author Alciphron (Epist. 18. 4–9 [ii.3]). The purported author is Menander, and the addressee his mistress Glycera:17
The urgent purpose of my present letter . . . is to convey to you . . . the following message. I have received from Ptolemy [Soter], king of Egypt, a letter,
in which he makes the most earnest entreaties, promising, in royal fashion, “all
the goods of the earth,” as the saying goes, and extending an invitation not
only to me but to Philemon; for he says that Philemon too has received a letter. And Philemon himself has written me, disclosing his own invitation . . . ;
but he will look to the matter and take his own counsel. . . . As for me, I shall
not wait for counsel; no, Glycera, you have always been and now shall be my
judgement and my Council of the Areopagus and my Heliastic Court. . . . And
I want you to know what answer I have decided to make to him. To take a sea
voyage and depart for Egypt, a kingdom so distant and remote, no, by the
Twelve Gods. I cannot so much as think of it. No, even if Egypt were in Aegina
yonder, close at hand, even so I would not have entertained the notion of giving up my own kingdom, your love, and alone in that great throng of Egyptians, without Glycera, of looking upon a populous wilderness. With greater
pleasure and less danger I woo the favour of your embraces than the courts of
all the satraps and kings in the world.18

Two stories are potentially embedded in this letter, but Alciphron does not
elaborate on Philemon’s decision. As with Galen, the extant source for the
present anecdote is late, and the ﬁctional epistolary setting may make it look
even less trustworthy. However, a mention of Ptolemy’s invitation to Menander in Pliny the Elder’s Natural History (7.30.111) ascertains that Alciphron
drew his inspiration for this letter from an earlier anecdote. That Pliny does
not mention the letter to Philemon does not mean that this addition had
no basis in earlier sources.
This time, the register is pleasantly gallant, as suits the most famous representative of the New Comedy. The speciﬁc variation on our basic plot structure is Menander’s declining Ptolemy’s offer.
A philosophical version of the refusal of Ptolemy’s invitation may have
originally existed. This is suggested by a faint echo of this theme found
in Diogenes Laertius’s biography of Zeno of Citium, in his Lives of Eminent
Philosophers (7.24):
One day at a banquet [Zeno] was reclining in silence and was asked the reason: whereupon he bade his critic carry word to the king that there was one
present who knew how to hold his tongue. Now those who inquired of him
were ambassadors from King Ptolemy, and they wanted to know what message
they should take back from him to the king. On being asked how he felt about
abuse, he replied, “As an envoy feels who is dismissed without an answer.”19
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Diogenes, or his source, was interested in preserving only the chreia, the witty
saying of the philosopher,20 and did not record the larger setting of the
scene. Strictly speaking, we cannot be certain that the context was an invitation on behalf of Ptolemy to come to Alexandria, which was supported
by a lavish ﬁnancial incentive. However, the mention of the ambassadors in
Diogenes Laertius’s elliptical version may be interpreted as a further hint
that, in its developed form, this anecdote may have been related to the topos
that interests us. As a matter of fact, it seems that luring philosophers, poets, and scholars to his Museum and gathering books for his Library was
the role “Ptolemy” (I, II, or III) was allocated in ancient anecdotes21—unless
he was shown entertaining at his court the scholars and philosophers whom
he had successfully dragged to Alexandria.22 See, for example, the contrast
between Ptolemy Soter and Demetrius Monophthalmus in the two consecutive anecdotes concerning Stilpo of Megara that are recorded in Diogenes
Laertius (2.115):
Ptolemy Soter, they say, made much of [Stilpo], and, when he had got possession of Megara, offered him a sum of money and invited him to return with
him to Egypt. But Stilpo would only accept a very moderate sum, and he declined the proposed journey, and removed to Aegina until Ptolemy set sail.
Again, when Demetrius, the son of Antigonus, had taken Megara, he took measures that Stilpo’s house should be preserved and all his plundered property
restored to him. But when he requested that a schedule of the lost property
should be drawn up, Stilpo denied that he had lost anything which really belonged to him, for no one had taken away his learning, while he still had his
eloquence and knowledge.23

Demetrius’s deed is itself a topos, or, perhaps, an Alexandri imitatio: it is well
known that, during the sack of Thebes, Alexander had ordered his troops
to leave Pindar’s house intact (see Arr. 1.9.10).
Of all these anecdotes, the Letter of Aristeas is the only one to present the
complete narrative pattern that it shares with the evocatio of Sarapis. However,
the conclusion to be drawn from this observation is uncertain. The Letter of
Aristeas is the only version of the anecdote to have reached us in its original
form. All others are known through late authors, who may have transmitted
only a truncated version of the original story. However, it seems more plausible to infer from the small corpus gathered above that many anecdotes circulated in antiquity that depicted “Ptolemy’ recruiting scholars and books
for his cultural institutions. Of these, only a small number were elaborated
into a full narrative pattern derived from the pattern of a religious evocatio.24
Fortunately, this doubt about the original genesis of the anecdotes quoted
above does not affect the aspect that concerns us in the ﬁrst place: the anecdotes preserved in Galen and Alciphron suggest that the story of the Septuagint found in the Letter of Aristeas was not an isolated case but followed
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an existing pattern. It is further unclear whether the author of the Letter of
Aristeas was responsible for giving his story this shape or was merely transcribing an oral tradition that had been circulating among Alexandrian Jews
since older days. This question is hard to answer and would take us too far.
It is better left open here.
Of the anecdotes gathered above, the closest to the Letter of Aristeas is the
one found in Galen. Not only does it offer the (almost) full-ﬂedged pattern
of the “secularized evocatio,” but it also concerns books, and not a scholar.
Unlike the story of the embassy to secure the scroll (the story of the Septuagint), the bottom line of this anecdote is relatively easy to understand. It
may therefore help us bring out the deep meaning that lay in designing the
story of the Septuagint upon the narrative pattern of the “secularized evocatio.” As the story goes in Galen, it is clear that the Egyptian king was not
only interested in having a copy of the Athenian tragedians in his Library;
he would not settle for less than the best edition. Since copying involved the
risk of introducing errors, the only manuscript worth possessing by the king
was the ofﬁcial Athenian edition. The same concept is indeed conveyed in
a second anecdote recorded by Galen just before this one, in 17.1.606:
It is said that Ptolemy, then king of Egypt, had grown so ambitious about books
that he even ordered the books from all boats docking [in Alexandria] to be
brought to him and, after new copies were made, their owners who had docked
were given the copies of the books brought to him, while the originals were
kept back for the libraries. And they were registered with the mention “from
the boats.”

According to this anecdote, the search for books had not only a quantitative
but also a qualitative aspect. The king’s ofﬁcials were not only interested in
new books likely to increase the stock of the Royal Library but also cared for
the quality of the copies acquired. It is not even speciﬁed whether the manuscripts kept back were copies of new books not yet possessed by the Library—
the answer is most probably that all manuscripts were conﬁscated indiscriminately. Like the Athenians, the original owners were offered copies of
their own books. Thus the two consecutive anecdotes told by Galen illustrate
the standards that the Ptolemies had set for their Library: ideally at least,
only the very best editions were to be admitted into it.
Not only were the Ptolemies eager to secure good editions from abroad
by all possible means; the scholars recruited by them were expected to improve the editions that were available. This was particularly the case with
Homer, for which diverging ofﬁcial editions existed in various Greek cities.
Faced with this anarchic proliferation, the Alexandrian grammarians set
themselves the task of retrieving the “original” text of the Homeric poems.
This was to be achieved through careful editorial work and the proper emendation of the extant manuscripts. At least, such was the deep conviction of
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the scholars who worked on the Alexandrian edition of Homer, from Zenodotus in Ptolemy Philadelphus’s days down to Aristarchus in the mid-second
century b.c.e.—that is, in the very days of the author of the Letter of Aristeas
(see Pfeiffer 1968).
Echoes of the ideology that animated the Alexandrian grammarians pervade the story of the embassy to secure the scroll in the Letter of Aristeas. Its
most explicit statement is found in the written report that Demetrius the librarian presents to the king at the beginning of the work, in the phase corresponding to stage one in our story-pattern (30):
Scrolls of the Law of the Jews, together with a few others, are missing [from
the Library], for these [works] are written in Hebrew characters and language.
But they have been transcribed somewhat carelessly and not as they should be . . . because
they have not received royal patronage.

The terminology and ideas articulated in Demetrius’s report are unequivocally borrowed from the conceptual world of the Alexandrian grammarians.
Thus the message encapsulated in the story of the scroll is made clear at the
outset of the Letter of Aristeas: the translation of the Septuagint was reliable,
since Ptolemy Philadelphus had secured for the task the ofﬁcial edition of
the Jewish Law kept in Jerusalem. The motif of the importation is pivotal in
conveying the concept of authenticity and quality of the scroll—and this is
true in the Letter of Aristeas as well as in Galen’s anecdote about the ofﬁcial
copy of the Athenian tragedians.
Even more crucial in establishing the textual quality of the Septuagint is
the analogy, which recurs in the Letter of Aristeas, between the process of translation and the editorial work that was carried out by the grammarians of the
Royal Library. Thus the concrete process of the translation is consistently
depicted in terms of textual editing. The corrupted Hebrew manuscripts to
which Demetrius refers (30) stand in a position similar to that of the corrupted Homeric manuscripts carefully emended by the Alexandrian grammarians. In much the same way, the translation of the Septuagint is depicted
in a manner similar to that of the edition of Homer painstakingly established
by the grammarians.
The terminology of a textual edition is particularly conspicuous in Aristeas 31, which implies that the copy imported from Jerusalem had undergone thorough textual emendation:
These [books] also must be in your library, in an emended form (dihkribwmevna),
because this legislation, as could be expected from its divine nature, is very
philosophical and genuine.

Oswyn Murray has suggested that the Greek verb used, diakribou¸ n, has in this
passage the same meaning as the more common diorqou¸ n, a technical term
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that designated the process of textual emendation practiced by Alexandrian
scholars.25 The blurring—in fact, the assimilation—between the concepts
of textual emendation and translation was further facilitated by a semantic
ambiguity in the verb metagravfein. Metagraphein may express both the idea
of “translating” and the idea of “transcribing,” as was ﬁrst pointed out by Günter Zuntz.26 The play on the semantic ambiguity of the verb metagraphein
found in the Letter of Aristeas was, I believe, deliberate (see Zuntz 1959b; Murray 1987). This conclusion is further bolstered by the description of the translators at work in Aristeas 301–2:
[Demetrius] invited the men to carry out the work of translation (eJrmhneiva)
[ . . . ] They set to completing their several tasks, reaching agreement among
themselves on each by comparing versions (e{kasta suvmfwna poiou¸ nteˇ pro;ˇ
eJautou;ˇ tai¸ ˇ ajntibolai¸ ˇ). The result of their agreement (sumfwniva) thus was made
into a fair copy (ajnagrafhv) by Demetrius.

One of the regular meanings of the term ajntibolhv used in Aristeas 302 is “collation (of manuscripts).” Once again, our author takes advantage of a semantic ambiguity. But there is more. Orlinsky has pointed out that the picture of several translators working together is alien to the Jewish tradition
(Orlinsky 1975: 89–93). In fact, a team carrying out an intellectual task in
common and adhering to the principle of abiding by the majority opinion
(Aristeas 32, 39) much more plausibly recalls the model set up by Aristotle
and his students. It is believed by many modern scholars that Peripatetic
philosophers had a decisive inﬂuence on the organization of the Museum
and the Library in Alexandria. It would be only logical to posit an Aristotelian
inﬂuence on the method of work implemented by the Alexandrian grammarians as well. It therefore seems that the team of the elders who collectively translated the Septuagint reﬂects the working methods of the grammarians (see Williams 1987).
There remains one further step for the author of the Letter of Aristeas to
establish the textual quality of the Septuagint: proving that a reliable manuscript of the text was available. This is done in the ﬁnal scene of the work
(317): “[The king] bowed and gave orders for great care to be taken of the
books and for their hallowed preservation.” The scene states that the original manuscript of the translation, written down by Demetrius under the dictation of the elders, received the king’s approval. The context of the work
leaves the reader in no doubt that “taking great care of the books” refers to
their deposit in the Library. The Jews, for their part, were to receive a copy
based on the original (Aristeas 309). Thus the readers of the Letter of Aristeas
were assured that the copies of the Septuagint that were in circulation could
be checked against the ultimate original. In the same way, the “original” copy
of the Homeric poems that had been “retrieved,” thanks to the Alexandrian
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grammarians, was deposited in the Royal Library, and any copy in circulation could be checked against it and emended as required.27

Let us now summarize the conclusions to be inferred from the literary analysis that I have proposed here. The Alexandrian paradigm establishes that
the Septuagint was a perfect translation, based on a perfect scroll, since it
had beneﬁted from royal patronage. The quality of the text was further authenticated by the fact—or the claim—that the original scroll was deposited
in the Library. It was well known indeed, or at least the royal propaganda asserted, that only the best editions were worthy of the royal institution. In the
case of Homer and the Septuagint, the Library even possessed the original
and most authentic manuscript.
Thus it turns out that the involvement of the king and the Royal Library
in the translation of the Septuagint had a crucial role in establishing the credentials of the Septuagint as a perfect text. These credentials were in turn
an indispensable preliminary step to establishing the claim that the Septuagint was a sacred text. Interestingly, this last claim is conveyed by the theme
that I have identiﬁed as secondary in the Letter of Aristeas, the emended story
of the Exodus. The main thrust of the book is concerned with the textual
quality of the Septuagint. Even so, the role of Ptolemy Philadelphus as a
benevolent Pharaoh is again pivotal in the story of the (non)exodus, since
it eventually allows the new revelation to take place in Alexandria.
Even if the corpus of texts on which I support my literary analysis of the Letter of Aristeas is scant, a reference to the terminology coined by Vladimir Propp
in his analysis of Russian folktales seems to me opportune (Propp 1968). In
Proppian terms, the Royal Library, the king, and perhaps also the motif of the
importation of the scroll fulﬁl key narrative functions in the Letter of Aristeas.
They contribute fundamental aspects of its meaning to the work as a whole.
However, the comparison with folktales has its limits. The story-patterns found
in the Letter of Aristeas also share features with myths. As is the case in myths,
the precise connotations linked to the various objects, characters, or deeds involved in the story, and indeed, more importantly, the connotations linked to
the story-patterns themselves, were clear to the original readership, and therefore the implicit message of the story could easily be understood.
In other words, the involvement of the king and the Library belongs to
the symbolic level of reality in the text. A priori, the outcome of our inquiry
badly prejudges their role at the level of factual reality: it is tempting to dismiss the king and the Library from it altogether. However, it would be incautious to jump hastily to this conclusion. That the king and the Library
fulﬁl crucial functions in the narrative may, but does not necessarily, entail that
their involvement had no basis at all in what modern readers like to perceive
as objective, historical reality. In other words, it seems to me wiser to ac-
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knowledge that the literary analysis of the Letter of Aristeas is, in and of itself,
unable to solve the vexed question of the relation between the story told in
this Alexandrian work and the historical circumstances that surrounded the
genesis of the Septuagint.

APPENDIX: OUTLINE OF THE COMPOSITION OF THE LETTER OF ARISTEAS

A1, 2, 3 mark the three stages composing the main theme of the central narrative (the embassy to secure the scroll).

B1, 2, 3 mark the three episodes composing the secondary theme of the central narrative (the liberation of the Jewish slaves).
Introduction. Aristeas 1–8: Proem.
A1. Aristeas 9–11: The king’s librarian, Demetrius of Phaleron, reports to
Ptolemy the lack of a copy of the Law of the Jews in the Library and the
necessity to have it translated to supply that need.
B1. Aristeas 12–27: The narrator raises the question of the liberation of
the people deported as prisoners of war from Judea to Egypt by the
king’s father, Ptolemy son of Lagos. The king readily complies with
the request and issues an edict setting free the 100,000 slaves.
A1. (duplicated ). Aristeas 28–34a: Written report from Demetrius to the king
restating the matter presented in 9–11, together with his suggestion of
writing to the high priest of Jerusalem requesting him to send translators.
B1. (duplicated ) and A2. Aristeas 34b–40: Copy of Ptolemy’s letter to
Eleazar the high priest informing him of the liberation of the Jews
(B1) and the wish to have the Law translated “so that these writings
should ﬁnd place in our Library” (Aristeas 38). The king asks for six
translators from each tribe, learned elders (A2).
B2. Aristeas 41–51a: Copy of Eleazar’s answer, spelling out the mode of
selection of the elders.
Digression 1. Aristeas 51b–83a: Ecphrasis: Description of the presents
sent by the king.
Digression 2. Aristeas 83b–120: Journey to Jerusalem. Description of
the Temple, Jerusalem, and the country.
[Transition]. Aristeas 121–27: This passage spells out the qualities
of the translators on the occasion of their departure
from Jerusalem.
Digression 3. Aristeas 128–72: The high priest Eleazar gives an allegorical interpretation of the Law of the Jews. Presented
as questions by the narrator and answers by Eleazar to
his questions.
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[Transition]. Aristeas 173–86: The elders’ arrival at Alexandria and
immediate audience before the king. First mention
of the scroll of the Law that the elders have brought
along with them, which is displayed before the king.
The accommodation of the elders at the Alexandrian
court.
Digression 4. Aristeas 187–300: A symposium during seven consecutive nights with a series of questions (by the
king) and answers (by each of the elders).
A3a. Aristeas 301–7: The Law of the Jews is translated.
B3. Aristeas 308–11: The translation is read out in front of the Jews of
Alexandria. Then it is ratiﬁed by the crowd, and the leaders curse
anyone who might intend any sort of modiﬁcation to the text.
A3b. Aristeas 312–17: The translation is read before the king. The king
then receives an explanation as to why the Law has never been translated before. Thereupon the king orders the books “to be watched
after reverently,” implicitly, in the Library.
[Conclusion to A3.] Aristeas 318–21: The king’s farewell to the elders.
Concluding remarks. Aristeas 322: An address to Philocrates, stating again
that the present account is proﬁtable to the mind, and
promising another book.

NOTES

This paper summarizes conclusions that I present in more detail in my book (Honigman 2003). I thank Routledge for allowing me to use material included in chapters
2 and 3, as well as the appendix. The present version offers some corrections and
modiﬁcations as compared with the book, and some complementary sources are discussed. This research was supported by the Israel Science Foundation (grant no.
784/00).
1. Apologetic: see the studies discussed by Tcherikover 1958; see further Kahle
1959: 209–10; ﬁctional: Hadas 1951 [1973]: 54, 58–59; face value: Barthélemy 1974:
23–41; BGS: 77.
2. Overall presentation of Judaism: Murray 1987: 18; Gooding 1963.
3. Orth (2001: 97–114) is ready to take seriously the claim that the Septuagint
was deposited in the Library. Barthélemy (1974), BGS, and Mélèze-Modrzejewski
(1986, 1995) accept as historical the involvement of Ptolemy II in the translation.
4. Unless otherwise speciﬁed, the quotations from the Letter of Aristeas follow Shutt
1985 with modiﬁcations. All emphases, in this and other quotations below, are added.
I have substituted square brackets for Shutt’s round ones.
5. See the outline of the literary composition of the Letter of Aristeas appended to
this essay. The two short transitional sections may be roughly seen as preparatory
steps to A3.
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6. I have borrowed the concept of “charter myth” from Murray 1987.
7. The three episodes are B1, 2, and 3 in the outline found in the appendix.
8. A woman called Iwana, a typical Jewish name, is mentioned in an account of
lamp oil, written in 257 b.c.e. and belonging to the Zenon archive: SB III 6796.160,166
= P.Cornell 1 = CPJ I 7 = Scholl 1990: vol. 1, no. 46. Ioana may be a slave, although
this is not certain. See Scholl’s remarks (1990: vol. 1, 183). There may have been
Jews among the people whom the sources described as “Syrians.” A will of 237 b.c.e.
mentions an “Apollonios alias Ionathas in Syrian (o}ˇ kai; Suristi; Ionaqaˇ)”: P.Petr. III,
7, l. 14 = Scholl 1990: vol. 1, no. 53 (Apollonios was not a slave). On Syrians in Egypt,
see Vaggi 1937: 29–49. See also the following note.
9. C.Ord.Ptol. 25 seems to mention “prisoners of war” in the context of a liberation of Syrian slaves, although the reading is uncertain. See Müller 1968: 77–82. Also,
Scholl 1990: vol. 1, no. 9. This papyrus, dated January 197 b.c.e., documents another royal decree, promulgated in November 198, which took a census of owners
of Egyptians who had been enslaved during the unrest caused by the twenty-yearlong secession of the Thebaid and other unrest in the country in the late third and
early second centuries b.c.e. See Koenen 1984: 915–16.
10. Translation by Thackeray 1926.
11. A comprehensive bibliography on the question of Tacitus’s source is provided
by Heubner 1976: 185.
12. Translation by Wellesley 1964.
13. The similarity to Tacitus’s account has already been noted by Lévy 1910:
162–96, especially 189–96. Lévy also points out further parallels to the motifs found
in Tacitus’s account. The evocatio of Cybele is further mentioned by Livy 29.11.3–8
and Strabo 12.5.3. Other stories of evocatio concern Asclepius (Livy 29.11.1; Strabo
12.5.3) and Juno (Plut. Cam. 5–6). I thank Christopher Pelling for this last reference.
14. A1, 2, and 3 in the outline found in the appendix.
15. The relevance of this text for Aristeas has already been underlined by Murray
(1987: 23).
16. Translation partly based on Csapo and Slater 1995: 11, no. 15b.
17. I owe this source to Tessa Rajak, who quoted Alciphron’s letter in a lecture
she gave at Tel Aviv University in June 2001, now published (Rajak 2005). I thank
Tessa Rajak for pointing out its precise reference to me.
18. Translation by Benner and Fobes 1949.
19. This and subsequent passages from Diogenes Laertius are taken from the
translation by Hicks (1950). The last sentence seems to form a separate chreia, but
its meaning obviously complements the ﬁrst one.
20. On the concept of the chreia, with concrete examples, see Hock and O’Neil
1986.
21. Gathering books: see also Ath. 1.3a–b. Luring scholars: see further Diog.
Laert. 5.37 (Theophrastus, unsuccessfully). In Plut. Mor. 1093e Ptolemy I sends money
to Nicias in order to purchase a painting—unsuccessfully.
22. Diog. Laert. 2.111–12 (Diodorus lived at Ptolemy I’s court), 9.110 (Timon
was a friend of Ptolemy II), 5.58 (Strato received a stipend from Ptolemy II), with
Suda on Strato = Wehrli 1950: fr. 2 (Strato was Ptolemy II’s tutor); Ath. 11.493e–494a
(Sosibius received a stipend from Ptolemy II), 12.552c (Panaretus received a stipend
from Ptolemy III); Plut. Mor. 601f (Demetrius of Phaleron was received among the
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friends of Ptolemy I after his exile from Athens). Also, Ath. 8.354e (Sphaerus was
entertained by Ptolemy IV).
23. An allusion to the anecdote concerning Ptolemy is found in Plut. Mor. 1119c.
24. Plutarch’s own account of the importation of the statue of Sarapis from Sinope
presents interesting differences from Tacitus’s. In Mor. (Isis and Osiris) 361f–362a
the statue does not embark of his own accord upon the ﬂeet but is apparently taken
away by Ptolemy’s ambassadors. Only faint hints of the evocatio-motif are recognizable. In Mor. 984a–b, Plutarch relates that the ambassadors sent by Ptolemy Soter to
Sinope, Soteles, and Dionysius were driven from their course by a violent wind and
saved by a dolphin—a different literary topos that goes back at least to Herodotus.
25. Murray 1987: 24. On diorthoun, “to revise, emend” a text, and diorthOsis, “[critical] edition,” “revised or emended text,” see Pfeiffer 1968: 94, 110.
26. Zuntz 1959b. See further Murray 1987: 23–24.
27. A standardization in the manuscripts of Homer that were in use in the Egyptian chOra, the countryside, occurred c. 150 b.c.e. Scholars have explained this phenomenon, which contrasts with the anarchy in the textual tradition reﬂected in
earlier papyri, by assuming that the Homeric edition established c. 150 b.c.e. by
Aristarchus, then head of the Library, had achieved wide recognition as authoritative. None of the earlier editions established by Aristarchus’s predecessors had had
the slightest impact in the countryside. On these matters see Pfeiffer 1968: 108–10,
214–17; Grenfell and Hunt, P.Hibeh I, pp. 67–75.
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Chapter 8

Kingship and Banditry
The Parthian Empire and Its Western Subjects
Richard Fowler

THE LIMITS OF MONARCHY

We live, we are told, in a dangerous world. Terms such as “warlord state,”
“bandit country,” “piracy on the high seas,” once redolent of the racier kind
of history book, seem now the everyday currency of the international pages
of most daily newspapers. In the present circumstances there is perhaps a
certain grim appropriateness in taking as my subject the establishment of a
quasi-autonomous “bandit state” in ancient Mesopotamia. In other respects
the topic of this paper needs a little justiﬁcation. At ﬁrst sight the text on
which I propose to focus has little to do with representations of monarchy;
moreover, its subject matter, Parthian Babylonia in the ﬁrst century c.e.,
might by many people’s deﬁnition fall outside what can properly be described
as “Hellenistic history.”
My aim here is not to explore in detail the meaning and usefulness of
“Hellenistic,” a term that has become so contested in meaning in modern
scholarship that it is frequently used almost apologetically, and seems underdressed without quotation marks.1 Sufﬁce it to say that wherever we
deﬁne the limits of “the Hellenistic” within space, time, and ideas, in my
view the earlier Parthian empire should be regarded as within it. There has
been a widespread tendency to exclude the Parthians from consideration
within mainstream Hellenistic history; the implication has been that
Parthia is somehow in the Hellenistic world but not of it. Since the Arsacid
dynasty was in more or less steady control of a great part of Alexander’s
empire east of the Euphrates from the 140s b.c.e., this attitude at the political level seems one-eyed, to say the least. Moreover, the Parthians’ profound engagement with the cultural forms (particularly artistic and architectural) that we call “Hellenistic” has been recently reafﬁrmed by the
147
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excavations at the early Parthian capital, Nisa, in Turkmenistan (e.g., Invernizzi 1998, 2001). As for chronological deﬁnitions, while in the Mediterranean world “the Hellenistic” may conveniently be bounded by the death
of Alexander and the battle of Actium, 323 and 31 b.c.e., east of the Euphrates, again, matters are not so simple. One might argue that the break
comes in the 140s b.c.e., when Seleucid power in these regions ﬁnally collapsed, or in 129, with the death of Antiochus VII, the last Seleucid king
to exert a plausible claim to Mesopotamia and Iran. But to the extent that
it is even meaningful to discuss such a subject, in my view the real “end of
the Hellenistic” here comes much later, with the increasing “Iranization”
of the Arsacid dynasty during the course of the ﬁrst century c.e. It is accordingly quite proper, I suggest, to regard Arsacid rule in Mesopotamia
in the early ﬁrst century c.e. as a case study, liminal to be sure, in “Hellenistic monarchy.”
It is also true that this paper at ﬁrst sight seems more concerned with bandits than kings. My case study serves, I think, to throw into sharper relief the
problem of deﬁning just what a monarchy is in the late Hellenistic environment. It raises a group of interrelated questions: how is kingship deﬁned?
What is the basis of royal legitimacy? How do powerful individuals establish,
negotiate, and legitimize power relations within a particular society in a late
Hellenistic monarchy? In a second sense, then, our subject matter is characterized by liminality; we are dealing here with the “limits of monarchy,”
the point at which monarchy shades off into something else.2
JOSEPHUS ON PARTHIA: ANILAEUS AND ASINAEUS

Josephus, particularly in the Jewish Antiquities,3 is an intriguing source on the
Parthian empire. His treatment of the Parthians has recently been very helpfully surveyed (Rajak 1998); I do not propose to go over familiar ground in
any great detail. Parthia of course is not by any means Josephus’s major concern; in general he provides us with a variety of “sidelong glances” at the
Parthians, usually a result of their occasional interventions in Syria or Judea.
On two occasions, however, he gives us detailed accounts of events (or purported events) in Parthian Mesopotamia. Both these accounts come toward
the end of the Antiquities (one in book 18, one in book 20), both are connected explicitly with the Parthian king Artabanus II,4 and both are thus datable, very broadly, to the 20s and 30s c.e. (though see Goodblatt 1987). Further, both are characterized, naturally enough for the author, by very much
a “Jewish focus” on events. The ﬁrst is the story of Anilaeus and Asinaeus
(Ant. 18.310–70), to which is appended an account of the massacre of the
Jews in the city of Seleucia on the Tigris (Ant. 18.371–79). The second is the
story of Izates, king of Adiabene in northeastern Iraq (Ant. 20.17–96), who
creates controversy but ultimately prevails after converting to Judaism along
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with his mother, Helene. My focus will be on the ﬁrst of these stories, that
of Anilaeus and Asinaeus.5
The context of this story in Josephus’s text is provided by the death of the
Roman emperor Gaius, which relieved from fear both the inhabitants of
Judea and the Roman governor of Syria, Petronius. This puts us, of course,
in 41 c.e. Josephus’s focus then switches east: “The Jews of Mesopotamia
and especially those inhabiting Babylonia now met with a terrible and unparalleled disaster and were massacred in such numbers as never before in
recorded history” (Ant. 18.310). This seems pretty clearly to refer to the massacre at Seleucia-Tigris, related at the very end of this section of text (Ant.
18.376), as a result of which the Jewish survivors ﬂed ﬁrst to Ctesiphon, then
to Neardea and Nisibis. However, the vast majority of this portion of text is
not concerned with the massacres at all, but rather with what Josephus describes as the causes (aijtivai, Ant. 18.310) of the disaster. This is the justiﬁcation
for telling the story of Anilaeus and Asinaeus.
Josephus opens with a description of the cities of Neardea and Nisibis,
which, because of their strength, were used by the Jewish population of
Mesopotamia as “treasuries” to store the two-drachma payments sent each
year by each Jewish inhabitant to Jerusalem. The payments were then conveyed to Jerusalem by large convoys, we are told, apparently through fear of
Parthian raids (aJrpagaiv, Ant. 18.313) on the treasure. In Neardea, Josephus
tells us, lived two brothers, Anilaeus and Asinaeus, who, having lost their father, were apprenticed to a local weaver (that at least is the conventional interpretation of Josephus’s text; Cohen [1975/1976: 34] argues that it was a
manufacturer of scale armor). Having on one occasion received a whipping
from their master, in indignation they appropriated weaponry from his house
and ﬂed to a district called “The Parting of the Rivers” (Ant. 18.315). This
region was apparently an area of marshland (see Ant. 18.363), and so, rather
like mountainous terrain, a typical “bandit ecology.”6 Here they were joined
by “young men of the poorest class” (tw¸ n nevwn oiJ ajporwvtatoi, Ant. 18.315).
Forming an armed band, these men rapidly gained control of the surrounding region; they built themselves a citadel (ajkrovpoliˇ, Ant. 18.316) and
began exacting tribute from local herdsmen.7 At this point the Parthian
satrap of Babylonia felt constrained to intervene; he marched against the
brothers on the Sabbath, in the expectation of an easy victory. After a brief
discussion, Josephus reports, Asinaeus ruled that breaching the laws relating to Sabbath observance was justiﬁed in this case (Ant. 18.323); unsurprisingly, the total defeat of the satrap swiftly followed.
At this stage news of the brothers’ exploits reached the ears of the
Parthian king, Artabanus. He lured ﬁrst Anilaeus, then Asinaeus to his court,
but, doing them no harm, granted Asinaeus control of “the land of Babylonia” (Ant. 18.337). At this stage, even Parthian generals started to pay court
to Asinaeus when sent to the region; the brothers held power in Mesopo-
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tamia, Josephus tells us, for ﬁfteen years (Ant. 18.339); most historians assume that this means roughly the early 20s to the mid-30s c.e.
It is at this point that things start to go wrong. The explanation Josephus
gives is explicit and again, perhaps, unsurprising: the brothers fall into paravbasiˇ tw¸ n patrivwn, breach of ancestral Jewish law (Ant. 18.340). A new Parthian
general arrives, and Anilaeus (here as throughout the story portrayed as the
lesser of the two brothers, both politically and morally) falls in love with his
wife. War is declared on the Parthian, who falls in battle; Anilaeus seizes the
Parthian woman. Unfortunately, she brings her own household gods with
her and continues to worship them. Anilaeus responds violently to criticism
of this, even killing one of his associates who objects too strongly, thus drawing on himself and his brother the man’s righteous curse. The Parthian
woman herself starts to fear that Asinaeus will turn against her, and so poisons him; Shaw observes the “recurrent bandit-motif ” of the femme fatale
(Shaw 1993: 183). Anilaeus accordingly assumes sole command.
At this point Anilaeus embarks on further plundering raids, now directed
against the villages of one Mithridates, a son-in-law of the king (Ant. 18.353).
Mithridates plans to retaliate but is forestalled by a night raid, in which Anilaeus captures him and sends him home gumnovˇ (“naked,” or at any rate “unarmed”; Cohen 1975/1976: 35) on an ass (Ant. 18.356). Mithridates’ wife
threatens him with divorce unless he avenges this deadly insult; he accordingly marches with massive forces against Anilaeus, defeats him, and slaughters his force. Even this, however, is not enough to end the Jewish bandit’s
career, for Anilaeus assembles another band, even more ragtag than the ﬁrst,
according to Josephus (plh¸qoˇ a[poron ajndrw¸ n ponhrw¸ n, Ant. 18.367). Ultimately,
the Babylonians themselves take matters into their own hands, complain to
the Jews of Neardea, and ambush Anilaeus while he is in a drunken sleep,
whereupon they massacre him and his band (Ant. 18.369–70).
Thus ends the story of Anilaeus and Asinaeus, but of course Josephus’s
purpose is not done; for, as he explains, it is as a result of their activities
that, after their deaths, the Babylonians seek revenge on the Jews of the region. To escape this persecution Jewish refugees ﬂock to Seleucia-Tigris,
where after ﬁve years of peaceful coexistence with the multiethnic urban
population (Ant. 18.373) the horriﬁc massacres that are the ostensible subject of this digression begin. Most historians put this in about 42 c.e., when
a six-year spell of Seleucian de facto independence from the Parthians was
coming to an end.8
The story of Anilaeus and Asinaeus in Antiquities 18 may be set out in
schematic form thus:
311–13 Neardea and Nisibis as tamiei¸a for the Jews’ two-drachma tax; the
problem of Parthian aJrpagaiv
314–17 The brothers Anilaeus and Asinaeus establish a bandit state
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318–24 They defeat the satrap of Babylonia on the Sabbath
325–39 The brothers and King Artabanus; the hostility of the Parthian
Abdagases
340–52 Anilaeus’s love for the Parthian woman; the poisoning of Asinaeus
353–66 Anilaeus and Mithridates, the king’s son-in-law
367–70 The death of Anilaeus
371–79 Postscript: the Jews in Seleucia-Tigris and their horriﬁc fate
As should be apparent, the story of the brothers is a fairly lively read; numerous
critics have remarked on its “novelistic character” (Schalit 1965: 178), its
“wealth of colourful detail” (Bivar 1983: 73), and its “picaresque ﬂavour” (Rajak 1998: 313). There is a distinct odor of oral tradition underlying this text.
Although attempts at source criticism have, as Tessa Rajak notes, proved rather
speculative and unproductive, nevertheless the tone is fairly clearly not typical of Josephus, and rather redolent of popular historiography. The same is
true of the second extended Parthian narrative, that of the conversion of King
Izates; similar kinds of theme are also to the fore (Rajak 1998: 313, 319–23):
for example, questions of Jewish law. The debate here is on the rights and
wrongs of circumcision for adult converts (Ant. 20.38–48). Another familiar
theme is the role of the Parthian king, interestingly once again Artabanus,
who ﬁnds himself once more dependent on Jewish support, this time that of
Izates, against his dangerous Parthian nobles (Ant. 20.54–68). Though I do
not intend to devote much more space to the Izates story, it is surely correct
to regard it as forming a pair with the story of the brothers.

ANILAEUS AND ASINAEUS, BANDIT THEORY, AND “SOCIAL BANDITS”

What kind of social structure do Anilaeus and Asinaeus and their band constitute? It is in this context that the famous theoretical approaches to the
phenomenon of banditry proposed by Eric Hobsbawm (2000) become
rather interesting. Of course, banditry can be seen as no more than a speciﬁc
kind of criminality; however, the essence of Hobsbawm’s argument is that
at least certain bandits in at least some contexts represent a very different phenomenon. The “social bandit,” in Hobsbawm’s view, represents not mere
criminality, but instead a form of primitive “social protest” or resistance to
local lords or to imperial government. The Robin Hood legend is of course
a classic manifestation of the social bandit myth. One ought to note that, at
any rate in his more recent treatments of the subject, Hobsbawm says rather
less than some of his critics claim; he does not attribute any great political
consciousness or sophistication to bandits, nor does he regard banditry as
associated with or a precursor to “revolution,” except by way of a primitive
prototype (Hobsbawm 1972: 504; 2000: 28–33, 110). Indeed, to the extent
that bandits are even ideologically aware, their enthusiasm tends to be for
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“tradition,” “the good old days”—in a Helleno-Jewish context, the pavtrioi novmoi. Can Hobsbawm’s approach help us to understand the story of Anilaeus
and Asinaeus?
Much interesting work has been done on ancient banditry over the last
quarter-century in the light of Hobsbawm’s approach. In the context of Judea
and Galilee, R. A. Horsley has attempted to apply it systematically in a sequence of works on the “bandits” who thrived, according to Josephus, in the
early years of Herod the Great and in the period leading up to the Jewish
revolt of 66–70 c.e. 9 According to Horsley, “Social banditry in Roman antiquity is basically similar to that known in modern times” (Horsley 1979: 47).
We might wonder whether matters are so simple. Horsley’s approach has
been criticized for its lack of sensitivity to the “loaded” nature of the terms
for bandits and banditry as they appear in Josephus and in ancient writers
generally (on which see below), or to the very nature of ancient Levantine
society; B. D. Shaw talks of “an almost mechanistic application of the Hobsbawm model to Judea.”10 Shaw himself relates the story of Anilaeus and Asinaeus to other studies of ancient banditry but makes the point that Josephus
nowhere refers to the brothers as lh/staiv, his usual word for “bandit”;11 this
is true, though Anilaeus is described as plundering (dia; leivaˇ . . . h\gen, Ant.
18.353), and in any case Shaw admits that in modern terms and in those of
Josephus it is quite proper to regard the brothers as bandits.
At ﬁrst sight, in fact, the Hobsbawm approach seems to apply very neatly
to the story of the brothers. Hobsbawm proposes a series of models of “social banditry,” two of which I think prove instructive. His ﬁrst model is “the
noble robber” (Hobsbawm 2000: 47–48); of this ﬁgure he provides a
schematic characterization. First, the noble robber begins his career, not with
a crime, but as the victim of injustice or persecution; second, the noble robber “rights wrongs” and, third, “robs the rich to give to the poor.” Fourth,
he only kills in self-defense or revenge. Fifth, in important senses he remains
an honorable member of his community; thus, sixth, he is admired, helped,
and supported by his own people. Seventh, if he dies, it tends to be through
foul play, because, eighth, he is in principle invulnerable and even invisible.
Lastly, and crucially, he is not generally the enemy of the legitimate king or
emperor, but only of the (implicitly corrupt or repressive) local governors.
How far do the brothers ﬁt Hobsbawm’s model of the noble robber? There
are some striking correspondences at the very least: Anilaeus and Asinaeus
begin their careers as bandits as a response to dishonor done to them by
their master ( Josephus draws something of a veil over whether their punishment was justiﬁed). The growth of their power implicitly allows the Jewish population of Babylonia respite from the “raids (aJrpagaiv ) of the Parthians” (Ant. 18.313), as Josephus describes them; to this extent at least they
may have righted wrongs done to the Jews. Whether they could be properly
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described as “robbing the rich to give to the poor” is unclear, but they are
evidently a thorn in the side of the satrap of Babylonia, and they plunder
the villages of the Parthian general Mithridates; most of the vexation that
they cause is inﬂicted on the Parthian elites and the Babylonian (not the Jewish) population. It is apparent also that the brothers readily accumulate support from the local population; in addition, both achieve spectacular, shocking victories over the best that the Parthians can throw at them, while both
die through forms of trickery, Asinaeus by poison from his own sister-in-law,
Anilaeus by being ambushed (signiﬁcantly by Babylonians, not by Jews) while
in a drunken doze. As for scruple over killing, this is not a prominent feature of the story, though we should note that Anilaeus makes a point of sparing Mithridates; the reason given for this is a purely practical one, that he
wishes to avoid enraging the king over the death of one of his close relatives
(Ant. 18.359). Last, and I think most interesting for our present purposes,
the brothers are remarkable for their close relations with the king. Whatever
their deadly feuds with generals and satraps, their relations with Artabanus
remain excellent. The Parthian king offers Anilaeus his right hand, “and that
is for all the barbarians of those parts the highest assurance of security in
making visits” (Ant. 18.328; see Shaw 1993: 182, 189, 193); later he entertains Asinaeus at a symposium (Ant. 18.333).
While we can argue that the brothers match reasonably closely the typology of the “noble robber,” another of Hobsbawm’s models is also instructive. The haiduk is a term used for a particular kind of bandit/rebel
within the European provinces of the Ottoman empire. The haiduk is a kind
of “national bandit” (Hobsbawm 2000: 81; Shaw 1984: 42), in practice a defender of the empire’s Christian subjects against the Turks; haiduk bands
could be viewed as ethnic, or even “protonational,” movements and on occasion could set themselves up as effectively autonomous groups within the
empire. When we turn to consider Anilaeus and Asinaeus, it is perhaps this
model that is even more suggestive. Our evidence might suggest that the
brothers’ local afﬁliations are “class”-based (I am aware that using this term
prompts more questions than can be answered in the compass of this paper); note that Josephus does use elite vocabulary that may have a class“charge” for the brothers’ supporters (ajporwvtatoi, a[ndreˇ ponhroiv, Ant. 18.315,
367). However, much more important for Josephus is the fact that these bandits are Jews. Asinaeus and Anilaeus are defenders, not of oppressed peasants or herdsmen, but of oppressed Babylonian Jews; moreover, Josephus’s
account of them revolves in a signiﬁcant way around their adherence (or
lack of it) to Jewish novmoi. The key to understanding Josephus’s story is not
(or not only) socioeconomic class, but ethnicity. I would suggest that Anilaeus and Asinaeus are not really “social bandits’” in Hobsbawm’s sense;
rather, they can most proﬁtably be seen as “ethno-bandits.”
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ANILAEUS AND ASINAEUS AS MYTH

Hobsbawm’s theory of the social bandit has of course come in for criticism,
notably by A. Blok in the modern context, and Shaw in the ancient (Blok
1972: 500; Shaw 1984: 50–51); but these criticisms themselves give us our
next way of approach to the story of the brothers. There are two main thrusts
to the response to Hobsbawm (and, to be fair to him, in the latest version of
his work he takes some account of these). According to some, he makes too
easy or glib a transition from quoting tales about bandits to postulating the
reality of the phenomenon he identiﬁes. And thus the ﬁrst counterthesis denies, or at any rate heavily qualiﬁes, the existence of the social bandit at all;
in the words of Blok, the social bandit is “a construct, stereotype, or ﬁgment
of human imagination.” Shaw sees Robin Hood ﬁgures as personages that
exist primarily in popular belief, though he concedes that there may have
been some real ones out there. What we should be thinking of, in fact, is the
“bandit as myth.” As we have seen, the theatrical treatment of Mithridates,
the crucial roles of the women in the story, Anilaeus’s wife as poisoner, Mithridates’ wife as goad to revenge, all these features and more suggest to many
an essentially “novelistic” tone. It is possible that we should see underlying
this text an oral tradition, perhaps quite an elaborate one. We should note
that scholars probing the archaeology of the text reckon to have uncovered
a couple of possible renderings or misrenderings of Aramaic.12
However, it is the story’s literary function in Josephus that most merits
comment. As scholars have pointed out, the passage is richly intertextual.
Anilaeus and Asinaeus are aligned in numerous ways with the tradition of
Jewish heroes. To take a speciﬁc example: Asinaeus is confronted early on
with the problem of whether he should ﬁght on the Sabbath (Ant. 18.321–
23). Exactly the same dilemma confronts Mattathias and his followers in the
early stages of the Maccabean revolt. The decision to ﬁght echoes that made
in 1 Maccabees 2.41 (though of course in 2 Macc. 8.26–28, Judas the Maccabee and his supporters pointedly break off the ﬁghting to observe the Sabbath). At a more general level, it is signiﬁcant that the brothers are presented
as close allies of the king, indeed as more trustworthy than his Parthian nobles; for as Josephus tells us, “the king’s purpose in this was to use the prowess
of the Jewish brothers as a curb to ensure the loyalty of his satrapies, for some
of them were in rebellion, and some were considering whether to rebel; and
he was on the point of marching against them” (Ant. 18.330). The trope of
“the king’s loyal Jewish retainers” is a familiar one; one might compare Mordechai, Daniel, and others, including the Hasmonean John Hyrcanus I.13
Josephus’s story also attempts to teach a moral lesson; the brothers, it asserts, are brought down by their u{briˇ(th;n ajrethvn . . . ejktrevpousin eijˇ u{brin, Ant.
18.340), their failure to observe Jewish novmoi in wickedly allowing Anilaeus
to consort with a Gentile woman, and, even worse, in permitting her to wor-
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ship her idols. Interestingly, this interpretation does not mesh well with the
actual substance of the text; for it is not Anilaeus, the wicked brother, who
is brought down by this, but Asinaeus who gets poisoned. Anilaeus is brought
down ultimately by u{briˇ, but this is u{briˇ not against God, but against ﬁrst
Mithridates (Ant. 18.357 [conjectural reading], 360), and then the Babylonian people (Ant. 18.368). From the text itself we might accept that Anilaeus is a bad person, but it is less apparent that he is a bad Jew.
This prompts another question; what is Josephus’s audience for this
story? Again, I have little to add here to Rajak’s picture of Josephus’s cultural identity and outlook as an author (Rajak 2002). Notable is Josephus’s
own comment at the end of the Jewish Antiquities: he asserts (Ant. 20.262)
“that no one else, either Jew or Gentile, would have been equal to the task,
however willing to undertake it, of issuing so accurate a treatise as this for
the Greek world (eijˇ {Ellhnaˇ).” Evidently Josephus is not writing primarily
for Babylonian Jewish peasants. Hobsbawm refers to the genre identiﬁed by
German literary critics as the Räuberromane, the “bandit-romances”; hugely
popular, one understands, with the nineteenth-century bourgeois readership (Hobsbawm 2000: 142, 158). I would argue that Josephus is here producing something similar. This account of banditry and kingship at the “Parting of the Rivers” in the wilds of Mesopotamia is written to titillate a generally
nonpeasant audience in the Roman empire. Shaw has shown how popular
bandits become in the literature of the Roman elite: Achilles Tatius, Heliodorus, and Apuleius, for example (Shaw 1984: 44). We can imagine the
complex of functions and responses these tales were meant to serve and
evoke: escapism, alterity, condescension. One could almost view these stories as a politicized, militarized equivalent of pastoral poetry.
But in a sense, whether the story is true or not in part or in whole is neither here nor there. Bandit tales, as Shaw suggests, are a kind of “ideological
theatre” (Shaw 1984: 47). Stories about bandits, whether true or untrue, are
like stories about kings; the important thing is that they circulate, and in doing so form “the currency of the political system” (the phrase is that of Hopkins [1978: 198]). Thus Josephus’s anecdote helps to construct a picture of
society in Parthian Babylonia as it might be believed to be; and it does so at two
levels, that of the rural bandit, and that of the court. The striking feature of
this story is that it shows that these levels intersect with one another to a dramatic degree. There are three elements here I would like to consider.
First, a very prominent feature of the whole story is the signiﬁcance given
to the role of honor and shame. (For a valuable introduction to this area of
anthropology, see Hordern and Purcell 2000: chap. 12). Honor and shame
have a recurring function in Josephus’s story. The very reason why the brothers take to their life of banditry is as a response to the indignation they feel
at their treatment at the hands of their master, or u{briˇ, as Josephus terms it
(Ant. 18.315: note that offended honor is one reason to become a bandit
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not discussed by Wolff [1999]). Again, when King Artabanus praises Asinaeus
to his Parthian stratopedavrchˇ, Abdagases, the latter demands that the king
give him permission to slay Asinaeus, “and so get revenge for his insolent
treatment of the Parthian realm” (Ant. 18.334: the verb used is uJbrivseien). Finally, the whole story of Anilaeus and Mithridates is based on honor and
shame; this indeed evolves into something like a vendetta. Anilaeus raids
Mithridates’ villages unprovoked; Mithridates cannot overlook a man who
has “disregarded his high rank (ajxivwma) to his face” (Ant. 18.354), and so attacks. Mithridates, for his pains, is sent home naked on an ass. Once again
he is driven to retaliate, this time by the urging of his wife, who threatens
him with divorce unless he avenges his public humiliation. Reluctantly he
goes to war, conceiving, in Feldman’s translation, that “he could no longer
bear to survive if he, a Parthian, were to be driven from pillar to post in a
war with a Jew” (Ant. 18.362). Anilaeus for his part is lured out again to ﬁght
him because he thinks it “inglorious” (a[doxon) to hide from Mithridates in
the marshes (Ant. 18.363), and thus is defeated. Honor and shame are key
motivating factors in this story.
My second observation relates to the person of the king. We have already
observed that the king is surprisingly favorable to the rampaging Jewish bandits, even inviting them to his court; but this leads to other, more disconcerting observations,14 for Artabanus is also characterized by weakness, dangerousness and instability. As we have seen, he appoints the brothers to
control Babylonia out of fear of his own satraps (Ant. 18.330). Moreover, in
spite of his pledges to the brothers, when Abdagases demands the right to
take vengeance on them for the sake of Parthian honor, Artabanus encourages him in his plan (Ant. 18.335), and thus becomes a danger to them. Then
he shows instability: for at dawn he warns Asinaeus to leave court, saying disingenuously that there is a danger the Parthian strathgoiv might try to assassinate him “without my consent” (Ant. 18.336). Thus the king, while ostensibly friendly, proves in practice both slippery and weak.
Third, we should note a point about imagery. If the charisma of Hellenistic
kingship demands impressive visibility,15 the charisma of banditry involves
instead invisibility. This is a point emphasized by Hobsbawm (2000: 55–58);
a successful bandit can move invisibly, can blend into the background of his
people. When the authorities arrive, Macavity is never there. Some bandits
are bolder; note the famous case of Claudius, the Levantine bandit of the
190s c.e., who, while Septimius Severus is busy hunting him, accosts the emperor in disguise and gets clean away (Dio 75.2.4; MacMullen 1992: 264;
Shaw 1984: 43). Anilaeus and Asinaeus attempt nothing so spectacular; but
note that Asinaeus remains in hiding until his brother has secured the king’s
assurance that all will be well. Note also that bandits do not look like kings;
when Artabanus ﬁrst sees Asinaeus, he “was astonished at Asinaeus’ courage
in action, when he observed that he was quite short in outward appearance
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and thus gave those who got sight of him for the ﬁrst time reason to disregard him and judge him of no account” (Ant. 18.333). In a more subtle sense,
Asinaeus does go in disguise; he conceals his brilliant qualities in a nondescript body.
ANILAEUS, ASINAEUS, AND IMPERIAL TEXTURE

I have discussed Josephus’s story at some length as myth/literature. But as I
have said, there is a second main thrust of criticism that has been directed
at Hobsbawm over the years. As many critics have asserted, it is naïve to view
the vast majority of bandits in practice as protectors of the weak against the
strong, whatever the myths might suggest. Far from being protectors of peasants, most bandits are parasitical on them (Blok 1972: 496–97; Shaw 1984:
36–38). This is very clearly true of Anilaeus and Asinaeus; though in many
respects they no doubt strengthen the position of the Jews of Babylonia, this
comes at a price. As we learn, “when it came to the point where they were
unbeatable and had built themselves a citadel, they used to issue orders to
the herdsmen to pay a tribute from their ﬂocks sufﬁcient to support them.
They, in turn, proffered friendship to those who obeyed them and a defence
against all their enemies from any other quarter, threatening to destroy their
ﬂocks if they refused” (Ant. 18.316). What we have here is pretty clearly a
protection racket (see Shaw 1993: 180).
Not only are the brothers a mixed blessing, to say the least, to their own
population, but they also stand in a highly complex relationship with state
power. Hobsbawm himself (2000: 95–96) admits the bandit’s fundamental
ambiguity: “The more successful he is as a bandit, the more he is both a representative and champion of the poor and a part of the system of the rich”
(see also Blok 1972: 497; Shaw 1984: 38). Anilaeus and Asinaeus themselves,
of course, while apparently defending the interest of the Jewish population
in Mesopotamia, at the same time become effectively Parthian governors
under the king’s appointment. They are both rebels against and agents of
Parthian royal authority.
This slippage or ambiguity in the brothers’ status between rebellion and
recognition calls to mind a parallel; for arguably the Maccabees/Hasmoneans
undergo a similar transition. These rebels against Seleucid rule, in the early
stages of their resistance, can take on the appearance of bandits, even through
the highly favorable prism of 1 and 2 Maccabees. For example, in 2 Maccabees 5.27 Judas the Maccabee and nine companions escape from Apollonius’s occupation of Jerusalem “into the desert, where he and his companions lived in the mountains, fending for themselves like the wild
animals.”16 2 Maccabees 8.1–7 sees Judas entering villages unobserved, recruiting supporters, and ﬁnally launching night attacks on non-Jewish cities
and villages. Again, Judas’s campaigns after the rededication of the Temple
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in 164 b.c.e. might be read in a similar light. 1 Maccabees 5 gives a series
of examples, such as Bozrah (1 Macc. 5.28): “Judas and his army abruptly
turned aside to Bozrah by way of the desert, and captured the town. He put
the entire male population to the sword, plundered all their property and
set the place on ﬁre.” 1 Maccabees uses here not the verb lh/steuvw but the
(slightly) more neutral lambavnw for “plunder”; but both the local population
and indeed the Seleucid administration can have been in no doubt as to the
nature of the act. From here, of course, in the fullness of time, Judas’s family will emerge as honored Seleucid ofﬁcials: recall the notorious “auction
of honors” by Seleucid claimants to Jonathan and the Maccabean leadership,
as attested by 1 Maccabees 10, or most spectacularly John Hyrcanus I’s
participation in Antiochus VII’s ultimately disastrous Parthian expedition of
130 b.c.e. ( Joseph. Ant. 13.249–53, quoting Nicolaus of Damascus); the failure of this campaign cemented Parthian control of Mesopotamia. And on
the Hasmoneans went, as their power grew, to independent authority and
the assumption of the royal title.
What these stories show, I think, is the incompleteness of power, the “thin
texture” of ancient empires (see Shaw 1984: 41, 48–49; compare Shaw 1993:
183), in which these sorts of groups can spring up, assume power, and enter into a dialogue with the king or emperor. A number of historians note a
useful parallel from the Roman side, from Herod’s kingdom (see, for example, Shaw 1993: 199–201). In Ant. 17.23–31 we hear the story of Zamaris,
a Babylonian Jew, who crosses the Euphrates with ﬁve hundred mounted
archers (see Neusner 1984: 43; Cohen 1975/1976: 35). Herod sets him up
on the borders of Trachonitis; he is to act as a guard against the lh/steivai of
the Trachonites (Ant. 17.26) (and Trachonitis itself is traditionally viewed
as “bandit country”; see Isaac 1984: 175–76 and n. 19). But Zamaris looks
very much like a bandit leader himself; Herod allows him to be autonomous,
he has tax-free status, and he is so successful that he sets up a hereditary dynasty. The principle here might seem to be “set a thief to catch a thief.” Remember that, similarly, Asinaeus is appointed by Artabanus to keep Babylonia ajlhvs/ teutoˇ, “bandit-free” (Ant. 18.337), something of an irony no doubt.
These “negotiations” between bandit chiefs and central authorities are in
fact not so odd in the ancient world, and the “legitimizing” of bandits by
governments is a well-attested phenomenon. From the context of Roman
Anatolia, K. Hopwood notes the remarkable dealings between the bandits
of Isauria and the Roman authorities at Germanicopolis in 368 c.e., which
culminate in a treaty between the parties (Hopwood 1999a: 177–78, 188–89;
Amm. Marc. 27.9.7). Artabanus’s response to Anilaeus and Asinaeus may
surprise us; but it did not surprise N. C. Debevoise, a historian writing in an
age when European colonies and League of Nations mandates covered great
swathes of the globe. In Debevoise’s assessment, Artabanus simply “handled
the situation in a manner much used by present-day mandatories: he sent
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for the brothers and placed them in formal control of the region which they
had ruled as robber barons” (Debevoise 1938: 156).
We are left to wonder what these bandit stories can tell us about the wellbeing of the states in which they are set. Was banditry simply endemic in ancient empires, an ever-present problem with which central government and
local communities had constantly to deal as best they could? Or were manifestations of banditry indices of crisis? Did brigandage become epidemic in
weak or (to use the modish word) “failing” states? Shaw has emphasized the
endemic nature of banditry in antiquity (Shaw 1984: 9; a natural phenomenon, like bad weather); as for Anilaeus and Asinaeus, they “were simply characteristic of the overall nature of the system of power in which they were embedded. There is no need to castigate them in moralizing terms as ‘bad men’
of the time, or as a sure sign of a decline and collapse of Parthian power”
(Shaw 1993: 183). We may accept the general point, that a certain level of
brigandage was viewed as both normal and inevitable in both Roman and
Parthian spheres; but it seems clear that both the level of banditry and the
power and longevity of bandit groups could vary. An increase in banditry
might indicate “heightened distress” among a local population (see Schwartz
1994: 298) or a weakening of the authority of central government (see Horsley 1995: 256, 347 n. 13). It may well be that the social factors in the Parthian
empire that produced Anilaeus and Asinaeus were structural or systemic.
However, we need not dismiss out of hand the notion that the story can also
be understood in a speciﬁc historical context and indicates that Parthian rule
in Babylonia was encountering particular difﬁculties in the reign of Artabanus II (as argued by Debevoise 1938: 163–64).
It is interesting to observe that the weakness of Artabanus is a consistent
thread running through Josephus’s accounts of him. In the story of the brothers, their strength is complemented by Artabanus’s insecurity. We might compare Josephus’s other extended “Parthian narrative,” the story of King Izates.
In Izates’ dealings with Artabanus the emphasis is once again on reversals
of status; Artabanus approaches Izates as a suppliant and seeks his aid to recover his kingdom, from which the Parthian satraps have ejected him (Ant.
20.54–66, esp. 56). Both stories can be seen as graphic illustrations of the
“lability of status” in ancient society (albeit in a somewhat “mythical” or “novelistic” framework). This can work in two directions; for if bandits can become kings, then it also seems clear that kings in straitened circumstances
can become little more than bandits. At the time of Actium, as Shaw observes,
even Herod the Great ﬁnds himself reduced effectively to banditry (Shaw
1993: 187; Joseph. Ant. 15.119–20). The motif is familiar; for after all even
David in his ﬂight from Saul was described as taking refuge in the cave of
Adullam and gathering round himself debtors and the distressed (1 Sam.
22.1–2; see Nikiprowetzky 1989: 235).
There is a constant slippage going on in these stories between legitimate
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and illegitimate power, between what Hobsbawm calls the “straight” and the
“bent” world (Hobsbawm 2000: 106); and this shifting from bandit to dynast (or vice versa) operates on a wider stage as well, as Roman historians
have long known. Two Roman emperors present useful examples. Maximinus Thrax seems to have started his career as a “bandit hunter” (perhaps a
similar sort of commission to those of Zamaris under Herod and the Jewish
brothers under Artabanus; see SHA Maximinus 2.1, with MacMullen 1992:
257; Shaw 1984: 36); as for the emperor Philip the Arab, his father, we are
told explicitly, was a bandit himself (Aur. Vict. Epit. 28.4, with MacMullen
1992: 264; Isaac 1984: 184).
KINGSHIP AND BANDITRY: THE LIMITS OF EMPIRE

Of course, with these stories we need to be cautious. We must be alive to the
very obvious ideological functions of the term “bandit.” It is trite history to
observe that it can be used to deprecate one’s enemies or rivals. Thus, routinely within the Roman empire, pretenders to the throne are described as
latrones (MacMullen 1992: 224 with n. 30; 255); conversely, rabbinical
sources consistently seek to contest the legitimacy of Roman rule by referring to ofﬁcials of the Roman administration as “bandits,” listim (Isaac 1984:
177 with n. 29). One could illustrate this very obviously ideological usage
over and over again; very much the same happens in the context of ancient
piracy, as recent studies by P. De Souza and (in the context of the Aetolian
League) J. D. Grainger have shown (De Souza 1999; Grainger 1999). An intriguing twist, though, is to see that some societies appropriate the ideology
of the bandit to shape their own conception of themselves. This is notoriously true at Rome; note Livy’s account of Romulus, who populates his new
city by admitting fugitives, criminals, and runaway slaves (Livy 1.8.5–6). The
most spectacular instance of this “rhetoric of banditry” at Rome is probably
the letter attributed to King Mithridates of Pontus by the historian Sallust
(Letter of Mithridates 17): “[Do you not know that the Romans] have possessed
nothing since the beginning of their existence except what they have stolen:
their home, their wives, their lands, their empire?” (trans. Rolfe 1985).
This sort of ideological game is also played in the Hellenistic environment.
The very Parthian empire itself is described as having its origins in a bandit
raid; as Justin tells the story, “one Arsaces, a man of uncertain origin but
undisputed bravery, happened to arise at this time; and he, who was accustomed to live by plunder and depredations (solitus latrociniis et rapto vivere),
hearing a report that Seleucus was overcome in Asia, and being consequently
freed from fear of that prince, invaded Parthia with a band of marauders
(praedonum manu) . . . and took over” ( Justin 41.4.6–7: translation adapted
from Neusner 1963). No doubt it is true to remark that in antiquity “bandit” in such a context is a commonplace alternative term for “nomad” (see
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Olbrycht 1998: 64); moreover, it is unclear how far this story expresses others’
conceptions of the Arsacids, or the Arsacids’ conception of themselves (see
Kuhrt 1998: 532). The careers of Anilaeus and Asinaeus, we should remember, began in an environment where the Jews of Babylonia lived in fear
of Parthian aJrpagaiv (Ant. 18.313).
Indeed there is a case for arguing that the great Hellenistic empires of
the Seleucids and the Parthians were the biggest bandits of all, “for,” in St.
Augustine’s celebrated formulation,17
if there is no justice, what are kingdoms except large robber-bands? . . . For it
was an elegant and truthful reply that was made to Alexander the Great by a
certain pirate he had captured. For when the king asked the fellow, why it was
that he should torment the sea, he replied with deﬁant outspokenness: “For
the same reason that you torment the world! I do it with a little ship, and so I
am called a pirate. You do it with a large ﬂeet, and so you are called a king.”

Of course it is true that the Seleucid empire and its successor evolved sophisticated bureaucracies to govern and tax their territories, and their complex ﬁscal systems are partly attested in the archaeological record; one might
note the ofﬁce of the creofuvlakeˇ at Uruk and similar ofﬁcials elsewhere (Rostovtzeff 1932). But even Anilaeus and Asinaeus levied fovroˇ (Ant. 18.316);
and expropriation remained a crucial mechanism for keeping the Seleucid
and Parthian empires solvent. The Seleucid Antiochus IV’s notorious raid
on the Jerusalem Temple was only one example; compare that king’s temple plundering at Babylon (Geller 1991) or in Elymais (Polyb. 31.9). His father Antiochus III lost his life in a similar attempt on a temple in Elymais
(Diod. Sic. 28.3; 29.15). M. Austin memorably describes Alexander the
Great’s campaigns as “a booty raid on an epic scale” (Austin 1986: 454); violent expropriation was a perennial economic reality for the rulers and subjects of the great Near Eastern land empires. Bandits like Anilaeus and Asinaeus, by contrast, give us a reverse perspective. They spring up especially
in periods of imperial or dynastic crisis, such as the Seleucid empire after
the death of Antiochus IV, Parthia under Artabanus II, or the Roman empire from the 190s c.e.; and their areas of authority can rapidly come to look
like “miniature kingdoms.”
The conclusion one might draw from the story of the brothers is simply
that “kings treat with whom they must.” In my view this is part of the point,
but not the whole of it. Rather, we are impelled to the conclusion that the
very concepts “king,” “warlord” (Samuel 1988; Austin 1986), “big man”
(Sahlins 1963; Shaw 1995: 360 with n. 11), and “bandit” are essentially slippery and contested and slide imperceptibly into one another. The differences
between them tend to be expressed in terms of “legitimacy,” which is shaped
in practice by a combination of outside recognition, continuing military and
economic success, and the effective manipulation of cultural systems such
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as ethnic or religious identity. Banditry may begin as a “self-help” remedy of
the oppressed, the weak, or the dishonored; but, when successful, it can rapidly threaten to rupture the thin texture of imperial government. Ultimately,
it can even present an alternative ideology of imperial legitimacy. The Maccabees were so successful that they eventually supplanted the Seleucids both
ideologically and politically. Anilaeus and Asinaeus did not get so far; but
their meteoric rise and fall illustrate in a graphic way the “limits of empire”
in the Parthian sphere.
NOTES

I should like to thank the British Academy; its very generous Postdoctoral Fellowships scheme allowed the research that produced this essay to be undertaken.
1. Potential bibliography is huge; but see, for example, Shipley 1993: 271 (“the
so-called Hellenistic world”); Cartledge 1997. In the economic sphere see, notoriously, Finley 1985: 183; judicious remarks in Davies 2001: 11–20. See now Shipley
2000: 1–5 and notes thereto (with a survey of important earlier discussions); Ogden
(2002b: ix–xiv) is more positive (perhaps more positivist) on the use of the term.
2. I explore many of these arguments further in a monograph entitled Ethnicity
and Power: Royal Ideology and Cultural Identity in the Hellenistic Near East (forthcoming).
3. Abbreviated as Ant. throughout. All translations from the Loeb edition, Marcus and Wikgren 1963; Feldman 1965a and 1965b, unless otherwise stated.
4. According to the modern numeration; see Schottky 1991: 78–81; Rajak 1998:
313.
5. For recent discussions (besides Rajak 1998), see Shaw 1993: 179–84 (very helpful); Grünewald 1999: 141–43.
6. See Shaw 1993: 180; on the “geography of banditry,” Mitchell 1999: 158; Wolff
1999: 397–98.
7. On the signiﬁcance of private fortiﬁcations to bandits and barons, see Hopwood 1999a: 184.
8. See Debevoise 1938: 155–56; Neusner 1984: 54–58; Oppenheimer 1983:
217–19; Rajak 1998: 315, with literature cited there.
9. E.g., Horsley and Hanson 1985: esp. chap. 2; Horsley 1979; 1995: esp. chap. 12.
10. Shaw 2000: esp. n. 2; see Schwartz 1994; Grünewald 1999: 143–49.
11. Shaw 1993: 179: “The Bandits Who Were Not.”
12. See Schalit 1965: 163–69 on ajnh;r ktilivwn, Ant. 18.343; Cohen 1975/1976
on the “weaver,” Ant. 18.314, to whom the brothers were apprenticed.
13. See Rajak 1998: 313; Gruen in this volume.
14. Compare Gruen in this volume.
15. See Smith 1988: chap. 5, esp. 50–52.
16. All translations of biblical passages are from REB.
17. De civ. D. 4.4; see Austin 1986: 465–66; Shaw 1984: 3; 2001.
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Chapter 9

Translating for Ptolemy
Patriotism and Politics in the Greek Pentateuch?
Sarah Pearce

THE BEGINNINGS OF THE TRADITION

According to all the earliest Jewish traditions about the Greek version of “the
law” of the Jews,1 this translation was made for a Ptolemaic king. Aristobulus, a Hellenistic Jewish philosopher, is likely to represent the earliest witness to this view. He is of uncertain date, but thought by the majority of modern scholars, following the earliest testimony of Clement of Alexandria, to
be associated with Ptolemy VI Philometor (180–145 b.c.e.) (Clem. Strom.
1.22.150.1).2 Ancient sources attribute to Aristobulus two different versions
of the setting of the translation. In one, the speaker refers to the translation
of the whole “law,” which took place “at the time of the king surnamed
Philadelphus, your ancestor, who brought great zeal to this undertaking,” with
Demetrius of Phaleron in attendance (Euseb. PE 13.12.2). The other version makes reference to the tradition that the “law’” and the prophets were
translated under Ptolemy son of Lagos, father to Philadelphus, or, according to some, Ptolemy surnamed Philadelphus. In the latter case, the role of
Demetrius is emphasized in bringing great zeal to the enterprise (Clem.
Strom. 1.22.148). Thus, in what is probably the ﬁrst account of the translation, we encounter some confusion over which Ptolemy is involved.
The Letter of Aristeas, the Hellenistic ﬁction that provides the most elaborate of the early Jewish accounts of the setting of the translation, puts the
scene decidedly in the court of Ptolemy II Philadelphus, recounting the event
in the voice of one Aristeas, who purports to be a courtier of that king.3 The
story is well known to students of the Greek Bible. The translation is proposed by Demetrius for the royal library, and subsequently the Jerusalem
high priest grants the royal request for a translation. Once translated, the
Greek version of the “legislation” is read and enthusiastically approved by
165
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the king, who is said to have “marvelled profoundly at the genius of the legislator” (Aristeas 312).4 Most of the story, however, focuses on the king’s approval of the wisdom of the translators’ teaching on the subject of kingship.
An abbreviated account of the same story, presenting much the same perspective, appears in Josephus’s Jewish Antiquities at the end of the ﬁrst century c.e. ( Joseph. Ant. 12.7–118).5 Writing in the ﬁrst part of that century,
the Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria states that the translation of the
“laws” was desired for the beneﬁt of the Greeks, knowledge of the laws having thus far been conﬁned to the barbarians. Like his predecessors in the
tradition, Philo conﬁrms the story of the royal initiative:
In view of the importance and public utility of the task, it was referred not to
private persons or magistrates (a[rcousin) . . . but to kings (basileu¸si), and amongst
them to the king of highest repute. Ptolemy, surnamed Philadelphus, was the
third in succession to Alexander, the conqueror of Egypt. (Mos. 2.28)

Special emphasis is placed on the greatness of the king’s achievements, “for
the many evidences and monuments of his greatness of mind,” which mark
him out as the greatest of all the Ptolemies, his achievements greater than
those of all the rest put together. The translation of the Jewish laws, we are
to understand, is a Philadelphian monument, the work of the greatest of the
Ptolemies (Philo Mos. 2.29–31)!
All the Hellenistic Jewish accounts of the translation agree on the following
points: that the translation was made in the time of the ﬁrst Ptolemies; that
a Ptolemy was directly connected to the inception of the translation project;
and that the story of the translation reﬂects the king’s respect for the Jews,
and, in some versions, highlights the Jews’ regard for the king. But to what
extent should the tradition of the Ptolemies’ relationship to the translation
be judged as more than the stuff of legend? Should historians put any faith
in the idea, which all the sources share to varying degrees, that the translation was really made for Ptolemy? Against the tradition, it has been argued
that the translation was not made at the initiative of King Ptolemy at all, but
for Alexandrian Jews who no longer knew enough Hebrew to be able to read
their scriptures privately or in their public liturgy, a view associated especially
with Paul Kahle and Arnaldo Momigliano. Nevertheless, the ancient tradition that grants a central role to the Ptolemies in the production of the translation has had a very important inﬂuence on the work of modern historians
of Hellenistic Judaism. This is apparent, for example, in Joseph Mélèze-Modrzejewski’s studies, which argue for an understanding of the production of
the Greek Pentateuch “within the framework of actual legal practice in Ptolemaic Egypt”: like the Greek version of the Demotic casebook, which was probably translated under the ﬁrst Ptolemies, the “Greek Torah” is viewed as the
translation of a “native” law book, which served the Ptolemaic judiciary system (Mélèze-Modrzejewski 1997: 104; 1996). Such an approach, applied to
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the content of the translation of the Pentateuch, might tell us much about
the king’s interests with regard to his Jewish subjects and certainly deserves
closer attention. By contrast, the work of Elias Bickerman addresses the other
side of the same issue, namely: what does the Greek Pentateuch reveal about
the concerns of the Jewish translators with respect to the Ptolemaic rulers?
According to Bickerman, the internal evidence of the books of the Greek
Pentateuch points to the translators’ concern to produce a patriotic and respectful translation with regard to the Ptolemies. In this sense, they must be
viewed as translating for King Ptolemy, their work designed to please—or at
least not to offend—the king.
BICKERMAN’S PATRIOTIC TRANSLATORS

One of few modern historians to incorporate the Greek Bible corpus into
his account of Hellenistic Judaism and Jewish history, Bickerman stands out
for his relatively novel emphasis on the need for a historical approach to the
Greek Bible translations and for research, in particular, on the historical context of the language of the Greek Bible corpus. In his posthumously published Jews in the Greek Age he puts the matter thus:
Because the work of the historical interpretation of the Greek Torah has hardly
begun, we must limit ourselves to some observations on the methods of the
Seventy with particular attention to their vocabulary. (Bickerman 1988: 106f.)

The situation cannot be described so starkly now; but, as shown by John Lee’s
recent retrospective on what has happened (or rather not happened) in the
thirty years since his own groundbreaking work, which examined the relationship between the language of the Greek Pentateuch and that of the
Ptolemaic papyri, Bickerman’s words remain strikingly relevant (Lee 2003b:
513–24).
The starting point for Bickerman was to recognize that “for the greater
part, the divergences between the Greek and the Hebrew Law of Moses are
intentional” (Bickerman 1976b: 192). Variant textual traditions and scribal
errors may account for some of the differences. But what really matters for
the historian, stated Bickerman, “are the changes made by the Seventy intentionally,” for they represent, in the form of the Greek Pentateuch, the
“earliest extant interpretation of the Torah and often [incorporate] even earlier exegetic traditions” (Bickerman 1988: 107). In taking this approach,
Bickerman situated himself within a long tradition that interpreted certain
variations between Greek and Hebrew manuscripts of the Pentateuch as the
result of deliberate changes made by the translators (Bickerman 1976b: 192;
Geiger 1857: 259–307). Early Rabbinic tradition includes various forms of
the claim that these “changes” were made “for King Ptolemy,” and that one
of the alterations was made speciﬁcally to avoid offending a member of the
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king’s family. We will return to this point later. From roughly the same era
as the early Rabbinic sources, Jerome presents another explanation of perceived differences between Hebrew and Greek scripture, again attributing
to the translators a concern to avoid offending Ptolemy. In this case, apparent “omissions” in the Greek Old Testament of passages that appear in the
Hebrew and are cited in the New Testament are put down to the translators’
desire to avoid giving the Platonist king the impression that the Hebrews,
whom he admired for their monotheism, acknowledged two deities:
In a word, wherever scripture evidenced some sacred truth respecting father,
son, and Holy Spirit, they either translated the passage differently or passed
over it in silence, so that they might both satisfy the king and not divulge the
secrets of the truth. ( Jerome Preface to Hebrew Questions on Genesis)

Such traditions arise, signiﬁcantly, in a world where increasingly Jews and
Christians recognized differences between the Greek Bible and the received
Hebrew text. As D. Barthélemy puts it, “L’on s’efforçait d’expliquer cet état
de choses” (Barthélemy 1978: 60).
The inﬂuence of the ancient tradition of “alterations” for Ptolemy is apparent not only in Bickerman’s general approach to the translators as responsible for deliberate changes in the transmission of the Pentateuch, but
also in his construction of what such changes reveal of the translators’ attitude toward the Ptolemies. As we shall see, one of the crucial pieces of evidence for that construction has its beginnings in the Rabbinic versions of
the tradition. Furthermore, his overall approach to the question conﬁrms
the ancient picture of the translators of the Pentateuch as “polite,” sensitive
to the need to present Jewish traditions as “civilized” by the Hellenistic standards of their day. Among the examples of “tendentious mistranslations”
in the Greek Pentateuch, Bickerman lists translation choices affecting the
representation of monarchy in one way or another so as to offer a polite, respectful attitude toward the Ptolemaic rulers (Bickerman 1988: 108). The
argument, we should note, does not assume that the king or other Greeks
would actually have read the books of the Jews.6 What it does assume is that
some Jews believed that they might read them. If Bickerman’s approach is
right, the translation of the Pentateuch is to be connected with a much larger
corpus of Jewish Hellenistic literature that, in various ways, pictures the Jews
as devoted servants of the Ptolemies or other non-Jewish monarchs. What
follows is an exploration of the evidence on which Bickerman’s conclusions
rest, and of whether it constitutes good evidence for the translators’ attitudes
toward monarchy and, speciﬁcally, toward the Ptolemaic monarchy.
The picture assembled by Bickerman rests on three examples, which, it
is claimed, show the concern of the translators to avoid negative references
either to the Ptolemaic king or to the Ptolemies’ ancestral name Lagos. Let
us consider the arguments and the evidence, beginning with two examples
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in which it is alleged that the translators, working with material that was potentially offensive to the kings, deliberately chose not to use the monarchic
term basileuvˇ.

GREEK LEVITICUS 18.21: “AND FROM YOUR SEED
YOU SHALL NOT GIVE TO SERVE A RULER”

Moses enjoins Israel not to serve Mlk. The “Seventy” read the consonantal
text as melek, “king”. Since the Egyptian Jews made much of their loyalty to
the Ptolemies, the “Seventy” rendered the passage (Lev. 18.21. Cf. 21.2) as
follows: “ You should not give your seed to serve a ruler (archon).” (Bickerman
1976b: 194)

According to Bickerman the translators’ choice of a[rcwn is a sign of their
sensitivity with regard to the Ptolemaic king. In this context, a[rcwn is regarded
as a “prudent” rendering, producing “a meaningless and therefore innocuous injunction” (Bickerman 1988: 108).7 The understanding is that a[rcwn
would not have been recognized as a royal title—certainly, the distinction
between basileuvˇ and a[rcwn as subordinate to a basileuvˇ ﬁnds support in the
LXX corpus, though the terms can also be used interchangeably.8 This conclusion assumes that the translators read Jl≤m≤ “king,” and not the Jl< mú which
appears in MT. More controversially, the argument also depends on the
view that the choice of a[rcwn for Jl≤m≤ represents the deliberate avoidance of
basileuvˇ, “king,” which, so the argument goes, is the expected rendering of Jl≤m.≤
But does this interpretation of the evidence stand up?
In the ﬁrst place, it must be acknowledged that the evidence on which
this conclusion is based is very difﬁcult to interpret. In particular, there is
much uncertainty over the nature of the activity being described in the relevant verses of Leviticus and, crucially, over the identity of what is designated
as Jl< mú - Jl≤m≤, a[rcwn. A brief look at these issues is required at this point.
First, with regard to the activity described in Leviticus 18 and 20, MT Leviticus preserves two variant traditions about offerings “to Molek.” The ﬁrst of
these forms part of a series dealing with prohibited sexual practices:
Leviticus 18.21: ˚lml ryb[hl ˜tt al ˚[rzmw
And of your seed you shall not give to make it go over to the molek. (Lust 1991:
197)

A variant tradition in chapter 20 associates the same prohibition with mantic and other prohibited activities, mainly sexual offences, in which the
punishment is to be “cut off ” from the people or to be put to death (Lev.
20.1–21).9 In this context, the God of Moses decrees death for any male Israelite or resident in Israel who “gives of his seed to the Molek (˚lml w[rzm
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˜ty)” (Lev. 20.2); he is to be cut off from his people, “for he has given of his
seed to the Molek (˚lml ˜tn w[rzm yk),” and the offence is deﬁned as one that
deﬁles God’s sanctuary and profanes his holy name (Lev. 20.3). If others do
not execute the person who gives “of his seed to the Molek (˚lml w[rzm),” God
himself will exterminate both him and all the fornicators (μynzh) who go
after him “to fornicate after the Molek” (˚lmh yrja twnzl) (Lev. 20.4–5). On the
question of what is said to be given to the Molek, there is widespread agreement that the “seed”—[rz—refers to offspring. But what it means to give seed,
and to what or as what it is offered, are questions that have received widely
different interpretations (Lust 1991). In the modern debate over the sense
in which the child is “offered,” the crucial Hebrew word is the hiphil ryb[hl,
meaning “to cause to pass through.” But through what is it to pass? The common assumption that this refers to sacriﬁcing children by burning them in
a ﬁre has little ﬁrm basis in the Hebrew texts about offerings connected to
“Molek.”10 The contexts in which the Leviticus material stands suggest instead
that some kind of sexual practice is envisaged in which “the children were
given to the temple authorities of some deity at the shrine to be trained as
temple prostitutes” (Snaith 1967: 125).11 An early variant reading replacing
MT rb[ with db[, “to worship,” is represented by the Samaritan Pentateuch.
Such a reading appears to stand behind the translation in Greek Leviticus,
which reads latreuve in, the usual word in the Greek Pentateuch for the performance of cultic service, which may include sacriﬁce but does not have to.12
Thus the Greek does not resolve the question of what is going on in terms
of the activity described. It may even have been chosen to obscure it.13
What really matters for the argument endorsed by Bickerman is the
signiﬁcance of the Greek rendering of the word that the Masoretic tradition
vocalizes as “MOl;k.” The Masoretic reading has generated two very different
types of interpretation in modern scholarship. According to the dominant
view, MOl;k is the name of a Canaanite deity—usually identiﬁed with Baal
Melek. According to A. Geiger, the deity’s royal title Melek was revocalized
by pious redactors as MOl;k, dysphemistically applying the vowels of the word
tvwb, “shame” (Geiger 1857: 301; Snaith 1967: 125).14 Opponents of Geiger’s
theory point to the lack of analogous forms of dysphemism in the Hebrew
Bible. Among these, O. Eissfeldt argued instead that MOl;k is not a deity at
all, but a type of sacriﬁce that involved burning, for which parallels exist especially in Carthaginian sources (Eissfeldt 1935).15 Turning to Greek Leviticus, the translation speaks of “a ruler (a[rcwn)” or “the rulers (a[rconteˇ)” as
the equivalent of “the MOl;k.” The relevant sections are as follows:
kai; ajpo; tou¸ spevrmatoˇ sou¸ ouj dwvseiˇ latreuve in a[rconti . . . (Lev. 18.21) . . . o{ˇ a]n
dw¸ tou¸ spevrmatoˇ aujtou¸ a[rconti . . . o{ti tou¸ spevrmatoˇ aujtou¸ e[dwken a[rconti (Lev.
20.2–3) . . . ejn tw¸ dou¸ nai aujto;n tou¸ spevrmatoˇ aujtou¸ a[rconti . . . w{ste ejkporneuve in
aujto;n eijˇ tou;ˇ a[rcontaˇ. (Lev. 20.4–5)
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And from your seed you shall not give to worship a ruler . . . Whoever gives of
his seed to a ruler . . . Because he has given of his seed to a ruler . . . In giving
of his seed to a ruler . . . So that he might prostitute himself to the rulers.

While remaining close to MT in most respects, the translation is not a literal,
one-to-one rendering of MT. The Greek has an indeﬁnite form a[rconti, “to
a ruler,” in 18.21and 20.2–4, in contrast with MT, which vocalizes ˚lml as
deﬁnite, “to the MOl;k.” In Leviticus 20.5, where the consonantal text requires the article, the Greek follows the Hebrew in this respect, rendering
“to the rulers” for MT’s “the MOl;k.” How may we account for the variation
in number between MT’s singular “the MOl;k” and “the rulers” of the Greek?
Several possibilities may be suggested. Perhaps the translator’s Hebrew text
read μ(y)klml, “to the kings”; or the translator may have mistakenly read the
m, which begins the following word, as the last letter of ours, producing μklml
(Lust 1991: 199f.); or the plural may have been derived from interpretation
of the wider context, which speaks of a plurality of people as engaged in the
prohibited activity (Wevers 1997: 317). But what of the signiﬁcance of the
choice of a[rcwn as equivalent to ˚lmh? Is this a signiﬁcant variation from MT,
as Bickerman’s conclusion requires it to be?
The hypothesis that the translator(s) read Jl≤m≤ is a perfectly reasonable
one, in an era prior to the vocalization of the consonantal text (Geiger 1857:
299–308). It also ﬁnds support in Geiger’s hypothesis that an original Jl≤m≤
was later vocalized as “MOl;k” to signal the abhorrent nature of the cult object. On this view, the Greek represents a pre-Masoretic vocalization. There
is also other evidence within the Greek Bible tradition, showing that what MT
vocalizes as ‘MOl;k’ was probably read as “Melek (Jl≤m)≤ ,” indicated by the translator’s use of the equivalent basileuvˇ (LXX Jer. 39(32).35 [Theodotion]).16
More difﬁcult to prove is the necessary assumption that basileuvˇ is the expected translation choice for Jl≤m≤, and a[rcwn a tendentious interpretation,
avoiding the language of monarchy. It would be useful to know how the translator of Leviticus generally renders monarchic words. But in the case of Greek
Leviticus, we lack the evidence to determine the usual equivalent for Jl≤m≤,
since no other form of ˚lm appears elsewhere in this book. Neither basileuvˇ
nor any related form of this word appears in Greek Leviticus. On the other
hand, the only other example of a[rcwn in Greek Leviticus functions as an
equivalent for MT aycn(Lev. 4.22), referring to the ruler who sins “doing unwittingly any one of all the things which the Lord his God has commanded
not to do.”17 Perhaps a[rcwn suggested itself in Leviticus 18.20 on that basis.18
Looking more broadly in the Greek Pentateuch, while it is true that basileuvˇ
is by far the most common equivalent of Jl≤m≤, it is not the only one. The main
alternative rendering is a[rcwn, which appears seven times for MT Jl≤m≤ in the
Pentateuch.19 Furthermore, a[rcwn is a very ﬂexible word in the Greek Pentateuch, used to render a range of words designating leadership; indeed, it
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is often used to render different leadership words in the same context. We
should hesitate before concluding that the use of a[rcwn in Leviticus 18 and
20 must be read as deliberately avoiding the distinctly royal Hellenistic title
of basileuvˇ (Geiger 1857: 302f.). This question, which also dominates the interpretation of the next example, is one to which we will return in the next
section of the discussion.
Finally, with regard to the use of a[rcwn in Greek Leviticus, is it clear that
the translator was thinking in terms of human rulers?20 Other interpreters
have stressed the translator’s sensitivity to the subject of idolatrous worship
in the rendering of the Levitical laws—thus Geiger, who maintained that
while the verb latreuve in serves to disguise the nature of the proscribed cultic activity, the use of a[rcwn represents an explicit reference to the royal divinity. Indeed, according to Geiger, a[rcwn is used of this kind of deity in
the Greek Bible corpus (Geiger 1857: 302, referring to LXX Isa. 8.21).
More recently, it has been argued that Greek Leviticus employs a[rcwn to
replicate a sense of the disapproval that Geiger recognized in the Masoretes’
vocalization of “mOl;k.” In this case, however, the translation is said to disguise the name of the deity by referring only to its royal title (Harlé and
Pralon 1988: 73, 162f.; Muraoka 2002: 70). Thus, according to J. MoattiFine, “[Greek Leviticus] occulte, comme le veut la tradition biblique, le nom
de Molok: la traduction par ‘chef ’ [a[rcwn], ne rend que le titre royal perçu
dans le nom de ce dieu dont on répugne à dire le nom (Moatti-Fine 2001:
73). On this view, a[rcwn proves that the translators took the Hebrew to be
the royal title of a god whose real name should not be pronounced (Harlé
and Pralon 1988: 162f.). This solution leaves open the question why the
translators did not resort to transliterating the “dysphemistic” version of
the name, as do the translators of “molek” in 4 Kings 23.10,21 and, indeed,
as do the revisers of Leviticus. To summarize thus far, it is clear that the
choice of a[rcwn is subject to a variety of interpretations, and that Bickerman’s conclusion represents but one of several possible explanations of the
evidence.
GREEK DEUTERONOMY 17.14 –20: “ YOU SHALL
SURELY SET OVER YOU A RULER ( a[rcwn )”

According to MT Deuteronomy, this law deals with the appointment of the
Jl≤m—
≤ the king—who must be chosen from “your brothers.” The appointment
of a “foreign man (yrkn vya)” as king is explicitly ruled out. In Greek Deuteronomy, the Jl≤m≤ becomes an a[rcwn, the kingdom (hklmm) becomes an ajrchv, and
the royal throne (ask) becomes a seat on which more ordinary mortals—as
well as kings—may repose (divfroˇ).22
In Bickerman’s interpretation of Greek Deuteronomy, the translation
choices reveal the translators as “loyal subjects of the Ptolemies”:
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The Jews are commanded to choose the king among the brethren, and not a
foreigner. Elsewhere in the Greek Pentateuch melek is, as a matter [of] course,
rendered by Basileus. Here, the “Seventy” again avoided an unpatriotic translation and melek again became the innocuous archon. (Bickerman 1976b: 194,
referring also to Lev. 18 and 20)

By making a[rcwn the equivalent of the Jl≤m,≤ which appears in MT Deuteronomy, the translators are said to have employed “an innocuous word often used
for the chief of a local community or tribe” (Bickerman 1988: 108),23 and
thereby to have “avoided an unpatriotic translation” (Bickerman 1976b: 194).
An earlier form of the argument endorsed by Bickerman was used by Heinrich Graetz as crucial proof that the translators of the Pentateuch wrote with
an eye to pleasing Ptolemy VI Philometor, thus controversially placing the
origins of the Greek Pentateuch much later than the consensus, which
pointed to the third century b.c.e. Against that background, Graetz argued:
A delicacy of feeling prevented [the translator] rendering the sentence “thou
shalt not appoint a stranger King over thee” literally, or mentioning the throne
of his fatherland. How shall we account for this variation if we do not assume
that the translator’s respect for the foreign ruler to whose government the Jews
were at the time subject, restrained him from letting the king read that, according to their Scriptures, the Jews were to select their ruler from their own
body? And this is equivalent to the admission that the translation was prepared
with special reference to a sovereign of Alexandria. (Graetz 1890: 152)

Once again, alleged avoidance of the term basileuvˇ,24 the title connected so
strongly with Hellenistic monarchy, is said to indicate the translators’ intention to avoid any offence toward the Ptolemaic basileuvˇ; similarly, with
the rendering of other royal terminology. Without entering into the wider
controversy over Graetz’s preferred dating of the Greek Pentateuch, I suggest that this interpretation of Greek Deuteronomy is by no means without
problems or competing solutions.
In the ﬁrst place, the Jl≤m≤ of MT may not have stood in the translator’s Hebrew text. It is true that the Samaritan Pentateuch, the Temple Scroll, and
Qumran manuscripts of Deuteronomy all share the consonantal reading ˚lm.
Nevertheless, as A. Rofé has shown, other evidence indicates that an alternative Hebrew reading of the king’s law was known in the Second Temple
period. Thus the Damascus Document refers to David as a aycn, whose conduct should have conformed to what is prescribed in Deuteronomy 17.17.25
From this, Rofé suggests that “one is led to infer that the LXX translated
here from a Hebrew Vorlage that read aycn throughout the king’s law” (Rofé
1988: 170; cf. Frankel 1851: 155f.). If the translators read aycn (leader, though
not necessarily royal) instead of ˚lm, a[rcwn presents no surprises: in the Greek
Pentateuch, a[rcwn represents the standard equivalent of aycn, on the basis of
comparison with MT.26
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But, supposing that Greek Deuteronomy is based on a text that did indeed read ˚lm, is the rendering a[rcwn necessarily to be regarded as tendentious? The view that it is indeed tendentious, we should note, supports—
and perhaps was suggested by—the early revisers, who render the Hebrew
according to their stereotyped equivalent for ˚lm, namely, basileuvˇ. However,
as already noted, the Greek Pentateuch provides several other examples in
which a[rcwn appears as an equivalent of MT Jl≤m.≤ 27 According to Graetz, these
provided further proof that “the word ‘king’ is altered in the verses in which
it might have raised the suspicion that the Israelites of the present were, according to the statements of their sacred book, looking for, desiring, dreaming of a king” (Graetz 1891: 278).28 But the evidence of the Pentateuch is
much less consistent than this suggests.
There are, in fact, only two examples in the Greek Pentateuch where the
Greek represents MT Jl≤m≤, referring clearly to an Israelite ruler, by the term
a[rcwn. Both belong to Greek Deuteronomy, and it is likely that the rendering of one passage is dependent on the other (Deut. 17.14–15 and 28.36).
In the case of the latter, the language of appointing a ruler strongly suggests
that the translation is inﬂuenced by that in Greek Deuteronomy 17.29 In other
examples a[rcwn represents Jl≤m≤ in contexts where the Hebrew refers to a divine ruler over Israel—it is not clear whether the translator(s) thought of a
divine or human ruler (Num. 23.21; Deut. 33.5). If a divine ruler is intended,
is the translation choice to be seen as another example of patriotic sensitivities? Finally, the evidence of Greek Genesis 49.20 shows that a[rcwn may be
used for MT Jl≤m≤ in a context where, as H. B. Swete comments, “It is difﬁcult
to believe that the word was preferred out of any tenderness for royal scruples” (Swete 1891: cf. Asher: “will give delight to rulers” [a[rcousin; MT Jl≤m≤).
We must also reckon with the fact that the translators of the Greek Pentateuch do employ the royal title basileuvˇ when referring to Israelite rulers.
Thus, in Greek Genesis, God promises to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob that
they will have basilei¸ ˇ as descendants (17.6, 16;30 35.11). The sons of Chet
declare to Abraham that he is “a king (basileuvˇ, MT aycn) from God” (Gen.
23.6). Greek Genesis also speaks of a time “before there reigned any
basileuvˇ over the children of Israel” (36.31).31 In Greek Numbers, Balaam
is made to prophesy of a future Israelite ruler that “his kingdom (basileiva,
MT Jl≤m≤) shall be higher than Agag, and his kingdom (basileiva, MT wtklm)
shall be exalted” (24.7). And in Greek Exodus, God invites the people of
Israel to be “a kingdom (basileivon, MT hklmm) of priests” (19.6; cf. also
23.22).The ﬂexibility of royal language in the wider LXX corpus is illustrated, for example, by Sirach 46.13–16, which refers to the prophet’s appointment of a basileiva and, in the same context, of his anointing of
a[rcontaˇ—Saul and David, whose royal identity is beyond question.32 As
Swete puts it, “The fact seems to be that the less deﬁnite term was occasionally used as a mere synonym for the more exact” (Swete 1891). Against
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this background, does Greek Deuteronomy 17.14–15 represent a special
case of tendentious translation?
Theological motives have been ascribed to the Greek translation of
Deuteronomy 17 and other places in Deuteronomy where a[rcwn renders MT
Jl≤ m<.33 Thus J. W. Wevers maintains that the translator intentionally avoided
basileuvˇ, “since to the translator only God can be Israel’s king” (Wevers 1995:
285–87, 289, etc.).34 basileuvˇ is not the title of Israel’s kings, but reserved,
in the world of mortal kings, only for foreigners like Pharaoh.35 Once again,
the interpretation must contend with those passages in Genesis and elsewhere
that show that Israelite rulers were represented by the translators as basilei¸ ˇ.
Greek Genesis 49.20 also shows that a[rconteˇ renders MT Jl≤m< in a context
where it is far from clear whether the rulers are Israelites or not!36 Furthermore, it is striking that in the whole of the Greek Pentateuch, God is designated only once as basileuvˇ, “king of the gods” (Deut. 9.26). This title has
no equivalent in the Hebrew and is unique to the Greek version of Deuteronomy. But does that mean that the notion of God as basileuvˇ was especially
important to the translator? Not necessarily, for the title may be a reﬂection
of an Egyptian cultural context in which the designation of Amon-Re as king
of the gods was applied to the God of Israel (Dogniez and Harl 2001: 763).
This single example does not provide much to go on. Otherwise, in the other
places where MT Pentateuch appears to refer to God as Jl≤m<, the Greek equivalent is not basileuvˇ but a[rcwn (Num. 23.21; Deut. 33.5).37
Alternatively, the choice of a[rcwn may be explained by its context. In the
case of Deuteronomy 17.14–20, for example, the translator might have been
motivated by the fact that the law is about the establishment of a ruler, expressing this action by the verb kaqivsthmi, which the translator uses with emphasis and which applies usually in Hellenistic language to ﬁgures like
a[rconteˇ rather than to monarchs.38
Finally, if one judges the use of language solely on the internal evidence
of the translation—that is, without accepting the external evidence for the
Ptolemaic context of the translation—one wonders why avoidance of the
term basileuvˇ should be taken as a sign of deference to speciﬁcally Ptolemaic monarchs.

LEVITICUS 11.6/DEUTERONOMY 14.7: PTOLEMIES AND HARES

The third piece of evidence presented by Bickerman as a sign of the translators’ sensitivity toward the Ptolemies’ feelings comes from the Greek translation of the laws on unclean animals:
Listed among the unclean animals (Lev. 11.6 and Deut. 14.7) is the hare, the
Greek for which was lagôs. However, because lagôs also happened to be the name
of the grandfather of Ptolemy II, the Seventy substituted the synonym dasypous
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(“hairy-foot”) for lagôs; the rabbis recorded this change as among those made
for Ptolemy. (Bickerman 1988: 108)

As we shall see, the development of the idea that Bickerman endorses has a
long history in Jewish interpretation. If correct, its consequences are very
signiﬁcant, providing evidence for the translators’ approach to the speciﬁcally
Ptolemaic regime in their rendering of the Greek Pentateuch. It puts the
translators into a speciﬁcally Ptolemaic context.39
A closer look at the texts in question is in order. Both Leviticus and
Deuteronomy include statements that prohibit the eating or touching of the
carcasses of animals that chew the cud and do not have true hooves—they
are “unclean.” MT Leviticus puts these animals in the following order: the
camel (lm;Gj: Aæ ta≤), the coney (˜p;Vj; A; ta<w ]), and the hare (tb≤nr≤ “ aÆ j;Ata≤ w“ ) (Lev. 11.4–6).
The matter is formulated slightly differently, with the last two animals listed
in reverse order, in MT Deuteronomy 14.7: the camel, the hare (tb≤n≤r“Çj;Ata≤ w“ ),
and the coney (˜p;V;j;Ata≤ w“ ). The camels do not require comment here and presented no difﬁculty to the translators who recognized their kavmhloˇ. The ˜p;;v;
appears only in these places in the MT Pentateuch. It is understood, in
the standard dictionaries, as a “rock-badger, hyrax syriacus, or coney” (BDB;
HALOT ), a contextualizing interpretation probably based on the plural μynpv
in Psalms 104.18 and Proverbs 30.26, which appear to be animals who hide
in rocks. The tb≤n≤r“Ç, on the other hand, appears only in the lists of forbidden
animals in the Hebrew Bible. The standard lexica translate the term simply
as “hare.” If a translator did not know the meaning of these tb≤n≤r“Ç and ˜p;v;,
the contexts in which they appear in the Pentateuch provided little to go on.
Turning to the Greek translations, in both Leviticus and Deuteronomy, the
camel is followed by the dasuvpouˇ and the coirogruvllioˇ, in that order. In comparison with MT, therefore, dasuvpouˇ represents Hebrew ˜pv (Leviticus) and
tbnra (Deuteronomy); while coirogruvllioˇ represents tbnra(Leviticus) and ˜pv
(Deuteronomy). The coirogruvllioˇ appears—so far as we may judge from the
surviving evidence—for the very ﬁrst time here, the compound bringing together different words for pig (youthful or grunting?). Aside from Leviticus
and Deuteronomy, this creature also appears in Psalms 103 (104).18 and
Proverbs 30.26, in both cases for ˜pvh, perhaps through the inﬂuence of Greek
Deuteronomy. Moreover, the coirogruvllioˇ makes no further appearance in
Greek writings until it is taken up again from the Greek Bible by Christian
commentators (Euseb. Commentary on Psalms (MPG 23), p. 1277). The editors of Greek Leviticus in the series La Bible d’Alexandrie comment that “this
name is, no doubt, a popular designation of Egypt” (Harlé and Pralon 1988:
128). That may be so, but it remains to be proved. The possibility cannot be
discounted that the translator resorted to invention here. Certainly, the variation in translation represented by these two passages must cast doubt on the
translators’ competence in this particular area of natural history; as Wevers
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puts it, “One suspects that the Alexandrians were not too certain of their rabbits” (Wevers 1997: 144). For Greek readers, on the other hand, the dasuvpouˇ
is likely to have been familiar: the “hairy-foot” appears sometimes in inscriptions as a sacriﬁcial animal but is known mainly from literary contexts, including the comic writers of the ﬁfth/fourth centuries b.c.e. (Cratinus 400;
Alc. Com. 17; Antiph. 133.6), and, on the eve of the Hellenistic era, from
Aristotle’s writings on animals, in which he observes that you cannot import
hares (dasuvpodeˇ) to Ithaca, because of the climate (HA 606a).
Bickerman’s version of the argument, and indeed the Rabbinic tradition
to which he alludes, depends on the view that dasuvpouˇ is equivalent to
tbnra—the equation that holds true only in the case of MT Deuteronomy.
Things might well be more complicated than this scenario: for example, the
translator may have used a different Hebrew text or have harmonized the
base text with the order in the parallel passage in Leviticus or have been
inﬂuenced by the order in the Greek translation of Leviticus. Vice versa, the
same points might also be used to explain the Leviticus passage. If, however,
one allows that dasuvpouˇ was indeed chosen to render Hebrew tbnra, what
are the grounds for viewing this as a “tendentious” translation, a deliberate
avoidance of the term lagwvˇ (another common term for hare) on account
of sensitivity toward the feelings of the Ptolemaic monarchy?
AQUILA’S

lagwvˇ

The question might never have arisen were it not for Aquila, whose Greek
version of the Pentateuch, produced in the second century c.e. and characterized by its relative closeness to MT, reads for both examples of dasuvpouˇ
in Greek Leviticus and Greek Deuteronomy the word lagwvoˇ.40 The lagwvoˇ,
an Epic form of lagwvˇ, is, like dasuvpouˇ, a familiar name for a hare, referring
to its characteristic “ﬂoppy ears.”41 By contrast with its attestation elsewhere,
however, neither lagwvoˇnor any of the variant forms of this word appear elsewhere in the Greek Bible corpus.42 It is Aquila’s variant reading that lies at
the heart of the matter of whether or not our translators provide, in their
choice of dasuvpouˇ, evidence that they deliberately avoided including the
lagwvˇ among the unclean animals. But is the variation really so signiﬁcant?
Does it throw light on an original the translators should have chosen? The
fragmentary remains of the Aquila tradition reveal numerous other variations in the terminology chosen to render various animals, or their parts,
most of which do not suggest any signiﬁcant interpretative variations.43 With
regard to our particular example, what is the difference between a “hairyfoot” and a “ﬂoppy-ears”? And can it possibly have anything to do with Ptolemaic monarchy? On the ﬁrst point, it must be said that the distinction is not
very clear, as we see, for example, in Aristotle, who uses dasuvpouˇand lagwvˇ
interchangeably, when discussing the hares of Egypt (HA 8.28.606a).44 As
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Graetz noted, “The translator need not have avoided the one term and selected the other out of deference to his sovereign; he might simply have been
following the prevalent usage” (Graetz 1890: 151).45 For a connection to the
Ptolemaic monarchy, we must turn our attention to the Rabbinic tradition.
The writings of the rabbis, from about the third century c.e. onward,
record traditions implying or stating that the translators made changes to
the Pentateuch for king Talmai, the rabbis’ name for Ptolemy. The “changes”
listed concern citations of a Hebrew text of the Pentateuch at variance from
the Masoretic Text of Rabbinic tradition.46 Some correspond to readings of
the Greek Pentateuch that differ from MT, and among these the one that
concerns our “hare” [tbnra] has been regarded as evidence for the idea that
the rabbis’ list of Hebrew “alterations” in fact goes back to a Greek Pentateuch (Tov 1984: 73).47
In the earliest source for the changes,48 the Mekhilta, we ﬁnd the following statement: “And they wrote for him: μylgr try[x taw (‘youthful of feet’),
and they did not write for him tbnrah taw” (MekhY Pisha 14 to 12.40). When
we turn to the Jerusalem and Babylonian Talmuds, a more elaborate tradition appears, claiming that the rabbis avoided writing tbnrah on account of
a female relative of the king. It is striking that, in all the Rabbinic traditions
about what was written for Ptolemy, this is the only “change” that is given any
substantial explanation or rationalization.49 The Jerusalem Talmud states that
“the name of the mother of Talmai the king was atbnra” (y. Meg. 1.11). The
Babylonian Talmud is more expansive:
And they wrote for him: μylgr try[x taw; and for his sake they did not write:
tbnrah ta, because his wife was called tbnra, so that he might not say: “The Jews
have mocked me, because they have put the name of my wife in the Torah.”
(b. Meg. 9a–b)

Both Talmudic rationalizations of the avoidance of tbnra, therefore, focus
on a female relative of Talmai, the mother or the wife of the king, and claim
that her name was tbnra (atbnra).50 What is behind this claim?
In the medieval and Renaissance periods, we know that Jewish commentators took the Rabbinic tradition to have been referring to a real female
Ptolemy. Rashi, writing in the eleventh century, read try[x at face value, explaining that this was because “her hands are shorter and smaller than her
legs” (Rashi on b. Meg. 9a–b). With an eye on the historical context of the
tradition in the Jerusalem Talmud, Azariah de’ Rossi comments:
The list . . . concludes with the reference to Ptolemy’s mother who was called
“hare” [arnavta]. This reading would make more sense, given that the name
of his wife . . . was Arsinoe. (Weinberg 2001: 169f.)

In other words, de’ Rossi interprets the Aramaic form atbnra as the closest
equivalent to the name of Ptolemy’s wife, Arsinoe (Weinberg 2001: 161 n.
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6). In the same discussion, de’ Rossi defends the Septuagint against the accusation of Abraham ibn Daud, who had claimed that the translation was
made for Ptolemy so that he could ﬁnd grounds in their Torah to persecute
the Jews (Rabad [Abraham ibn Daud], Sefer ha-Qabbalah, pt. 3). In fact, responded de’ Rossi, “there are various indications to prove that Ptolemy and
his servants were well disposed towards us and our Torah” (Weinberg 2001:
162). On this last point, de’ Rossi refers to the evidence of the narrators of
the translation event—Aristeas, Philo, and Josephus.
So far as I am able to discover, the explicit link to the Greek Bible’s reading dasuvpouˇ is articulated for the ﬁrst time by the seventeenth-century rabbi
Manasseh ben Israel in his Vindication of the Jews (London, 1656).51 The setting is signiﬁcant: in the broad context of answering objections to the settlement of the Jews in England, Manasseh argues that Jews do not, contrary
to the allegations of their contemporary defamers, curse their rulers in their
daily prayers and have even resorted to substituting words in the liturgy to
avoid any such idea. Indeed, he states, “the Jews give no occasion, that any
prince, or magistrate should be offended with them.” It is in this context that
Manasseh introduces the question of “the hare”:
After this manner, to avoid scandal, did the 72 interpreters, who coming in
Leviticus, to unclean beasts; in the place of Arnebeth which signiﬁes the hare,
they put dasupoda, that is, rough foot; leaving the name, and keeping the sense.
They would not retain the Hebrew word Arnebeth, as they have done in some
other appellatives, lest the wife of Ptolemy whose name was Arnebeth, should
think that the Jews had mocked her, if they should have placed her name
amongst the unclean beasts. Neither would they render it lagôon, or lagon,
which in the Greek language signiﬁes a hare, lest Ptolemy himself who was the
son, and nephew of the Lagi, should be offended, to see the name of his family registered among the creatures that were unclean. Besides, Plutarch records,
how that it was deeply resented, as a very high affront, and contempt, when
one asked Ptolemy, who was Lagus his father, as if it scofﬁngly reﬂected upon
his obscure extraction and descent. (Vindiciae Iudaeorum 3.3)52

This goes much further than the early Rabbinic traditions about Ptolemy.
Manasseh’s considerable learning in the classics is evident, as is, without question, his knowledge of Aquila, whose reading lagwovn he refers to. Like de’
Rossi, Manasseh takes “arnevet” to be the name of Ptolemy’s wife.53 According
to Manasseh, however, the translators’ failure to use the word lagwvˇ is linked
to deference toward Ptolemy himself, and perhaps also to the idea that some
believed Ptolemy’s relationship to Lagos to be controversial. The apologetic
interpretation of the Greek Bible translation, however, clearly owes a great
deal to Manasseh’s writing context.
E. Tov’s analysis of the Rabbinic “additions” treats our passage as one of
four examples of Greek equivalents, “which in fact have nothing about them

Copyright © 2007 by The Regents of the University of California

180

light from the septuagint translators?

to arouse wonder” but were unjustiﬁably interpreted in Rabbinic tradition
as differences between the LXX and the Hebrew Pentateuch.54 According
to this view, μylgrh try[x represents Greek dasuvpouˇ ( = MT tbnra in Deut. 14).
The main challenge to this conclusion, which Tov acknowledges but counters, resides in the fact that μylgrh try[x does not correspond very precisely
to dasuvpouˇ. While μylgrh makes a good, indeed the standard LXX, equivalent for forms of pouvˇ,55 the construct try[x relates to what is young or little,56 not the idea of hairiness that dasuvˇ words convey. If behind μylgrh try[x
we are to understand the dasuvpouˇ of the translators, this must be done by
assuming that try[x represents an error for an original try[c, meaning “hairiness,” which corresponds to dasuvˇ in a few examples in Greek Genesis.57 The
error, if that is what it is, is plausibly located in a world in which traditions
were transmitted orally, in which the c of try[c was heard as x. 58 The fact remains, however, that none of the Rabbinic traditions about the changes for
Ptolemy show direct knowledge of the reading dasuvpouˇ, nor do they attest
μylgrh try[c.59 As G. Veltri observes: a look at the manuscript tradition of the
changes “for Talmai” puts the brakes on concluding too quickly that “the
rabbinic tradition forms the basis of an historical interest.”60
The discussion has taken us a long way from early Ptolemaic Egypt, having traced traditions from the Jewish reviser Aquila, through early Rabbinic
midrash, the Talmuds, and an early modern European rabbi. These are not
usual sources for the reconstruction of the actualities of Ptolemaic Egypt and
its Jews, but they have been treated as such by generations of scholars. Can
they, in fact, take us back to the (interpretative) world of the translator of
Greek Deuteronomy? The ﬁnal part of this paper takes up some of the problems that stand in the way of a positive answer to that question.

lagwvˇ / lagwvoˇ

AND

La¸goˇ?

First of all, the crucial identiﬁcation of the Ptolemaic family name with lagwvˇ
or lagwvoˇ is problematic. In antiquity, the father of the ﬁrst Ptolemy is known
as La¸goˇ or Lagovˇ.61 But the Macedonian name is not related to the word
lagwvˇ at all; rather, it has the meaning “of-the-people.”62 Greeks might well
have played on the possibilities suggested by an incorrect derivation had they
wished to, but they do not appear to have done so in this case, perhaps because the pronunciations of La¸goˇ and lagwvˇ were sufﬁciently different.63
As we have seen, Rabbinic tradition identiﬁes the king’s mother or his
wife with the name tbnra, and the claim beginning with Manasseh is that this
is the Ptolemaic name Lagos. The general view is that the Ptolemy in question is Ptolemy II Philadelphus. His mother was Berenice I, probably the
daughter of Magos rather than Lagos, though the tradition is confused, and
half sister of her husband Ptolemy I Soter son of Lagos.64 Arsinoe II, sister
and second wife of Ptolemy II, was as much a descendant of Lagos as her fa-
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ther Ptolemy I. Clearly, both she and Berenice I have a claim to be identiﬁed
as descendants of Lagos. But why should they, rather than their husbands,
have been especially identiﬁed with that name?65 Some have proposed a religious basis for the identiﬁcation: that the lagwvˇ was especially associated
with the queen, venerated as divinities, through their well-attested identiﬁcation with Aphrodite, whose (many) sacred animals included the hare.66
Or that the hare was a sacred animal to the Ptolemies in general (Müller
1972: 87).67 In Pharaonic Egypt a relatively little-known deity Wenut was associated with the hare, in the context of the veneration of Wenut in what became the Hermopolite nome under the Ptolemies, and where the hare continued to be the symbol of this nome into late antiquity (Bonnet 1952: 841f.;
Redford 2001). The evidence to date, however, shows no sign of proving that
the hare was associated with the cults of the deiﬁed queens, nor with their
husbands (Macurdy 1932: 104–9, 111–30; Quaegebeur 1978, 1988). In any
case, if feelings were strong about the hare, surely dasuvpouˇ was as much to
be avoided as lagw¸ ˇ. Why then the rabbis’ identiﬁcation of a Ptolemaic queen
with tbnra in the Pentateuch? I suspect that the basis for this is simply the
fact that tbnra is grammatically feminine and that it was consequently thought
appropriate to apply it to a female person.
Alternatively, it may be argued that the tradition disguises an authentic
reference to a male Lagid. On Manasseh’s reading, the avoidance of the name
Lagos shows that the translators were not only concerned about the royal
women but also with Ptolemy son of Lagos himself. The Talmudic details
about Ptolemy’s mother and wife may then be read, as Z. Frankel argued, as
later developments of an earlier tradition, witnessed by the Mekhilta, which
makes no mention of the women (Frankel 1841: 30; cf. Harlé and Pralon
1988: 128).68
This solution does not get around the objections already mentioned in connection with the identiﬁcation of the royal women with the name lagwvˇ. What
then of Manasseh’s further explanation, based on his reading of Plutarch,
that the very name Lagos was an embarrassment to the king and could not
be mentioned by the translators? This explanation has been inﬂuential, even
among historians of the Ptolemies. But it fails to ﬁnd support in the evidence.
Manasseh’s reading takes Plutarch out of context. The latter’s story is designed
to show the king’s indifference to the idea of his humble ancestry. The scarcity
of references to “Ptolemy son of Lagos” in contemporary sources illustrates
the lack of such sources for his reign. It does not sufﬁce to prove the argument that the ﬁrst Ptolemy tried to suppress knowledge of his father’s name
(Revillout 1880: 11).69 Indeed, on the contrary, the ﬁrst Ptolemy appears to
have been eager to perpetuate the name, in the naming both of his children
and of parts of his kingdom (Lagis in the Fayum); he is also known to have
dedicated a cup at Delos with the inscription “Ptolemaios Lagou MakedOn.”
(Mahaffy 1895: 21). Writing for Ptolemy II Philadelphus, the poet Theocri-
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tus describes the king’s father, now in the afterlife, and drinking with Alexander the Great and Heracles, as the son of Lagos—no sign here that the family name was to be avoided! (Theoc. Id. 17).
The version of the argument that we have traced to Manasseh is that lagwvˇ
represents the original Greek rendering of tbnra. This requires that the word
used by the translators—dasuvpouˇ—represents something signiﬁcantly different. However, such a distinction is not supported by the evidence of Hellenistic usage: there is no discernible difference in meaning between lagwvoˇ
(Aquila) and dasuvpouˇ (Greek Deuteronomy). In what may be rightly regarded as the authoritative source for knowledge about hares in the Hellenistic period, Aristotle refers to lagwvoi as interchangeable with dasuvpodeˇ
(HA 606a). As for Aquila, his translation decision need not represent a more
accurate representation of tbnra but an option for one of the two main terms
in common use for “hare,” just as elsewhere he opts for alternative, but not
necessarily signiﬁcantly different, Greek terms for animals in the Pentateuch.70 Perhaps what the Rabbinic tradition represents is not evidence for
a Ptolemaic context, but rather a memory of Aquila’s alternative reading,
whose inclusion in the “changes” for King Ptolemy defends Aquila’s version
over that of the LXX. We know that Aquila’s Pentateuch was preferred and
indeed celebrated among Jews of the Rabbinic tradition (y. Meg. 1.9; Jerome
Comm. Ez. 3.5; August. De civ. D. 15.23; Fernandez Marcos 2000: 112). But
why should this particular variation between Aquila and the LXX have received special notice? The rabbis of the Talmuds may themselves have wondered about this and for that reason have provided for this “change,” but no
other, a substantial explanation. Perhaps it was also because the variation
became associated early on with controversy between Jewish and Christian
interpreters of scripture. Probably already in the fourth/ﬁfth centuries—
roughly contemporary with the Talmudic literature—a Christian commentator writing in the name of John Chrysostom refers explicitly to the variant
reading lagwvoˇ for dasuvpouˇ, linking these to the lagwvoi who in Greek Psalms
103.18 take shelter in the rocks, and who are interpreted as the Gentiles sheltering in the church.
In any case, it seems to me that there is a good reason why the translator
of Greek Deuteronomy should have chosen dasuvpouˇ. Considering the translation as a whole, Greek Deuteronomy is a work that, on the basis of comparison to MT and other Hebrew forms of Deuteronomy, generally stays close
to the Hebrew, especially in the law sections. In the list of unclean animals,
the camel presented no problem in terms of a very close translation: lmg—
kavmhloˇ. The ˜pv was more of a problem: sometimes, as in this case—coirogruvllioˇ—the translator appears to have coined new Greek words. Greek Deuteronomy is an important source for neologisms—sometimes, it seems, as a
result of reﬂecting on the context of a particular passage or its relationship
to other books of the Pentateuch. In the case of dasuvpouˇ, I believe, the trans-
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lator’s choice between the two common words for hare may have been determined by the context in which the Pentateuch presents the animal. This
type of “contextualizing” interpretation is a common phenomenon in the
Greek Bible. Deuteronomy (and Leviticus) tells us two things about this creature that put it in the category of the unclean: what it eats, and its feet. I suggest it was perhaps the question of its feet (which are more elaborately described in the Greek than in the Hebrew!) that decided the translator’s
choice. The same point might equally apply to the rendering of ˜pvh in Greek
Leviticus by dasuvpouˇ.
ONCE MORE, THE LETTER OF ARISTEAS

Finally, perhaps the Letter of Aristeas itself played a role in inspiring questions
about the transformation of the unclean animals into Greek. The writer of
Aristeas is extraordinarily sensitive on the subject of the animals forbidden
by Jewish Law. Representing the Greeks, Aristeas reports their inquiries of
Eleazar the high priest about these very laws—believing that “mankind shows
a certain amount of concern for the parts of their legislation concerning
meats and drink and beasts considered to be unclean. For example, we inquired why . . . some things are considered unclean for eating, others for
touching” (Aristeas 128–29). The defensive tone in the high priest’s response
is unmistakable:
Do not take the contemptible view that Moses enacted this legislation because
of an excessive preoccupation with mice and weasels or suchlike creatures. The
fact is that everything has been solemnly set in order for unblemished investigation and amendment of life for the sake of righteousness. (Aristeas 144)

The language of “mice and weasels” uses exactly the same vocabulary that
appears in Greek Leviticus 11.29, the context to which the “hare” also belongs. As Thackeray recognized a hundred years ago, the apologetic tendency
of Aristeas is “seen most clearly in the long exposition given by Eleazar of ‘the
inner meaning of the law’ with regard to clean and unclean food” (Thackeray 1904: 2). The author is very concerned to explain what is meant by “unclean” animals, and the meaning of the laws prohibiting them, which are to
be taken in a symbolic sense. The relatively lengthy focus on this issue suggests that it was a matter that some Jews envisaged as needing explanation
to Greeks.71 Set in the context of the translation of the Pentateuch for King
Ptolemy, this might have inspired a sense among readers of Aristeas that the
particular matter of the unclean animals was one of the issues that especially
required interpretation for Ptolemy’s courtiers at the time of the translation.
Turning from Aristeas to the Greek Pentateuch, some readers may have been
all the more inclined to ﬁnd in the translation of the unclean animals evidence for sensitivity toward the Ptolemies.
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When I began investigating Bickerman’s account of the polite translators
and their reverence for the Ptolemaic monarchy, I little suspected what avenues, diversions, and tricky routes the journey would take. My conclusions
suggest that the view of the “patriotic” translators rests on uncertain and perhaps very vulnerable foundations. For clearer reﬂections of the world of the
Ptolemies in the Greek Bible, we must look elsewhere.
NOTES

In the course of revising this essay, I have beneﬁted greatly from the valuable comments of a number of people: in particular, my colleagues in the Greek Bible Project,
Tessa Rajak, Jenny Dines, and Jim Aitken, and for their expertise in Ptolemaic history and the Rabbinic tradition, respectively, Jane Rowlandson and Joanna Weinberg.
It goes without saying that they bear no responsibility for defects in the ﬁnal product.
1. All the Jewish Greek sources for the story of the translation refer, though in
various ways, to the “law” (novmoˇ), “laws” (novmoi), or “legislation” (nomoqevsia), as the object
of the translation. In all cases, it is impossible to be certain about what is meant by the
various terms employed to designate what was translated. Though some of the evidence suggests that the content of the Pentateuch is to be understood, it does not support the commonly held view that it always signiﬁes the Pentateuch in these contexts.
2. An alternative statement in Clement (Strom. 5.14.97.7), indicating that Aristobulus lived in the time of Philadelphus, is probably to be emended to refer to
Philometor, in conformity with Clement’s earlier reference. The independent tradition witnessed by the third-century c.e. Anatolius, cited in Euseb. HE 7.32.16, which
makes Aristobulus one of the translators under Philadelphus, was probably “under
the inﬂuence of late legends about the Septuagint” (Schürer 1986: 580). See further on the association of Aristobulus with Philometor, Walter 1964; Holladay 1995.
3. The standard critical edition of the text is Thackeray 1914.
4. Translated by Shutt 1985: 7–34.
5. While Josephus’s account is appropriately described as a “close paraphrase,”
his version lacks about two-thirds of the material in the Letter of Aristeas.
6. The dominant view on this question afﬁrms the lack of interest among Hellenistic writers with regard to the sacred books of the Jews. For evidence suggesting
that biblical themes may have been known to a Greek writer as early as the fourth
century b.c.e., see Mélèze-Modrzejewski 1988.
7. A similar approach appears in Wevers’s remarks on Greek Leviticus 18, where
he suggests that the choice of a[rcwn “would probably be safer than basileuvˇ in an Egyptian context in the third century b.c.e.”; and that, “in an Alexandrian context this
was sensible,” given the Ptolemies’ claim to divinity. In this context, Wevers concludes,
the translator “felt free to translate ˚lml ryb[hl by latreuve in a[rconti ‘to serve a ruler
cultically.’” However, referring to Lev. 20, Wevers remarks that “the translator must
have realised that ˚lm was a pagan deity called ˚lm, i.e. a[rcwn” (Wevers 1997: 314).
8. But cf. the deﬁnition of a[rcwn as “one who rules, with less power and authority than a basileuvˇ” (Muraoka 2002: 70).
9. Laws on other subjects are as follows: Lev. 20.6–8 deals with those who follow
“mediums and wizards”; Lev. 20.9 decrees death for cursing parents.
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10. Of such examples in MT, only 2 Kgs. 23.10 refers to ﬁre, but it is by no means
clear that vab ryb[hl means, in that context, to burn by ﬁre. See discussion in Snaith
1967, which points to the lack of reference to burning in contexts referring to Molek,
and to the fact that “the evidence for such sacriﬁces is almost entirely from Carthaginian sources” (Snaith 1967: 125). See also Weinfeld (1972), who argues that the cult
of Molek did not involve sacriﬁce or burning by ﬁre, but rather a dedication in a ﬁre
ceremony. This type of interpretation appears already in early and medieval Rabbinic
sources (m. San. 7.7; Rashi on Leviticus 18.21).
11. See further Vermes 1981.
12. latreuve in is the stereotyped equivalent for db[ in the Greek Pentateuch generally but appears only here in Greek Leviticus. That the translator nevertheless follows the standard practice that appears in other Pentateuchal books is indicated by
the fact that the related term hdb[ in MT Leviticus is represented in the Greek by latreutovˇ (Lev. 23.7ff.). See further Wevers 1997: 282. The targumim read db[ as meaning “to impregnate,” interpreting the law as a prohibition of sexual intercourse with
foreign idolaters; similarly the Peshitta and m. Meg. 3.9.
13. Thus Geiger: “Die Art des Dienstes ist umgangen” (Geiger 1857: 302f.). Referring to Geiger, Bickerman comments in a footnote: “I wonder whether the ‘Seventy’ wanted here to refer to the ruler worship” (Bickerman 1976b: 194 n. 70).
14. This is followed as a probable solution in Harlé and Pralon 1988: 162.
15. The debate, as it affects LXX, is conveniently summarized in Lust 1991.
16. Other early witnesses to this text transliterate Moloc. LXX 3 Kgs. 11.5, 33 reads
basileuvˇ for MT μklm, though the Greek lacks an equivalent to “Molek,” which appears in v. 7 (the Lucianic version reads Melcom). See also discussions of Isa. 30.33
that see a reference to “Molek” behind the statement that “the Topheth has long been
ready for him; he too is destined for Melech (MT Jl≤m≤; LXX basileuvˇ)—his ﬁrepit has
been made both wide and deep” ( Jewish Publication Society). LXX reads Moloc in
Amos 5.26 (MT μkklm); the Lucianic version of Zeph. 1.5 (with the Syriac and the
Vulgate) has melcom (MT μklmb).
17. a[rcwn is the dominant equivalent in the Greek Pentateuch for MT aycn. See
Greek Gen. 25.16, 34.2; Exod. 16.22, 22.28, 34.31, 35.27; and many examples in
Num. a[rcwn is also a fairly ﬂexible word in the Greek Pentateuch, serving as equivalent to the following words in MT: rc (Num. 21.18, 22.8ff.); rrc (Num. 16.13); rc vya
(Exod. 2.14); lvm (Gen. 24.2, 45.8); μymal (Gen. 27.29); fylv (Gen. 42.6); fbv (Gen.
49.10); la (Exod. 15.15); [rp (Deut. 32.42); db[ (Num. 22.18); var (Num. 25.15,
etc.; Deut. 33.5); dqdq (Deut. 33.20); qqj (Deut. 33.21).
18. The idea that the translator read ˚lm as a participle, i.e., “ruling,” and rendered
accordingly by the participle form a[rcwn lacks good support, in view of the fact that the
Hebrew participle is never otherwise rendered in the LXX corpus by a[rcwn. For the argument in support: Eissfeldt 1935: 35 n. 2; Heider 1985: 236; against: Lust 1991: 200.
19. See Greek Gen. 49.20; Num. 23.21; Deut. 17.14, 15; 28.36; 33.5. The equivalent is otherwise rare in the LXX corpus; cf. LXX Isa. 8.21; 10.8?, 12; Ezek. 37.22, 24.
20. Wevers comments with regard to Greek Lev. 20.2 that the translator must have
recognized that ˚lm was a pagan deity, and that one might have expected a transliteration (Wevers 1997: 314).
21. So, for example, early manuscript evidence for LXX Jer. 39(32).35; 4 Kgs.
23.10; Acts 7.43.
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22. See also 2QDeut.b 17.12–15; 1QDeut.b.17.16; 4QDeut.c 17.15–20; 4QDeut.f
17.17–18. Though divfroˇ can signify a royal throne (OGI 199.38, ﬁrst cent. c.e.), it
is not otherwise found in this sense in the Greek Pentateuch; on the other hand, an
a[rcwn may also have a throne (Greek Neh. 3.7).
23. For the same reason a[rcwn appears in the Greek text of Deut. 28.36; and in
the predictions of Gen. 49.20 and Deut. 33.5—though in the latter case (at least
Deut. 33.5) the translation choice reﬂects the fact, according to Bickerman, that “they
did not understand these poetical texts” (Bickerman 1976b: 194).
24. This expectation is reﬂected in the translation of Aquila.
25. CD 5.12.
26. aycn may also be rendered by basileuvˇ; see, for example, Greek Gen. 23.6.
27. Greek Gen. 49.20; Lev. 18.21; 20.2–5; Num. 23.21; Deut. 17.14–15; 28.36; 33.5.
28. The references are to Num. 23.21; Deut. 33.5; and, with less certainty, Deut.
28.36.
29. If we are to understand ˚lm = a[rcwn in Lev. 18 and 20, its “nationality” is unclear from the context.
30. Greek Gen. 17.16 states that Isaac’s descendants will be basilei¸ ˇ ejqnw¸ n—are
these Israelites or non-Israelites?
31. Such examples are viewed by Graetz as “surprising,” given the fact that “in all
the verses without exception where heathen kings . . . are spoken of, the word
basileuvˇ is used without scruple for ˚lm. This circumstance alone would be sufﬁcient
to prove that the translation, a[rcwn, instead of basileuvˇ, in other verses, must have
been employed deliberately” (Graetz 1891: 278).
32. The mixed vocabulary perhaps reﬂects LXX 1 Kgs. 8–9, where both terms,
reﬂecting the terminological variety of the Hebrew, are used of the appointment of
Saul.
33. Num. 23.21; Deut. 28.36; 33.5.
34. Wevers rejects as unnecessary Rofé’s view that this tendency goes back to a
Hebrew version of the Pentateuch “in which all Israelite ‘kings’ had been turned into
‘princes’, due to an ideology which sought to ‘lower the king’s stature in the presence of the only true king, the Lord God of Israel’” (Rofé 1988: 170–71).
35. In the Pentateuch, most references to a ˚lm are to a ruler deﬁned by territory, like the king of Egypt.
36. We may also note that the translator of 1 Kings shows no hesitation in employing the language of royalty to refer to the appointment of Saul, who is basileuvˇ
(MT Jl≤m<) over a basileiva (LXX 1 Kgs. 8.5–22). He is also an a[rcwn (9.16, MT dygn).
37. The oracle of Balaam declares of Israel that “the Lord his God is with him,
and the shout of a king (MT Jl≤m≤) is among them” (MT Num. 23.21). In Greek Numbers, the second part of the statement reads: “The glories of rulers (a[rconteˇ) are in
him.” The translation may have been inﬂuenced by the use of a[rcwn in Num. 23.6,
17, where it renders aycn, referring to the princes of Moab. With regard to Greek Deut.
33.5, Wevers rightly remarks: “It is not certain who is referred to in LXX” (Wevers
1995: 541). In MT, it must be the Lord: “And he was king in Jeshurun, when the
heads of the people . . . were gathered together.” The Greek renders the statement
as future: “And he shall be a[rcwn with the beloved one, when the a[rconteˇ of the people
are gathered together.” In this case, the use of a[rcwn to render MT yvar may also have
inﬂuenced the rendering of ˚lm.
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38. Though see Eur. Supp. 352, cited in LSJ.
39. Similarly, Harlé and Pralon, though casting doubt on the explanation of the
rabbis (that lagwvˇ was avoided so as not to offend the wife of Ptolemy), suggest that
in Leviticus and Deuteronomy lagwvˇ was avoided “because it evoked the name of
the father of the ﬁrst Ptolemy, Lagos” (Harlé and Pralon 1988: 128; cf. Wevers 1997:
144 n. 6: “Possibly [lagwovˇ] was avoided so as not to offend the Lagid house”).
40. External evidence of the LXX reading appears, for example, in the Testament
of Asher, in which the hare, prohibited in the commandments, is likened to the religious hypocrite: “Such persons are hares (dasuvpodeˇ), because although they are
halfway clean, in truth they are unclean, for this is what God has said on the tables
of the commandments” (2.9). See also the early Jewish-Christian Epistle of Barnabas,
which paraphrases Leviticus thus: “But do not eat the dasuvpouˇ” (10.6a).
41. Other idiomatic uses of lagwvˇ are mostly uncomplimentary (LSJ s.v. lagwvˇ).
42. That is, unless one includes Codex Alexandrinus to Ps. 103.18, where lagwvoˇ
appears for MT ˜pvh. In Jewish-Greek literature, prior to Aquila, there is little evidence for this reading. Josephus’s version of the decree of Antiochus III, which prohibits the introduction into Jerusalem of animals forbidden to the Jews, including
the lagwvˇ (Ant. 12.145–46), perhaps reﬂects such a reading, whether or not it is to
be regarded as authentic. See further Bickerman (1980b), who argues that “cette defense est fondée sur la loi Mosaïque relative aux animaux impurs,” that the details
were dictated by the priests of Jersualem, and that the hare was included because of
its popularity among Greek hunters and its abundance in Judea.
43. So, for example, Deut. 14.4, 14.14, 14.20; Lev. 11.9.
44. Similarly, the conclusion of Graetz (1890: 151), who notes that Greek writers use the two terms “indifferently, with precisely the same connotation,” and suggests that the translator might have followed the prevalent usage.
45. Graetz also objects that, according to the Letter of Aristeas, the translation was
made for Philadelphus, and not for Ptolemy son of Lagos, to whom the argument
would apply, rejecting the early Christian tradition that connects the translation with
Ptolemy son of Lagos as “a mere unsupported assumption, without a particle of proof ”
(1890: 151). It was essential to Graetz’s argument to prove that the origins of the
translation were not to be linked to the early Ptolemies, but rather to a later period
in the mid-second century b.c.e. (arguing from internal evidence in Greek Leviticus 23, which, Graetz argues, follows Pharisaic interpretation, and so points, allegedly,
to the period of controversy between Sadducees and Pharisees).
46. The majority give ﬁfteen changes. On this whole area, see Veltri 1994.
47. Against the minority view that the “alterations” go back to a Hebrew original,
Tov (1984: 73) adds: “This opinion does not appear likely . . . in view of the fact that
the introduction to the list explicitly refers to a Greek translation. In addition to this,
from some details in the list it also emerges that the citations come from a Greek
translation.”
48. It is impossible to say which is the more original form of the tradition; so Tov
1984: 67: the shorter is not necessarily more original, since development took place
not only by expansion but also by abridgement.
49. In the tradition of the Babylonian Talmud Megillah 9a, the only other example relates to the interpretation of Gen. 5.2.
50. This tradition is otherwise found in other contexts in Rabbinic literature only
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once (Leviticus Rabbah 13.5), where the midrash states that tbnra represents Greece,
since the mother of Talmai was called tbnra—the passage almost certainly depends
on the Talmud.
51. Veltri (1994: 97) remarks that “Manasse b. Israel löste das Rätsel einer fünften Lesart.”
52. It is interesting to note that this issue is not mentioned in Manasseh’s major
discussion of other “changes” in the LXX in his Conciliador.
53. Manasseh included de’ Rossi’s work as among those “good books” that
should be read (Dissertatio 2.134); cf. Weinberg 2001: xxi n. 70.
54. Tov 1984: 87.
55. Greek Lev. 11.42; 13.12, etc.
56. Gen. 19.31; 43.33 etc.
57. Greek Gen. 27.11, 23; 25.25; 4 Kgs. 1.8.
58. Tov 1984: 73, referring to Tychsen 1772: 52 n. **. Tov credits Tychsen with
ﬁrst discovering the identiﬁcation of μylgr try[x with μylgr try[c. Tov concludes that
dasuvpouˇ is an appropriate rendering of tbnra and could have been in the Greek text
cited by the rabbis; he also allows the possibility that lagwvon may have been original,
supplanted later by dasuvpouˇ.
59. This was ﬁrst observed substantially by Veltri (1994: 101).
60. Veltri 1994: 101.
61. The classical sources and P.Hibeh 1.84a have La¸goˇ; P.Eleph. 2 has the variant
Lavagoˇ (RE s.v. “Lagos,” col. 462). Some ancient sources, however, throw doubt on
whether Ptolemy I was the biological son of Lagos: Paus. 1.6.2; Curtius 9.8.22; Ael.
fr. 285.17–20 in Suda, Lagoˇ; Plut. Mor. 458a–b).
62. Bevan 1968: 20–21; Cancik et al. 1996: 1064.
63. I am most grateful to Jane Rowlandson for her suggestion on this point.
64. Berenice I is often identiﬁed as the daughter of Lagos: RE s.v. “Berenike,” cols.
282–83; Longega 1968: 16). But this conclusion rests on an inference from the later
title “sister and spouse” (scholiast to Theoc. 17.34; cf. Mahaffy 1895: 37; Macurdy
1932: 104).
65. Müller appears to suggest that this reﬂects a Jewish view of lineage as determined by the female (Müller 1972: 87).
66. On the identiﬁcation of Arsinoe with Aphrodite, cf., for example, the shrine
of Arsinoe Aphrodite at Zephyrion (Callimachus Ath. 318b; Poseidippos Ath. 318d;
Strabo 17.1.16). In a later period, Philostratus says that the most suitable sacriﬁce to
Aphrodite was the hare, based on its reputation for fertility: “For you know, I imagine, what is said of the hare (lagw¸ ˇ), that it possesses the gift of Aphrodite to an unusual degree” (Imag. 1.6.5).
67. Veltri emphasizes that the real consideration here is that the hare was a sacred animal in Egypt and sacred to the Ptolemies (Veltri 1994: 97, referring to Aptowitzer 1908: 107–8).
68. Frankel argues that while a motive for the alterations did exist in the time of
the translation, it was forgotten, and only the fact of the changes was recorded in the
earliest (Palestinian) traditions. In his view, the translators gave Ptolemy a Hebrew
Pentateuch for the library: “Die Veränderungen wurden in dem hebraïschen Codex
vorgenommen, um jedes Missverständniss, im Falle Ptolemaios oder einer seiner
Nachfolger ihn Übersetzen lassen wollte, zu entfernen” (1841: 31).
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69. Revillout tried to prove from both inscriptions and the story about the translators that Ptolemy I had tried to conceal the name of his father. A recent version of
this argument is represented by N. L. Collins, putting greater emphasis on the Rabbinic tradition, which she claims for the time of Ptolemy I, and Plutarch (Collins 1997:
436–76). Revillout’s interpretation of the inscriptions is refuted conclusively by Mahaffy, who shows that they refer to Ptolemy II Philadelphus (Mahaffy 1895: 21, followed by Krauss 1901–1906: 262).
70. See, however, Graetz who argued that dasuvpouˇ represented the more usual
word for the hare in the translators’ time, which he located controversially c. 146
b.c.e. (Graetz 1890). Graetz’s arguments over dating are convincingly refuted by
Swete (1891: 209).
71. In Plutarch’s time, the Jews’ abstinence from the hare—he uses the word
lagwvˇ—was clearly still a matter of interest among learned Greeks. Did they avoid
the hare, asks one of Plutarch’s speakers, “because they can’t stomach anything so
ﬁlthy and unclean?” “No indeed,” counters another, “they abstain from the hare because of its very close resemblance to the ass which they prize so highly. The hare appears simply to be an ass inferior in bulk and size.” Or perhaps, he reﬂects, “following the Egyptians even in their conception of traits of animals, they regard the
swiftness of the creature and the keenness of its senses as something divine.” Perhaps
the hare was, after all, a subject for Jewish apologetics in antiquity. (Plut. Quaest. conv.
4.5.670).
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Poet and Critic
Royal Ideology and the Greek Translator of Proverbs
James Aitken

One can imagine Josephus composing with a smile his description of Alexander the Great being met by the Jerusalem high priest (Ant. 11.329ff.). In this
legend the supreme head of the Jewish state, the high priest Jaddua, ﬂanked
by his priests and the politiko;n plh¸qoˇ, “citizen body,” command a glorious
spectacle that has quite an effect on Alexander:
When Alexander while still far off saw the multitude in white garments, the
priests at their head clothed in linen, and the high priest in a robe of hyacinthblue and gold, wearing on his head the mitre with the golden plate on it on
which was inscribed the name of God, he approached alone and prostrated
himself (prosekuvnhse) before the Name and ﬁrst greeted the high priest. Then
all the Jews together greeted Alexander with one voice and surrounded him,
but the kings of Syria and the others were struck with amazement at his action
and supposed that the king’s mind was deranged.1

The conquering king Alexander, who, according to some traditions, was
adamant about the importance of the honor to be bestowed upon himself,
is made to prostrate (to perform proskun;sis) before the divine name. Alexander’s second in command, Parmenio, makes the mistake that the inattentive
reader might also, questioning why, when all men prostrate before the king,
he should prostrate before the Jewish high priest. Religious caution leads Josephus to emphasize that Alexander could not bow before the high priest, as
he was a mere human, and, just in case there is any doubt, Alexander himself is made to respond: “It was not before him that I prostrated myself (ouj
tou¸ton prosekuvnhsa) but the God of whom he has the honour to be high priest,
for it was he whom I saw in my sleep dressed as he is now” (Ant. 11.333).
Despite the reference to Jewish sensibilities, the image remains of Alexander bowing before the Jewish high priest, and Parmenio is perhaps not as
190
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gullible in his misreading of Alexander’s actions as Plutarch later portrays
him to be.2 Josephus probably intends that the image endure of the most famous Hellenistic king prostrating himself before the Jewish head of state and
his council. The setting is the traditional ceremonial reception for a conqueror, but this time it is the conquered people who are the ones to receive
the veneration. The point would not be lost on any Greek or Roman reader.
To describe the attitude of Jews toward their Hellenistic rulers is not a
simple affair. This is not only because there probably never was one single
attitude, even in one given time and place. Whatever truth lies in the tale of
the Tobiads ( Joseph. Ant. 12. 160–236), it at least indicates the varying allegiance on the part of leading Jewish families to the ruling authorities. More
signiﬁcantly, it is not a simple affair to describe Jewish attitudes to the social
world in which Jews lived, because the terminology that we choose, such as
opposition, accommodation, or assimilation, does not do justice to the complex
nature of the social factors involved. At times there might be little intent of
adopting or responding to current circumstances, or the use of Hellenistic
images might be mere literary playfulness, even if we do not call it humor.
At other times, it appears to have a clear purpose, as with Josephus’s portrayal of Alexander the Great, but to identify precisely what that purpose is
or for whom it is intended can be more difﬁcult. Is Josephus’s Alexander an
apologetic, a theological tale, a critique of kingship, a disputation with
Greeks, an afﬁrmation of the power of prophecy, a statement of the importance of Jews in Greek history or of the superiority of Jewish to Greek political systems, or merely a humorous anecdote?3 It is probably all of these,
but no single description can fully capture its nature.
The problem lies in part in the monolateral approach that these descriptions convey. They imply a monolithic culture, a grand narrative, to which
Jews must respond positively or negatively.4 They do not take into account
the bilateral nature of such relations, or perhaps better, given the inﬂuence
now of speech-act theory in political discourse,5 the dialogical nature of relations. It was expedient for Jews, as any other conquered or subordinate nation, to express allegiance to the ruling body, fulﬁlling civic obligations and
expectations.6 At the same time the king could not afford to neglect the native power structures, or not to reconcile the new regime with older systems.7
He required local recognition and support to maintain his inﬂuence, whether
it came in the form of a poet’s praise, such as of Theocritus in Egypt, or a political alliance such as with Jason in second-century b.c.e. Jerusalem. As J.
Ma has shown, a decree expressing the responsibilities of a monarch to protect or give benefaction to a city is as much a reminder of the duties that the
monarch owes as a marker of the response required by the people.8
The development of royal ideology, for which ground was laid by the political and philosophical speculation on kingship in the early fourth century
b.c.e. (e.g., Aristotle’s lost treatise On Kingship), was one tool in this rela-
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tionship. It served to justify and form the emerging Hellenistic dynasties,
sometimes reassuring the populations that, despite the changes, older values or even better and newer ones were holding sway.9 The portrayal of monarchs in art, while not always consistent or under royal control, presents a
powerful and divine image.10 The literary output is also greatly affected by
the times, and works concerned with kingship are frequent, whether in treatises, panegyrics, hymns, or histories, even if they are not always favorable.
Treatises particularly on kingship (peri; basileivaˇ) provided philosophical
speculation on the themes found in other literary works, papyri, and inscriptions. They are sometimes mentioned in surviving works, although their
precise content requires reconstruction (cf. Murray in this volume). Diogenes
Laertius (2.110.12), for example, records that Euphantus of Olynthus dedicated to his pupil King Antigonus (probably Antigonus Doson, who was born
in 262 b.c.e.) a work on kingship, which he adds, was “very popular” or even,
as an alternative translation, “pleased the king”:
gevgone de; kai; Antigov
j
nou tou¸ basilevwˇ didavskaloˇ, pro;ˇ o}n kai; lovgon gevgrafe Peri;
basileivaˇ sfovdra eujdokimou¸ nta
There was a teacher of even Antigonus the king, for whom he wrote On Kingship, which he found greatly to his pleasure.

It is easy to see how royal ideology can contribute to royal propaganda, justifying the new rule to the citizens and aiming to win loyalty—part of playing the game of royal etiquette, as F. E. Adcock expressed it (1953: 169). But
that is perhaps a simpler reading of it. Certainly, in a well-known anecdote
preserved by Stobaeus, Demetrius of Phaleron is said to have encouraged
Ptolemy Soter to read books on kingship and leadership, since the things
that the philoi do not dare advise the king are written in such books:
Dhmhvtrioˇ oJ Falhreu;ˇ Ptolemaivw/ tw¸/ basilei¸ parhv/nei ta; peri; basileivaˇ kai; hJgemonivaˇ bibliva kta¸ sqai kai; ajnaginwvskein a} ga;r oiJ fivloi toi¸ ˇ basileu¸ sin ouj qarrou¸ si
parainei¸ n, tau¸ta ejn toi¸ ˇ biblivoiˇ gevgraptai. (Stob. 4.7.27; Plut. Mor. 189d)
Demetrius of Phaleron encouraged the king to obtain the books on kingship
and leadership, and to read those things that the friends of kings do not dare
advise—such are written in the books.

In this simple anecdote we are reminded that ideology is also a measure by
which the kings could be judged, just as royal decrees establish the expectations required of the monarch. In this respect we may follow M.-T. Lenger
(1953: 483–99), who in speaking of filanqrwpiva as “clemency” recognized
that it was already for the Ptolemies an expectation from Pharaonic times.
The king was a protector of the people, and whether or not the Ptolemies
actually lived up to this ideal, Theocritus’s Idyll 17 inter alia reminds Ptolemy
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II Philadelphus of the expectations borne by him. But there is also a telling
reminder in Stobaeus’s anecdote of the dangers of advising the king. The
things that “the friends of kings do not dare advise” were sometimes instead
offered by poets and other court ofﬁcials, but the consequences were sometimes fatal. Plutarch (Mor. 11b–c) records the fate of Theocritus of Chios,
whose joke regarding Antigonus I was enough to have him executed. And
execution and death were well-known fates for literary critics.11
THE JEWS ON HELLENISTIC KINGSHIP

Against such a background of speculation on the nature of monarchy, we might
be able to place Jewish views and attitudes. We ought to ask of the material
not only what it reﬂects of Jewish attitudes, but also how it might have served
the monarch’s interests. Would a monarch have wished for Jewish reﬂections
on kingship, even if he might not have known of them personally? Would it
have been safe for a Jewish writer to criticize the Ptolemy? And how do Jewish discussions inform Hellenistic history in general? Among Jewish sources
the books of the Maccabees and the Letter of Aristeas are obvious sources for
Jewish views on Hellenistic monarchy, and we also ﬁnd among Jewish writers
some speculation on the nature of kingship, most notably in the symposium
depicted in Aristeas, and at the beginning of Philo’s On Joseph, and more extensively in Philo’s Life of Moses. Nevertheless, it might be informative to tackle
a less immediately obvious example, and consider the Septuagint (LXX).
E. Bickerman, in what remains one of the best introductions to the social
context of the LXX,12 notes how the translators could not have avoided some
of the Greek political terminology (povliˇ, dh¸ moˇ, ejkklhsiva, fulhv ) had they
wished to be understood by their readers (1988: 112). At the same time he
argues that the use of Greek political terms lacks precision, and expressions
such as eu[noia, presbeuthvˇ, and summaciva are never used (i.e., in the Pentateuch).
Bickerman is probably correct that we cannot argue for any great consistency,
and indeed each translator must be taken separately. It is important to note
that Bickerman’s explanation is pragmatic, in that it accounts for the use of
certain words for the obvious sake of intelligibility. As translators, their task
was to articulate in the Greek language and for their readers the ideas contained in the Bible. To choose Hellenistic terminology or to employ imagery
from Greek literature or mythology is not necessarily a statement of a Hellenized Jewish religion or a comment on the wider world,13 but it is ﬁrst an
articulation or expression of the ideas in an appropriate language.14 A lack
of precision or consistency in vocabulary would support this, in that it suggests the translators were not aiming to draw up a Jewish constitution or to
develop a consistent Jewish-Greek ideology. Nevertheless, in their choice of
certain terms and words, we might infer how they viewed their position in
relation to wider Graeco-Roman society, and whether the articulation of Jew-
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ish ideas in Greek terms can reveal something of their understanding of those
ideas.15 How far this applies to statements on kingship in the LXX, we will
examine through consideration of the book of Proverbs.
LXX PROVERBS

The gnomic material of the Hebrew book of Proverbs, itself attributed
pseudepigraphically to a king, namely Solomon (1.1), should be a natural
source for adaptation to Hellenistic royal ideology. And to some extent the
Greek translator of the work aims at this, as noted brieﬂy by J. Cook in his
study (1997) and elaborated upon in the latest analysis by David-Marc d’Hamonville (2000). It has long been recognized that the translation is written
in a semiliterary Greek koine, in which the translator has not been concerned
to represent the Hebrew formally, adding expressions and whole lines, or
developing imagery in greater depth.16 There is no clear evidence for the
date of the Greek translation, although Cook (1993, 1997) has suggested it
reﬂects a similar cultural background to that of the book of Ben Sira (early
second century b.c.e.). This perhaps means little more than that the author
reﬂects on the sapiential themes of wisdom and instruction, but it conforms
to earlier studies that placed the book sometime in the second century b.c.e.
on the basis of its tentative relation to other LXX translations, particularly those
of Job and Ben Sira, and to the Letter of Aristeas and the work of Aristobulus.17
D’Hamonville has utilized some of the monarchic evidence in Greek
Proverbs to enable him to support these earlier proposals for a date, placing
it more precisely in the reign of Ptolemy VI Philometor (181–145 b.c.e.).
Of relevance for our theme, the emphasis on certain topics suggests that the
translator was close to royal circles and politics in general (cf. d’Hamonville
2000: 25). D’Hamonville proposes that the translator is in fact Aristobulus,
said to be the didaskalos of a king (2 Macc. 1.10) and to have dedicated his
work to a Ptolemy (2000: 137). Philometor’s mother had been de facto regent for the years 181–176, possibly accounting for the expression in
Proverbs qesmoi; mhtrovˇ sou, “your mother’s laws” (Prov. 1.8; 6.20), although
it is a natural rendering of the Hebrew there. Also of interest in this regard,
but neglected by d’Hamonville, is Proverbs 31.1:
Hebrew:
The words of King Lemuel;
the burden wherewith his mother corrected him.
oiJ ejmoi; lovgoi ei[rhntai uJpo; qeou¸ basilevwˇ
crhmatismo;ˇ o}n ejpaivdeusen hJ mhvthr aujtou¸.
My words have been spoken by God;
the decree of a king, whom his mother instructed.
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The name Lemuel is omitted (perhaps the –El termination has been preserved in qeovˇ), and the emphasis is placed on one king. The allusion to the
education by the mother might be a covert reference to the name Philometor (cf. Prov. 4.3–4). Whether or not one follows d’Hamonville in the dating of the translation, this is one example of the idealization of the king attested elsewhere in the work.
TERMINOLOGY IN LXX PROVERBS

The language of LXX Proverbs reveals the translator to be one who is concerned to convey his message within the appropriate medium and tone for
his source text. He appears to be aware of the poetic nature of the Hebrew
that he was translating, and has chosen vocabulary of a poetic nature.18
While it can be difﬁcult to establish for certain whether a word was always
deemed poetic by ancient authors or readers, especially as originally poetic
words in classical literature came to be adopted either as normal words in
Hellenistic literature or as forming stock expressions, one may, nonetheless, note how many terms in Proverbs are distinctive. Some might be attested primarily in poetry, and others might be rare within the language,
or at the least might not be the only choice available to the translator within
the language. It may well be that Proverbs, on these criteria, is the most poetic of all the LXX books.
Of words attested primarily in poetry, one may cite such an example as
o[mma, “eye,” which is found in the LXX only in Proverbs (10.26; 23.5) and the
“literary” books of 4 Maccabees (5.30; 6.26; 18.21) and Wisdom (11.18;
15.15). o[mma was the poetic choice for the common prose noun ojfqalmovˇ. The
use of o[fiˇ, “snake” (Prov. 23.32; 30.19), might also be such a poetic choice,
except that we ﬁnd it frequently in the LXX (forty times), and there might
be other reasons for choosing it.19 The Greek bounovˇ, “hill,” might also be poetic, although it seems to have come into prose authors in the Hellenistic
period.20 More distinctive are the rare words in the translation, suggesting a
deliberate attempt to provide a reﬁned if not recondite literary work. Examples to be noted include the hapax legomena in the LXX of eijrhnopoievw, “to make
peace” (Prov. 10.10), dusbavstaktoˇ, “intolerable” (Prov. 27.3), ajkarpiva, “fruitless” (Prov. 9.12), prauv qumoˇ, “of gentle spirit” (Prov. 14.30; 16.19), glwssocaritevw, “to ﬂatter” (Prov. 28.23), and the relatively rare words ajmfivtapoˇ, “double-sided rug” (2 Sam. 17.28; Prov. 7.16), and glwsswvdhˇ, “talkative” (Prov.
21.19). The adverb aujqhmerovn, “immediately” (Prov. 12.16; Deut. 24.15) is also
not common, although it is found from Aeschylus onward and appears in
prose authors (cf. d;motik;) too. As an alternative to a more common word,
the translator chose to use the adjective qnhtovˇ, “mortal” (Prov. 3.13; 20.24),
occasionally found elsewhere in the LXX, for the expected a[nqrwpoˇ.21 The
preference for goneuvˇ, “parent” (Prov. 29.15), might also be dictated by a de-
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sire for variation, when the Hebrew merely reads μa, “mother.” Finally, the
translator of Proverbs was perhaps aiming at a poetic tone in speaking of Tavrtaroˇ, “the underworld” (30.16), only used in the LXX elsewhere in Job (40.20;
41.24), instead of the expected LXX term Hades.22
These lexical samples tell us much about the translator of Proverbs. They
indicate that he had literary pretensions, even when working within the constraints of a translation. The many pluses in the translation are further examples of his attempt to embellish and expand upon his source text. The
lexical variation is signiﬁcant in that it reveals his freedom of choice in selecting his translation equivalents, and that he was willing to opt for an alternative to what might seem to us the obvious rendering. Consequently, it
is signiﬁcant when he prefers certain words, and we should pay attention to
it. What is more, given his liking for rare or poetic words, it is also worthy of
note when he employs common words of daily administration, in striking
contrast to the literary elements of his translation. And it is to this political
and administrative language that we now turn.
THE LANGUAGE OF ADMINISTRATION AND POLITICS

That the translator was familiar with some of the language of politics and
administration is hardly surprising, but he does employ it much more than
many of the other translators. We have already seen above the noun crhmatismovˇ in Proverbs 31.1, which was a term common in Ptolemaic Egypt to
denote a “decree,” “petition,” or any form of legal “document” or “report.”
Although the noun could denote a “divine utterance,”23 as C. Brenton’s translation “oracular answer” implies, in a verse on a king the administrative sense
seems to be uppermost. paredreuvw, “to act as assessor” (LSJ 1332), appears
in the LXX only in Proverbs, with reference to the actions of the ﬁgure of
Wisdom (1.21; 8.3), and it seems to denote the function of judges in the
Hellenistic period. Something of that social world, so much of which we learn
about from Egyptian papyri, is also reﬂected in other terms that the translator uses. sukofavnthˇ,24 used in Proverbs of the king that lacks understanding, probably recalls the meaning found in Ptolemaic papyri of one who practices extortion, rather than its older sense of “informant” or “denouncer.”25
A dwrolhvpthˇ, “receiver of bribes,”26 and an ajntivdikoˇ, “opponent” (Prov. 18.17),
also remind one of the social setting of the time.
Most prominent of all are political words, as discussed brieﬂy by d’Hamonville (2000: 128–32). We are reminded a number of times of the concept of parrhsiva, “free speech,”27 an important term in political thought,28
and here associated with wisdom. We read too of the boulhv 29 and the sunevdrion,30 and yet it is important to note that there is no mention of the gerousiva, an important institution of the time. Amid all this, the role of the king
seems to command a special place. The translator sometimes reduces plu-
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ral references to kings in the Hebrew into the singular and even adds a strophe on the language of the king (Prov. 24.22):31
Let no falsehood be spoken by the king from the tongue; yea, let no falsehood proceed from his tongue. The king’s tongue is a sword, and not one of
ﬂesh; and whosoever shall be given up to it shall be destroyed: for if his wrath
should be provoked, he destroys men with cords, and devours men’s bones,
and burns them up as a ﬂame, so that they are not even ﬁt to be eaten by the
young eagles.

The theme of wisdom is also subordinated to the topic of kingship, with the
emphasis on Solomon as the author, who is presented as the model of a just
and wise king. Wisdom, the main theme of the book, is the guide for the
monarchy, and twice in the Hebrew (Prov. 1.21 and 8.3) we ﬁnd the role of
Wisdom in politics. In the ﬁrst of these (Prov. 1.21), the Greek translator
adds an additional two lines (emphasis mine):
Sofiva ejn ejxovdoiˇ uJmnei¸tai,
ejn de; plateivaiˇ parrhsivan a[gei,
ejp a[krwn de; teicevwn khruvssetai,
ejpi; de; puvlaiˇ dunastw¸ n paredreuve i,
ejpi; de; puvlaiˇ povlewˇ qarrou¸sa levgei.
Wisdom sings aloud in passages,
and in the markets exercises free speech.
And she makes proclamation on the top of the walls,
and sits by the gates of princes
and at the gates of the city, boldly she speaks.
para; ga;r puvlaiˇ dunastw¸ n paredreuve i,
ejn de; eijsovdoiˇ uJmnei¸tai.
For she sits by the gates of princes,
and sings in the entrances.

Wisdom sitting at the gates is a traditional biblical theme, but the additions
in the Greek demonstrate how the political interest, the gates of the princes,
is prominent in the translator’s mind. It is striking too how the translator
emphasizes the political role of the female ﬁgure of Wisdom, an image that
could recall the role of Ptolemaic queens, of whom we might be reminded
in the allusion to Philometor’s mother. In the ancient Near East more generally a queen could have considerable inﬂuence in politics.32
A number of examples could be adduced of guidance to the king within
the translation of Proverbs, but I wish to focus only on one particular passage. One should ﬁrst note, however, the rearrangement of verses in the
Greek translation, which appears (using the Hebrew verse numbering) as
follows (cf. Cook 1997: 293–96):

Copyright © 2007 by The Regents of the University of California

198

light from the septuagint translators?

1.1–24.22
30.1–14
24.23–34
30.15–33
31.1–9
31.25–29
31.10–31
The section 30.15–33 follows 24.23–34, which includes the directions to a
king on the proper use of the tongue and the reference to Wisdom sitting
by the gates of princes. It closes with the addressee (the king?) being admonished for not paying heed to Wisdom’s words.33 The section 30.15–33
begins by listing incomprehensible or troublesome things (Prov. 30.18–19):
18 Moreover there are three things impossible for me to comprehend, and
the fourth I know not:
19 the track of a ﬂying eagle; and the ways of a serpent on a rock; and the
paths of a ship passing through the sea; and the ways of a man in youth.

The theme of kingship is once more not absent. In a rendering that follows
the Hebrew closely, the earth is troubled “if a servant reign; or a fool be ﬁlled
with food” (Prov. 30.22). The simplicity of nature is also presented, incorporating a mild criticism of kingship (Prov. 30.27–28):
ajbasivleutovn ejstin hJ ajkri;ˇ
kai; ejkstrateuve i ajf' eJno;ˇ keleuvsmatoˇ eujtavktwˇ:
kai; kalabwvthˇ cersi;n ejreidovmenoˇ kai; eujavlwtoˇ w]n
katoikei¸ ejn ojcurwvmasin basilevwˇ.
27 The locusts have no king, and yet march orderly at one command.
28 And the gecko, which supports itself by its hands, and is easily taken,
dwells in the fortresses of a king.

The section continues (vv. 29–31) with four things that are successful (eujodv wˇ
poreuvetai), concluding with Proverbs 30.31:
Hebrew (possible translation):34
The greyhound; the he-goat also;
And the king against whom there is no rising up.
LXX:
kai; ajlevktwr ejmperipatw¸ n qhleivaiˇ eu[yucoˇ
kai; travgoˇ hJgouvmenoˇ aijpolivou
kai; basileu;ˇ dhmhgorw¸ n ejn e[qnei.
And a courageous cock walking about among the hens
and a goat leading the herd;
and a king publicly speaking before a nation.
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The Hebrew text is obscure to us, and it might have also been to the translator.35 Commentators are accordingly divided as to how far they should accept the reading of the Greek as original, or whether the translator has interpreted (a possibly difﬁcult) Hebrew version. I. W. Roth, for example,
follows the LXX but nevertheless removes the reference to the king (1965:
20). D. Winton Thomas, on the other hand, prefers to account for the Hebrew, assuming the LXX to be an interpretation (1955: 280–92). Both Roth
and Winton Thomas, nevertheless, believe that four animals should be mentioned, although W. McKane (1970: 663) argues that the transition from
animals to a human is expected. In the structure of Hebrew poetry, the ﬁrst
three items prepare the way for the main focus on the fourth (i.e., the king).
As in verse 27, a reﬂection on kingship is grounded in the world of nature.
McKane believes that the LXX is a free paraphrase of a difﬁcult Hebrew text,
and this seems likely. Certainly, the animals chosen are those considered
supreme in their own realm, as the king is too.36
However we view the relation of the Hebrew to the Greek, the Greek text
in itself presents some interesting features. The verbs in verses 29–30 are verbs
of motion, but in verse 31 they become verbs of leadership. The cock is said
to be brave, possibly alluding to Aristotle, Physiognomonica, Bekker 807a, where
the brave ones of the cocks are “deep-voiced,” and bravery is a feature of the
ideal king. eujyuciva is a feature demonstrated in battle, and often held by the
king (cf. Plut. Parallela minora 306a). Next the he-goat (travgoˇ) is praised for
“ruling” or “leading” the herd (the Greek hJgevomai is as ambiguous as the English “lead”), and the king is praised for public speaking (dhmhgorevw). These
are presented as examples in the Greek of ﬁne movement (i.e., success), and
the ostensible meaning is that the bravery and leadership of animals are comparable to the qualities of a king, who speaks before the nation.
One wonders, however, in the light of the criticism and caution over royal
behavior in the preceding verses, whether there is an implied criticism in
this passage. There might be a diminuendo from the lion of verse 30 to the
cock and then the goat. Although the implication in Hebrew might be that
the king is supreme, as the various animals are in their own realm, in Greek
there are ironic overtones in the choice of animals. G. Gerleman (1956: 31)
compares the line on the cock to Aeschylus, Agamemnon 1671, where the
Coryphae in their ﬁnal stasimon construct a simile describing Aegisthus as
a bold cock parading up close to the hen:
kovmpason qarsw¸ n, ajlevktwr w{ste qhleivaˇ pevlaˇ.

Aegisthus the monarch is parading around before meeting his hapless
death. It would then be a ﬁtting image in Aeschylus for the criticism of the
pomposity of a monarch. Fraenkel (1950: vol. 3, 800) on the Agamemnon
does indeed refer to Proverbs 30.31, suggesting the same particular color is
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conveyed there, and noting that it is in the same context of a pompous royal
ﬁgure.37
The cock in Greek literature conveyed a number of associations, many
negative.38 First and foremost the cock was associated with ﬁghting prowess,39
and the portrayal of ﬁghting cocks was common in art. It is partly this pugnacity40 that accounts for its boldness and pride,41 which over time became
legendary.42 Second, the cock was famed for sexual prowess,43 especially since
cocks fought for sexual domination.44 Once they had won, they “ruled the
roost,” as indeed they did in Aristophanes’ Birds (483) and in Aesop’s fable
of the ﬁghting cocks and the eagle.45 It is possible that the unusual form of
the verb in the LXX, ejmperipatw¸ n “walking about upon,” implies the sexual
mounting of the females by the cock. Within the representations in Greek
literature and art of cocks, there was an intentional association between ﬁghting prowess and sexual intercourse. This is particularly brought out in double entendres on such words as kevntron, used of both the “spur” of the cock and
the “phallus,”46 and on words of violent action (paive in, bavllein) that could denote sexual assault or nonviolent sexual activity.47 The victorious cock would
tread upon or mount his victim, ejpiphdavw, a verb used of cocks mounting
hens (Arist. HA 539b32) and of male homosexual intercourse.48 ejmperipatevw, therefore, in LXX Proverbs could have a lewd connotation and contribute
to the negative portrayal of the passage. As such, the victorious rule of the
cock is likened to that of a king, but in a way that is hardly favorable. The
cock is bold (perhaps overly bold like Aegisthus), and struts about mounting the hens.
As for the goat, it is of course associated, irrespective of the historical truth
behind it, with the origins of tragedy. Puns on the word tragikovˇ (from travx,
“goat,” and tragw/diva, “tragedy”) are known from Plato (Cra. 408c), Longus
(4.17.2), and Lucian (Gall. 10), and by the Hellenistic period a “tragic” performance could have negative connotations, representing pomp and pride
that are out of step with reality. Such tragic pride could even be connected
with the cock. A scholiast commenting on Lucian (Gall. 24) explains that the
cock’s pomposity is called “tragedy” “because things in tragedy are pompous”:
ejpeidh; ta; ejn th¸/ tragw/diva/ kompav ejstin, eijkovtwˇ tragw/divan to;n eJautou¸ kovmpon ejkavlesen.

The most detailed expansion of this idea is to be found in various Lives of
Plutarch. The bravery of King Pyrrhos, for example, is depicted in his goathorned helmet (toi¸ ˇ tragikoi¸ ˇ kevrasin, Pyrrh. 11.11). Power and success are
displayed in his clothing, but tragic arrogance is also conveyed. Often in
Plutarch ﬁne clothing and ostentatious display in one’s clothes are marks of
royal arrogance, and changes in clothes have a signiﬁcant effect for good or
bad depending on the type of change.49 Plutarch frequently makes his point
clear by reference to dramatic terms (the very word tragikovˇ, as well as dra¸ma,
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skhnhv, uJpokrivthˇ, etc.), none of which, however, we ﬁnd in Greek Proverbs.
Nevertheless, the trope of the pomposity of the cock combined with the use
of the animal travgoˇ, “goat,” suggests that there might be an implied criticism of too great a show by the king.
The ﬁnal line on the public speaking of the king could also be seen in
this light. We are reminded of the advice on the king’s tongue in Proverbs
24.22 (but a few verses earlier in the Greek ordering of the text), and since
dhmhgorevw is attested in a negative sense of “speaking clap-trap” (LSJ), the
pun becomes clearer. This advice on words continues with the ﬁnal two verses
of the section (once again signiﬁcantly located in the Greek version), where
one can see how the translator or editor has connected the apparently disconnected Hebrew verses:
If you abandon yourself to mirth, and stretch out your hand in a quarrel,
you shall be disgraced.
Milk out milk, and there shall be butter, and if you wring your nostrils there
shall come out blood: so if you extort words, there will come forth
quarrels and strife.

Here too the translator is adopting a common literary device of warning
against an intemperate tongue (Plut. Mor. 10f ). The translator of Proverbs,
therefore, constructs a text, perhaps addressed to the Ptolemaic king, that
embodies advice to the king and cautions against anger or too ﬁne a show
of arrogance and pompous speech. In this he is following common literary
types attested in Greek literature. Two passages in Aristeas are relevant to our
discussion. A Jewish sage advises the king (217):
You ought not to show yourself inferior to the actors, for they look to the role
they must play and suit their actions to it. You, however, are not playing a part,
but are truly king, God having granted you the leadership that your character
merits.

The second passage (284) advises in leisure time “to watch plays with propriety and to set before one’s eyes scenes from life presented with decency.”
The advice to kings to be above actors reminds us of our discussion of the
“tragic” nature of some kings.

It is surprising that such an interesting text as LXX Proverbs has not been
discussed in any great detail in the light of reﬂections on kingship in the
Hellenistic period. D’Hamonville (2000: 139) suggests it might have been
translated for apologetic purposes, adding, however, that perhaps Jewish proselytism did not exist in this period. He thereby implies that apologetic could
be only for missionary purposes, even though we might interpret the purpose of apologetic writings in many different ways.50 We might, however, ques-
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tion whether all Jewish-Greek literature should primarily be seen as apologetic, an assumption deriving from the belief that Jews in one way or another
had to defend or respond to their Greek environment.
The Greek translator of Proverbs, aware of the work’s place as an educational document of ancient Judaism, crafted the text into a work of guidance on various topics, including kingship. He places himself within a literary tradition, and at the same time he is sharing the literary practices with
his contemporaries (in Alexandria?). There need not be a real court situation behind this text, although it emphasizes through its function of advice
to the king the important role of Jewish education, and to an extent the civic
order within Judaism bestowed upon it by divine Wisdom. In this sense it
can be said to be apologetic, emphasizing the value of the author’s, and
thereby God’s, paideia. It is, however, not self-consciously Jewish in this; the
value of paideia as a social mark of status, and the ability to write Greek literature at a certain level, may also be important for our author. Rather than
articulating a tone of defense or proselytism, the author reveals himself to
be on a social footing with Greek contemporaries, able to master the genre
and to put forth his views on the subject. But, one might ask, how could a
Jew be so critical of royalty, comparing kings to pompous goats and fornicating cocks, without upsetting the ruling Ptolemy? We know, for example,
that Ptolemy VIII Euergetes II after the death of his brother Ptolemy VI
Philometor (145 b.c.e.) was treated unkindly by writers of the time and is
said to have expelled or murdered the literati (Ath. 4.184b–c). There was a
long tradition of such expulsions, and poets who criticized a ruler’s person
or dynasty, whether in the open or in concealed mockery, were usually the
target. At the same time, such poets were part of the prestige of the king,
and a balance had to be struck between the prestige gained and the possible consequences of criticism. Not all were punished or expelled,51 and it
was dependent on the monarch of the time. It is quite possible, although we
cannot know with any certainty, that where we read of criticism, it is part of
a larger (literary) tradition of the day. One poet’s criticism might not have
been harmful, but if it formed part of a larger opposition, it was potentially
destructive. So, too, criticism or wise advice from a Jewish writer would not
be problematic on its own. But we should also heed the observations of G.
Weber (1998–1999: 155) that constitutive elements of any literary attack
were irony, a sense of humor, and ambiguity. All of these we ﬁnd in LXX
Proverbs, and especially in his comparison between the king and the parading animals. The polarization between the alternatives in the royal court of
propaganda and opposition is not helpful, any more than the traditional polarization in Jewish scholarship—apologetic as defensive or proselytizing. It
is possible that the intent of the translator was to be a literary writer, like his
Greek contemporaries, and write on themes such as kingship in a similar
manner.52 It is possible too that he is reﬂecting common criticisms of the
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time. No one would pretend that the translator is reaching the literary heights
of a Callimachus or Theocritus; that was not his intention as a translator.
Within his discipline, nonetheless, he is forging a path and can justiﬁably be
called “a poet and a critic” (Strab. 14.2.19).
NOTES
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2. Cf. Plut. Alex. 29.
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35. For the suggested misreading by the Greek translator, see LEH 134.
36. Cf. McKane 1970: 664–63.
37. And cf. Aes. Eum. 861ff.; Pers. 756; Pind. Ol. 12.14.
38. For the image of the cock in Greek literature, see Thompson 1936; Marcovich
1976; Taplin 1987; Fowler 1989; Csapo 1993; Most 1993. For the cock in Jewish tradition, see Goodenough 1958: 58–70. Montevecchi (1999: 122) includes the word
ajlevktwr in a list of terms reminiscent of Homeric or tragic language but at the same
time notes its use also in everyday language (cf. her reference to P.Teb I.140, which
is an account recording among other things the price to purchase a cock).
39. Cf. Fowler 1989: 258.
40. Cf. ejndomavchˇ in Pind. Ol. 12.20.
41. Thompson 1936: 36.
42. Cf. P.Oxy. 219; Edgmond (1995: 178–79) notes the continuation of this tradition of the proud cock into the sixteenth century.
43. Cf. Taplin 1987: 92–95.
44. Csapo 1993: 121–22.
45. Comparison might also be drawn with the phoenix in Ezekiel the Tragedian,
which had a head like a cock (261, though a different word in Greek from that of
Proverbs) and “appeared to be king of all birds” (265).
46. See Henderson 1991: 122.
47. Henderson 1991: 169–72; Csapo 1993: 6–8.
48. Pl. Phdr. 254a; Plut. Mor. 768e; see Csapo 1993: 18–19.
49. See De Lacy 1952; Duff 1999: 116–17.
50. As already shown by Tcherikover (1956) and now argued in detail by Barclay
(2002).
51. Cf. Dover 1975; Weber 1998–1999: 149.
52. Cook (1997: 317) emphasizes the author’s “religious intention,” but this
should not be seen as any more marked than his literary, social, or even political purposes in writing.
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Chapter 11

The King’s Good Servant?
Loyalty, Subversion, and Greek Daniel
Jennifer Dines

The anonymous Jewish scholars who, from the third century b.c.e. onward,
translated the Hebrew scriptures into Greek, whether in Egypt, Palestine, or
elsewhere, were necessarily subjects of Hellenistic rulers. The implications
of their status as such have not been much considered, although it has become clear that the Septuagint (LXX) contains much cultural, religious, and
historical updating. A striking historical example is the translation of “Tarshish” as “Carthage” in Isaiah 23. 10, giving a new slant to an older prophecy
against Tyre; another occurs in Daniel 11.30, where “Kittim” are identiﬁed
as “Romans.” But have translators also left traces of political convictions? Were
they, for instance, concerned with what kind of rulers Ptolemies, Seleucids,
and Hasmoneans made? Did they have views about the legitimacy of territorial claims, especially to Palestine? How did they react to changes of regime?
Sufﬁciently well-educated in Greek to undertake their task, they are likely
to have been politically aware. That Jewish authors of books like 1 and 2 Maccabees had political preferences is obvious from the books themselves. It is
less obvious that the same is true of translators. Any imprints these have left
can be discovered only by studying the translations themselves, and here, for
the most part, the Hebrew source-texts are reproduced remarkably closely.
But sometimes the Greek differs signiﬁcantly from the Hebrew, and, provided that textual error, translational practice, or alternative Vorlage can be
eliminated, such passages may sometimes yield clues.
To study a translator’s Tendenz reliably requires an examination of the entire translation. That is clearly not possible here, where one sample text,
Daniel 11, must sufﬁce to show how differences between Hebrew and Greek,
particularly in 11.14, may reveal the translator’s perception of recent or contemporary events and his responses to them. Daniel 11.14 has already received scholarly attention, and I build on that work.1 I attempt merely to put
205
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some aspects of the discussion on a ﬁrmer basis by situating them within not
only the translator’s Judaism but also his relationship to the wider Hellenistic world. The conclusion will emerge that, for the book of Daniel at least,
we have a translator concerned not only with the internal religious affairs
of his own people, but with issues of wider signiﬁcance, including who should
be ruling Palestine.
The consensus dating for most LXX translations—third to ﬁrst century
b.c.e.—covers events turbulent enough to have provoked strong reactions.
Particularly relevant are the struggles between Ptolemies and Seleucids
throughout the third century for control of Syria-Palestine, including Judea;
these culminated in 200 b.c.e. with the whole region coming deﬁnitively
under Seleucid rule. Jewish military leaders played a signiﬁcant part in dynastic upheavals in Egypt in the mid-second century, while Jewish inﬁghting in Jerusalem, and differing Jewish responses to Seleucid rulers, eventually contributed to Antiochus IV’s repressive measures with regard to Judaism;
these in their turn provoked the Maccabean uprising and the establishment
of the Hasmonean dynasty (another focus for opposing loyalties). Throughout this period the growing power of Rome was an added factor.
It is in the stormy decades from 160 to 140 b.c.e. that, according to the
current state of research, the translations of most of the prophetic books were
probably made. These books, with their many historical allusions and their
symbolic language, are particularly likely to have picked up echoes of contemporary events in translation, as I. L. Seeligmann demonstrated for LXX
Isaiah (1948: 4, 82). Unmistakable allusions to Ptolemies, Seleucids, Hasmoneans, and Romans, or to speciﬁc historical events, are, however, few and
far between. For the most part, the translators transmit the words of the old
prophets much as they ﬁnd them, and these are usually situated in the distant past. This makes it particularly difﬁcult to substantiate claims that, for a
particular translator, “the days of Jeroboam,” say, or “the words of Amos” may
also refer to the reign of Ptolemy V or Antiochus IV or Alexander Jannaeus.
Ironically, one of the likeliest places to look for leads is the book of Daniel.2
The literary setting in sixth-century Babylon and the descriptions of nightmarish beasts and heavenly battles would seem to cut this book loose from
real events. Yet the identiﬁcation of Nebuchadnezzar with Antiochus IV is unmistakable (e.g., in chapters 3–4), and the imagery is often surprisingly transparent (especially in chapter 11). Dating, too, appears unusually secure: from
the content of chapter 11, the Masoretic Text (MT) of Daniel is regularly dated
to 166–165 b.c.e.: the interval between the desecration of the Jerusalem Temple in 168/7, its rededication by the Maccabees, and the death of Antiochus
in 164, the true circumstances of which are apparently not known.3 The MT
reﬂects a moment when the future was in fact anything but certain, the part
to be played by the Maccabees seemingly not yet clear.4 The LXX broadly
reﬂects the same historical situation.5 As will be seen, however, in at least one
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place the LXX interprets it with the help of an earlier prophecy from the book
of Amos. From a brief discussion of Daniel 11 in the MT and the LXX and
of Daniel 11.14 in particular, it will be argued that the LXX is more decidedly pro-Ptolemaic than the MT (which already leans in this direction).
DANIEL 11 WITHIN DANIEL 10 –12

Daniel 11 forms the centerpiece of the ﬁnal section of the book.6 Chapters
10–12 consist of a visionary explanation, supposedly given to Daniel in Babylon in 539 b.c.e. (11.1) by a supernatural “man’”(clearly an angel, 10.5–6),
of what is destined to happen to the Jews (“your people,” 10.14) in the ﬁnal
phases of world history. Chapter 10 functions as an elaborate introduction,
while 12 speciﬁes the rewards and punishments to follow. Between the two,
chapter 11 provides an account of what will lead up to the end time, through
a sketch, thinly disguised as prophetic foretelling, of key events in recent
history.7
MT Daniel 11 in Historical Context

From its subject matter, the passage falls into two equal, though chronologically asymmetrical, parts: (1) 11.2–20,8 from the Persians to Antiochus III
(539–187 b.c.e.); (2) 11.21–45, the reign of Antiochus IV Epiphanes
(187–164 b.c.e.).
Daniel 11.2–20. 11.2–4. A brief (and obscure) résumé of the Persian
empire (2) introduces the rise and fall of Alexander and the division of his
kingdom (3–4).
11.5–20. The fortunes of “the king of the south” and “the king of the
north” are traced up to the death of Antiochus III. The identiﬁcation of
“south” and “north” as Ptolemaic Egypt and Seleucid Syria is clear from the
context (and Egypt is actually named in 11.8, 42–43).
11.5–16 cover rivalry for control of Syria-Palestine extending from
Ptolemy I (383–285) and Seleucus I (312–281) to Ptolemy V (204–181)
and Antiochus III (223–187). After the battle of Raphia (217 b.c.e.),
Ptolemy IV (221–204) gained control but was unable to proﬁt from his victory, partly due to growing disaffection among native Egyptians.9 When the
child Ptolemy V became king in 204, Agathocles, the chief minister, effectively controlled the kingdom and by his extortion provoked further rebellion. Antiochus seized the opportunity to renew his attacks and gained
ground in Palestine. In 200 b.c.e. Ptolemy’s general Scopas brieﬂy regained
control and was then decisively defeated by Antiochus at the battle of Panias. After besieging him in Sidon, Antiochus forced Scopas to withdraw.
Antiochus was admitted to Jerusalem by Jewish supporters, who helped him
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reduce the Ptolemaic garrison there, and Palestine, including Judea, passed
deﬁnitively into Seleucid hands (11.13–16). Daniel 11.14 marks the signiﬁcant moment when Jews, “your people” (cf. 10.14; 12.1), become involved,
and to this we will return; 11.16 makes it clear that what is being fought
over includes Judea.
11.17–20 relate the further campaigns, downfall, and death of Antiochus
III.
11.21–45. Although there is no formal change in the way in which the
new reign is introduced, the disproportionate treatment marks these verses
out from what precedes.
11.21–39. The narrative, though often obscure, can usually be correlated
with what is known from other sources, and is mainly reliable until 11.39,
the apogee of Antiochus IV’s power.
11.40–45. In the ﬁnal verses, however, wild inaccuracies about Antiochus’s
ﬁnal campaigns and death suggest that the author is now guessing at what
he thinks could and should happen.
Political Bias in MT Daniel 11

Although chapter 11 doubtless has religious and theological aims, its medium
is that of international power struggles, and there are places where the
writer’s preferences and antipathies seem to be expressed. 11.7, 8, 12, 14,
17, 21, 25–27, and 29–32 contain hints of Ptolemaic sympathies and clearer
indications of hostility toward Seleucids. Jews perceived as Seleucid collaborators are castigated. Signiﬁcant use is made of scriptural allusions and emotive religious and symbolic language, which can only be summarized here.
11.7. After the murder of the Ptolemaic princess Berenice, an echo of Isaiah 11.1 (“a branch from her roots”)10 daringly links Ptolemy III (246–221)
with Isaiah’s eschatological just king (cf. Cyrus in Isa. 44.28; 45.1–7).
11.8. Emotive language here suggests hostility to “the north,” traditionally the direction from which Israel’s enemies come (e.g., Jer. 1.13–15; Ezek.
38.14–16). Emphasis is placed on the fact that statues of “their gods” (i.e.,
those of the temporarily weakened Seleucids) are carried off to Egypt. “The
south,” though presumably also a pagan nation, is not described in terms of
its gods. The demonizing of “the north” continues later, with Antiochus IV
depicted, in words reminiscent of Isaiah’s treatment of the king of Babylon,
as a self-styled god (36–39; cf. Isa. 14.12–14).
11.12. The description of Ptolemy IV as “lifting up his heart” and defeating
“myriads” suggests hubris. If so, there could be a note of disapproval, even
of a Ptolemy.
11.14. Although opaque, this verse may provide the clearest evidence for
Ptolemaic sympathies. With the highly charged phrase “men of violence
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among your people,” it expresses strong disapproval of a Jewish group of
(probably) Seleucid collaborators. A fuller discussion follows below.11
11.17. This verse may contain veiled approval for the Seleucid princess
Cleopatra, who, contrary to the intentions of her father, Antiochus III, remained loyal to, and actively campaigned for, her husband Ptolemy V
(204–181) and her son Ptolemy VI (181–145) until her death in c. 176
(Collins 1993: 381). This would reinforce the impression of pro-Ptolemaic
bias or at least a tendency to write history from a Ptolemaic perspective.
11.21. The climactic character, Antiochus IV Epiphanes (175–164), is introduced as “contemptible” or “despised” (hz≤b“nI from hzb, a verb often expressing strong disapproval). Elsewhere the term occurs in religious contexts (e.g.,
1 Sam. 15.9; Mal. 1.7, 12; 2.9); in Psalms 15. 4, it is how the righteous regard
the wicked. All depends, however, on point of view: in Psalms 119.141 it is how
the righteous psalmist is seen by his enemies (cf. Jer. 22.28; Isa. 53.3). The
overall characterization in Daniel 11.21 requires the sense to be pejorative.
11.25–26. J. J. Collins sees here a shifting of blame from the young
Ptolemy VI onto his ministers (Eulaeus and Lenaeus, “those who eat of the
royal rations”) as another possible sign of favorable treatment of the Ptolemaic house (1993: 383).
11.27. Here, both Ptolemy VI and Antiochus IV are “bent on evil” and exchange “lies.” Both act badly, so no favor is shown to Ptolemy, though Antiochus is afterwards shown in a worse light (11.28).
11.29–32. By the time Daniel was written, Seleucids had ruled Judea for
nearly twenty years, but Seleucid “collaborators” are still depicted in negative terms (11.32), not surprisingly, given Antiochus IV’s anti-Jewish measures.
The religious clampdown (11.31) is described in terms of ﬁdelity and
inﬁdelity, but this language masks groups in Jerusalem variously backing Antiochus IV and Ptolemy VI; there are more than religious issues involved.
Summary

The “man” who instructs Daniel in chapters 10–12, and who presumably
speaks for the book’s author, is clearly, and predictably, hostile to Antiochus
IV (11.21–45). Other Seleucids also receive negative characterization: Antiochus III “does as he pleases” (11.16; cf. Alexander in 11.3 and Antiochus
IV in 11.36) and displays “insolence” (11.18). Jewish pro-Seleucid factions
are treated more harshly (11.30, 32). Political judgments are expressed primarily through the use of emotive religious language (“gods,” 11.8, 36–39;
“covenant,” 11.28, 30, 32) and ancient mythological motifs (11.22, 26, 40;
cf. Isa. 8.8). Attitudes toward the Ptolemies are less clear, but, except for 11.12
(Ptolemy IV’s possible hubris) and 11.27 (Ptolemy VI’s “lies”), there are no
negative judgments, while 11.7, with its echoes of Isaiah11.1, suggests
stronger approval than has sometimes been recognized, for instance, by
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Collins (1993: 380). Collins does, however, suggest positive bias in 11.17
(Cleopatra) and 26 (the shifting of blame to Ptolemy VI’s advisers). More
generally, it can be observed that the context for Jewish history is the wider
struggle between the superpowers, Egypt and Syria. Not that these are described evenly: a motif throughout is the unsuccessful attempt by “the
north” to invade “the south” (Collins 1993: 378), perhaps indicating the author’s conviction that Egypt should prevail.
DANIEL 11 IN THE LXX

If the translator has left ﬁngerprints, they must be different from, or clearer
than, those that characterize the MT. Otherwise it must be assumed that he
shares the same stance as the Hebrew or at least translates without intruding
his own convictions. LXX Daniel 10–12, while similar to the MT in structure
and thought, exhibits many subtle differences, marked especially by distinctive arrangements of keywords, and by different interpretations of the unpointed consonantal text. Some of these are relevant to the present discussion.
Of the verses treated in the previous section, 8, 17, 21, and 27 match the
MT. Nor has the translator corrected the mistakes in 40–45, either because
he takes the Hebrew as it stands or because he too antedates 164 b.c.e. or
because, even after 164, he prefers the inaccuracies as bringing out the
signiﬁcance of Epiphanes’ ﬁnal campaigns and death.
There are, however, signiﬁcant differences (apart from 11.14, which will be
treated separately): (1) the king of the south is identiﬁed as king of Egypt; (2)
Ptolemy II is possibly depicted as more powerful than his Seleucid rival; (3)
Berenice is not mentioned; (4) an Isaian prophecy is applied to both Ptolemy
IV and Seleucus IV; (5) “Day of the Lord” language may be used of Ptolemy.
The King of the South

Although “the king of the north” maintains his incognito, “the king of the
south” is unmasked from 11.5 onward, being identiﬁed, correctly, as “the king
of Egypt.” The identiﬁcation continues throughout, creating a lopsided effect
over against the unnamed, but recognizable, Seleucids. Why this imbalance?
The translator may have wanted to draw attention to the dynasty he considered the more important, thereby indicating a pro-Ptolemaic bias; this is
the position of A. McCrystall (1980: 322), who ﬁnds evidence for such partisanship throughout the book, and of P.-M. Bogaert (1993: 648). S. P. Jeansonne, however, concludes that there is no special Tendenz in favor of the
Ptolemies in Daniel 11, but that everything can be explained in other ways,
including translational errors. She does not ask why this particular “error”
is made so consistently (1988: 100–101).
The translator may have wanted to make the passage more intelligible
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(Bruce 1972: 43; but in this case why identify only one side?). A. van der
Kooij also thinks the aim is to help understanding, but in a speciﬁc way. If,
as is widely assumed (though there is no actual evidence for this), Daniel was
translated in Egypt, “king of the south” might not immediately suggest the
correct identiﬁcation, and so the translator spelled it out (van der Kooij 1986:
73). If the original Hebrew-Aramaic version was written in Palestine, Egypt
makes sense as “south” (as it does from the perspective of the literary setting in Babylon). From either Egypt or Judea, Seleucid Syria could be understood as “north.” So, far from expressing a more favorable interest in the
Ptolemaic regime, the LXX could simply be making sure that readers decoded the text appropriately.
In either case, the identiﬁcation shows that the translator did, in fact, correctly understand the historical allusions, the earliest of which are to events
a good century and a half before his time. Some awareness of the political
implications also seems likely. For Egypt-based Jewish readers, “the king of
Egypt” still corresponded to a living reality (probably Ptolemy VI Philometor, 181–145 b.c.e.). He was their legitimate sovereign, concerning whom
questions of loyalty might be relevant and necessary. T. M. Meadowcroft, who
otherwise ﬁnds few signs of political bias in his brief soundings of chapter
11, does concede that the repeated naming of Egypt gives a particular emphasis (1995: 261). The fact that the translator does not ﬁnd it necessary to
disguise one of his protagonists may suggest a relaxed attitude toward the
current regime, and to Jewish opinions about it. The author of the MT may
perhaps be maintaining “a prudently esoteric manner” with regard to both
kingdoms (Lacocque 1979: 214). The Greek translator does not apparently
need to be prudent in speaking openly of the Ptolemies. Perhaps he did need
to be more circumspect about the kings of “the north,” whether Seleucid or,
perhaps by now, Hasmonean as well. If the translation was done in Palestine
rather than Egypt, this would be even more likely (supposing that location
made any appreciable difference at all).
The imbalance between an explicit “king of Egypt” and a vaguer “king of
the north,” the latter with resonances of the ancient “enemy from the north”
(cf. Collins 1993: 389), creates a contrast between a demythologized, historical mode when speaking of Egypt, with a sense of Realpolitik (reinforced
by the identiﬁcation of “Kittim” as Romans, 11.30), and a mythological mode
for “the north.” This adds perhaps to the demonizing of “the north” (already
present in the MT).
Ptolemy II

McCrystall—taking a cue from Jerome—thinks that another indication of
the translator’s political preference may come in 11.5 (1980: 323–24). He
argues that the MT’s rather difﬁcult syntax, which describes the rise to power
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of Seleucus I and his “mighty dominion,” brÆ lv;m“mi, has been reordered to describe the kingdom established by Ptolemy II Philadelphus (285–246) as “a
mighty rule,” dunasteiva megavlh. This would indicate a strong preference for
Ptolemy. McCrystall’s argument may be strengthened by the lack of a verb
in the phrase dunasteiva megavlh hJ dunasteiva aujtou¸; this allows for interpretation apart from the rest of the sentence and could even refer to the future
rather than the past (“a mighty rule was/is/will be? his rule”). But the Greek
could also be understood to refer to Seleucus I, to whom then, as in the MT,
“the mighty rule” would belong.12 In the light of other attitudes to the north
it is unlikely that the translator would have given this accolade could he have
avoided it. In the MT, Seleucus is linked with Alexander, whose rule is also
“a mighty dominion,” brÆ lv;m“mi (11.3), perhaps with the suggestion that his
empire will suffer the same fate. The LXX, however, breaks this link: in 11.3,
Alexander will rule “an extensive possession,” kurieivaˇ pollh¸ ˇ, an equally possible rendering of brÆ lv;m“mi, but one that disconnects Philadelphus from
Alexander’s doom. Problematic, however, is the sense of dunavsthˇ (“ofﬁcer,”
NRSV; used only here and in Dan. 9.6, 8 to render rsÆ , “ruler”). In 10.13, rsÆ
is rendered by strathgovˇ (“general”), which would be more apt in 11.5 if Seleucus was intended (he had been Philadelphus’s ally); dunavsthˇ is used of
royal functionaries (McCrystall 1980: 323), a role inappropriate for Seleucus. On the other hand, it is an unlikely term for a father-son succession, if
Philadelphus is intended; neither rsÆ nor dunavsthˇ seems to be used of an
heir apparent, so McCrystall’s claim that dunavsthˇ was an appropriate designation for Philadelphus is unconvincing. In 11.7, 20, dynastic succession
is described in more organic terms. In the end, the most convincing argument for a reference to Ptolemaic rather than Seleucid greatness here is the
freestanding nominal phrase (“a mighty dominion his dominion”).
Berenice

11.6–7 gives no hint that a woman (Berenice) was involved in the abortive
attempt at an alliance. Possibly the translator was reluctant to show even an
abused Ptolemaic princess marrying a Seleucid, though there is nothing to
substantiate this in the text. The end of MT Daniel 11.6 is very difﬁcult, and
the translator may simply be tidying up. All the same, the complete disappearance of Berenice is surprising.
Isaiah on Ptolemy IV and Seleucus IV

In 11.7 the LXX renders the MT’s echo of Isaiah 11.1 as “a plant will arise
from his root,” ajnasthvsetai futo;n ejk th¸ ˇ rJiv zhˇ aujtou¸. This does not exactly
match LXX Isaiah 11.1 (“a shoot will come out of the root of Jesse, and a
ﬂower will come up from the root”: ejxeleuvsetai rJavbdoˇ ejk th¸ ˇ rJiv zhˇ jIessai kai;

Copyright © 2007 by The Regents of the University of California

the king’s good servant?

213

a[nqoˇ ejk th¸ ˇ rJiv zhˇ ajnabhvsetai), though the translator may have been inﬂuenced
by that translation: ejk th¸ ˇ rJivzhˇ occurs only in LXX Isaiah 11.1 and LXX Daniel
11.7.13 futovn, however, translates rx≤n´ (“shoot”) only in Daniel 11 (Isa. 11.1
has a[nqoˇ, “ﬂower”); nor do the verbs match. The Daniel translator seems to
have been inﬂuenced by both Greek and Hebrew versions. Then, in 11.20,
he uses the Isaian phrase again to create a correspondence not in the MT:
Seleucus IV (187–175) succeeds Antiochus III and is described as “a plant
from his root” (ejk th¸ ˇ rJiv zhˇ aujtou¸ futovn); MT has “in his place” (wONKÆ l[Æ). Furthermore, the two expressions are in a chiastic relationship: futo;n ejk th¸ ˇ rJiv zhˇ
aujtou¸ (11.7), ejk th¸ ˇ rJiv zhˇ aujtou¸ futovn (11.20); and so form an inclusio: each
is to be read in the light of the other. But why has a potent echo of Isaiah
11.1 been used of a Seleucid as well as a Ptolemy? Perhaps it is simply to mark
the beginning and end of campaigns to control Palestine prior to Antiochus
IV Epiphanes. More likely, a contrast is being drawn between the two kings.
Ptolemy III was, for much of his reign, a powerful and successful monarch,
worthy of his father Philadelphus (kaq’ eJautovn, “like him”). Seleucus IV, however, is written off (not altogether fairly) as “damaging,” tuvptwn, his kingdom
and meeting an inglorious end; he is not said to be like his father. Seleucus’s
misfortune serves to show up Ptolemy’s success, and vice versa.
Ptolemy and the Day of the Lord

Also in 11.7, Ptolemy III is gloriﬁed by the translation of MT’s μj≤B;(“with
them”), presumably read as hm;Whm], by tarachv, both words meaning “tumult,”
“confusion.” Used only here in LXX Daniel, it probably does (with McCrystall 1980: 327 and against Jeansonne 1988: 123) suggest that traditional “Day
of the Lord” language (God triumphing over his enemies) is applied to
Ptolemy, since it echoes Isaiah 22.5, where tarachv also renders hm;Whm]. In 11.12,
taravxei (“he will throw into confusion”), echoing tarachv in 11.7, links the exploits of Ptolemy IV with those of his father; this reduces the likelihood of
an accusation of hubris (cf. above, pp. 208–9). Instead of “those who eat of
his royal provisions”(11.26), LXX has “his cares will waste him” (Collins 1993:
366), so the MT’s possible concern to soften Ptolemy’s defeat is not reproduced in the LXX, although “cares,” mevrimnai, might create a sympathetic effect, and there is no hint of any “éminences grises.”
Summary

By the consistent naming of the king of Egypt, the translator alters the balance found in the MT. He creates a sense of real history over against the vaguer
“north” and suggests that Ptolemaic Egypt is his chief interest. Although there
are some ambiguities, a positive portrayal of the Ptolemies seems paramount,
especially if the reference in 11.5 is to Ptolemy II rather than Seleucus I (al-
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though this remains uncertain), if the verbal link between 11.7 and 20 puts
Ptolemy IV in a better light than Seleucus IV, and, lastly, if the use of tarachv
in 11.7 evokes the eschatological victories of the Day of the Lord.
The most startling differences, however, appear in 11.14. After setting this
verse in its immediate context, I will, as before, ﬁrst consider the MT before
showing how the LXX brings a new slant to the historical allusions.

DANIEL 11.14 WITHIN THE CONTEXT OF 11.13 –16

11.12 records the ﬁnal phase of Ptolemaic control over Syria-Palestine following the battle of Raphia. 11.13 begins a new sense-unit with Antiochus III
attacking Egypt under its new king, the young Ptolemy V. 11.14 speaks of
widespread anti-Ptolemaic activity and (in the MT, though not in the LXX)
of Jewish involvement in this. 11.15 covers the defeat of Scopas at Panias in
200 and ends with Egypt totally defeated, reversing the situation at the end
of 11.12. Finally, 11.16 brings Antiochus to the apogee of his power, mirroring
the position of Ptolemy IV in 11.12. After this, Antiochus’s power too begins
to wane (11.17–19).
Both the content and position of 11.14 pose problems. J. A. Montgomery
considers the verse a parenthesis between 11.13 and 15 (necessitating the
repetition of “the king of the north” as subject in 11.15 (1927: 439; cf. Hartman and Di Lella 1978: 291). It is more interesting to investigate its purpose. The most likely explanation is that it supplies not merely information,
but reasons for Ptolemaic failure: widespread disaffection, including that of
some Jews. The latter also provide the means by which Antiochus gains control of Jerusalem (11.23). The verse is pivotal, underlining the political motivations that have led to this historical turning point, and bringing Jews into
the forefront as political agents.
11.14 in the Masoretic Text
And in those times many (μyBI ræ) will make a stand against the king of the south,
and the violent activists (yx´yriP; yn be “ W) among your people (˚;M“[Æ ) will rise up in order to establish a vision (˜/zj;), but they will stumble.

“Many” must refer to Egyptian dissidents and foreign alliances against
Ptolemy V; “violent activists among your people” (literally, “sons of the violent of your people”) probably designate Seleucid sympathizers in Jerusalem
who helped Antiochus III oust the Ptolemaic garrison.14
Although the “many” are described quite neutrally, the Jewish “subversives” are not. ≈yriP; is a loaded term, often translated “outlaw” or “robber”
(literally, “one who breaks through,” from ≈rÆ P;, “breach”). It occurs in contexts of religious and/or political dissent and is always strongly pejorative
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(e.g., Jer. 7.11; Ezek. 7.22). It belongs to a range of similar emotive words to
denote people who, from the writer’s perspective, are undesirable elements
(“thugs,” “hooligans,” “terrorists”; cf. Collins 1993: 379 n. 95). This strongly
suggests that the writer is taking sides, although the objects of the disapproval
are not altogether clear. Identifying them as violators, or “breachers,” of Torah
(Montgomery 1927: 438–39; Goldingay 1989: 297) shows how they were
regarded as Jews by the Jewish author of Daniel, but not what their political
activities involved. Van der Kooij argues that the expression does not suggest violation of Torah, but violent measures taken by Jewish activists (1986:
75). Collins thinks it most likely that the reference is to the pro-Seleucid
moves of the high priest Simon and his supporters (1993: 380; Collins remarks that “Daniel’s evaluation is tendentious and does not represent all Jewish opinion”).15 It is even less clear what “vision” they are seen as trying to
“establish,” and why they do not succeed. Montgomery suggests Ezekiel 13.6
(1927: 439); Goldingay points to Ezekiel 7.26 (1989: 297–98); Jerome,
anachronistically referring the passage to the building of the Leontopolis
temple, suggested Isaiah 19.19 (see below, p. 219).
In any case, the historical circumstances (the defeat of Scopas and Antiochus’s arrival in Jerusalem) ﬁt Daniel 11.15 and 16 better than 14, which
then has to refer to the temporary success of the Egyptian troops under Scopas, not otherwise alluded to in Daniel 11.13–15. With its imprecise opening “in those times,” it perhaps backtracks and locates the growth of a proSeleucid party ahead of the later collaboration with Antiochus. There are
also words and phrases, shared with chapters 10 and 12 but not occurring
elsewhere in 11, that suggest that it is signiﬁcant for the section (Dan. 10–12)
as a whole: “during those times” (cf. 10.2; 12.1), “your people” (10.14; 12.1),
and “vision” (10.14). This suggests that the events of 11.14, obscure though
they are, carry considerable weight in the drama of the “last times.”

11.14 in the Septuagint
And in those times plots / intentions (diavnoiai) will arise (ajnasthvsontai) against
the king of Egypt, and he will rebuild the ruins (ajnoikodomhvsei ta; peptwkovta [lit.,
“fallen things”]) of your people, and he will arise (ajnasthvsetai) to fulﬁl (eijˇ to;
ajnasth¸ sai [lit., “raise up”]) the prophecy (th;n profhteivan), and they will stumble.

The LXX differs from the MT in having (1) “plots” instead of “many”; (2)
only one group opposed to Ptolemy instead of two; (3) a deﬁnite “prophecy”
instead of an indeﬁnite “vision”; (4) a “builder” instead of “violent activists”;
(5) an allusion to LXX Amos 9.11.
The translator’s Vorlage seems to have been close to the MT, the divergences
mainly resulting from different interpretations of the same unpointed consonantal text. Diavnoiai (literally, “thoughts”) for μybr (“many”) is, however, odd;
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various explanations have been suggested, none entirely satisfactory. The
sense is not much affected: “plots” (perhaps personiﬁed to mean “plotters”)
makes explicit the nature of the “rising up” and is historically apt.
The LXX distinguishes two groups of people, where the MT has only one,
and makes four clauses with ﬁnite verbs, where the MT has only three. There
are the “plotters,” the subjects of the ﬁrst and fourth verbs, who will “rise up”
and “stumble,” as in the MT. There is an unidentiﬁed “he,” the subject of two
singular verbs, “build up” and “rise up” (“he” has emerged from an interpretation of the unpointed consonantal text different from that of the MT).
The indeﬁnite “vision” (˜/zj;) has been made deﬁnite. JH profhteiva (“the
prophecy”) occurs of Isaiah’s written prophecy in 2 Chronicles 32.32, but
this is the only place in LXX Daniel where it translates ˜/zj;. Perhaps a written text is supposed rather than, as in Daniel 10, what Daniel sees and hears
in his vision. If the allusion is to Amos 9.11 (see the next section), this would
be appropriate; it makes less likely the suggestion that the article is generic
for all the prophecies about the restoration of Jerusalem (van der Kooij 1986:
78; cf. Tob. 14.5; Sir. 36.14). The main puzzle is the implication of the two
singular verbs, “he will rebuild” and “he will arise,” framed by the opening
and closing plurals, “plots will arise” and “they will stumble” (MT has plurals throughout). A key to the enigma, as has been seen by a number of recent scholars,16 is that ajnoikodomhvsei ta; peptwkovta is an almost exact citation
of part of LXX Amos 9.11, the text of which follows in full:
On that day, I [i.e., the Lord] will raise up (ajnasthvsw) the fallen (peptwkui¸an)
tent of David, and I will build up its fallen parts (ajnoikodomhvsw ta; peptwkovta
aujth¸ ˇ) and its ruined parts I will raise up (ajnasthvsw) and I will build it up
(ajnoikodomhvsw) like the days of old.17

Amos 9.11–12 constitutes a divine promise of restoration for Israel, supposedly given in the eighth century b.c.e. (Amos 1.1) but also relating to the
end times (9.13–15). It was a very inﬂuential prophecy, also utilized in the
New Testament and in the Dead Sea Scrolls (Acts 15.16; Damascus Document 7, 13–19; 4QFlorilegium 1, 11–13).
The evidence that LXX Daniel borrows from LXX Amos, and not vice
versa, is compelling.
Aniv
j vsthmi occurs in both texts for “rising / raising up,” though rendering
different Hebrew verbs: μWq (Amos) and dmÆ [; (Daniel). Aniv
j sthmi is the LXX’s
default translation for μWq (318 times), and so is a natural choice in Amos
9.11. The default translation for dmÆ [;, the verb used in Daniel 11.14, is not,
however, ajnivsthmi (33 times) but the simple i{sthmi (314 times).18 The translator of Daniel 11.14 has not made the obvious choice, understandably so if
he is citing Amos 9.11.
Anoikodomev
j
w, “build,” occurs in Amos for rdÆ G:, “build up,” “wall in,” and in
Daniel for a putative hn:B;, “build.” rdÆ G: is uncommon, translated 4 times out of
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a possible 9 by ajnoikodomevw. The default translation for hn:B; is, however, not
ajnoikodomevw (9 times), but the simple oijkodomevw (305 times). Again, Daniel
11.14 uses the verb found in Amos 9.11.19
Ta; peptwkovta, “fallen [places],” in both texts renders a word from the root
≈rP, understood as ≈r´p´, to give “breaches,” correctly in Amos, implausibly in
Daniel, where it should have suggested ≈yriP,; “terrorist” (above, p. 214). It is
very rare for this root to be rendered by any form of pivptw, “fall”; there are
no other instances with ta; peptwkovta.
It is unlikely that each translator independently produced this unusual
expression (Turner 1977). Ta; peptwkovta for “ruins” (literally, “things that
have fallen”) works well in Amos 9.11 but does not occur in this sense in Hellenistic or classical Greek, where it is attested only of “throws [of a dice]” (Pl.
Rep. 604c; Eur. Hipp. 718) or of revenues accruing to a temple (P.Eleph. 10,
2; see LSJ s.v. pivptw B.5). Ta; peptwkovta as a neuter plural absolute occurs
elsewhere only in Isaiah 49.19 and 4 Maccabees 2.14, which also probably
depend on Amos 9.11 (Turner 1977: 492–93). Both semantically and stylistically, what suits Amos 9.11 for the restoration of the fallen (peptwkui¸an)
“tent” of David (actually pictured as a ruined city) is decidedly awkward in
Daniel 11.14.
It looks, therefore, as if the translator has understood the Hebrew of 11.14
in the light of an earlier prophecy in Amos. Contrary to his handling of Isaiah 11.1 in 11.7, he has not translated Amos 9.11 himself but used an already
existing version. As the Hebrew of Daniel 11.14 is not difﬁcult in itself (van
der Kooij 1986: 79), the issue is one of interpretation.
Here, it is striking that, contrary to the MT, there are no Jewish opponents
and that only the plotters against the king of Egypt, who are differentiated
from the “builder,” will fail. Historically this is true of the abortive uprisings
in Egypt, suppressed by forces loyal to Ptolemy V, but, where Antiochus III
and his allies are concerned, only in relation to the brief period of Scopas’s
victories prior to Panias. In the wider historical perspective, the change of
allegiance did not fail: Seleucid rule did replace Ptolemaic in Palestine
(though not—after Roman intervention in 168—in Egypt). But in the LXX,
the fulﬁlment of the prophecy has been removed from the failure of the plot,
a radical change. Perhaps the translator regarded the prophecy as a prediction as yet unfulﬁlled. Perhaps he believed that any attempt at insubordination against what he saw as the legitimate dynasty was bound ultimately
to fail. If so, 11.14 could function as a metahistorical comment at a fraught
moment in the narrative.
Who Is the Builder?

Replacing the MT’s “violent subversives,” the translator’s “builder” will be
viewed positively, since rebuilding ruins is always a commendable biblical ac-
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tivity: in Sirach 50.1, the eulogy on Simon the high priest begins with “he
repaired the house” (cf. Nehemiah who rebuilt fallen walls, Sir. 49.13). Rebuilding is often a royal prerogative, as in 2 Chronicles 32.5 (Hezekiah) and
33.16 (Manasseh); hence the signiﬁcance of the work of Joshua and Zerubbabel (Ezra 3.2; Zech. 6.13). Foreign kings sometimes fulﬁl this role, notably
Cyrus (Isa. 45.13); Nehemiah has authorization from the Great King (Neh.
2.5, 17), and the returning exiles come on behalf of Cyrus (Ezra 1.2–3).20
Supremely, however, it is a role exercised by God, as in Amos 9.11 (cf. Ps.
51.18; 69.35; Ezek. 36.36). We should, then, expect the subject in LXX
Daniel 11.14 to be someone signiﬁcant.
Several candidates have been proposed, including (1) Antiochus III, (2)
Ptolemy V, (3) the high priest Onias, and (4) the Maccabean leaders. In addition, a ﬁfth will be suggested.
Antiochus III. If Ptolemy’s sovereignty is weakened by the “plotters” of
11.14, then the victorious Antiochus could be the one who does the building and fulﬁls the prophecy. Josephus quotes a supposedly genuine letter
from Antiochus to the governor of Coele-Syria stating his intention to reward the Jews for their collaboration by giving gifts to the Temple and granting tax exemptions and, most signiﬁcantly for present purposes, “to restore
their city which has been destroyed by the hazards of war” (Ant. 12.138–39;
he also mentions materials needed to repair the Temple, 141). The authenticity of the letter, at least as Josephus presents it, is questionable. But
the historical context of LXX Daniel 11.14 almost requires the restorer to
be Antiochus (cf. Bogaert 1993: 648). The rest of chapter 11 shows marked
hostility toward the Seleucids. Here, a small (and even subversive?) acknowledgment of Seleucid benevolence may have been slipped into an otherwise anti-Seleucid passage.
Ptolemy V. Grammatically, the nearest referent for “he will rebuild” is
“the king of Egypt” (although it is not as obvious in Greek as in English,
and LXX Daniel 11 abounds in unmarked changes of subject), and he is
more widely understood as the intended “builder,” through the agency of
Scopas (e.g., van der Kooij 1986: 76; Collins 1993: 380). This means attributing to Scopas what there is only evidence (of sorts) for concerning
Antiochus III, but, if this is what is intended, the political bias of the translator is clear, especially in the light of a comment, attributed by Josephus
to Polybius, that Scopas “subdued (katestrevyato) the Jewish nation” (Ant.
12.135–36; cf. Collins 1993: 380 n. 105). McCrystall sees the historical problem and tries to square the circle by noting that in Daniel what is rebuilt is
not the “tent” of David (identiﬁed, questionably, with the Temple), but the
“people” (1980: 333). He too equates fulﬁlment of the prophecy with Scopas’s short-lived success but suggests that the translator, although well aware
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that the Temple was repaired on Antiochus’s orders, considers this less important than the ﬁnal restoration of the nation, that is, its liberation from
Seleucid rule: “The true meaning of the prophecy remains unfulﬁlled—
the restoration of the physical Temple is not enough. It remains the task of
a Ptolemy” (1980: 335).
There are two difﬁculties here. First, if Scopas is identiﬁed as the one who
foils plots against Ptolemy and, on one level, fulﬁls Amos 9.11, it seems odd
to have squandered so weighty a prophecy (the “he” of Dan. 11.14 replaces
the divine “I” of the original prophecy) on such a hollow straw. Even if Scopas
was regarded as a royal representative and credited with building work, it must
have been obvious that he left Jerusalem more war-damaged than before.
Second, it is doubtful whether the substitution of e[qnoˇ, “people” (Dan.
11.14), for skhnhv, “tent” (Amos 9.11), can bear the weight McCrystall puts
on it. Skhnhv does not occur in the part of Amos 9.11 that is directly quoted.
But in the Hebrew of Daniel 11.14 the translator found ˚;M“[Æ, “your people”;
that is why tou¸ e[qnouˇ sou appears in the LXX.
All the same, McCrystall’s suggestion that Amos 9.11 is left unfulﬁlled
and seen as the task of the Ptolemies gives us an interesting perspective.
Possibly working in Egypt at the time of the Maccabean campaigns against
Antiochus IV’s successors, the translator could still have seen restoration of
Ptolemaic rule in Palestine as fulﬁlment of the divine plan that is the subject of the book he is translating. Or, if he belongs to a slightly later period
when the Hasmonaeans are in power and a free Jewish state is once more
in existence, he may still maintain a conviction that the Ptolemies are the
true rulers of Palestine. That is, he may have loyalties over and above those
inherent in speciﬁcally Jewish politics (concerning high priestly legitimacy,
for instance).
However one approaches it, unless the translator is attributing to Ptolemy
what he knows was really done by Antiochus, a reference to Ptolemaic restoration sits uncomfortably in the middle of 11.14. The passage is, however, crucial for any discussion of political Tendenz in Daniel. Jeansonne (1988: 118–
23) and Meadowcroft (1995: 261) do not really grapple with the issue when
they conclude, without fully considering 11.14 and its relationship to Amos
9.11, that there is little or no overt Ptolemaic partisanship in chapter 11.21
Collins, on the contrary, thinks the verse “one of the strongest indications
of pro-Egyptian Tendenz” in the LXX (1993: 380).
Onias. In his Commentary on Daniel (CCsL 75A p. 908, l. 1073), Jerome
thought, anachronistically, that the Hebrew of Daniel 11.14 referred to the
building of the Leontopolis temple. Montgomery (1927: 439) revived this
possibility for the LXX, suggesting that Jerome was in touch with current
Jewish tradition. There seems no evidence for this, however, apart from Josephus’s two conﬂicting accounts, Jewish War 7.423–32, where Onias III makes
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the foundation in c. 170 b.c.e., and Jewish Antiquities 13.62–73, where it is
made by Onias IV in or after 160 b.c.e. Most accept the account in Jewish
Antiquities as the more plausible, dating the growth of the settlement to c.
160–145 b.c.e.; reconstructions remain, however, controversial.22 But the
translator of LXX Daniel 11.14 may have been working along these lines.
As an Oniad initiative connected with the establishment in Egypt of an important Jewish military colony whose members played an active role in midsecond-century Ptolemaic politics, the existence of this temple could conceivably have struck the translator as being what Amos 9.11 foretold.
But who is to do the building: Onias (which Onias?) or Ptolemy (in either case Ptolemy VI Philometor)? Either is possible. If the “he” of Daniel
11.14 is not Ptolemy, but Onias, then, whatever happens to the king of Egypt
(cf. the sombre prediction in the rest of the verse), the building up of the
ruins and the fulﬁlment of the prophecy are assured.23 In any case the authorization will have been Ptolemy’s. According to Josephus (Ant. 13.67),
Onias IV asked permission to “build,” oijkodomhvsai, an existing local shrine
that was “in ruins,” sumpeptwvkoˇ, basing his request on a prophecy. Although
this was not Amos 9.11, but Isaiah 19.19 (“On that day there will be an altar
to the Lord in the land of Egypt”), Josephus’s language sounds as if he may,
perhaps unconsciously, be echoing Amos 9.11 too.
For a Jew sympathetic to the Ptolemaic cause, as the Daniel translator
seems to have been, Onias and/or his sons, all important generals in the Ptolemaic army, could well have seemed worthy fulﬁllers of the prophecy he had
“discovered” embedded in his Hebrew text. In doing so, of course, he would
be showing his support not only for his Ptolemaic sovereign, but also for members of the ousted Zadokite high-priestly line, opponents ﬁrst of the Seleucids who had backed their rivals, and now (perhaps) of the emerging nonZadokite Hasmonaean priest-rulers in Jerusalem. In this way he could
perhaps see himself as the king’s good servant—and God’s too!24
The Maccabean Leaders. Alternatively, an allusion to rebuilding might be
thought to refer to the rededication of the Jerusalem Temple in 164 b.c.e.
This is usually ruled out (e.g., van der Kooij 1986: 77–78), because LXX
Daniel, like Daniel MT, does not refer explicitly to this crucial event. The allusion might, however, have been understood as Amos’s prediction that the
Temple would be restored, especially if the translator was working after 164
b.c.e. and knew it had in fact been rededicated (though could this be called
“rebuilding”?). If he did think the Maccabean restoration was the subject of
the prophecy, a plural (“they”) would be more appropriate (cf. 2 Macc.
10.1–8); the singular “he” could, however, suggest either Judas, as Maccabean
leader, or the successful Jewish resistance in general. But the use of Amos
9.11 with its divine singular subject (“I will build up”) is most likely what has
occasioned the LXX’s singular, “he.”
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God as “the Builder”? Finally, could the “builder” in Daniel 11.14 in fact
be God, as in Amos 9.11? Quite apart from translational considerations, the
change from ﬁrst to third person is a contextual necessity within the thirdperson narrative begun in 11.2. We would need to imagine the angel using
virtual quotation marks for his almost citation: “ . . . and: ‘He will build
up . . . ’.” God as a grammatical subject is strikingly absent from the narrative in Daniel 10–12; and, in any case, in Daniel 11.14, would have worked
through a human agent. But the translator’s “discovery” of Amos 9.11 here
makes this suggestion not impossible.25
Summary

Without any clinching evidence, all identiﬁcations remain uncertain. Antiochus III as builder could be historically accurate, but he would be shown
in uncharacteristically good light. A reference to Ptolemy V by way of Scopas is historically unsatisfactory but consonant with other hints of Ptolemaic
preference, as is the suggestion that the restorer will be a future Ptolemy,
the prophecy remaining open. A Maccabean identiﬁcation, though unlikely, is not, perhaps, to be dismissed out of hand. If the founding of the
Leontopolis temple is intended, an anachronistic reference to a development thirty years or more after the events of Daniel 11.14 has been incorporated into the translation.26 This would show at least that the Oniad enterprise was important to the translator and that he thought Ptolemaic
Egypt an appropriate locus for the fulﬁlment of prophecy. If, however, God
is the subject, the attempt to identify an individual “builder” may be misplaced: the fulﬁlment of the prophecy need not be tied to one particular
person or time. Obviously, any actual building would be effected by human
hands, and here it looks as if the translator may have envisaged a Ptolemaic
initiative of one kind or another. But, given the supernatural setting of
Daniel 10–12, and the deﬁnitive nature of the fast-approaching “end
time,” it would not be surprising if the translator was also thinking of more
than mundane events.
THE REUSE OF PROPHECY

If the translator was thinking either of the Maccabees or of the Leontopolis
temple, he was evidently reading back into a passage, itself presented as prediction and set around 200 b.c.e., events from nearly half a century later.
But this is the way in which the “rereading” of scripture, especially prophecy,
works—as can be seen, for instance, in the more explicit Qumran pesher texts.
In Daniel 11.14, as van der Kooij says, “One has to take into account the possibility that LXX Daniel alludes to other events than the Hebrew text does,
or that LXX Daniel presents a different view on some event” (1986: 74). The
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ancient prophecies (even if concerned with Assyria or Babylon centuries before) were surely regarded as words of God intended for more recent times
as well, and as holding the secret of what was destined to happen in the near
future. They could, if correctly interpreted, make sense of the confusion of
the present moment. Given that the sacred and the secular realms were less
sharply differentiated then than now, it will not be surprising if some of these
interpretations are political as well as theological: the understanding of scripture was part of political perception, and vice versa.

At the beginning of this paper I asked whether translators left traces of political convictions in their work, whether they seemed concerned with what
kind of regime they served, and whether regime changes (from Ptolemaic
to Seleucid to Hasmonaean) affected their outlook; and I proposed to test
these questions against LXX Daniel 11. I also asked how such traces might
be recognized in translations and took as a starting point differences between
MT and LXX. This put the spotlight on Daniel 11.14.
The questions have proved easier to ask than to answer. A few pointers
from our small text-sample do, however, seem reasonably clear. First, the
translator’s interest is primarily with “the king of Egypt.” If he is an Egyptian
Jew, this probably makes him, from the point of view of the Ptolemaic regime
(or even of many fellow Jews), a loyal subject. If he belongs to Palestine, such
interest might render him subversive (though he will have protected himself by not identifying “the north”). Second, whether Amos 9.11 is thought
to refer to the restoration of Jerusalem in 200 b.c.e. (by Antiochus III or
Ptolemy/Scopas) or in 164 b.c.e. (by the Maccabees) or as something still
to come (under restored Ptolemaic rule?), or whether it reﬂects the establishment of the Oniad military colony and temple at Leontopolis (a project
with Ptolemaic backing), it is at least clear that the translator has applied a
venerable prophecy to historical events with political implications.
LXX Daniel is a good text to investigate: its Hebrew source is late enough
to show how earlier prophecies are reused, it can be set in a historical context for which there is substantial external evidence,27 and it is concerned
throughout with the interpretation of history (cf. Millar 1997). The LXX
translation affords better access to how the translator responded to his subject matter than other books, although it is likely that careful study of other
translations probably belonging to the same period as LXX Daniel (mid-second century b.c.e.?) will yield further indications that their translators too
have left the stamp of their own historical, social, religious, and political contexts on the translations they produced. In her brief article, P. D. M. Turner
speaks of ﬁnding “Septuagintal bedrock” in the dependence of Daniel 11.14
on Amos 9.11 (1977: 493). It is interesting that in this instance it is so political in nature.
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NOTES

1. Notably the commentaries of Montgomery (1927), Charles (1929), Hartman
and Di Lella (1978), Lacocque (1979), Goldingay (1989), and Collins (1993); also
Turner 1977; van der Kooij 1986.
2. Placed with the Writings in the Hebrew Bible, but with the prophetic books in
the Greek Bible.
3. For the sake of consistency, dates here and elsewhere, although often uncertain, follow Davies and Finkelstein 1989: 715–21.
4. For varying assessments of MT Daniel as historical witness and as Jewish historiography, see the major commentaries and, for example, Delcor 1993; Grabbe
1994: 226–27; Millar 1997: esp. 103–4; Niskanen 2004.
5. On the vexed question of the relationship between LXX and Theodotion’s version (Th), and that of both LXX and Th to MT, see, for instance, McLay 1996; Di
Lella 2001. In the present essay, only LXX is discussed.
6. For outlines of the content and structure of chapters 10–12 MT, themselves
closely linked with the rest of the book, see Goldingay 1989: 283–89; Collins 1993:
371–72.
7. For this Akkadian historiographic genre, see Delcor 1993: 377–81.
8. 11.1 belongs to the end of chapter 10.
9. Honigman cites new papyrological evidence for unrest even before 217 (2002:
255).
10. The lexical combination occurs only in Isa. 11.1 and Dan. 11.7. For textual
questions, here and in subsequent verses, see the commentaries ad loc.
11. See pp. 214–15.
12. Especially if the reading of Papyrus 967 is adopted; see Munnich in Ziegler
1999: 376.
13. The nearest equivalents are Ezek. 17.9 and Tob. 5.13. The expression does
not seem to occur in nonbiblical Greek.
14. Other possibilities are discussed by Goldingay (1989: 297) and Collins (1993:
379–80).
15. Other suggestions are Tobiads (Charles 1929: 287–88; Goldingay 1989: 297)
and Zealots (Montgomery 1927: 439).
16. Turner 1977: 429–30; McCrystall 1980: 91–93, 333; van der Kooij 1986: 78;
Goldingay 1989: 298; Collins 1993: 380. The resemblance was noted by Montgomery
(1927: 440).
17. Author’s translation.
18. All statistics from dos Santos’s Index (see the bibliography in this volume).
19. In Dan. 9.27 LXX ajnoikodomevomai apparently represents hn:B; in 9.25 MT, but
the text is difﬁcult; see Montgomery 1927: 401–2.
20. In Amos 9.14 and Isa. 58.12 and 61.4, the returned exiles take over the royal
function.
21. Jeansonne (1988: 114–18) discusses 11.14 only in connection with supposed
universalistic tendencies in LXX Daniel (found wanting); she merely notes the overlap with Amos 9.11 but makes nothing of it. Meadowcroft (1995) does not discuss
11.14 at all.
22. See, for instance, Murray 1967: 364–68; Hayward 1982; Grabbe 1994: 266–67.
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23. Cf. LXX Hab. 2.3 for another obscure verse where the fulﬁller of the
prophecy is distinguished from the prophecy itself, against the sense of the MT.
24. Cf. Sir Thomas More, Henry VIII’s chancellor, who was executed as a traitor
in 1535 for refusing, on religious grounds, to take the Oath of Supremacy. On the
scaffold he is said to have described himself as “the king’s good servant, but God’s
ﬁrst” (Marius 1984: 514).
25. Cf. Bogaert 1984: 217 n. 41.
26. This would have implications for the dating of LXX Daniel.
27. Without this, Daniel 11 would surely often be impenetrable; cf. Grabbe 1994:
226–27.
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Chapter 12

The Terminology of Government
in the Septuagint—in Comparison
with Hebrew, Aramaic, and
Other Languages
Lester Grabbe

What we would all like would be a document describing in detail the administrative ofﬁces in the Hellenistic kingdoms, their terminology, and how
the translators of the Septuagint (LXX) incorporated these ofﬁces into their
translation. No such document exists, of course; so in the absence of such
convenient information we are thrown back onto investigating terminology,
with regard to both Hellenistic administration and understanding the LXX.
The basic purpose of the present study is to examine some of the main terminology for administrative ofﬁces in the Septuagint translation. The question is whether this terminology is only a translator’s attempt to make sense
of a Hebrew or Aramaic word, or whether it might at least sometimes reﬂect
knowledge of the administrative function(s) in one of the Hellenistic empires of the time.
These terms are scattered throughout the text. There are a few texts, however, in which administrative terminology clusters and might reﬂect a set of
administrative ofﬁces. For example, 2 Samuel 8.16–18 and 20.23–25 and 1
Chronicles 18.15–16 are parallel passages that list David’s administrative
ofﬁcers. A similar listing of Solomon’s ofﬁcers is found in 1 Kings 4.2–7. Ezra
4.9 gives a list of what might be ofﬁcials in Samaria, and Daniel 3.2, 3, and
27 list the various governors and administrative ofﬁcials, allegedly of Nebuchadnezzar’s empire. Without any claim to completeness, I have collected
some of the main terms that would seem to relate to administrative ofﬁces
in the Hellenistic kingdoms.

satravphˇ
The terms “satrap” and “satrapy” are widespread in the ancient texts. The
word appears in Greek as satravphˇ and in Aramaic and Hebrew as ˜∞rdçja
225
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(Ezra 8.36; Est. 3.12; 8.9; 9.3; Dan. 3.2, 3; 6.2, 5, 7, 8), as well as in NeoBabylonian, Syriac, Palmyrene, Armenian, and other languages. The word
“satrap” comes from Avestan xêaqrap1van = Old Persian xêaçap1van, “protector of the empire.” In modern scholarship we tend to use “satrapy” in the
semitechnical sense of a major division of the Persian empire, as well as of
similar divisions in the Hellenistic empires. Smaller divisions usually have
other terms applied to them. Yet in the ancient sources there was no consistent terminology. Although in Daniel 3.2 and 3 the LXX translates ˜∞rdçja
as satravphˇ, the version referred to as Theodotion in fact uses u{patoˇ, “highest,” a term later used to refer to the Roman consul. Satravphˇ is also used
to translate Hebrew hj∞ , “governor,” which is a natural translation, and once
for ˜gs, “prefect” (Dan. 2.48 Theodotion). In Judges and 1 Kingdoms it is used
for ˜rs, designating a uniquely Philistine ofﬁce and, some think, cognate with
the Greek tuvrannoˇ.
The term satravphˇ was evidently not widely used as a Seleucid administrative term, strathgovˇ apparently being the more normal usage: “The title
of a provincial governor in all the Hellenistic kingdoms was not satravphˇ
but strathgovˇ” (Welles 1934: 297; see also below). This is true even when the
territory was called a “satrapy” (Welles, 64). This did not prevent satravphˇ
from occasionally appearing in some contexts (cf. Bikerman 1938: 198 and
nn. 10–11), as well as in a number of biblical texts.

strathgovˇ
The word strathgovˇ is well known as a military term, often rendered in English as “general.” Yet it translates a number of Semitic words in the LXX
and also has a wider usage in Greek than is sometimes realized. It translates
˜∞rdçja, “satrap,” in Esther 3.12, and Hebrew/Aramaic ˜gs in a number of
passages (Neh. 2.16; 4.14 [8]; 12.40; 13.11; Dan. 3.2, 3 [both LXX and
Theodotion]; 3.27 [3.94 Theodotion]; 6.7 [8, also Theodotion]). Hebrew/Aramaic ˜gs is a borrowing of the Late Babylonian sag1nu, from êaknu,
“ofﬁcial, governor.” Sometimes translated as “prefect,” ˜gs seems to have included ofﬁcials subordinate to the governor, as well as civic leaders in a town.
In Ezra-Nehemiah the word is always in the plural and often listed along with
“nobles” or other ofﬁcials: the ofﬁcers and prefects have taken the lead in
forbidden marriage (Ezra 9.2); the priests, nobles, prefects, and the rest did
not know of Nehemiah’s night reconnaissance ride (Neh. 2.16); Nehemiah
exhorts the nobles, prefects, and the rest of the people about the building
of the wall (4.8, 13) and censures the nobles and prefects over loans to their
“brothers” (5.7); one hundred and ﬁfty Jews and prefects (plus foreigners)
eat at Nehemiah’s table each day (5.17); Nehemiah assembles nobles, prefects, and people to register them by families (7.15); half of the prefects are
with Nehemiah at the dedication of the wall (12.40); Nehemiah censures
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the prefects because the house of God had been neglected (13.11). The Wadi
Daliyeh papyri indicate that in Samaria at least, the ofﬁce of prefect was next
after governor.1 The prefect is mentioned in a number of the Elephantine
papyri, but mostly in the stereotyped legal phrase about whether one of the
parties might in the future complain before “prefect, lord, or judge.”2
The ofﬁce of strathgovˇ did, or at least could, encompass both military
and civil functions. On the other hand, the term strathgovˇ did not have to
imply a military leader—“general”—in Hellenistic Greek usage; on the contrary, it could be used for civil ofﬁcials alone and for those who combined
both military and civic/ﬁnancial ofﬁces.3 Although the title at ﬁrst seemed
to be conﬁned to a military ofﬁce, in the period 300–250 b.c.e. it came to
be attached to a region rather than just a function. Thus a governor over a
province was generally referred to as a strathgovˇ (as noted above).4
We also have the curious fact that Josephus often uses strathgovˇ to refer to
an ofﬁce in the city or regional government. Josephus himself frequently uses
the term for civil as well as military leaders, a prime example being the biblical Joseph, who was hardly a great general (Ant. 2.140, 155). In a number of
places Josephus uses the term in reference to city ofﬁcials, though it should
be noted that these are in alleged documents about the Jews (Ant. 14.231,
247, 259, 262). Thus they are most likely part of Josephus’s sources rather than
his own usage; nevertheless, they indicate that Greek usage at this time did
not conﬁne the term to military leadership. For a provincial governor or even
a satrap, the designation strathgovˇ would have been normal in that period.5

e[parcoˇ
The e[parcoˇ was governor over an ejparciva, but the question is what territorial division this was. The LXX is unlikely to give us much help, since ejparciva occurs only twice ( Judg. 3.6; Est. 4.11), in each case translating the Hebrew hnydm, “province.” In Seleucid usage, however, “eparchy” seems to have
been a widely used term for the main divisions of the empire. As noted above,
the term “satrapy” was also occasionally used and continued to be found in
a few sources; “eparchy,” however, seems to have been the more standard usage (Bikerman 1938: 198–203). There is some variation in usage in the Hellenistic sources, but those designated “eparchs” tended to rule over fairly
large territories.6 In the LXX e[parcoˇ is consistently a translation of hj∞,
“governor” (Ezra 5.3, 6, 14; 6.6, 7, 13; 8.36 // 1 Esdras 6.3, 7, 17, 26; 7.1; 8.64).
Hebrew and Aramaic hj∞ has a wide range of meanings and can include
ofﬁcials in charge of territory at various levels, ranging from a large satrapy
to a small province. In 1 Esdras 6–8 the word e[parcoˇ is qualiﬁed by such
phrases as “of Syria and Phoenicia,” “of Coele-Syria,” “of Coele-Syria and
Phoenicia,” and “of the Jews.” In each case the parallel Hebrew and Aramaic
texts of Ezra 5–8 have hj∞.
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a[rcwn
The term a[rcwn was used in classical times for the chief magistrate of Athens
and other Greek cities, and in Hellenistic times as a term for certain city
ofﬁcials. Herodotus, however, uses it to refer to the governor of what he calls
a satrapy (3.89; cf. also Xen. Oec. 4.5). In the LXX the Greek word translates
the title fylçh given to Joseph when he was made a high Egyptian ofﬁcial
(Gen. 42.6), whose title one might translate as “vizier.” Arcwn
[
also translates
the Hebrew hj∞, “governor” (Est. 3.12), and occurs in texts in the Greek Esther for which no Semitic text exists (Greek Est. 3.13a; 8.12b).

topavrchˇ
The term topavrchˇ is a curious one. It is the title of someone governing a
toparchy, a geographical designation found here and there in the Hellenistic sources. In the Ptolemaic administrative system the toparchy seems normally to have been a subdivision of the novmoˇ (nome), the main division of
Egypt. The topavrchˇwas thus subordinate to the nomarch. In practice he also
took orders from the ﬁnancial ofﬁcers, such as the dioikhthvˇ and the oijkonovmoˇ
(see below). Outside Egypt the toparchy seems to have also been a subdivision of the eparchy, not only in the Ptolemaic possessions but also in the Seleucid empire. In the LXX topavrchˇ translates two main words, the Hebrew
dyq∞, “administrator, overseer” (Gen. 41.34), and the Aramaic hj∞, “governor” (Dan. 3.2, 3, 27).

u{parcoˇ
A u{parcoˇ is referred to only once in the LXX, in the Vaticanus (Codex B)
reading of 1 Esdras 6.28, which roughly corresponds to the Aramaic text of
Ezra 6.9; however, the text of 1 Esdras differs in many details from the MT
here (including references to Zerubbabel, who is conspicuously absent from
the MT at this point). R. Hanhart reads e[parcoˇ in this passage (1974: 111).
Thus u{parcoˇ is more or less absent from the Greek text of the Bible, even
though it is not an infrequent administrative term.
“FINANCE MINISTER”

Although the ofﬁce of “ﬁnance minister” or something equivalent seems to
appear in several passages in the Hebrew Bible, there does not seem to be a
consistent way of referring to this individual. The term dioikhthvˇ was used of
the ﬁnance minister of the Ptolemaic empire but also of lesser individuals
in the administrative apparatus who had ﬁnancial duties.7 It seems to have
been related to the Egyptian institution of senti, which apparently arose in
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the sixth century and may originally have combined the duties of both
dioikhthvˇ and nomavrcoˇ (Falivene 1991: 214–15). The term dioikhthvˇ occurs
only three times in the LXX. In the LXX text of Daniel 3.2 it translates arbdg,
from Old Persian ganzabara, “chief of the treasury”; in Esdras b 8.36 the plural phrase dioikhtai¸ ˇ tou¸ basilevwˇ, “ﬁnance ministers of the king,” seems to
translate the Hebrew phrase ˚lmh yn∞rdçja, “satraps of the king.” In Tobit 1.22
(both Vaticanus and Sinaiticus) dioikhthvˇ appears to translate the Aramaic
lkrmh, “treasury accountant” (4QpapTobita ar, fr. 2).8 This Aramaic word
seems to be from Old Persian *hm1rakara, “accountant,” which appears in
the Arsames correspondence in the Aramaic form rkrmh.9
Another term, oijkonovmoˇ, “(household/estate) manager,” is used in a number of passages to refer to the person responsible for the running of the
smaller or larger household or estate, including the palace steward (3
Kgdms. 4.6; 16.9; 18.3; 4 Kgdms. 18.18, 37; 19.2; 1 Esd. 4.47, 49; Est. 1.8).
In one passage it translates hj∞, “governor” (Est. 8.9), and in another it seems
to translate ˜∞rdçja, “satrap” (1 Esd. 8.64).
The document Tebtunis Papyrus 703 provides detailed information about
how some of the ofﬁces functioned.10 Here apparently the dioikhthvˇ at
Alexandria issues instructions to an oijkonovmoˇ at nome level. Among directions about making inspections and what actions to take in various circumstances are references to the toparchies and their toparchs, over whom the
oijkonovmoˇ evidently had authority, at least on the ﬁnancial level. The term
oijkonovmoˇ is not conﬁned to Ptolemaic usage but is also used in the Seleucid
empire for the ﬁnancial ofﬁcial at the local and district level (CAH 7.1: 186).
Similarly, dioikhthvˇ was used for ﬁnancial ofﬁcials at the central and regional
level (CAH 7.1: 186).

ejpistavthˇ
ejpistavthˇ was a general term meaning “master,” “overseer,” or “president,”
but it also had certain speciﬁc references. ejpistavthˇ was often the name for
the royal representative in a city or colony (Bikerman 1938: 162–63). The
term was also used for the “police” (in the phrase ejpistavthˇ fulakitw¸ n).11 It
could also be applied to the chief administrator of a temple. It translates a
number of Hebrew terms in the LXX. In Exodus 1.11 it renders rç, “leader,
master” (μysm yrç), and in Exodus 5.14 çgn, “forcer, oppressor” (h[rp yçgn), both
references speciﬁcally to Pharaoh’s taskmasters. The Greek is used a number of times to translate terms for leaders in war or among the priesthood,
rendering the two Hebrew roots dqp, “overseer,” and dygn, “overseer, chief.”
In 2 Kings 25.19 and Jeremiah 52.25 it refers to the “eunuch” who was overseer (dyqp) of the men of war. In Jeremiah 29.26, however, it applies to the
overseer(s) of the temple (hwhy tyb μydyqp, though the LXX is singular). Similarly, 2 Chronicles 31.12 speaks of the supervisor over the gifts to the tem-
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ple, who was Conaniah the Levite, though this time the root is different (dygn).
The same word is used in 2 Chronicles 35.8 with regard to the chiefs of the
house of God (μyhlah tyb ydygn). It appears that the word ejpistavthˇ by itself was
used only generally and not with speciﬁc reference to a particular ofﬁce in
Hellenistic administration.

grammateuvˇ
The “scribe” was the backbone of both the ancient Near Eastern empires
and their Greek successors. The bureaucracy and the scribal apparatus that
constituted it were absolutely necessary for the empires to work. They required an army of scribes. The term grammateuvˇ was a generic one that included everyone from the rather lowly clerk in a warehouse, recording the
storage and distribution of goods, to the high-up secretary of state who
might be next to the king in power and authority. This is closely parallel
to English usage, in which “secretary” is used of anyone from the shorthand
typist to the head of a cabinet ofﬁce in the government. Greek usage seems
to be quite similar to that of Hebrew rpws and Aramaic arps/rps. We know
of the “royal scribe” (grammatisthvˇ basilhvioˇ) in Persian times,12 an ofﬁce
also attested in the Hellenistic period (basilikoi; grammatei¸ ˇ) (Rostovtzeff
1941: 275).

eujnou¸coˇ
“Eunuch”—eujnou¸coˇ in Greek, syrs in Hebrew—is one of the most curious
terms. The term conjures up a series of emotive images with strong sexual
overtones. A decadent, sensual Oriental court is evoked, with its luxuriant
harem, Turkish baths, voluptuous concubines—attended by castrated guards
whose sexual energy was now diverted to court intrigues and the politics of
the bedchamber. Like most caricatures, this is not entirely imaginary, though
much of the image is that cultivated by the ancient Greek writers, who had
their own picture of the Oriental court. There were genuine eunuchs, both
in the ancient Near Eastern courts and serving in the palaces of their Hellenistic successors, yet the term eujnou¸coˇ is used to translate original words
that may not have carried any connotation of emasculation.13 It often translates the Hebrew syrs, which is derived from Akkadian êa r;êi, meaning “the
one at the head.” Whether the Akkadian term implied emasculation is debated among Assyriologists, but a signiﬁcant number reject the notion.14 Thus
ﬁgures are referred to as “eunuchs” in the translated texts when this was not
necessarily suggested by the original. In some passages (e.g., Est. 1.10, 12;
2.3, 14–15; 4.4–5; 6.2, 14), though, the ﬁgure referred to is probably a genuine eunuch. It would be difﬁcult to interpret Isaiah 56.3–5 as a reference
to anything but a physical eunuch.
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oijnocovoˇ
It has been argued that eujnou¸coˇ may sometimes be confused with “cupbearer”
(oijnocovoˇ) in Greek sources (Briant 2002: 276). The “chief cupbearer” (Hebrew μyqçmh rç; Greek ajrcioinocovoˇ) is known from the story of Joseph (Gen.
40.2, 20–21), although the rather unfortunate translation in the Authorized
Version is “chief butler,” which cannot help evoking for the English reader
the character of Jeeves in the P. G. Wodehouse novels. Almost the same title
is also used in 2 Kings 18.17 in its Assyrian form in the designation Rabshakeh, although neither the Greek nor the English translators originally
recognized it for what it was. The Akkadian rab ê1qî was a high administrative ofﬁcial, who was fourth after the king, the tart1nu (deputy emperor),
and the n1gir ekalli (chief of the palace) in some lists (CAD 17.30–32 [è, part
II]). The term “cupbearer” had ceased to have a literal meaning, of course,
in these contexts.
In the Persian court the title “cupbearer” carried more than one connotation. There were two sorts of individuals who bore this title. The “cupbearer
to the king” was an honorary title conferred on a high Persian noble, usually a kinsman of the king, who would have been intimate with the king and
served in his very presence (Briant 2002: 310–12). No such individual seems
to be referred to in the biblical text. We need to be careful, however, for the
term oijnocovoˇ could also refer to one of lesser rank (Briant 2002: 292–93,
296–97). The title “cupbearer” could also be applied to the person who
served the king at the table, without suggesting a high Persian noble. This
second sort of “cupbearer” would have carried out his duties in the king’s
presence and might well come to the king’s attention or be known to him
for this reason. But his role was basically that of a gloriﬁed waiter. Nehemiah
was evidently one of this sort. As a non-Persian he would not have held a
high rank in the court, though to serve in the presence of the king would
have been a position of merit. It also sometimes presented the opportunity
to make a request of the king, as in Nehemiah’s case.

uJpomnhmatogravfoˇ
One of David’s ofﬁcers is said to have been the “recorder,” a translation of
the Hebrew rykzm.15 The translator seems to have simply found a way of rendering the term by connecting it with the Hebrew root rkz, “to remember.”
In this particular case, therefore, it seems that the translator has tried to make
sense of the text before him by giving an etymological translation. This is
further conﬁrmed by the variety of ways in which rykzm is translated in other
passages: ejpi; tw¸ n uJpomnhmavtwn (2 Kgdms. 8.16), ajnamimnh/vskwn (2 Kgdms. 20.
24; 4 Kgdms 18.18, 37), uJpomimnh/vskwn (3 Kgdms. 4.3). It does seem, however,
that an ofﬁce of uJpomnhmatogravfoˇ existed in Egypt: “recorder, name of a great
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ofﬁcial in the Egyptian king’s household, and the corresponding ofﬁcial in
the ofﬁce of the minister of ﬁnance (dioikhthvˇ).”16 Strabo (17.1.12) mentions
that the “recorder” was one of the city ofﬁcials of Alexandria in Roman times,
though he also notes that the ofﬁces already existed under “the kings” (the
Ptolemies?).

basileuvˇ
From a terminological point of view, the words for “king” hardly present a
problem. The word “king” is widespread in its Greek form of basileuvˇ, its
Hebrew form of ˚lm, and its Aramaic form of aklm. What is often forgotten
is that the Hellenistic kingdoms were essentially versions of the old ancient
Near Eastern empires. In recognizing the distinction between Hellenistic
and classical Greek culture, the extent to which the Hellenistic kingdoms
were heirs of the ancient Near Eastern empires and differed in essential
ways from the classical Greek city-states needs to be acknowledged (cf. Smith
1987: chap. 3).
The Hellenistic kings combined elements of both regal traditions, the
Macedonian and the Egyptian and Persian. The courts of the Ptolemies and
Seleucids were deﬁnitely Greek. The Greek language was the medium of communication, and Greeks from all over the world ﬂocked there in the hope
of gaining their fortune: philosophers, athletes, dramatists, literati, artists,
sculptors, soldiers. Yet, beginning with Alexander and continuing under the
Diadochi, other aspects of the Hellenistic monarchies developed that were
not characteristic of the Macedonian kings. The Ptolemies adopted the traditional titles and other accoutrements of the Pharaohs and were welded into
the Pharaonic tradition of kingship. The Seleucid kings continued to celebrate the annual new year festival in Nisan just as their Assyrian, Neo-Babylonian, and Persian predecessors had—at least to as late as 200 b.c.e. 17
We have three chief models of the foreign king in Jewish literature. One
is that found in the Letter of Aristeas. Ptolemy II is presented as an educated,
cultivated individual who founds the famous Museon and Library in Alexandria.18 When it is pointed out that his library could hardly be complete without the world-famous Jewish scriptures, he brings seventy-two sages from
Jerusalem to render them into Greek. The king shows that he admires and
cultivates wisdom in his questioning of the Jewish sages at a banquet. He also
exhibits the other characteristics of a proper ruler, as seen both from a Greek
and a Jewish point of view, such as filanqrwpiva, provnoia, and ejpieivkeia (see especially Murray 1967).
A second model is found in the book of Esther. In this case, the Persian
king exhibits some of the characteristics of the Oriental despot.19 He gives
a great feast for his friends the Persian nobles, but he generously extends
this to a week-long celebration for the whole population of Susa. There is
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a certain ruthlessness in removing Vashti as queen because of her disobedience, and he is hoodwinked by the wicked Haman. Yet he acts benevolently toward Esther, he rewards Mordechai for his loyalty, and he is concerned that justice is done when he has the full facts. There are thus some
differences between the Ptolemaic king of the Letter of Aristeas and the Persian king of the book of Esther, but it is not clear that they are extensive.
One interesting point is that the text of the two letters alleged to have been
written by the Persian king are not given in the Hebrew Esther but occur
only in the Greek version. Linguistic study also shows that these were composed originally in Greek and were not translations from a Semitic original
(Moore 1973; 1977: 155). Yet it is in these Greek letters that the king lays
bare his mind, and he does so in Greek terms. The parallels between the
letter in Greek Esther 3.13 and 3 Maccabees 3.12–29 have been pointed
out (Moore 1977: 195–99).
A ﬁnal text embodying the image of the king is the book of Daniel. This
text also occurs in two forms in Greek, the original LXX version and the later
version, which goes under the name of Theodotion. A number of recent studies have argued the question of whether the differences between the two versions are due to translation of a different Vorlage or to developments in the
Greek text. One recent study argues that the LXX shows more of a coloring
relating to the Hellenistic period and the concerns of the Jewish nation at
that time, such as temple and sacriﬁce, the God of Israel and monotheism,
and suspicion of idolatry and royal authority.20 Another argues that the image of the king is different in the two versions of Daniel 4.21 Despite some
possible differences between the various Greek and Hebrew versions of
Daniel, they both give mainly a negative image of the foreign king, who is
cruel, arrogant, and prone to hubris. This is not the entire picture, since some
of the kings do repent and acknowledge the God of Israel (e.g., Nebuchadnezzar in Dan. 4.31–35), but the thoroughly negative image of the foreign
ruler predominates.
CONCLUSIONS

What emerges from this investigation? Can we state the principles used by
the translators in rendering the administrative terminology found in various passages? What we have to recognize straightaway is that the ﬁrst task of
the translators was to try to make some sense of the text in front of them,
and this was not always easy. When confronted by the names of three Assyrian ofﬁcers in 2 Kings, the Greek translator has read them as if they were
personal names and simply transliterated them (4 Kgdms. 18.17): Qartan,
Rafiˇ, Rayakhn. We now know that these are titles of Assyrian ofﬁcers who
occupied administrative, as well as military, roles (2 Kgs. 18.17). The tartanu
was a sort of deputy-king whose duties included sometimes taking the king’s
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place in leading the annual military campaign. The rab-êaqeh was a high administrative ofﬁcial, who was fourth after the king, and the rab-saris was another high ofﬁcial. Yet this information has come to us only since the decipherment of cuneiform; the English translators before this time did exactly
what the LXX translators did and rendered them as names.
Similarly, the term cilivarcoˇ is a literal translation of the Hebrew terms
for “commander over a thousand troops” (πla[h] rç, μy∞la çar, πwla). This
is in contrast to some of the Greek usage, which applies cilivarcoˇ to the individual with the Persian title hazarapatiê (Briant 2002: 222–23, 258–61).
This person was “commander of a thousand,” but speciﬁcally the special bodyguard of the king. Among the duties of this “chiliarch” was evidently that of
deciding who had access to the monarch. The hazarapatiê thus had greater
authority than did just a military commander over a thousand troops and
has been thought by some scholars to have been second after the king.
When we look at the administrative terminology for territorial divisions
and governors in the Hellenistic empires, a number of the Seleucid terms
seem to have been rather ﬂuid and used inconsistently. As E. J. Bikerman
puts it, “In actuality, the Seleucid regime (and the Ptolemaic system) often
applied the same title to functionaries of different ranks and made use of
different titles to designate agents of the same rank.”22 We thus have hyparchs
in Persia and the Troad, chiliarchs in Lydia, toparchs in Syria, and strathgoiv
in Coele-Syria and Palestine (Bikerman 1938: 198–99).
In actual usage, the LXX has some of these main terms—with some exceptions noted above. Considering that a number of the texts give a Persian
setting, it is not surprising that satravphˇ is found in a number of passages.
It is not clear that the translators recognized the term’s origin, because they
often translate the related Aramaic and Hebrew ˜prdçja with other terms
(dioikhthvˇ, topavrchˇ, tuvrannoˇ, and u{patoˇ). Although satravphˇis found in Hellenistic sources, it tends to be infrequent and not the standard usage. More
typical are e[parcoˇ, and especially strathgovˇ. Both of these terms occur fairly
frequently in the LXX text for the appropriate administrative ofﬁcer. We also
ﬁnd a number of other terms that are known from Hellenistic sources as administrative ofﬁces: topavrchˇ, dioikhthvˇ, oijkonovmoˇ. The surprising omission is
u{parcoˇ, which was known in both the Ptolemaic and the Seleucid realms. It
might just be that the occasion to use this translation did not arise, but there
might be other explanations.
We ﬁnd little indication of a Ptolemaic context. Most of the terms examined were for ofﬁces known for both the Ptolemaic and the Seleucid realms.
Speciﬁcally Ptolemaic terms include novmoˇ, “nome,” and kwvmh, “village,” but
such characteristically Ptolemaic terms as nomavrchˇ, kwmavrchˇ (one exception in Est. 2.3), and kwmogrammateuvˇ do not occur in the Greek Bible. Only
one possible indication of a Ptolemaic context is found, the translation of
uJpomnhmatogravfoˇ in 1 Chronicles 18.15, which might be an exclusively Egyp-
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tian ofﬁce; however, the fact that the same Hebrew term is translated by several other Greek expressions bars any certainty.
One consideration that is often overlooked is that the LXX is not just a
static set of books translated from Semitic originals. In some cases, the Semitic text translated differs considerably from the standard Masoretic text.
In other cases, it seems likely that the Greek text continued to develop after
it originated. The Greek book of Esther looks to be an example of the latter, as does the book of Daniel. Although parts of the Greek Esther are parallel with the Hebrew version, even here there are many small differences,
and portions of the book exist only in Greek and, indeed, seem to have been
composed in Greek from the outset rather than being translated from Hebrew or Aramaic. Thus the picture of the king evidently derives not just from
rendering into Greek a Semitic text but from presenting a particular view
about the monarchy, which would be that of how the composer/translator/
redactor perceived the Hellenistic rule of his own time.
One thing I have not done is to try to match terminology to translators.
We know that different parts of the LXX were translated at different times
by different translators. The problem is ﬁnding some sort of consensus, apart
from perhaps the Pentateuch. Any comprehensive study of translation terminology would require an effort to match the particular Greek vocabulary used with that of speciﬁc translators. Further, as recent study has emphasized, the Greek empires in Egypt and Mesopotamia continued much
that constituted the running of their predecessors, the Egyptian and the
Assyrian/Babylonian/Persian empires. A major question is the extent to
which the Ptolemaic empire continued to use Egyptian terminology and
ofﬁces, and the Seleucid empire, the native Akkadian terminology and
ofﬁces. These are only some of the additional studies that could spin off
from the present one.
NOTES

1. The prefect is often mentioned alongside the governor as witness to a document (Gropp 2001; Wadi Daliyeh Samaritan Papyri 7.17; 8.12; 10.10; restored in 1.11;
2.11; 5.14; 6.12; 9.15; 15.17).
2. ˜ydw armw ˜gs (Porten and Yardeni 1986–1999: B2.3.13; B3.1.13, 18; B3.10.19;
B3.11.13; B3.12.28; B4.6.14; B5.4.2, 5 = Cowley 1923: 8.13; 10.13, 18; 35.14; 47.2,
5; Kraeling 1953: 9.19; 10.13; 12.28). The word is always in the singular in these passages, but the context does not rule out the existence of more than one prefect
(“judge” and “lord” are also in the singular, but more than one such individual occurs in the texts). Although the context does not completely rule out the possibility
that a prefect might also be a lord or judge, prefect and judge seem to be separate
ofﬁces.
3. Here is a sample of statements on the subject (Schwahn 1935: cols. 1084–85):
“Der S. in der Monarchie kann daher von Anfang an eine doppelte Tätigkeit
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ausüben: eine militärische als Führer größerer taktischer Einheiten oder eines selbständigen Korps und eine verwaltende also oberster Leiter der bürgerlichen Ordnung und Rechtsprechung in einem besetzten Gebietsteil. . . . Durch die Einteilung
des Reiches in Provinzen (Satrapien), Bezirke (Hyparchien) und Gaue oder Kreise, . . .
wird der ordentliche S. auch in den monarchischen Staaten schließlich das, was er
in der griechischen Stadtgemeinde längst geworden war, das Haupt der bürgerlichen
Verwaltung für einen beschränkten Bezirk.” R. S. Bagnall (1976: esp. 213–19) discusses the development of the term in the Ptolemaic empire. Welles’s statement
(1934: 297) on the question has already been quoted above.
4. Lake and Cadbury (1933: vol. 4, 194–95) in their commentary on Acts 16.20
state this about the term strathgovˇ: “In fact, in Greek usage the word may refer to
any chief ofﬁcial, whether magistrate of a Greek city, prefect of an Egyptian nome,
a civil or military prefect under the Ptolemies, or a governor under the Seleucids, as
well as having the primary sense of a military leader.”
5. The governor of the “satrapy” of Coele-Syria was commonly referred to as
strathgovˇ; see Bikerman (1938: 198–204), who cites OGIS 220.5; 230; Welles 1934:
62, no. 11.4; 1 Macc. 10.69; 2 Macc. 3.5; 10.11.
6. Diodorus Siculus (19.95.2; 19.98.1) equates the eparchy with the satrapy; however, elsewhere (19.44.4) he seems to make the eparchy a subdivision of the satrapy.
Strabo uses the term ejparciva to describe the Roman provinces (17.3.25). The view
(associated with W. W. Tarn) that the eparchies formed a formal administrative layer
between the satrapies and the hyparchies seems to lack good evidence (Will in Will,
Mossé, and Goukowsky 1975: 449 n. 1).
7. Although it is often suggested that there was only one dioikhthvˇ over the empire, it is possible that there was more than one (CAH 7.1: 143). Also, this ofﬁce was
evidently not second after the king but more like the sixth; still, it was an important
ofﬁce.
8. Fitzmyer 1995: 8–11. Only traces of lkrmh are preserved, but the related word
twlkrmh, “treasury accounts,” in line 6 seems to be clearer.
9. Driver 1957: 75; see nos. 8, 9, 10 ( = Porten and Yardeni 1986–1999: A6.11.7;
A6.12.4; A6.13.6).
10. Hunt and Smyly 1933: 66–102, no. 703; see Austin 1981: 429–34, no. 256,
for an English translation; for a partial English translation, see Burstein 1985: 128–30,
no. 101.
11. Falivene 1991: 224–25; Grenfell, Hunt, and Smyly 1902: 46–47.
12. Hdt. 3.128; Xen. An. 1.2.20; cf. Briant 2002: 447.
13. See especially Briant 2002: 268–77, but also the references in note 14 below.
Everhart advances the thesis that Hebrew syrs always refers to “a male who cannot
procreate” (2002: 138), but despite castigating those who take a different point of
view, she does not really argue her case or deal with the passages that scholars have
brought forward to counter such a conclusion.
14. Deller (1999) seems to lean to the view that Akkadian êa r;êi always implies
physical eunuchs, but he quotes other Assyriologists (e.g., Erica Reiner) who robustly
oppose that view.
15. 1 Par. 18.15; 2 Par. 34.8; Isa. 36.3, 22; see also Mettinger 1971: 19–24, 52–62.
16. LSJ 1889–90; CAH 7.1: 143, 145; cf. OGIS 147, 163, 736.
17. Cf. Sherwin-White and Kuhrt 1993: 130–31; Sherwin-White 1983.
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18. See the discussion by Honigman in this volume.
19. On portrayals of Oriental monarchs, see the essays by Gruen and by Alexander and Alexander in this volume.
20. Meadowcroft 1995; see the review by Grabbe (1997).
21. Henze 1999; cf. the review by Grabbe (2002).
22. Bikerman 1938: 199: “En réalité, le régime séleucide (et le système ptolémaique) appliquait souvent le même titre à des fonctionnaires de rangs différents
et se servait de titre différents pour désigner des agents de même rang.”

Copyright © 2007 by The Regents of the University of California

Chapter 13

The Court Function of the
Interpreter in Genesis 42.23
and Early Greek Papyri
Trevor Evans

THE

eJ r mhneuthv ˇ

IN GENESIS 42.23

A talent for interpreting dreams can lead to rewarding career changes, especially if the dreams in question are those of Pharaoh. So Joseph discovered when he shifted from languishing in prison to exercising administrative
control over the whole of Egypt. This new role led of course to management
of food distribution during the seven-year famine that he had foreseen, and
consequently to renewed contact with his brothers, who travelled down from
Canaan to buy Egyptian corn. Item 1 below shows us the Greek translation
of the Hebrew account of one of the crises of their subsequent interaction.
Jacob’s sons reﬂect on the debatable wisdom of pitching Joseph down an
empty cistern in the wilderness some years earlier. They have no idea that
the important personage before them is Joseph himself and that he naturally understands precisely what they say. What is more, oJ . . . eJrmhneuth;ˇ ajna;
mevson aujtw̧n h\n, “the interpreter was between them.”
1. Genesis 42.21–23
21 kai; ei\pen e{kastoˇ pro;ˇ to;n ajdelfo;n aujtou¸ Naiv: ejn aJmartiva/ gavr ejsmen peri;
tou¸ ajdelfou¸ hJmw̧n, o{ti uJpereivdomen th;n qli¸yin th¸ ˇ yuch¸ ˇ aujtou¸, o{te katedeveto hJmw̧n,
kai; oujk eijshkouvsamen aujtou¸: e{neken touvtou ejph¸lqen ejf j hJma¸ ˇ hJ qli¸yiˇ au{th. 22
ajpokriqei;ˇde; JRoubh;n ei\pen aujtoi¸ ˇ Oujk ejlavlhsa uJmi¸ n levgwn Mh; ajdikhvshte to; paidavrion; kai; oujk eijshkouvsatev mou: kai; ijdou; to; ai|ma aujtou¸ ejkzhtei¸tai. 23 aujtoi; de; oujk
h[/deisan o{ti ajkouve i jIwshvf: oJ ga;r eJrmhneuth;ˇ ajna; mevson aujtw̧n h\n.
And they said to one another: “Truly we are in a state of transgression concerning our brother, because we ignored the distress of his soul, when he was
begging us, and we did not listen to him. On account of that, this distress has
come upon us.” Rouben answered and said to them: “Did I not speak to you,
238
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saying, ‘Do not harm the lad’? And you did not listen to me. And behold! his
blood is sought.” And they did not know that Joseph heard, for the interpreter
was between them.

The word eJrmhneuthvˇ brings us straight to the purpose of this paper. The aim
is to explore a single image of early Ptolemaic court-life manifested in the
Septuagint, speciﬁcally the role of the interpreter. What impression would
have been conveyed by the term in this Genesis passage to Hellenistic readers and listeners? The attempt to provide some sort of answer to this question is not a straightforward task. JErmhneuthvˇ occurs nowhere else within the
Septuagint. Further, the only other demonstrably early instance of which I
am aware—the word does not become common until the patristic writers—
is the Platonic example in item 2. There, the type of interpretation referred
to is of a somewhat different character. Plato writes of eJrmhneutai; . . . para; qew¸ n
ajnqrwvpoiˇ, “interpreters . . . from gods to men.”
2. Plato Politicus 290c
eijsi; de; oi{ te peri; mantikh;n e[contevˇ tinoˇ ejpisthvmhˇ diakovnou movrion: eJrmhneutai; gavr
pou nomiv zontai para; qew¸ n ajnqrwvpoiˇ.
There are some who have a portion of a menial science concerning divination;
for I suppose they are considered to be interpreters from gods to men.

CHRONOLOGICAL, CONTEXTUAL, AND LEXICAL ASSUMPTIONS

If these two disparate examples were all the evidence at our disposal, there
would be little opportunity for a developed discussion. But we can do better than that. Papyrus documents of the third century b.c.e. provide us with
additional material that in my view ought to be taken closely with Genesis
42.23. The data are tantalizingly obscure in certain respects, and the following arguments need to be presented with appropriate reserve. Moreover, to accept the posited relationship between the documentary evidence
and that of Genesis one has to work from a set of guiding assumptions—
chronological, contextual, and lexical—that others may be reluctant to accept. If the reader is persuaded by them, then by treating these texts together I believe we will be able to develop at least a more nuanced
understanding of Ptolemaic interpreters and the relevant image in the
Greek Genesis.
The papyri in question belong to the Zenon Archive, that massive corpus
of approximately 2,000 documents that was accumulated in the period between about 261 and 229 b.c.e. 1 We come here to the chronological issue.
I shall be assuming that the Archive is roughly contemporaneous with the
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Greek translation of the Pentateuch. This may be the easiest of my assumptions to accept. I am simply taking the consensus view that the date of composition traditionally assumed for the Greek Pentateuch is more or less accurate, namely, that it belongs to the mid-third century b.c.e. and the reign
of Ptolemy II Philadelphos (285–246 b.c.e.). The present state of knowledge does not allow us to prove this, given the doubtful reliability of the Letter of Aristeas and other external witnesses, and some writers continue to suggest a second-century date. Frank Clancy (2002: 207–25), for instance, has
recently argued against dating the earliest Septuagint translation before c.
150 b.c.e. Nevertheless, whatever one makes of his reassessment of the external sources, it is certainly not “pure fantasy’ (Clancy 2002: 221) to place
this translation earlier. The internal linguistic evidence, which is not addressed by Clancy,2 is consistent with third-century production.
A second assumption that I do not pretend to be able to prove, but that
seems to me to offer the most plausible line of interpretation, relates to the
context envisaged by the translator. The Pentateuchal translators characteristically construct their traditional narratives in contemporary terms. This
is a natural, in part inevitable, response that should be a gauge for that of at
least their contemporary audience. The Exodus translator, for instance, renders Hebrew μyrfv, a word traditionally translated in English as “foremen”
(for example, in the RSV), as grammatei¸ ˇ in the description of a later
Pharaoh’s harsh treatment of the Israelites. Thus item 3.
3. Exodus 5.10
katevspeudon de; aujtou;ˇ oiJ ejrgodiw¸ ktai kai; oiJ grammatei¸ ˇ kai; e[legon pro;ˇ to;n lao;n
levgonteˇ Tavde levgei Farawv Oujkevti divdwmi uJmi¸ n a[cura.
And the taskmasters and the scribes were urging them on and speaking to the
people, saying, “Pharaoh says this: ‘No longer am I giving you straw.’”

The term grammateuvˇ may simply refer to a “scribe” in the sense of ordinary
“clerk” in Ptolemaic Egypt, as to Pyron in P.Mich.Zen. 52, line 2; this man was
a senior clerk employed by the eponymous Zenon, who accumulated the
Archive already mentioned (Pyron has the title oJ pro;ˇ toi¸ ˇ gravmmasin)3 But
the word is also applied commonly to certain types of ofﬁcial. Two examples
are the basiliko;ˇ grammateuvˇ, “royal scribe,” and the kwmogrammateuvˇ, “village
scribe,” who were mainly involved in land administration and establishment
of government revenues due on the produce of the land.4 In the Zenon
Archive the latter title is sometimes shortened to grammateuvˇ (e.g., P.Lond.
7.2038, line 21). Obviously the Exodus translator has understood the Israelite
μyrfv, responsible in the story for brick production, to be like Ptolemaic
ofﬁcials of this general sort.
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It seems to me most plausible that the Genesis translator represents
Joseph’s establishment along the same contemporary lines, that is, as a viceregal Ptolemaic court. We see Joseph given gifts and prestige, and governing
the whole of Egypt (Gen. 41.40–49; 42.6). We also ﬁnd him selling corn in
the famine to the starving populace (Gen. 41.56; 42.6). Thus he has charge
of raising government revenues. What Ptolemaic ofﬁcial would Joseph’s status and functions have been likely to bring to the translator’s mind? I suggest
it would be the dioikhthvˇ, or ﬁnance minister, the most inﬂuential ﬁgure in
the Ptolemaic administration outside the royal court itself, with a considerably older Egyptian pedigree, as shown by Jean Yoyotte (1989; and cf. Collombert 2000). The best-known of these ﬁnance ministers to us is Apollonios,
a remarkable individual who held that ofﬁce for many years under Ptolemy
Philadelphus. He disappears from our view early in the reign of Euergetes.5
Zenon was long employed as a senior agent of Apollonios, and his ﬁles give
us many insights into the structures of Apollonios’s Alexandrian household.
I am not going so far as to suggest that the Genesis translator had Apollonios
himself in mind as a model for Joseph as governor of Egypt, though if I am
right about the date of the Greek Pentateuch this is possible. I do think it
likely, however, that something very similar to Apollonios’s establishment will
have inﬂuenced the portrayal of Joseph’s court in Genesis. Accordingly, I take
the translator to use terminology appropriate to such a setting, and the interpreter of Genesis 42.23 to be constructed as having a function more or
less analogous to any interpreters we ﬁnd in Apollonios’s service.
The only other member of Joseph’s household mentioned in the Genesis
story is his steward. At Genesis 43.16 our received Hebrew text has
wtybAl[ rval rmayw, “and he spoke to the one in charge of his house” (cf. Gen.
43.19; 44.1, 4). The Greek translation has kai; ei\pen tw/¸ ejpi; th¸ ˇ oijkivaˇ aujtou¸,
which is precisely what we would expect if the Hebrew version actually underlying it is the same as the Masoretic Text. So we could say that the translator is
constrained here by the wording of the Hebrew. Yet this is not the whole story.
It is worth noting that oJ ejpi; th¸ ˇ oijkivaˇ is also the title of Apollonios’s steward
Artemidoros, as recorded in the Zenon Archive (P.Cair.Zen. 2.59150, line 16;
3.59398, line 1).6 Therefore, we certainly seem in this case to be looking at the
terminology of contemporary Ptolemaic social structures in the Greek Genesis.
In pursuit of Ptolemaic interpreters comparable to the one Joseph employs, let us turn now to the issue of lexicon. As was mentioned at the outset, eJrmhneuthvˇ is a very rare word in early Greek, and the Genesis example
is the ﬁrst where it is used of one who translates a foreign language. So how
much are we actually able to say about it? The way forward is indicated at
once by the manuscript traditions for this Genesis instance. A popular variant is eJrmhneuvˇ, which, as John Wevers (1993: 715) observes, “means the same,”
but “never occurs” in the Septuagint. The word eJrmhneuvˇ is in fact the usual
ancient Greek term for “interpreter,” though it too is hardly common in early
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texts. That eJrmhneuthvˇ, a by-form with the sufﬁx of agency or occupation <thˇ
attached to the same root, is simply a synonym of eJrmhneuvˇ is the third guiding assumption directing my line of reasoning.

THE SEMANTIC VALUE OF

eJrmhneuvˇ

AND ITS USE IN EARLY PAPYRI

This might already seem like a statement of the obvious, given the evidence
from Genesis. There is, however, an old debate about the semantic value of
eJrmhneuvˇ in the nonliterary papyri that continues to percolate, as in the recent discussion of Benjamin Wright (2002), and needs to be addressed in
some detail.7 Its persistence can be ascribed in part to the many weaknesses
of the glossing method in lexicography, exposed by John Chadwick (1994)
and John Lee (2003a). These weaknesses are glaringly displayed in the article on eJrmhneuvˇ to be found in LSJ, where the following glosses appear:
“[I.1.a.] interpreter, esp. of foreign tongues, dragoman”; “[I.1.]b. court interpreter”; “[I.]2. matrimonial agent, go-between”; “[I.]3. broker, commissionaire”; “II.
interpreter, expounder,” of gods, laws, etc.
It will shortly become clear that this list is an unreliable guide, elements
of which ought to be set aside completely, though I shall attempt no more
than a provisional reassessment here, using the deﬁnitional method (on this
see Lee 2003a: 20–25). I examine ﬁrst the older data available from literary
sources, then the papyri. Deﬁnitions of meaning appear in italics and should
be carefully distinguished from the translational glosses. Thus eJrmhneuthvˇ in
both items 1 and 2 was translated “interpreter,” which does well enough for
the purpose. But the actual meaning in item 1 may be deﬁned as one who
translates between languages, that in item 2 as expounder (the different type of
interpretation referred to above).
So to eJrmhneuvˇ. Scattered occurrences are found from the ﬁfth century onward, rarely in poetry, and most frequently in the historians and Plato. It becomes somewhat more common in later Jewish and Christian writers. Plato
is the only early author to employ both our terms. He provides seven instances
of eJrmhneuvˇ. Only one of these, seen in a portrait of a young philosopher eager to share his ideas (item 4) has the sense one who translates between languages, like the Genesis example of eJrmhneuthvˇ (item 1). The others have the
meaning expounder, like eJrmhneuthvˇ in the Politicus (item 2), as of the thought
of a poet (item 5) or of a law (item 6), where a lovgoˇ is the eJrmhneuvˇ.
4. Plato Philebus 16a
ejpei; barbavrwn ge oujdeno;ˇ a]n feivsaito, ei[per movnon eJrmhneva poqe;n e[coi.
. . . since he would not even spare a foreigner, if only he had an interpreter
from somewhere or other.
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5. Plato Ion 530c
to;n ga;r rJayw/do;n eJrmhneva dei¸ tou¸ poihtou¸ th¸ ˇ dianoivaˇ givgnesqai toi¸ ˇ ajkouvousi.
For the rhapsode has to be an interpreter of the poet’s thought for those who
listen.

6. Plato Laws 907d
lovgoˇ oi|oˇ a]n tw̧n novmwn eJrmhneu;ˇ ojrqw̧ˇ givgnoito hJmi¸ n.
A statement such as would be a true interpreter of the laws for us.

Aeschylus uses both senses of eJrmhneuvˇ in the Agamemnon. There are two examples, each put in the mouth of the coryphaeus. The signiﬁcance of the
toroi¸sin eJrmhneu¸sin, “clear interpreters,” in the difﬁcult line 616 pertains to
the understanding of Clytemnestra’s fair-seeming speech. This instance belongs under the deﬁnition expounder. It is echoed by eJrmhnevwˇ . . . torou¸ in line
1062 (see item 7 below), probably a deliberate echo, again in reference to
the words of Clytemnestra. But here the meaning of eJrmhneuvˇ is one who translates between languages, referring to the needs of the foreigner Cassandra (LSJ
lumps both instances under meaning II: interpreter, expounder).
7. Aeschylus Agamemnon 1060–63

KL: eij d j ajxunhvmwn ou\sa mh; devchi lovgon,
su; d j ajnti; fwnh¸ ˇ frav ze karbavnwi ceriv.

CO: eJrmhnevwˇ e[oiken hJ xevnh torou¸
dei¸ sqai: trovpoˇ de; qhro;ˇ wJˇ neairevtou.

Clytemnestra: But if because you do not understand you do not accept what
I say, instead of speech show what you mean by some barbarian gesture.

Chorus:

The foreign woman seems to need a clear interpreter; and her
manner is like that of a newly captured beast.

The sense one who translates between languages is characteristic in the historians. Herodotus provides a handful of examples, having Cyrus, for instance,
talk with Croesus by means of eJrmhnei¸ ˇ (1.86.4, 6). In the Egyptian context
of book 2 he uses the term in what may at ﬁrst sight appear to be a specialized sense of his interpreter-guide (2.125.6; 2.154.2), and he describes the
eJrmhnei¸ ˇ as one of the seven “classes” of Egyptian society (2.164.1; and see
Wright 2002: 9). Here, however, it seems to me probable that Herodotus has
named these individuals, or they named themselves, according to a single
(primary?) aspect of their function. We shall meet more evidence for this
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type of phenomenon below. Xenophon mentions eJrmhnei¸ ˇ several times,
mostly in the Anabasis. There are ten examples in that work, including item
8 below, where the non-Greek language in question is Thracian.
8. Xenophon Anabasis 7.2.19
ejpei; de; h/s[ qeto, propevmpei to;n eJrmhneva o}n ejtuvgcanen e[cwn, kai; eijpei¸ n keleuve i Seuv qh/ . . .
When he perceived this, he sent forth the interpreter whom he happened to
have with him, and told him to say to Seuthes . . .

The context of wandering in foreign lands is obviously conducive to comparative frequency of occurrence, while Wright (2002: 9–10, with reference
also to Herodotus) brings out the point that “generals need interpreters.”
Later we also ﬁnd Polybius making a few references to interpreters between
languages; Scipio and Hannibal converse through one (15.6.4), and Ptolemy
IV Philopator needs eJrmhnei¸ ˇ to communicate with his indigenous troops before the battle of Raphia (5.83.7; and see Rochette 1994: 315; 1996:
156–57). These literary examples amount to an outline of the general developments (based on searches of the TLG E databank), not an exhaustive
survey. I shall complete it with another example topical for Hellenistic Egypt,
from the Letter of Aristeas. The Pentateuchal translators are there called,
among other things, eJrmhnei¸ ˇ (item 9), showing that the term does not apply only to oral communication.
9. Pseudo-Aristeas Letter of Aristeas 318
parakalevsaˇ de; kai; tou;ˇ eJrmhnei¸ ˇ, i{na paragivnwntai puknovteron pro;ˇ aujtovn, eja;n
ajpokatastaqw¸ sin eijˇ jIoudaivan, divkaion ga;r ei\pe th;n ejkpomph;n aujtw¸ n genevsqai.
And he [i.e., the king] also invited the translators to visit him more frequently
if they should return to Judaea, for he said that sending them home was ﬁtting.

This brings us to the usage of the papyri, which is most closely relevant to
the example of eJrmhneuthvˇ in the Greek Genesis if my guiding assumptions
are accurate. An electronic search of documentary texts (using the PHI 7
databank) reveals approximately sixty instances of eJrmhneuvˇ in the many thousands of published Greek papyri, but only nine cases are deﬁnitely or possibly attributable to the last three centuries b.c.e. The six oldest examples
(P.Cair.Zen. 1.59065, line 2; P.Cair.Zen. 3.59394, line 50; P.Col.Zen. 2.63 recto,
ii, line 7; P.Ryl. 4.563, line 7; PSI 4.332, line 6; PSI 4.409, line 15) all belong
to the Zenon Archive.8 Little—though somewhat more than nothing, as we
shall see—can be learned from these concerning the function of the eJrmhnei¸ ˇ mentioned, and modern responses to them differ.
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Concerning the papyrus from the Columbia collection (P.Col.Zen. 2.63:
note on recto, ii, line 7), for instance, where we ﬁnd a record of payment for
purchases to one “Glaukias the eJrmhneuvˇ” in a list of receipts and expenditures, the editors observe: “In Zenon’s time it must have been necessary to
use interpreters constantly in dealing with the native Egyptians. It is surprising
that they have appeared so infrequently in Zenon’s records.” This is a point
to which we shall return. Meanwhile, the editors “see no reason to regard
these eJrmhneiˇ [sic] as anything else than interpreters, conversant with the
Egyptian language, who were useful in the daily dealings between the natives and those Greeks who did not speak the native tongue.” They are responding to G. Vitelli’s suggestion that the eJrmhneuvˇ in the Zenon Archive
may be some sort of mediatore (PSI 6: p. xi, note on PSI 4.332, line 6),9 that
is, a “middle man” or “agent.” His comment is one of those speculative observations from the pioneering age of papyrology that probably should not
be treated too seriously these days. Yet its inﬂuence persists, reﬂected in and
supported by LSJ’s already cited gloss “broker, commissionaire” and more recently by P. W. Pestman (1990: 160, note on no. 36 [i.e., P.Athen. 21], line
11; also p. 291, s.v. eJrmhneuvˇ).
Vitelli’s idea is prompted by much later evidence, the example of P.Oxy.
12.1517, line 6 (272 or 278 c.e.) eJrmhneu;ˇ ejlevou (= ejlaivou) “eJrmhneuvˇ of the
oil-trade,” and the recurring expression mevtrw/ eJxacoinivkw/ eJrmhnevwˇ, “by the
six-choinix measure of the eJrmhneuvˇ” (characteristically followed by a genitive or prepositional phrase of location: e.g., ﬁve times Karanivdoˇ). This turns
up in eleven ﬁrst- or second-century c.e. documents from Fayum villages.10
The use of eJrmhneuvˇ in these phrases pertaining to commercial activity has
seemed puzzling, and scholars continue to speculate (cf. Peremans 1983:
16–17; Wright 2002: 11–12, 16) on whether the word really refers here to
an interpreter between languages. Yet, just as in the case of Herodotus’s apparently specialized usage, it seems to me probable that the meaning one who
translates between languages remains the semantic value and that we are merely
observing in such expressions one facet of the varied functions of an interpreter. The role of “middle man” would naturally fall in many circumstances
to ofﬁcial or private interpreters in a multilingual society like Graeco-Roman Egypt. In positing a new sense one needs to ﬁnd “incontrovertible examples” of it (Lee 1969: 234),11 and we do not have such an example in this
case. Indeed, it is not entirely certain that the P.Oxy. 12.1517 example eJrmhneu;ˇ ejlevou even forms a single phrase. The papyrus, a list of payments, actually has Qevwn eJrmhneu;ˇ ejlevou (dr.) x, and the comment of editors B. P. Grenfell
and A. S. Hunt that “the payment seems to be for oil” suggests they, at least,
may have taken ejlevou with (dr.) x (perhaps in the sense “Theon the interpreter,
[payment] for oil, 60 drachmas”). More importantly, it is clear that the old
meaning of eJrmhneuvˇ is alive and well in the later papyri, as in the expression
di' eJrmhnevwˇ, formulaic in the law courts (Taubenschlag 1959: 167–68, 170;
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Rochette 1994: 318). A famous example occurs in the petition of Dionysia
to the Prefect, an Oxyrhynchus papyrus of 186 c.e. (P.Oxy. 2.237 vii, line
37). A case is reported there of an Egyptian woman asked di j [eJr]m.h. nevwˇ
whether she wished to remain with her husband or be returned to the custody of her father (as it happened, she wanted to stay where she was).
Returning to the third century b.c.e., then, we have no occurrences of
our term in the Zenon Archive that in themselves require a sense different
from one who translates between languages. And two of these occurrences offer support to the general interpretation presented above. Wright (2002:
12–13) points out that the eJrmhnei¸ tw¸ i oJdhghvsanti ejpi; ta; skovrda, “the eJrmhneuvˇ who acted as guide at the garlic market,” in PSI 4.332, line 6, is most
likely to have been employed as a translator (cf. Crawford 1973: 352–53;
Peremans 1983: 15). I suggest that this is also the way to explain the instance
in item 10 below, from the small but important collection of Zenon papyri
held at Manchester. The context should leave little doubt that here too we
are dealing with an interpreter between languages. Pataikion, whose name
has afterwards been deleted for some reason, perhaps for his own protection, writes to Zenon, on 23 May 250. He asks for assistance in interfering
with a petition to Apollonios the ﬁnance minister from one Sokeus, a native Egyptian. At the end he mentions that contact has also been made with
a man called Apollonios the eJrmhneuvˇ, urging him too to damage Sokeus as
much as he can.

10. P.Ryl. 4.563 (letter from Pataikion to Zenon, 23 May 250 b.c.e.)
··Pataikivwn Zhvnwni‚‚ caivrein. prosebalovmeqa eijˇ to; Aristodhv
j
mou o[noma
oijkivan Sokevwˇ tou¸ Necauvioˇ macivmou ejn Aujhvrei: ajkhkovamen de; katapepleukevnai o{pwˇ e[nteuxin ejmbavlh[i Ap]ollwniv
j
wi peri; hJmw¸ n, paralipw;n tovn
te ajpodovmenon kai; to;n ajgoravsanta, oijovmenoˇ hJma¸ ˇ diaseivsin eja;n
Apollwniv
j
wi ejntuvchi. kalw¸ ˇ ou\n poihvseiˇ, ei[ soi eu[kairovn ejstin kai; a]n ejn dunatw¸ i h\i, metelqei¸ n to;n a[nqrwpon o{pwˇ mh; kataginwskwvmeqa uJpo;
tw¸ n loipw¸ n. gegravfamen de; ka.i. Apollwniv
j
wi tw¸ i eJrmhnei¸ peri; touvtwn,
o{pwˇ a]n kai; ejkei¸ nˆ <oˇ> kakwvshi aujto;n kaqo; duvnatai.
e[rrwso. (e[touˇ) lı Farmou¸qi a.
Pataikion [the name has been deleted] to Zenon, greetings. We assigned to the
name of Aristodemos at auction a house of Sokeus son of Nechauis, a native
soldier, in Aueris. And we have heard that he has sailed down to submit a petition to Apollonios concerning us, ignoring both the seller and the buyer, thinking he will shake us down if he petitions Apollonios. So please, if there is a good
opportunity for you and it should be possible, act against the fellow in order
that we should not be judged unfavorably by the rest. We have written also to
Apollonios the interpreter concerning these things, in order that that man too
may damage him as far as he is able. Farewell. Year 36, Pharmouthi 1.
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Pataikion is a well-attested ﬁgure in Zenon’s correspondence, an administrator and farmer on the ﬁnance minister’s estate at Philadelphia (four more
of his letters to Zenon have been preserved: P.L.Bat. 20.39; P.Lond. 7.2011;
PSI 6.572, 641).12 It is possible to read his message to Apollonios the eJrmhneuvˇ as an order rather than a request, but this seems less likely. The general
context surely favors the notion that he has written to Apollonios as a colleague, not a subordinate. Meanwhile, an obvious conclusion to draw is that
the damage from Apollonios is to be inﬂicted through the process of rendering the complaint into Greek. As C. C. Edgar, the editor, observes (P.Ryl.
4.563, note on line 7), the interpreter “might easily have used his position
to do an ill turn to a native petitioner.”
Therefore, two meanings of eJrmhneuvˇ can be deﬁned on the basis of my
survey:
1. one who translates between languages
2. expounder
The second is a metaphorical extension of the ﬁrst, which in prose is the
usual sense. I believe we should be able to accept that eJrmhneuvˇ in the thirdcentury b.c.e. papyri does indeed mean what the word’s general history
ought to indicate, namely, that it belongs under meaning 1 (cf. the assessment of Rochette 1994: 316; also Peremans 1983: 16–17 and n. 75).13 We
should thus take it to have exactly the same sense as eJrmhneuthvˇ in Genesis
42.23 (semantic analysis of the verb eJrmhneuvw and its compounds, the abstract
noun eJrmhneiva, and other related words, left out of consideration here for
reasons of space, would only reinforce the conclusions just drawn).
EXCURSUS: THE FREQUENCY OF “INTERPRETER” TERMS

Before moving to tie together the implications of all the ideas presented here,
I shall brieﬂy pursue the Columbia editors’ surprise that eJrmhnei¸ ˇ “have appeared so infrequently in Zenon’s records.” The frame of reference can be
broadened. There are other environments, including literary environments
like that of the Greek Pentateuch, where we might also have expected to encounter interpreters more often. But perhaps we should not be so surprised
at their absence. The explanation may be relatively straightforward.
First of all, in the case of the nonliterary papyri, it is perhaps the very ubiquity of the professional or quasi-professional interpreter that militates against
frequent mention of the role in such ephemeral business documents. They
are notoriously silent on many matters papyrologists would like to know more
about. Where the context of the communication is clear to both author and
recipient, as tends to be usual in these sorts of texts, it is unnecessary to spell
out all the details.14 If all parties know an interpreter will be involved, why
mention the fact?
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For the paucity of references in literary works like the Septuagint there is
another reason. According to folkloric and literary conventions, linguistic difference is usually levelled in these sources. In the Iliad, for instance, we have
rare references to the linguistic diversity of the Trojan forces,15 but all the individual heroes, such as the Lycian Sarpedon, are represented as speaking
freely in Greek. This linguistic levelling is characteristic not only in Greek, but
in many other literatures as well. The role is only likely to be mentioned where
there is a dramatic point to the reference. This is what we ﬁnd in Genesis 42.23.
Previous interactions have been described in the book where the presence of
an interpreter may be assumed (for example when Pharaoh converses with
Abram at Gen. 12.18), but it is only in our passage from the Joseph story that
it becomes relevant to mention that interpreter.16 In the Greek Genesis, and
the rest of the translated books of the Septuagint, references to interpreters
are inevitably restricted by the frequency of the term and concept in the original Hebrew (the word that eJrmhneuthvˇ renders, ≈ylm, is itself found only this
once in the sense “interpreter”; elsewhere it has the meaning “spokesman” or
something similar and is translated by appropriate Greek terms, thus presbeuthvˇ
at 2 Chron. 32.31). But since the literary conventions just mentioned operate cross-linguistically and are equally observable in the Hebrew narrative, the
restriction is in this case not signiﬁcant. So references to interpreters in both
literary and nonliterary texts depend on special conditions that arise only
rarely. This in my view adequately explains the infrequent occurrence of eJrmhneuvˇ in the Zenon Archive and of eJrmhneuthvˇ in the Septuagint.

So what do we have here? A limited set of facts that can be linked if one accepts the probabilities that the Greek Genesis and the Zenon Archive are
roughly contemporary, that the Genesis translator constructs the vice-regal
court of Joseph along similar lines to that of a Ptolemaic dioikhthvˇ, and that
eJrmhneuthvˇ in Genesis and eJrmhneuvˇ in the Zenon Archive are synonymous. The
scenario I am presenting naturally has to remain a speculative reconstruction.
Nevertheless, some of its potential problems are not so very serious. For instance, even if the consensus opinion of the date of the Greek Pentateuch is
astray, it cannot have been produced more than a century later at most. All
a second-century date would effect would be to render my alignment with
the evidence of the Zenon Archive less neat. It would not remove its relevance.
If my speculations are near the mark, we are now in a position to address
the central question of this paper. How would Hellenistic readers or listeners have responded to the image of the interpreter in Genesis 42.23? It is a
fair guess that to an early Ptolemaic audience ( just as to the translator) this
eJrmhneuthvˇ from the household of Joseph would have seemed to be performing the same function as eJrmhnei¸ ˇ employed by Apollonios (or by any
other ﬁnance minister). These eJrmhnei¸ ˇ can be characterized as follows. Logic
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tells us that their profession was important in Ptolemaic Egypt. Greek-speaking ofﬁcials and settlers were vastly outnumbered by indigenous Egyptians,
and the major sphere of activity for interpreters was naturally at the boundary between Greek and Egyptian (though various other languages were involved, potentially including Aramaic and even Hebrew to some degree).
Speakers bilingual in Greek and Egyptian were probably not rare by the
period of the Zenon Archive, some three generations after Alexander’s conquest (and there had been a limited Greek presence in the country for much
longer than that). Nevertheless, the skills of interpreters must have been in
demand. The eJrmhnei¸ ˇ were accordingly in a position of at least potential privilege and had the capacity to exercise inﬂuence, whatever the actual social
status of each individual.
Thus, to expand on Edgar’s quoted comment regarding item 10, obviously Apollonios as eJrmhneuvˇ was in a position to do Sokeus “an ill turn.” The
more interesting question arising is how an interpreter would effect the damage, so as not to compromise himself (or herself ?). Pataikion was apparently
urging him to act without the knowledge of the ﬁnance minister, after all.
And what was in it for the interpreter? We shall never know the precise answers of course, but I suggest that in this scenario subtle interference with
testimony would have been a sensible and effective approach. Much harm
to the petitioner could be achieved through slight suppressions or alterations
in the translation. From such interventions the eJrmhneuvˇ could surely anticipate making some sort of proﬁt. We may well wonder if this kind of opportunity for corruption was frequently available to interpreters, or if the
episode in question was an isolated case. Whatever the truth of that, we have
enough information regarding item 10, I believe, to show that in their unobtrusive way these Ptolemaic interpreters must have been a force to be reckoned with. This fact of life would have conditioned the responses of Hellenistic audiences to the image of Genesis 42.23.
As to social status we can glean some inferences. Apollonios the eJrmhneuvˇ
from item 10 is mentioned also in P.Cair.Zen. 1.59065, where he is either
the source or conveyor of a consignment of ﬁsh, and in PSI 4.409, where he
is the source of six “old [and] useless” (presbu¸tai ajcrei¸oi) cattle. Perhaps this
indicates a person of substance with independent commercial interests, but
it is impossible to go beyond surmise. At any rate, that Pataikion wrote to
him requesting help in the matter of the recalcitrant Sokeus does point toward positive social status among the subordinates of the ﬁnance minister.
Glaukias from P.Col.Zen. 2.63, if he is to be identiﬁed with other persons of
that name in the Archive (Clarysse leaves the question open; see P.L.Bat. 21.
p. 309, s.v. Glaukivaˇ1, 2, and 3), seems to have been an agent of Apollonios
and Zenon and member of the Philadelphian household over many years.
On the other hand, Limnaios (a personal name, not the name of a town,
pace Wright 2002: 11) from P.Cair.Zen. 3.59394 is identiﬁed by Clarysse with
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a goatherd well attested in the Archive (P.L.Bat. 21. p. 361, s.v. Limnai¸oˇ 2;
cf. Skeat, P.Lond. 7.2011, introd.).
Perhaps it is unwise to generalize from these examples, but for what they
are worth they suggest that the eJrmhnei¸ ˇ in the third century were a very mixed
group. This is as we might guess. When one requires an interpreter one uses
the human tools available, goatherds included, and Greek-Egyptian bilingualism was probably acquired through a variety of ad hoc channels, from the
necessities of daily commercial activity to marriage alliances.17 The linguistically gifted from all manner of backgrounds could have developed bilingual
capacity and provided their services at need. Yet important organizations
within the administration, like that of Apollonios the dioikhthvˇ, doubtless had
a sufﬁcient frequency of need to necessitate maintaining interpreters on their
staff, and these would presumably have acquired a signiﬁcant local status and
upward mobility from their translational activity (if they did not already possess it for other reasons). Apollonios the eJrmhneuvˇ may well have belonged to
such a subset, especially given that he was probably based at the court of the
dioikhthvˇ in Alexandria at the time of Pataikion’s correspondence concerning Sokeus.18 Of the interpreters recorded in the Zenon Archive he appears
the closest match to the interpreter of Joseph’s establishment in Genesis.
For the Hellenistic Jewish audience, then, Joseph’s eJrmhneuthvˇ would have
seemed instantly familiar, as an integral ﬁgure within their own cultural setting. Yet there is one important difference (whether they were sensitive to it
is another matter). The very fact of the Pentateuch’s translation into Greek
marks a striking contrast with the situation portrayed in the Genesis story, where
Jews in Egypt need an interpreter to access the language of its government.

NOTES

It is a pleasure to thank the editors and Steve Taverner for assistance in the development of this paper, and also Willy Clarysse, John Lee, Anna Morpurgo Davies, Jane
Rowlandson, and Ben Wright for their acute observations on aspects of the paper.
Naturally, it should not necessarily be assumed that those named above agree with
my arguments.
1. For the dating of these documents, see P. W. Pestman, P.L.Bat. 21. pp. 171–83,
215–68.
2. For soundings suggesting the future potential of research in this area, see Lee
1983: 4, 129–44, 148 (and cf. Lee 2003b: 516–17 n. 11); Evans 2001: 8–9, 54, 174,
190, 197, 263.
3. See P.Cair.Zen. 4.59632, line 4; and see Clarysse, P.L.Bat. 21. p. 411, s.v. Puvrwn
for the identiﬁcation and additional references.
4. For these ofﬁces, see John Oates’s study (1995: esp. 31–36, 95–100) of the development of the ofﬁce of basiliko;ˇ grammateuvˇ and Arthur Verhoogt’s exploration
(1998) of the career of Menches, the best-known of all the Ptolemaic village scribes,
who was kwmogrammateuvˇ of Kerkeosiris in the period 120–110 b.c.e.
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5. Clarysse, P.L.Bat. 20.61: note on line 3; Hauben 1975: 292–94; for the career
of Apollonios, see Edgar, P.Mich.Zen., pp. 5–15.
6. Lester L. Grabbe’s essay in this volume has addressed the use of oijkonovmoˇ as a
rendering for tybhAl[ in 3–4 Kgdms. In the Zenon Archive oijkonovmoˇ is applied to
ofﬁcial ﬁnancial administrators, and also to private functionaries with similar duties,
like Zenon himself as manager of Apollonios’s personal ﬁnances (e.g., at P.Cair.Zen.
1.59048, lines 1–2).
7. Previous treatments of interpreters in the papyri include Taubenschlag 1959
(1951); Calderini 1953; Peremans 1983; and Rochette 1994, 1996; along with scattered remarks in the editions, to be addressed below. Willy Peremans (1983: 12 n.
11) conveniently summarizes relevant statements from the lexicons.
8. Another instance possibly occurs in P.Count. 30 (republication of CPR XIII
12 + 11), a composite tax register for Athenas Kome and other Arsinoite villages,
dated 254–231 b.c.e. (thus contemporary with these Zenon Archive examples). In
line 87 the form eJr.m.h. in.e.u. ˇ. is tentatively read. The editors, Willy Clarysse and Dorothy
Thompson, comment that “the reading of the occupation is highly dubious.” I am
grateful to Willy Clarysse for bringing this example to my attention.
9. Cf. Edgar’s comment at P.Cairo Zen. 1.59065: note on line 2: “But it is not quite
clear what the functions of a eJrmhneuvˇ were” (with a reference to Vitelli’s note).
10. The documents in question are BGU 1.227, lines 12–13; BGU 3.985, lines
9–10; BGU 11.2123, lines 17–18; BGU 13.2341, lines 6–7; P.Athen. 21, lines 10–11;
P.Mich. 3.185, lines 13–14; P.Mich. 5.321, center, lines 19–20; P.Mich. 9.567, lines
15–16; PSI 8.879, line 12; P.Wisc. 2.52, lines 10–11; SB 14.11718, line 11.
11. John Lee attributes this speciﬁc phrase to John Chadwick (private communication).
12. In PSI 6.610, line 1, in a letter addressed to Apollonios, [Pataikiv]w.n is a “very
doubtful” restoration (Clarysse, P.L.Bat. 21. p. 392, s.v. Pataikivwn).
13. Incidentally, along with broker, commissionaire, treated here, LSJ’s list of glosses
cited above contains another dubious entry: matrimonial agent, go-between for the second-century c.e. occurrence in the expression gavmwn kai; sunepiplokw¸ n eJrmhnevaˇ from
Ptolemy (Tetrabiblos 181). This is a far from secure guess. Ptolemy’s eJrmhnevaˇ come
last in a list. The other members are iJeroprosplovkouˇ, “frequenters (?) of temples”;
oijwnistavˇ, “interpreters of omens”; iJerofovrouˇ, “bearers of holy vessels”; and gunaikw¸ n
proi>stamevnouˇ, “those in charge of women” (whatever that may mean precisely—perhaps some sort of temple attendants?). The context is astrological, and it is surely
plausible to take the gavmwn kai; sunepiplokw¸ n eJrmhnevaˇ as “interpreters of (matters pertaining to) marriages and alliances,” persons perhaps involved in interpreting the
propitiousness of such unions and the days appropriate for their solemnization. This
is another guess, but if it is accurate, the sense of eJrmhneuvˇ here would come under
my meaning 2: expounder.
14. In addition, the bearer of the message may well have the responsibility to impart some of the facts orally. Thus in P.Col.Zen. 1.6, lines 13–14, a woman named
Simale tells Zenon: ta; de; loipa; | punqavnou tou¸ fevront.ovˇ soi ta; gravmmata. ouj ga;r ajllovtrioˇ
hJmi¸ n ejstin, “Learn the rest from the one who brings you the letter. For he is not a
stranger to us.”
15. 2.803–4; 4.436–37; cf. Morpurgo Davies 2002: 165 and n. 26.
16. There is something a little odd about the reference in Gen. 42.23. How “be-
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tween” are we supposed to think the interpreter was positioned while Jacob’s sons
were speaking freely enough for Joseph to hear them? Surely they would have been
concerned about this interpreter reporting their debate. Presumably the expression
refers to the general context of their dealings in Joseph’s court rather than to the
precise moment in question. Incidentally, the Rabbinic commentators do not seem
to have been troubled by the matter (I thank James Aitken for advice on this point).
17. Tax concessions encouraging Greek education would have provided a developing stimulus as well. Cf. Thompson 1994: 75–77.
18. See Edgar’s note on Zenon’s whereabouts: P.Ryl. 4.563, introduction and note
on line 9.
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Chapter 14

The Greek Bible and Jewish
Concepts of Royal Priesthood
and Priestly Monarchy
Arie van der Kooij

During Pompey’s stay in Damascus of Syria, Aristobulus, the king of the
Jews/Judeans, and Hyrcanus his brother came to him with their dispute over
the kingship. Likewise the leading men (oiJ de; ejpifanevstatoi), more than two
hundred in number, gathered to address the (Roman) general and explain
that their forefathers, having revolted from the sanctuary, had sent an embassy
to the senate, and received from them the leadership of the Jews (th;n prostasivan tw¸ n Ioudaivwn), who were, moreover, to be free and autonomous, their ruler
being called High Priest, not King. Now, however, these men were lording it
over them, having overthrown the ancient laws (tou;ˇ patrivouˇ novmouˇ) and enslaved the citizens in deﬁance of all justice; for it was by means of a horde of
mercenaries, and by outrages and countless impious murders that they had established themselves as kings. (Diod. Sic. 40.2)1

This passage provides an account of an incident that took place in the year
63 b.c.e. (see Schürer 1973: 237). Whereas members of the Hasmonean
house came before the Roman general with their dispute over the kingship, another party (“the leading men,” in Josephus called “the nation”)
appeared before him, claiming that the ruler of the Jews, or Judeans, should
not be a king, but a high priest, which would be in accord with “the ancient, ancestral laws.” The critical remarks on kingship as a polity that is
marked by enslavement of the citizens remind one of stories in the Hebrew
Bible, such as 1 Samuel 8. In an attempt to persuade the people not to ask
for a king Samuel the prophet stated, among other things: “And you shall
be his slaves” (1 Sam. 8.17).2 From a Hellenistic perspective, two forms of
government and state are referred to in the passage above: that of kingship (basileiva), and that of aristocracy (ajristokrativa).3 It is clear that the
leading men were in favor of the latter (in terms of priestly rule), while
they rejected the former as being a constitution that brings about the en255
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slavement of the citizens, that is to say, monarchy in the negative sense of
tyranny.
It is interesting to see that “the leading men” held the view that (high-)
priestly rule was the traditional one, in accord with “the ancestral laws.” As
we know, in the early Hellenistic era, the Jewish nation was ruled by priests
under the supreme direction of a high priest, but to claim that this was in
line with the ancient laws is intriguing. The expression “ancestral laws” is
well known in antiquity. It refers to laws and customs that were part of the
tradition of a nation, and thus authoritative (Kippenberg 1986). Regarding Judaism, the expression presumably has to do with the laws of Moses,
which belonged to the collection of “the ancestral books,” as they are called
in the prologue to the Wisdom of Ben Sira. As a matter of fact, the ancient
books as we know them from the Hebrew Bible present the king as the
prominent leader of the nation, reﬂecting a royal ideology that was rooted
in the ideologies of the ancient Near East (see now Otto and Zenger 2002).
So the question arises whether, as Josephus puts it in a parallel account, it
was the custom of the country (pavtrion ga;r ei\nai) to obey the priests (Ant.
14.41), in line with the ancient tradition. Is the claim incorrect, as J. C. H.
Lebram states it,4 or is it supported by the ancient books? D. Goodblatt argues that the claim of high-priestly rule reﬂects an internal ideology that
“ was most probably developed by priestly circles in Jerusalem.” He then
refers to Judean sources that attest the ideology involved, namely, the Aramaic Levi materials and passages in Jubilees and the Testament of the
Twelve Patriarchs (Goodblatt 1994: 43–48). He does not refer, however,
to passages in the “ancestral” books. I believe that there are a few passages
in those books, more precisely in the Old Greek version (LXX) of them,
that are in line with the ideology of the leading men. In addition, a particular passage in the Wisdom of Ben Sira (in Hebrew) appears to be relevant to the topic.

LXX PENTATEUCH

As the claim is based on the ancient laws—the laws of Moses—it is appropriate to deal, ﬁrst of all, with the Old Greek version of the Pentateuch (third
century b.c.e.). Regarding the issue of leadership of the Jews there are two
passages in the oracles of Balaam that claim attention, namely, Numbers 24.7
and 24.17.
Numbers 24.7

MT Water shall ﬂow from his buckets,
and his seed shall be in many waters,
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his king shall be higher than Agag,
and his kingdom shall be exalted.

LXX There shall come a man (a[nqrwpoˇ) out of his seed
and he shall rule over many nations
and his kingdom shall be exalted more than Gog
and his kingdom shall be increased.

Numbers 24.17

MT

A star shall come forth out of Jacob,
and a scepter shall rise out of Israel.

LXX And a star shall rise out of Jacob,
and a man (a[nqrwpoˇ) shall stand up from Israel.

In the Greek texts both passages share the word a[n qrwpoˇ as designation for
a ruler, or leader, of the people, at places where the MT offers different words:
in Numbers 24.7 “water” (μym), and in Numbers 24.17 “scepter” (fbv). The
choice of the same word in both verses suggests that, according to the translator, the verses are closely related. The intriguing question is what kind of
leader, ruler, is hinted at by the use of a[n qrwpoˇ. Scholars like G. Vermes, and
recently J. Schaper, believe that both verses refer to “the messiah” (Vermes
1973: 59; Schaper 1995: 117). According to Vermes, this is quite plausible,
since “all the versions, except the Vulgate, are messianic in interpretation”
(1973: 159). Other scholars, however, have argued that the use of a[n qrwpoˇ
does not ﬁt the idea of a messianic interpretation, in the sense of a royal
messiah (Lust 1995: 233–57; Dorival 1994: 139). The vague term, as J. Lust
puts it, “appears to do away with the royal character of the expected ﬁgure,”
because, as he remarks, this term cannot be considered “a messianic title”
(Lust 1995: 241).
Both scholars are right in stating that there are no places in the LXX where
the word a[n qrwpoˇ is used as the title of a king-messiah. The meaning of this
lexeme as such is, of course, rather general and vague, but the context in
which it is used might provide a clue for a speciﬁc connotation. In the case
of LXX Numbers 24.7 it is clear that a particular person is envisaged, as the
phrases “he shall rule over many nations” and “his kingdom” point to a leader
with a royal status. Though I agree that our texts in LXX Numbers 24 do
not refer to a king-messiah, one nevertheless gets the impression that a “messianic” connotation is implied. As we know from Jewish sources in the Hellenistic era, the idea of a messiah is not necessarily restricted to the ﬁgure
of a king. On the contrary, the idea of a priestly messiah is also well attested
(see, for example, Collins 1995: 74ff.). It is this alternative notion that may
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apply to LXX Numbers 24.7 and 24.17, but this does not help us for the moment in our search for passages that may be in support of the ideology of
the leading men.
In another part of LXX Pentateuch, the book of Exodus, there is a passage that, in my view, is crucial to the issue of the ideology of priestly rule,
namely, LXX Exodus 19.6. It reads thus:
mt
ùlAwyht μtaw
μùnhk tklmm
çwdq ùwgw

lxx
uJmei¸ ˇ de; e[sesqev moi
basivleion iJeravteuma
kai; e[qnoˇ a{gion

The Hebrew expression “a kingdom of priests” (μynhk tklmm) has been rendered in Greek as basivleion iJeravteuma. This is not the only possibility; an alternative, and more literal, translation is found in the version of Aquila:
basileiva iJerevwn. As to the wording basivleion iJeravteuma the question arises how
both words are related to each other. It has been suggested to take both words
as substantives (“kingdom,” “priesthood”),5 but, as has been convincingly argued by scholars like J. W. Wevers and others, Greek basivleion is best understood here as an adjective,6 the more so since the combination of adjective
and noun, though not that usual, is attested at other places in LXX Pentateuch as a type of rendering of a Hebrew expression consisting of construct
state followed by a noun (see Soisalon-Soininen 1987: 66). Thus the text reads
in translation: “But you will be to me a royal priesthood and a holy nation.”
The next point to be dealt with concerns the meaning of iJeravteuma. This
word occurs only three times in the LXX—besides our text, in LXX Exodus
23.227 and in 2 Maccabees 2.17. The word seems to be of late origin; it is
found only in the LXX and related Jewish or Christian writings (cf. Elliot
1966: 67). In distinction to the Greek iJerateiva, which occurs more often (e.g.,
Exod. 29.9; 35.19) and denotes the priesthood in the sense of priestly ofﬁce,
the word iJeravteuma, like stravteuma and tecnivteuma, refers to a particular, ofﬁcial group of people, in this case, “a body of priests.” 8 Thus the text speaks
about “royal priesthood” in the sense of a body of priests with royal status.
But what does this mean, and how is this expression related to “a holy nation”? In the early Christian tradition, particularly so in 1 Peter 2.9, both expressions are taken as parallel phrases (1 Pet. 2.9: “But you are a chosen race,
a royal priesthood, a holy nation”). This interpretation is also typical of the
way scholars have interpreted our text. For example, Wevers remarks that Exodus’s “‘royal priesthood’ represents an ideal in which the priesthood is of
kingly stock, and in which all Israel constitutes such an ideal.” 9 However, I do
not think that “royal priesthood” in the Greek version of Exodus 19.6 should
be understood as a designation of all Israel, parallel to “a holy nation.” On
the contrary, it seems to be more plausible to interpret our text from the per-
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spective in which the text has been read in Jewish circles in antiquity, particularly those behind the Targumim.10 The latter attest an interpretation according to which the Hebrew words μùnhk tklmm have been understood as referring to the leaders of the people, and not to the people as a whole.
Targ Onk: “kings, priests”
Targ Neof. 1: “kings and priests”
Targ PsJon: “kings adorned with the crown, ministering priests”
It is to be noted that this also applies to the use of the Greek version of Exodus 19.6 in 2 Maccabees 2.17 (to; basivleion kai; to; iJeravteuma), where the terms
basivleion and iJeravteuma—presented as two substantives (cf. Targums)11—do
not refer to the people as a whole.12 Read this way, the text of LXX Exodus
19.6 makes perfect sense. It ﬁrst refers to the form of government of the
people, the priesthood with royal status, and then to the nation. This presentation may be in line with the twofold expression “Aaron and Israel” in documents of Qumran (Community Rule; Damascus Document), but this is not certain. Anyhow, we have to do here with the polity of a temple state: the Jewish
nation (e[qnoˇ) as ruled by priests, presumably those functioning in the temple (cf. PsJon; see also Ben Sira 50.12–13), under the supreme direction of
a high priest.13
Thus it seems that the claim of the delegation of Judean notables in the
year 63 reﬂects an ideology that was given expression in the Old Greek version of a passage in the laws of Moses, namely, Exodus 19.6. If so, they were
right in saying that a rulership of the High Priest was according to “the ancient laws,” at least as read and understood in the LXX version. This understanding of Exodus 19.6 is also relevant to our discussion of LXX Numbers
24.7 and 24.17. On the assumption that the ﬁve books of Moses have been
translated by a team of learned scholars who shared particular views on the
leadership of the Jewish nation, one may say that the above interpretation
of LXX Exodus 19.6 lends support to the idea of taking “the man” in the
sense of a high-priestly ﬁgure.

WISDOM OF BEN SIRA

The ideology of “royal priesthood” raises the question of what it means that
the ruling priesthood had a royal status, and in particular the High Priest.
It presupposes a close relationship between priesthood and kingship. In the
ancient books the two institutions are clearly distinguished, since each of
them has its own legitimizing tradition, that of the covenant with Phinehas
regarding the priesthood (Num. 25.12–13) and that of the covenant with
David regarding kingship (e.g., 2 Sam. 7). So the ideology of royal priesthood poses the question of the relationship between these two traditions.
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Most interestingly, a passage in the Wisdom of Ben Sira, 45.24–25 (Hebrew),
clearly pertains to the issue of this relationship. This passage reads in translation as follows:
24. Therefore on him again God conferred the ordinance,
in a covenant of peace, to provide for the sanctuary,
so that to him and to his descendants should belong
the high-priesthood forever,
25. but also His covenant with David
the son of Jesse from the tribe of Judah;
the heritage of ﬁre before His glory,
the heritage of Aaron for all his descendants.

As has been argued by scholars, the syntax of the Hebrew text is to be regarded
as running on from verse 24 into verse 25, which explains why there is no
verb in verse 25ab.14 Both verses belong to the passage about Phinehas, which
is based on the story of Numbers 25, where it is said: “He, zealous for the God
of all, met the crisis of his people, and . . . atoned for it” (Num. 25.13). Unlike the text of Numbers 25, where God gave him a covenant of peace—that
of the perpetual priesthood (μlw[ tnhk tyrb)—the Ben Sira passage is not only
about the covenant of peace, which is speciﬁed here as the right of the highpriesthood (hlwdg tnwhk) for him and his seed forever, but also about the
covenant with David. The idea behind this passage is more than just drawing
a parallel between the two covenants, as suggested in the commentary of P. W.
Skehan and A. A. Di Lella.15 Scholars have pointed out that the passage attests the view that the covenant of David (kingship) is seen as part of the
covenant of Phinehas (high-priesthood).16 For Jesus ben Sira and his milieu
“the ofﬁce of high priest embodied in his time all the ofﬁces of Israel’s history, including the royal ofﬁce established in the Davidic covenant,” as K. E.
Pomykala puts it (1995: 142). This all sheds light on the notion of a royal
priesthood, or, more particularly, on the royal status of the high priest.
LXX ISAIAH

Within the collection of biblical books that have been translated into Greek
in the Hellenistic era, there is another book that, I believe, reﬂects the same
ideology as LXX Exodus 19.6 and Ben Sira 45.24–25, namely, LXX Isaiah.
An important passage in this regard is Isaiah 9.5–6:
MT
5 For to us a child is born, to us a son is given;
and the government will be upon his shoulder, and his name will be called
“ Wonderful counsellor, mighty god, everlasting father, prince of peace”
6 Of the increase of this government and of peace there will be no end,
upon the throne of David, and over his kingdom,
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to establish it and to uphold it with justice and with righteousness
from this time forth and for evermore.
The zeal of the Lord of Hosts will do this.
LXX
5. o{ti paidivon ejgennhv qh hJmi¸ n, uiJo;ˇ kai; ejdov qh hJmi¸n,
ou| hJ ajrch; ejgenhv qh ejpi; tou¸ w[mou aujtou¸,
kai; kalei¸tai to; o[noma aujtou¸ megavlhˇ boulh¸ ˇ a[ggeloˇ:
ejgw; ga;r a[xw eijrhvnhn ejpi; tou;ˇ a[rcontaˇ,
eijrhvnhn kai; uJgive ian aujtw¸ /.
6. megavlh hJ ajrch; aujtou¸,
kai; th¸ ˇ eijrhvnhˇ aujtou¸ oujk e[stin o{rion ejpi; to;n qrovnon Dauid kai; th;n basileivan aujtou¸
katorqw¸ sai aujth;n kai; ajntilabevsqai aujth¸ ˇ ejn dikaiosuvnh/ kai; ejn krivmati ajpo; tou¸
nu¸ n kai; eijˇ to;n aijw¸na crovnon:
oJ zh¸loˇ kurivou sabawq poihvsei tau¸ta.
5. Because a child was born for us, a son also given to us,
whose sovereignty was upon his shoulder;
and he shall be named Messenger of Great Counsel,
for I will bring peace upon the rulers,
peace and health to him.
6. His sovereignty is great, and his peace has no boundary
upon the throne of David and his kingdom,
to make it prosper and to uphold it
with righteousness and with judgment
from this time onward and forevermore.
The zeal of the Lord Sabaoth will do these things.

I will not discuss this passage in detail, as I have done elsewhere (van der
Kooij 2002: 157–63). The most interesting thing is that the name of the new
ruler/the messiah is quite different from the Masoretic Text wording: “Messenger of Great Counsel.” Then the Greek continues with “for I [with emphasis] will bring peace upon the rulers,” a rendering based on a different
understanding of the Hebrew (μwlç rç d[ yba; yba in the sense of “I will bring”).
The rulers in this clause are the rulers of the world, because in the next verse
LXX reads: “his peace has no boundary (o{rion),” unlike MT, which carries
the notion of end in time. Thus the peace that will be brought by God has
no border: it will be a worldwide peace.
The new ruler is presented in the Greek as “Messenger of Great Counsel.” What does this mean? As has been pointed out by Seeligmann, in LXX
Isaiah the term boulhv has to do with the eschatological plan of God (Seeligmann 1948: 110). The ruler is a messenger, and teacher, of a very speciﬁc
knowledge. As we know from contemporaneous sources (e.g., the Pesher on
Habbakuk), this knowledge was based on the prophecies in the ancient, biblical books, implying a particular type of interpretation of these books (cf.
the pesher technique in Qumran).
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In the light of verse 6, where one reads about the throne of David, one is
inclined to assume that the new ruler of our text is to be regarded as a king
from the house of David. However, LXX Isaiah contains clear indications that
point to another concept, namely, that of a priest-messiah, a high priest with
royal status. LXX Isaiah 22.15–25 is revealing in this regard. The Masoretic
text of this passage is about Sebna and Eliakim as high ofﬁcials at court, but
according to an ancient Jewish tradition (LevR 5.5) Sebna was a high priest,
a tradition that was known to Eusebius of Caesarea (Ziegler 1975: 147). This
idea is also attested in the Targum to Isaiah (Chilton 1987: 45), and, as I have
argued elsewhere, in the LXX of Isaiah 22.15ff. as well (van der Kooij 1981:
56f.). The terminology used in the latter (pastofovrion, stolhv, stevfanoˇ e[ndoxoˇ)
points to a priestly ﬁgure. At the same time, in verse 22 LXX contains the clause
“I will give him the glory of David (th;n dovxan Davuv id), and he will rule” (for Masoretic Text “I will give the key of the house of David on his shoulder”), which
is best understood as referring to the royal status of the priestly ﬁgure.
Regarding the designation “messenger” (a[ggeloˇ) for the priest-messiah,
it is to be noted that the idea of a priest as messenger is found in Malachi 2.7
(LXX: a[ggeloˇ kurivou). Interestingly, in a passage written by Hecataeus of Abdera, it is said that the high priest (of the Jews) acts as “a messenger of God’s
commandments” (a[ggelon tw¸ n tou¸ qeou¸ prostagmavtwn); he is the one who “expounds” (eJrmhneuvonta) the commandments to them (see Stern 1974: vol. 1,
27). In our text, LXX Isaiah 9.5, the priestly ruler is not presented as the one
who teaches the Law, but as the one who knows about the eschatological plan
of God for his people and for the nations of the world as well, a knowledge—
as stated above—that implies an actualizing interpretation of the prophecies.
There is a striking similarity here with another priestly ruler, namely, the one
called the Teacher of Righteousness in the Dead Sea Scrolls. The Pesher on
Habbakuk (1QpHab.) 7.4f. tells us that this teacher was gifted, by God, with
“the knowledge of the mysteries of the words of the prophets.”

In the year 63 b.c.e. a group of leading men of the Jewish nation claimed
that their nation should be ruled by a High Priest, which would be in accord
with the ancient laws. There is reason to believe that their claim is in line
with the ideology of “royal priesthood” as reﬂected in LXX Pentateuch, particularly in Exodus 19.6, in the Wisdom of Ben Sira (Hebrew), and in LXX
Isaiah as well. Consequently, their claim is not to be regarded “incorrect,” as
it was based on the Law of Moses as read and interpreted in a way attested
in the Old Greek version of the Pentateuch. It is true that this version was
produced in Egypt, and not in Judea, but it is to be noted that the ideology
concerned is the same as that found in the Wisdom of Ben Sira, which was
written in Jerusalem (early second century b.c.e.). Furthermore, Judea and
Egypt should not be considered as two separate worlds, the less so since in
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the third century b.c.e. Judea was part of the Ptolemaic empire. And it seems
likely that the translation of the Law into Greek, which was a translation
project of major importance, was carried out with the approval of the authorities in Jerusalem, and even with the help of scholars from Judea.17
The ideology of royal priesthood gives expression to the form of government of the temple state, consisting of Jerusalem, the city of the Temple, and
the surrounding area (cf. the picture in the Letter of Aristeas). It is a polity of
the oligarchic, or aristocratic, type (Polybius), not that of “monarchy.” Whatever its antecedents in the Persian era, one gets the impression that the polity
of the temple state, ruled by a body of priests, was appropriate to the Jewish
nation (e[qnoˇ) in the framework of the Ptolemaic empire, comparable to some
extent to the position of the Egyptian temples vis-à-vis the Ptolemaic king.18
The LXX Pentateuch and the Wisdom of Ben Sira (Hebrew) appear to
represent documents that testify to the way in which the priestly rule of their
time, that is, the high-priestly rule of the Oniad family, was legitimized on
the basis of ancient textual traditions.19 But what about the Hasmonean leadership, which was criticized by “the leading men”? One could argue that initially the leading men had been in favor of the Maccabean leadership. Like
the members of the Oniad family, the Maccabean leaders also belonged to
a priestly family—albeit not a high-priestly family—hence they would ﬁt in
with the model of royal priesthood, at least since they were ruling as High
Priests ( Jonathan; see 1 Macc. 10.20). Further, it is interesting to see that in
1 Maccabees the Phinehas paradigm plays an important legitimizing role:
in 1 Maccabees 2.26 the ﬁrst act of Mattathias is regarded as being fully in
line with the way Phinehas rescued the people (“So Mattathias showed his fervent zeal for the law, as Phinehas had done when he killed Zimri son of Salu”);
see further 1 Maccabees 2.54. Yet the ideology of this ruling house, as articulated in 1 Maccabees, differs from that of “royal priesthood.” As has been
observed by scholars, the ideology as expressed in 1 Maccabees—especially
chapter 14—is marked by a strong emphasis on the royal side of the coin,
although the title “king” was only used at a later date. The Maccabean leaders are portrayed “more as sacral kings than as ruling priests,” as D. W. Rooke
puts it (2000: 289). One might even say that Simon, as depicted in 1 Maccabees, resembles Solomon in many respects (Schenker 2000: 159–61). I
would label this ideology as “priestly monarchy” in distinction from “royal
priesthood” (unlike Goodblatt, 1994: 30ff.). The emphasis on the royal side
may well have to do with the fact that, as has been pointed out by D. Mendels
(1992: 134), the Maccabean leaders liberated the people from the Macedonian yoke and conquered the land, as did David before them.20
Finally, the expression “the leading men” clearly suggests that they were
a deputation of the Jewish aristocracy. One wonders to which party they might
have belonged.21 In the light of passages discussed above, one is inclined to
think of circles that were longing for the ancient Zadokite rulership (like
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that) of the Oniad family (cf. Bowker 1973: 11). Be this as it may, they showed
that they were strongly opposed to the Maccabean kingship with its nationalistic ethos, by accusing the leaders involved of tyranny and absolutism (cf.
Stern 1974: vol. 1, 187).
NOTES

1. For this translation, see Stern 1974: vol. 1, 185–86. On the phrase “revolted
from the sanctuary,” see Stern 1974: vol. 1, 186; and Goodblatt 1994: 37 n. 19.
2. On the anti-kingship story, see Wright in this volume.
3. See Polyb. 6.3ff.; cf also Hdt. 3.80–82.
4. Lebram 1974: 233. For the similar view of Bar-Kochva and Efron, see Goodblatt 1994: 39f.
5. So Elliot 1966: 70–73. For this reading/interpretation, see also 2 Macc. 2.17
(to; basivleion kai; to; iJeravteuma).
6. Wevers 1990: 295. Cf. TWNT III: 249; LEH; Le Boulluec and Sandevoir 1989:
200.
7. Regarding this instance Wevers remarks: “At an early stage in the tradition, i.e.
before the time of Origen, the text of 19:5–6 was added at the beginning of this verse”
(1990: 370).
8. Cf. TWNT III: 249 (“die Priesterschaft als Korporation”); Elliot 1966: 68 (“the
community of those functioning as priests”).
9. Wevers 1990: 295. See also Schüssler Fiorenza 1972: 83; León 1978: 166 (he
has the Jews of the Diaspora in mind); Camponovo 1984: 386; Le Boulluec and Sandevoir 1989: 200; Schenker 1996: 374.
10. The ancient Jewish literature does not offer an interpretation of Exod. 19.5
in line with that of the New Testament; see Schwartz 1992: 57–66.
11. So also Philo Abr. 56 and Sobr. 66 (with basivleion in the sense of “palace”).
12. On this text, see, for example, van der Kooij 1999: 129; Rajak 2002: 52.
13. Compare the statement by Hecataeus of Abdera: “He (Moses) picked out the
men of most reﬁnement and with the greatest ability to head the entire nation, and
appointed them priests” (Stern 1974: vol. 1, 26).
14. Beentjes 1981: 190; Martin 1986: 114. Both take the Hebrew text of MS B
seriously. For a discussion of v. 25c, see Pomykala 1995: 133–39.
15. Skehan and di Lella 1987: 514. For a similar view, see Hayward 1996: 70.
16. Stadelmann 1980: 166; Beentjes 1981: 190; Martin 1986: 114f.
17. For the aspect of “scholars,” see van der Kooij 1998: 214–29.
18. On this topic, see Hölbl 2001: 85–90.
19. For LXX Isaiah as related to the Oniad milieu in Egypt, see van der Kooij
1981: 60f.
20. It is interesting to note that the Greek version of the Wisdom of Ben Sira seems
to share the ideology of 1 Macc. 14. Of particular interest are Ben Sira 45.24; 50.24.
See, for example, Hayward 1996: 82; Marböck 1999: 225; van der Kooij 2001: 245.
21. For various suggestions of scholars, see Goodblatt 1994: 38.
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Chapter 15

Royal Ideology
1 and 2 Maccabees and Egypt
Jan Willem van Henten

In my contribution to the volume Hellenism in the Land of Israel in honor of
Martin Hengel (Collins and Sterling 2001), I compared the honorary decree for Simon the Hasmonean and his sons in 1 Maccabees 14.25–49 with
four Ptolemaic priestly decrees.1 The honorary document transmitted in 1
Maccabees 14, as well as the Egyptian decrees, are presented as the outcome
of a gathering that took the decision to conﬁrm the ruler’s leadership and
to honor him. Notwithstanding considerable differences, if only because of
the persistent polytheistic religious framework and the ruler cult in the Egyptian decrees, in my opinion these ﬁve documents show signiﬁcant correspondences in form and content. Although I did not claim that the Ptolemaic decrees and 1 Maccabees are interdependent, my argument was
severely criticized by Edgar Krentz in his response to my paper in the same
book (Krentz 2001). His main objection is that the correspondences I discuss are of a rather general nature and that the form of 1 Maccabees 14 is
shared with many ancient honorary decrees from various places. In this contribution I would like to clarify and expand my position. Krentz’s point that
the form and structure of 1 Maccabees 14.27–49 correspond to what one
ﬁnds in many if not all Hellenistic honorary decrees, whether from Egypt
or elsewhere, is correct. I still think that the priestly documents from Ptolemaic Egypt help us to understand the innovations of the decree in 1 Maccabees 14; nevertheless, I do not at all claim that other non-Jewish Hellenistic
honorary documents are irrelevant. Certain aspects of the content of the
Egyptian priestly decrees, especially those that concern the ruler’s role, are
rather close to 1 Maccabees 14.25–49. In this article’s ﬁrst section, therefore, I intend to offer a synthetic presentation of the ways in which the ruler
is being honored and legitimated in 1 Maccabees and the Ptolemaic priestly
decrees, focusing on honors and strategies of legitimation. In the second
265
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section my focus will shift to 2 Maccabees and its connection to the Ptolemaic honorary documents, since the Egyptian material is also relevant for 2
Maccabees, which even seems to be dependent on traditions transmitted in
the Ptolemaic priestly decrees. I will argue that two passages, especially 2 Maccabees 6.7 and 15.11–16, echo certain points of these Ptolemaic decrees.

HONORS AND STRATEGIES OF LEGITIMATION: BENEFACTIONS

As has been argued earlier, 1 Maccabees emphasizes time and again that
Judas the Maccabee and his relatives deserved to be the leaders of the Jews
in their war of liberation and the building up of a Jewish state after this war.2
Their deeds were successful, comparable to those of most of the judges and
to King David’s deeds in Israel’s history long before them. The laudatory
poem for Judas reads, for example, echoing the book of Judges: “The cause
of freedom prospered in his hands” (1 Macc. 3.6; see below).3 The decree
for Simon and his sons notes a similar track record for Simon: “His leadership was crowned with success, and the Gentiles were expelled from the land”
(1 Macc. 14.36). And Simon himself sums up his life for his two sons and installs them as his successors in 1 Macc. 16.2–3: “My brothers and I and my
father’s family have fought Israel’s battles from our youth until this day, and
many a time we have been successful in rescuing Israel. Now I am old, but
mercifully you are in the prime of life. Take my place and my brother’s and
go out and ﬁght for our nation. And may help from on high be with you.”
The detailed list of Simon’s glorious deeds in 1 Maccabees 14.32–40 matches
a pattern of benefactions common in Hellenistic honorary decrees as the
reason for supporting and honoring him as ruler of the Jews. Simon’s military actions are prominent in the list:
. the warfare against the Jewish people’s enemies (14.29, 31–33, 36),
. the removal of the Gentiles from the citadel in Jerusalem (14.36–37),
. the fortiﬁcation of the towns of Judah as well as Beth-Zur, Joppa, and
Gazara (14.33–34),
. and, last but not least, the establishment of peace (14.36).
Yet the decree mentions still further deeds:
. the protection of the temple (14.29; cf. 14.31–32, 36, 42),
. the protection of the law (14.29), and,
. the great honor brought to the Jewish people (14.29).
Although 1 Maccabees presents these benefactions also as the continuation
of the deeds of illustrious Israelite forerunners, the emphasis upon the deeds,
their detailed listing, and the combination of various types of leadership—
military, political, religious, and economic (1 Macc. 14.41–42)—seem to be
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innovations of the second century b.c.e. in Jewish sources.4 Of course, in
the Hebrew Bible Moses, judges, and other leaders prove by their deeds that
they act as leaders chosen by God, but this is not elaborated upon and certainly not explained in the complex document in 1 Maccabees 14. We can
understand this new development and its consequences better if we interpret them in light of the broader context of Hellenistic rule. The priestly decrees from Ptolemaic Egypt are important Hellenistic honorary documents
that help to place the innovations in 1 Maccabees 14.25–49 in perspective.
Building on indigenous Egyptian traditions concerning the Pharaoh (Huss
1994: 103 n. 160), the four priestly decrees from Egypt (the Canopus decree of 238 b.c.e. in honor of Ptolemy III Euergetes; the Raphia decree of
217 b.c.e. commemorating Ptolemy IV Philopator’s victory at the battle of
Raphia; the Memphis decree of 196 b.c.e. in honor of Ptolemy V Epiphanes,
inscribed on the famous Rosetta Stone; and the Second Philae decree of
185/4 b.c.e., also in honor of Ptolemy V)5 also focus on the king’s deeds
and combine his military role with his protection and restoration of the Egyptian temples.6
In these four priestly decrees the Ptolemies are being honored for
1. their military victories (Canopus decree, Greek version ll. 9; 12; Raphia
decree, Demotic version ll. 10–15; 20–21; 23–25; Rosetta decree, Greek
version ll. 19–28;7 Second Philae decree, hieroglyphic version ll. 4d–5c;
9–12; Demotic ll. 3h–4d; 7–9);8
2. their restoration and improvement of the temples, and the conﬁrmation
of temple privileges as well as privileges for other subjects (Canopus,
Greek version ll. 6–9; Rosetta decree, Greek version ll. 9–20; 14–18; 28–
35; Raphia decree, Demotic version ll. 17–20; 21–23; 26; Second Philae
decree, hieroglyphic version ll. 5d–8f; Demotic 4e–7b; protection of the
temples: hieroglyphic version l. 10d; Demotic l. 8c);
3. their restoration of peace and order (Canopus Greek version l. 12;
Rosetta decree, Greek version l. 2; cf. Raphia decree, Demotic version l. 26).9
How should we assess these correspondences between Simon the Hasmonean’s deeds as listed and honored, and those of the Ptolemaic kings as
in the decrees? Are the correspondences general and incidental only or, conversely, perhaps even deliberate, like the correspondences between King
Solomon and Judas the Maccabee as inaugurator of the cult suggested by 2
Maccabees’ second festal letter, which apparently claims a continuity between
Solomon’s temple and the temple of the Maccabean period?10 There is no
basis for claiming that 1 Maccabees 14.25–49 is dependent on the Ptolemaic
priestly decrees. Yet what seems to be new in 1 Maccabees’ decree is that its
author combines various types of leadership and offers a detailed list of Simon’s deeds, much as the priestly authors of the Ptolemaic decrees do. It is
certainly possible that the decree in 1 Maccabees 14 may have been embel-
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lished by the author of 1 Maccabees, but the deviations from the actual decree cannot have been great: too many people would have noticed that, since
the decree was placed in a conspicuous place within the temple complex (1
Macc. 14.48). According to the Egyptian priestly decrees, the Ptolemies too
combined various kinds of leadership: military, political, economic, and
priestly. They took care of the well-being of temples and priests and were, in
fact, the supreme priests of Egypt. The priesthood of others derived from
their supreme position as priests (Huss 1994: 54–56). Were these combinations of leadership just incidental or aimed for by the rulers—which would
imply, among other things, a certain wish for making their subjects comply
with this ideology? In Ptolemaic Egypt a notion of rule seems to have been
advocated that pervades all activities of the ruler, namely, the idea of the king
as the personiﬁcation of the state. This all-embracing role of the Ptolemaic
king implied that he took care of everything, for which he was rewarded,
among other things, by and in the ruler cult.11 1 Maccabees surely does not
even come close to deifying the Maccabees. However, apart from the divine
ruler status, the book depicts a role for Simon, and implicitly for Simon’s
successors, which is not too different from the description of Ptolemaic royal
rule. According to the 1 Maccabees 14 decree, the fate of the Jewish state
seems to be totally dependent on Simon. The territory of the Jews looks like
the Maccabean family estate, because Simon takes care of everything. He is
the benefactor who ﬁnanced the war of independence and is given the absolute leadership of the people in return:
Then Simon came forward and fought for his nation. He spent large sums of
his own money to arm the soldiers of his nation and to provide their pay. He
fortiﬁed the towns of Judea, and Bethsura on the boundaries of Judea. . . . He
fortiﬁed Joppa by the sea, and Gazara near Azotus. . . . There he settled Jews,
and provided these towns with everything needful for their welfare. (1 Macc.
14.32–35)

Likewise, the Ptolemaic kings apparently spent great amounts of their own
money on temples as well as on military campaigns.12 The section that presents Simon’s reward and honors (14.41–47) states that he should be governor over the Jewish people, take care of the sanctuary, appoint ofﬁcials
over its tasks and over the country (14.42), be in charge of arms and
fortiﬁcations, and, ﬁnally, “that he was to be obeyed by all” (14.43). The latter phrase is paralleled by 14.47, where Simon’s acceptance includes that he
would be “the protector of them all” (tou¸ prostath¸ sai pavntwn). This suggests
that Simon indeed was not only the father of the Maccabees, as Mattathias
suggests in 1 Maccabees 2.65, but that he acted, so to speak, as the father of
the Jewish state.
At ﬁrst glance, 2 Maccabees seems to be far away from the depiction of
the Ptolemaic kings in the priestly decrees, because the ideology of a cho-
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sen royal dynasty is absent and the book focuses on the leader’s piety as the
all-embracing principle that underlies his deeds (van Henten 1997: 255–56).
Judas’s piety may, however, be compared with the piety that the Ptolemaic
king shows toward the gods according to his titles in the preamble to the decrees. There is a ﬁxed phrase in this connection in almost all of the priestly
decrees: “who is pious toward the gods.”13
HONORS AND STRATEGIES OF LEGITIMATION:
COMMEMORATION OF MILITARY VICTORIES DURING FESTIVALS

The literary structure of 1 Maccabees as well as the historical section of 2
Maccabees shows a pattern that culminates in the foundation of a liberation
festival. In 1 Maccabees, three of the main narrative sections, three clusters
concerning the war of independence following upon Antiochus IV’s oppression, end in an annual liberation festival:
1. the Feast of Dedication (Hanukkah) starting on the twenty-ﬁfth of Kislev,
after the recapture and puriﬁcation of the temple (1 Macc. 4.52–59);
2. the Day of Nicanor (thirteenth of Adar), after the triumph over Nicanor
(1 Macc. 7.48–49);
3. an unnamed day commemorating the removal of the last remnant of Gentile oppression, the citadel in Jerusalem (on the “twenty-third day of the
second month,” 1 Macc. 13.49–52).14
2 Maccabees reports the institution of the ﬁrst and second festivals as the last
event in the narrative sections of 4.1–10.8 and 14.1–15.36 (10.1–8; 15.36);
the third festival is not mentioned, but this is understandable because the book
restricts itself to the period of Judas the Maccabee. Both works present the
festivals as commemorations of military victories. There is a fundamental difference, though, in the description of the Maccabees’ role concerning
Hanukkah. In 1 Maccabees, Judas takes care of the temple’s restoration and
rededication. He chooses the blameless priests who have to cleanse and restore the sanctuary (4.42). He and his brothers are mentioned ﬁrst as the ones
who determine that the Feast of Dedication should be celebrated each year,
while the assembly of Israel only comes in second (4.59). The picture in 2
Maccabees 10.1–8 is different: Judas and his associates purify and rededicate
the temple, but a common decision leads to the foundation of the festival.15
In 1 Maccabees 13.52 it is apparent from the context, in line with 1 Maccabees
4.52–59, that Simon decreed the day of the citadel’s liberation as a feast day.
Thus, in 1 Maccabees, the Maccabean brothers are not only consistently presented as the leaders who established the Jews’ liberation, but are also the initiators founding the festivals that commemorate the liberation.16
The priestly decrees refer to all kinds of festivals, most of which are attested in other sources as well.17 Relevant for my discussion are the monthly
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celebrations of the king’s birthday (see below) and the festivals that commemorate a victory of the king. The festivals of 1 and 2 Maccabees are quite
close to two speciﬁc festivals prominent in two of the priestly decrees.
Ptolemy IV Philopator and Ptolemy V Epiphanes each celebrated a festival that commemorated a triumph over Antiochus III and the indigenous
rebels from the south, respectively. The Raphia decree reports the institution of an annual victory festival celebrated for ﬁve days, starting on the
tenth of the month Pachon (Raphia decree, Demotic version ll. 36–38).18
At the same time, a monthly feast day was founded, with burnt offerings
and sacriﬁces, on the tenth day of every month, because the king was victorious on this day in the month (ll. 39–42).19 The vocabulary that probably refers to this monthly festival shows the infusion of standard Egyptian
royal ideology in the presentation of the Ptolemaic king: “God-King
Ptolemy-Horus, avenger of his father, whose victory is beautiful” (l. 41)
(Thissen 1966: 78). The Second Philae decree refers to a similar festival,
also commemorating a royal triumph. This festival is celebrated twice, on
the third day of the twelfth month, the day the victory was reported, and
on the twenty-fourth day of the eleventh month, the day Ankh-Wennofer,
the leader of the rebels, was brought to Alexandria (and perhaps executed).20 This victory festival was founded by the priestly assembly at
Alexandria in 186 b.c.e. In neither of the two priestly decrees is there an
indication that the king himself founded these festivals commemorating a
victory; apparently the foundation belonged to the honors that the priests
arranged for the king. Of course the king may have orchestrated the festivals himself, as Judas and his brothers did according to 1 Maccabees, but
we can only speculate about that.21
A DYNASTY OF RULERS

1 Maccabees describes the incredibly fast upward mobility of the Maccabean
family, which catapulted itself from a local elite at Modein to the rulers of
the Judean state within three generations. It also legitimates the unique ruling position of the Maccabees by claiming that their political and priestly
ofﬁces were hereditary, like those of David’s and Phinehas’s families.22 We
should note once again that the basis for this legitimation is not formed by
the Maccabees’ lineage but by their magniﬁcent deeds. Yet 1 Maccabees presents the acts of the Maccabees also as part of a history of a new dynasty of
rulers. The book describes three generations of the Maccabean family: Mattathias (chap. 2), his ﬁve sons (chaps, 3–15), and his only remaining grandson, John Hyrcanus (chap. 16). The bond between Mattathias and his sons
is very strong: in chapter 2 we ﬁnd four times expressions like “Mattathias
and his sons” (2.14, 16), “he and his sons” (2.28) or “I and my sons” (2.20;
cf. 2.17, 49). Likewise we ﬁnd references to Simon and his sons (14.25, 49;
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16.13, 16).23 Three passages highlight the importance of the Maccabean family for the Jewish state and combine a reference to Simon and his brothers (“I
and my brothers”/“he and his brothers”) with a phrase referring to the family: “the house of my/his father” (oJ oi\koˇtou¸ patrovˇ mou/aujtou¸, 13.3; 14.26; 16.2).
Simon installs his sons as his deputies during his life: “ When Simon saw that
his son John had become a man, he made him commander of all the forces,
with Gazara as his headquarters” (1 Macc. 13.53). Chapter 16 seems to authorize Simon’s succession in a way that reminds us of Mattathias’s testament
in 1 Maccabees 2.49–69.24 This passage (and the treacherous murder of Simon and his sons Judas and Mattathias recounted later on in 1 Macc. 16) implies that Simon’s only remaining son John automatically became his successor.
It will be no surprise that the priestly decrees also present Ptolemaic rule
as hereditary: this is what one expects of Hellenistic rulers. One way of presenting it, very different from what we ﬁnd in 1 Maccabees, concerns the
ruler cult. The Ptolemies organized Greek ruler cults for parents and ancestors, and from Ptolemy II Philadelphos and Arsinoe II onward, for themselves as well. At the same time an Egyptian ruler cult began with the veneration of Ptolemy Philadelphos’s spouse Arsinoe II.25 Contrary to the Greek
cult, the genealogical line did not go back to Alexander and Ptolemy I Soter:
the incorporation of Alexander the Great (and therefore Ptolemy I) would
have been problematic in the Egyptian cult, since Alexander could not have
the prime position that he had in the Greek cult. In the Egyptian cult the
Ptolemies were suvnnaoi (“having the same temple”) of the Egyptian gods,
whereas in the Greek cult the Ptolemies were suvnnaoi of Alexander.26 Nevertheless, apart from Ptolemy I Soter the Egyptian ruler cult also implied
that the Ptolemies were a dynasty of divine rulers, and the king was referred
to as the offspring of deiﬁed earlier Ptolemies (see, for example, Rosetta
decree, Greek l. 3). The transference of royal power from father to son, formulated in Demotic and hieroglyphic formulae in terms of Horus succeeding his deceased father Osiris, was a standard phrase in the king’s titles at the beginning of the decrees (Thissen 1966: 29), which offer a cluster
of conventional phrases stemming from the royal ideology of the pharaohs.
The Rosetta Stone reads, for example: “in the reign of the young one who
has succeeded his father in the kingship, lord of the diadems, most glorious, who has established Egypt and is pious toward the gods, triumphant
over the enemies.”27
A DIVINELY SANCTIONED HISTORY OF DELIVERANCE

It is well known that 1 Maccabees builds on many traditions deriving from
the Hebrew Bible, especially those that deal with the judges (below), with
Phinehas (e.g., 1 Macc. 1.15; 2.26, 54; 3.8) and with David (e.g., 1 Macc.
2.57; 3.3, 4; cf. 4.30), in order to emphasize that the deeds of the Mac-
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cabean freedom ﬁghters not only were successful but also stood in the tradition of Israel’s great leaders. The analogies between the Maccabees and
biblical heroes also imply divine support, but this is not stated explicitly in
most cases. The poem in honor of Judas summarizes his success with a characteristic phrase that builds on traditions about the judges: “And deliverance (swthriva) prospered in his hands” (1 Macc. 3.6; cf. 3.4, 7).28 A similar phrase in the report about the beginning of the revolt concerns
Mattathias and his companions: “The cause prospered in their hands” (1
Macc. 2.47).29 The honorary decree for Simon and his sons states: “And in
his days things prospered in his hands” (kai; ejn tai¸ ˇ hJmevraiˇ aujtou¸ eujodwv qh
ejn tai¸ ˇ cersi;n aujtou¸, 14.36; NEB: “His leadership was crowned with success”).
Such phrases echo, even in their present Greek version, passages from the
book of Judges that indicate the success of these charismatic leaders.
Phrases with sw/v zw or related words (MT: [çy / [yvwm) and a reference to the
hand of the leader who brings deliverance characteristically summarize the
judges’ actions.30 LXX Judges 15.18, to give just one example, refers to Samson’s victory over the Philistines as follows: “ You (God) have granted this
victory by the hand of your servant’ (Su; e[dwkaˇ [cod. B: eujdovkhsaˇ] ejn ceiri;
tou¸ douvlou sou th;n swthriva n). The successful deeds of the Maccabean family prove that it is chosen as God’s instrument to chase away the Gentiles
and to rule the Jewish state.
In 2 Maccabees, however, it is the piety and trust in God of Judas Maccabaeus and of the other key personalities that are rewarded by divine intervention. The notion of a ruling family that acts in line with divinely chosen biblical leaders is totally absent from 2 Maccabees.
The royal titles at the beginning of the priestly decrees not only state in
traditional terms that the Ptolemaic king enjoyed divine support but also
associate or identify him with several of the Egyptian gods, not only as expected with the royal god Horus but also with Ptah-Hephaistos and AmunZeus. The Rosetta decree, Greek version lines 3–4 read, for example: “one
whom Hephaistos [Egyptian version: Ptah] had approved, to whom the Sun
[Egyptian version: Ra] has given victory, the living image of Zeus [Egyptian
version: Amun], son of the Sun, Ptolemy living forever, beloved of Ptah.”31
The gods reveal to Ptolemy IV that he will triumph over his enemies and
that they will protect him during his campaign.32 Clearly a do ut des mechanism is at stake here: the gods reward the king (and queen) for tributes
paid.33 One mythological cluster is particularly clear in linking the Ptolemaic king’s performance to the divine world. It interprets the king’s military activities in the light of the combat myth between the royal god Horus
and the anti-god Seth-Typhon.34 The Second Philae decree, for example,
applies this mythical paradigm to the king’s war against the rebels of the
south and associates them with traditional and stereotypical terminology
relating to Seth-Typhon.35
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ECHOES OF PTOLEMAIC ROY AL IDEOLOGY IN 2 MACCABEES:
THE MONTHLY CELEBRATION OF THE KING’S BIRTHDAY

2 Maccabees 6.7 reports the forced participation of the Jews in a sacriﬁcial
meal (van Henten 1997: 90–93) during the monthly celebration of Antiochus IV’s birthday (hJ genev qlioˇ hJmevra).36 Although the practice of celebrating birthdays probably originates in monthly commemorations of birthdays
of Greek gods in a time when the months were not yet distinguished from
each other,37 monthly celebrations of birthdays of rulers were not at all common in the Hellenistic period (see above). Most of the documents attesting
monthly celebrations of rulers’ birthdays come from Ptolemaic Egypt, but
there is evidence that a few Attalid kings and Augustus were also honored
on the occasion of such birthdays.38 Apart from 2 Maccabees there is no indication whatsoever that monthly royal birthdays were organized for the Seleucids. The reference to Antiochus IV’s monthly birthday is, therefore, problematic.39 The monthly celebrations of the Ptolemaic king’s birthday (called
in Greek ta; genev qlia or ta; genevsia), however, were quite common. In fact,
these birthdays were often celebrations of the king’s accession to the throne
or coronation.40 The Canopus decree, for example, refers to a monthly celebration of the king’s birthday on the ﬁfth of every month and a monthly
celebration of his coronation on the twenty-ﬁfth of every month (Greek
version ll. 4–5; 26–27). Monthly “birthdays” are attested for Ptolemy II
Philadelphos, Ptolemy III Euergetes, Ptolemy V Epiphanes, and, possibly,
Ptolemy IV Philopator.41 Egyptians and Greeks celebrated these birthdays
on the same day. The priestly decrees have several references to the annual
and monthly celebrations. The Canopus decree combines not only the annual celebration of the king’s “birthday” on the ﬁfth of Dios and the coronation festival on the twenty-ﬁfth of Dios, but, as pointed out already, also
monthly celebrations of both holidays on the ﬁfth and twenty-ﬁfth of every
month (Greek version ll. 4–5; 19–20; 26–27; cf. 1.2 above).42 A similar organization of these festivals is found in the Rosetta decree, which states that
Ptolemy V Epiphanes’ “birthday” had to be celebrated annually for ﬁve days
by the priests in all temples of Egypt, and that laypeople could celebrate it
as well; further, that the king’s “birthday” had to be celebrated monthly as
well, with sacriﬁces and libations:
And since it is the 30th of Mesore [October 9] on which the birthday of the
king is celebrated, and likewise (the seventeenth of Paophi) on which he succeeded his father in the kingship, they have held these days in honour as namedays in the temples, since they are sources of great blessings for all; it was further decreed that a festival shall be kept in the temples throughout Egypt on
these days in every month, on which there shall be sacriﬁces and libations and
all the ceremonies customary at the other festivals (and the offerings shall be
given to the priests who) serve in the temples. And a festival shall be kept for
King Ptolemy, the Everliving, the Beloved of Ptah, the God Epiphanes Eu-
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charistos, yearly in the temples throughout the land from the 1st of Thoth for
ﬁve days, in which they shall wear garlands and perform sacriﬁces and libations and the other usual honours, and the priests (in each temple) shall be
called priests of the God Epiphanes Eucharistos in addition to the names of
the other gods whom they serve; and his priesthood shall be entered upon all
formal documents (and engraved upon the rings which they wear); and private individuals shall also be allowed to keep the festivals and set up the aforementioned shrine and have it in their homes, performing the aforementioned
celebrations yearly, in order that it may be known to all that the men of Egypt
magnify and honour the God Epiphanes Eucharistos according to the law.
(Rosetta decree, Greek ll. 46–53, trans. Andrews 1981)

How should one evaluate the silence of the Seleucid sources on the one hand,
and the wealth of information in the Ptolemaic documents on the other
hand, concerning the reference to the king’s monthly birthday in 2 Maccabees 6.7? I think one should seriously consider the possibility that a Ptolemaic convention was transferred to Antiochus by the redactor of 2 Maccabees.

ECHOES OF PTOLEMAIC ROY AL IDEOLOGY IN
2 MACCABEES: THE SWORD OF VICTORY

2 Maccabees’ description of Judas’s ﬁnal battle with Nicanor in chapter 15
juxtaposes a blasphemous Nicanor and a pious Judas Maccabaeus, conﬁdent
that—with God’s help—he will be victorious (15.7–17, 21–24, 26–27). Judas encourages his soldiers not only by using examples from the Torah and
the prophets (15.9; cf. 15.21–24) of God’s interventions in earlier battles,43
but also by reporting a dream (15.11–16).44 The dream presents the deceased
high priest Onias and the prophet Jeremiah as praying for the Jewish people
and the Holy City and adds a prophetic act to this intercessory scene. Jeremiah extends his right hand and delivers a golden sword to Judas (paradou¸ nai
tw¸/ Iouda rJomfaivan crush¸ n) with the following comment: “Take this holy sword
as a gift from God, and crush the opponents with it” (Labe; th;n aJgivan rJomfaivan dw¸ron para; tou¸ qeou¸, dij h|ˇ qrauvseiˇ tou;ˇ uJpenantivouˇ, 2 Macc. 15.16, my
translation). Judas triumphs over Nicanor and utterly shames his opponent
by having his head and his right arm cut off. He hangs those from the citadel
as an unmistakable public victory sign (15.30, 32–35).
The function of Jeremiah’s act becomes apparent because of the context,
but the act itself seems to be an intrusion in 2 Maccabees on several counts.
First, the obvious interpretation of the passage, that it indicates that Judas is
the Jews’ legitimate military leader, installed by God through Jeremiah, does
not ﬁt the context very well. It is strange that such a legitimation comes at
the end of the book and not in chapter 8, which reports Judas’s ﬁrst military actions. The legitimation itself would seem to be truncated, because Je-
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remiah’s divinely ordained symbolic act is not at all elaborated with a focus
on Judas’s leadership. One would expect that the narrative would continue
with Judas’s installation or conﬁrmation as ruler of the Jews, but this is missing in the rest of chapter 15. Second, the act itself seems to be without precedent in Jewish traditions and, therefore, does not match Judas’s own references to earlier deliverances by God drawn from the Torah and the prophets.
God’s holy sword is referred to in Isaiah 27.1 MT/LXX,45 but the content of
this passage is rather different from 2 Maccabees 15 because in Isaiah 27 it
is God who destroys the enemy, the dragon.46 And the holy sword is not delivered into the hands of a human person.47 Also, the passage that brieﬂy reports Joshua’s vision before the capture and destruction of Jericho ( Josh.
5.13–15) corresponds to 2 Maccabees 15.11–16 to a certain extent only. It
describes a dream appearance to the commander before a major victory and
also includes a sword. Joshua sees a human ﬁgure that is, however, speciﬁed
as the commander of God’s army, standing in front of him with a drawn sword
in his hand (wdyb hpwlç wbrjw). Although this passage is close to 2 Maccabees
15, the central act of the handing over of the sword to the commander is absent. The presentation of the sword to Judas may, therefore, derive from an
extrabiblical tradition,48 if it can be proven that such a tradition existed and
circulated up to Maccabean times.
Now, three of the priestly decrees discussed include a passage that refers
to a speciﬁc act of honor for the king. The priests state that statues of the
king and the queen will be set up in all Egyptian temples, making the royal
family omnipresent in religious locations (Huss 1994: 105). This speciﬁc
honor goes with the description of a traditional scene that depicts a god or
several gods handing over to the king a sickle sword of victory.49 According
to the Rosetta decree, Ptolemy V Epiphanes received a statue named
“Ptolemy, protector of Egypt,” and the principal god of the temple handed
the sickle sword over to him. The Greek version uses the more general phrase
“weapon of victory” (o{plon nikhtikovn, l. 39; Elephantine copy l. 7). The Raphia
decree states that a statue of the city god had to be set up on a platform next
to the statue of the king who receives the sword of victory (Demotic version
l. 34). The scene described in these passages (or a variant of it in the case
of the Raphia decree) is also depicted on the stele with the decree itself.50
One of the stones with the Raphia decree, from ancient Pithom (Tell elMaskoutah), represents this scene on the stele: Atum, the principal god of
Pithom, accompanied by six local gods, delivers the sickle sword to the king
with his right hand.51 According to the Second Philae decree, the god Amun
delivers a sickle sword of victory to Ptolemy V Epiphanes (Hieroglyphic version ll. 14c–e; 15ab; Demotic ll. 11f–h; 12e), which is highly appropriate in
the context of the decree, for it commemorates Ptolemy’s victory over the
rebels from the south (see above). The title of the statue to be set up for the
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king is “Ptolemy, Lord of Victory” (Second Philae decree, hieroglyphic version ll. 13f–14a; Demotic ll. 11c–d).52 How many and which gods are giving
the sickle sword to the king apparently varies, depending on local traditions.
The representation of gods handing over a sickle sword to a Pharaoh is attested in ancient Egyptian traditions from the New Kingdom onward.53 The
scene belongs to the ideology of the triumphant pharaoh and is sometimes
combined with another traditional scene showing the pharaoh with a sickle
sword in his right hand and holding a tuft of hair or an outstretched arm of
a kneeling captive enemy with his other hand, as it were just before slaughtering the prisoner by severing the head from the body.54 In the Ptolemaic
period this scene is depicted on temple reliefs as well as stelae.55 In fact, one
of the priestly decrees not only commemorates a major victory of the king
(see the Second Philae decree above) but also combines both traditional
Egyptian scenes of royal ideology: the god hands the sword over to the king,
and the king slaughters a kneeling captive with that sword. The Second Philae decree states:
And be set up [an image of] the local god in this temple [giving a (royal?)
sickle-sword of victory to] the image of the Lord of [victory?] punishing for
him a smitten (captive) . . . an image of His Majesty (be?) engraved on the stela
of (?) this decree [on top of it?]. It is executed slaying an enemy, (while there)
is the local (?) god giving to him the royal sickle sword of victory. (Hieroglyphic
version ll. 14c–e; 15ab, trans. Müller 1920: 80–82)56

The Raphia decree also combines the handing over of the sickle sword with
the slaughtering of the enemy, but the latter scene has been adapted by the
incorporation of Greek motifs. The king rides a horse and pierces his enemy below him with a spear,57 a forerunner of Saint George and the dragon.
2 Maccabees 15.12–16, too, combines the two motifs, the handing over
of a divine sword and the destruction of the enemy. Therefore, the Maccabean sword seems to be as much a victory symbol as the sickle sword is in
the Egyptian documents. 2 Maccabees 15.30 reports that Nicanor’s head and
right arm were cut off, although posthumously. The cutting off of Nicanor’s
right arm emphasizes his divine punishment, because he had stretched out
his right hand against the temple when he spoke his terrible oath (2 Macc.
14.33). But the arm is just one element in Nicanor’s dismemberment. Is it
just a coincidence that 2 Maccabees depicts the fates of Judas and Nicanor
in a way that is surprisingly similar to the propagandistic depiction of the
Ptolemaic king who slaughters his enemy with the sickle sword? The severing of Nicanor’s head and arm is paralleled by 1 Maccabees 7.47, but the
transfer of the sword is here absent. Is the handing over of the golden sword
an adaptation of the sickle sword traditions in Ptolemaic royal ideology? If
this is so, we seem to have a cluster of correspondences with that ideology
in 2 Maccabees 15: the transfer of the victory sword,58 the shaming of the
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enemy through decapitation, and the monthly birthday of Antiochus IV discussed in this section, as well as the festivals of commemoration discussed in
the ﬁrst section.

The synthetic comparison of the ways in which rulers were honored in 1 Maccabees and four Ptolemaic priestly decrees in the ﬁrst part of this contribution focused on benefactions as the main reason for honoring the ruler and
legitimating his position. All documents share the emphasis upon the ruler’s
deeds as well as their detailed listing and combination of various types of
leadership: military, political, religious, and economic (cf. 1 Macc. 14.41–42).
These three trends seem to be innovations of the second century b.c.e. in
Jewish sources, which may have developed in interaction with non-Jewish traditions about rulers. In addition, important notions about the ruler as the
personiﬁcation of the state and the protector of all, to be obeyed by all, which
shimmer through in the decree of 1 Maccabees, also occur in a more elaborated form in the Ptolemaic documents. Other correspondences discussed
concern the commemoration of military victories in festivals, the idea of a
ruling dynasty, and a divinely sanctioned history of deliverance, but these
are of a more general kind. They certainly do not concern exclusive parallels between 1 Maccabees and the four Ptolemaic priestly decrees. This part
of the comparison also notes major differences between 1 Maccabees and
the priestly decrees.
While it cannot be proved that 1 Maccabees’ ideology of the ruler has
been elaborated under the inﬂuence of Ptolemaic honorary documents, 2
Maccabees 6.7 and 15.11–16, discussed in section two of this article, do seem
to echo certain traditions that are prominent in these Ptolemaic decrees.
The fact that there is on the one hand no evidence apart from 2 Maccabees
for monthly celebrations of Seleucid kings’ birthdays, while monthly birthdays of the Ptolemies were common, probably implies that the reference to
Antiochus IV’s monthly birthday celebrations in 2 Maccabees 6.7 is a transference of a Ptolemaic tradition to Antiochus. The dream report in 2 Maccabees 15.11–16, part of Judas’s encouragement of his soldiers before the
ﬁnal battle against Nicanor, may also contain a reworked Egyptian tradition.
There are no biblical traditions that fully cover Jeremiah’s prophetic act of
handing over a divine sword to Judas. The context implies that the sword
does not legitimate Judas’s leadership but functions as a symbol of victory.
The Ptolemaic priestly decrees depict a repeated scene in which a god (or
several gods) hands over the sickle victory sword to the king. Sometimes
this symbolic act is combined with another traditional scene during which
the king executes his opponent with the sickle sword by cutting off his head.
Both scenes are strikingly similar to 2 Maccabees’ description of the dream
report and Nicanor’s shameful end in chapter 15. The Egyptian traditions
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are adapted for a Jewish audience, of course; Jeremiah acts as God’s messenger instead of an Egyptian god, but the correspondences are so close
that it seems quite probable that 2 Maccabees 15 echoes Ptolemaic traditions about the king and the sickle sword. One can only speculate about
the adaptations of these echoes of traditions highlighting the honors paid
to the Ptolemaic king. However, if such traditions and motifs were indeed
incorporated in the history of 2 Maccabees 3–15, this may be an indication
for reconsidering the history of this text: namely, that it circulated in the
Graeco-Egyptian Diaspora during at least one stage of its transmission
process.
NOTES
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1. Van Henten 2001.
2. See, for example, Janssen 1971; Lebram 1980; Mittmann-Richert 2000: 13–14,
31–37.
3. If not stated otherwise, the translations of passages from 1 and 2 Maccabees
are taken from the New English Bible. Cf. 1 Macc. 3.7, 9; Burney 1919–1920; Neuhaus
1974: 95; Schunck 1980: 308; van Henten 1996. Corresponding motifs in 3.3–9 and
14.4–15 are also apparent from repetitions in the vocabulary; cf. dovxa (3.3; 14.4, 10);
platuvnw (3.3; 14.6); eujfraivnw/eujfrosuvnh (3.7; 14.11; cf. 3.2); wjnomavsqh e{wˇ . . . (3.9;
14.10); novmoˇ, a[nomoˇ, and ajnomiva (3.5–6; 14.14); basilei¸ ˇ (3.7; 14.13); povlemoˇ, polemevw, or eijrhvnh (3.3; 14.8, 9, 11, 13; cf. 3.2, 10).
4. Several Hellenistic Jewish passages note that Aaron and his sons or later high
priests were selected on the basis of their merits (e.g., Aristeas 98), whether for their
piety and holiness (Philo Mos. 2.142) or for their persuasiveness and prudence
( Joseph. Ap. 2.186). This notion is lacking in the Hebrew Bible; see the discussion
by Schwartz (1979: 205–8).
5. References in van Henten 2001.
6. Huss (1994: 103–9) offers a survey of these deeds based on the priestly decrees and other documents.
7. This decree commemorates Ptolemy V’s victory over the indigenous rebels from
the south in Lycopolis in 196 b.c.e. See van Henten 1993: 238 and 241 with nn. 65
and 76. The First Philae decree and the Sehel stele from 187 b.c.e. also commemorate the victory at Lycopolis: Crawford, Quaegebeur, and Clarysse 1980: 33–34 n.
1. Quirke and Andrews (1988) offer transliterations of the hieroglyphic and Demotic
versions of the Rosetta decree and translations of all three versions.
8. Edition, transliterations, and translations of the two versions of the Second Philae decree: Sethe 1904; Müller 1920: 57–88; Pierce and Török 1996: 600–607.
9. Cf. also the filavnqrwpa-decrees of the Ptolemies with lists of the king’s benefactions: Hölbl 1994: 139.
10. 2 Macc. 2.8–12.
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11. Hölbl 1994: 83, 88. Koenen (1993: 39, 48–66, 70) emphasizes that the
Ptolemies combined the Egyptian ideology of the king as the source of livelihood
for everybody and the Greek focus on the deeds of the king.
12. Canopus decree, Greek version ll. 7–8; 13–4; Raphia decree, Demotic version ll. 18; 28–30; Raphia decree, Greek version fr. A ll. 5–25; Rosetta decree, Greek
version ll. 11–12, 21, 25, 33–34; Second Philae decree, hieroglyphic version ll. 7b–c;
8a–c; 11a–d; Demotic version ll. 5h–6a; 6d–f; 8g–9b.
13. Rosetta decree, Greek version l. 1; cf. ll. 10–11; hieroglyphic version l. 38;
Raphia decree, Greek and Demotic versions l. 2; P.München l. 3: oJ eujsebh;ˇ ta; pro;ˇ
qeouvˇ; Second Philae decree, Demotic version l. 1d; cf. hieroglyphic version l. 6a,
Thissen 1966: 32.
14. 1 Macc. 13.51–52: “It was on the twenty-third day of the second month in the
year 171 that he made his entry, with a chorus of praise and the waving of palm
branches, with lutes, cymbals, and zithers, with hymns and songs, to celebrate Israel’s
ﬁnal riddance of a formidable enemy. Simon decreed that this day should be observed
as an annual festival.”
15. The institution of Nicanor’s Day (15.36) is a collective decision as well.
16. Arenhoevel 1967: 42–43; van Henten 1997: 38–39.
17. The Basileia for Zeus Basileus, the various festivals of the ruler cult (Ptolemaia, Theadelpheia, and Arsinoeia), Nikephoria, royal anniversaries, transmissions
of kingship, and commemorations of victories: Perpillou-Thomas 1993: 151–63.
18. Thissen (1966: 53–54) suggests that the dates of Ptolemy’s campaign evoke associations with a harvest festival and a triumph like Horus’s victory over Seth-Typhon.
19. Greek fragment B of the Raphia decree corresponds with Demotic ll. 39–40:
Bernand 1992: vol. 1, 40–41. Thissen (1966: 76) suggests that the foundation of a
monthly festival was self-evident after an annual festival of ﬁve days had been established, referring to other combinations of annual and monthly festivals.
20. Second Philae decree, hieroglyphic version ll. 15b–16d; Demotic version ll.
12e–13e. The reading of Müller 1920: 75 implies that the rebel king was executed.
Other references to the rebellion in this decree: hieroglyphic version ll. 4d–5c;
9a–12e; 15c–16a; Demotic version ll. 3h–4d; 7c–10a; 12e–13b.
21. Compare various views on this: Huss 1991; Koenen 1993: 43 nn. 44 and 45;
Kügler 1994: 57–58.
22. E.g., 1 Macc. 2.54, 57; 14.41, see van Henten 1989: 152–53, 157–58.
23. Note that the book hardly describes activities of these sons before 14.25, with
one reference only at 13.53.
24. 1 Macc. 16.2–3 echoes vocabulary of 1 Macc. 2.49, 57, and 66. Jonathan and
Simon are chosen as leaders by others according to 1 Macc. 9.28–31 and 13.1–9.
25. See Koenen 1993: 50–57 for survey. Also Quaegebeur 1989: 93–113; Lanciers
1991: 117–20.
26. Nock 1930: 4–20; Koenen 1993: 50–51.
27. Rosetta decree, Greek version ll. 1–2; Canopus decree, Greek version ll. 4–5;
Raphia decree, Greek version ll. 1–6; Demotic version ll. 1–4; Second Philae decree,
Demotic version ll. 1b–2b. Cf. in connection with 1 Macc. 14.41 the emphasis on the
Ptolemaic rulers’ eternal rule: part of Ptolemy V’s reward by the gods is that “he and
his children shall retain the kingship for all time” (Rosetta decree, Greek version l. 36).
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28. NEB translates swthriva “the cause of freedom.”
29. Cf. also 1 Macc. 4.25: “That day saw a great deliverance (swthriva) for Israel”;
5.62: “They were not, however, of that family to whom it was granted to bring deliverance (swthriva) to Israel.”
30. Judg. 2.18; 3.9; 6.36–37; 15.18.
31. Also ll. 1–2; Raphia decree, Greek version 1st stone ll. 1–7; 2nd stone ll.
1–6; P.München ll. 1–13; Demotic version ll. 1–5; Second Philae decree, Demotic
version ll. 1b–2a; Second Philae decree, Demotic version l. 1h: “to whom has given
the Sungod [the victory].” Koenen (1993: 48–50, 57–66) discusses the Egyptian
and Greek traditional phrases of these titles. See also Thissen 1966: 27–46; Onasch
1976: 137–55; Shelton 1986; Johnson 1995: 145–55. Association of rulers with
other gods: Ptolemy V with Hermes-Thoth (Rosetta decree, Greek version ll. 19
and 26; Second Philae decree, hieroglyphic version l. 6d; Demotic version ll. 5c–d),
Huss 1994: 100. For surveys of such associations, see Tondriau 1948; Huss 1994:
99–104.
32. Raphia decree, Demotic version ll. 8–10; 30; Greek fr. A ll. 25–28. See Thissen
1966: 52–53.
33. Canopus decree, Greek version l. 15; Rosetta decree, Greek version ll. 35–36:
“In requital of which things the gods have given him health, victory, and power, and
all other good things, and he and his children shall retain the kingship for all time,
with propitious fortune.” Also Second Philae decree, hieroglyphic version ll. 12e–13b;
Demotic version ll. 10a–d.
34. Raphia decree, Demotic version ll. 1–2; 10–12; 25–26; 32; 35–36; 41; Rosetta
decree, Greek version ll. 10, 26; hieroglyphic version l. 38. Thissen 1966: 29–30,
32–33, 63, 67–68, 71, 78; Koenen 1993: 59, 63–64, 70.
35. Second Philae decree, hieroglyphic version ll. 5a; 9a–10b [ = Demotic version
ll. 7d–8b]; hieroglyphic ll. 11a, d [ = Demotic 8g, 9b]; hieroglyphic 11f–12e [ = Demotic
9c–h]; 15b–16a. Koenen 1959: 103–19; Onasch 1976: 150–51; Wildung 1977: 16.
See also note 7.
36. 2 Macc. 6.7: h[gonto de; meta; pikra¸ ˇ ajnavgkhˇ eijˇ th;n kata; mh¸ na tou¸ basilevwˇ genev qlion
hJmevran ejpi; splagcnismovn.
37. As argued by Schmidt 1908: 12, 86.
38. Habicht (1956: 152) lists the evidence: OGIS nos. 49, ll. 8–9; 56, ll. 33–34;
90, l. 47; 339, ll. 35–36; 383, ll. 132–33; 456, l. 21. See also Schmidt 1908: 14–16,
53–59; 1910: 1136; A. Stuiber, “Geburtstag,” RAC IX (1976): 218; Koenen 1977: 55
with n. 112.
39. As pointed out to me by Daniel R. Schwartz in a conversation in Jerusalem
in 2000.
40. Koenen 1977: 61, 65–75; Perpillou-Thomas 1993: 160, 162–63; Koenen
1993: 78–80.
41. Perpillou-Thomas 1993: 159–62 with references.
42. Bernand (1992: vol. 1, 33) lists all the festivals referred to in the Canopus
decree.
43. 2 Macc. 15.22 offers an implicit quotation of LXX Isa. 37.36: van der Kooij
1999: 133.
44. It concerns a so-called dream image appearance: van Lieshout 1980: 15–18;
Gnuse 1996: 255–60.
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45. Cf. Isa. 34.5; 66.16; Zech. 13.7; 1 Enoch 90.19, 34; 91.12.
46. Van der Kooij (1999: 134–35) argues that the motif of Judas’s crushing of
his opponents builds on the messianic prophecy of Num. 24.17b, which shares a future form of qrauvw with 2 Macc. 15.16.
47. Cf. Ezek. 30.24–25; Jth. 9.2; Test. Levi 5.3.
48. Doran (1981: 73–75 with references) notes the striking older parallels of the
Marniptah stele of the Karnak temple, the Israel stele, and the Athribis stele, depicting
an Egyptian god who gives a sword to the pharaoh. According to the Marniptah stele
the god Ptah appears to Marniptah in a dream before his battle against the Libyans
and gives him the sword and tells him to banish the fearful heart from himself. These
parallels belong to the cluster of passages connected with the khepesh sword of victory discussed below. Goldstein (1983: 499) notes that “the sword of victory handed
by a god to his chosen commander or king is an Egyptian motif, used by the
Ptolemies.” He refers to Otto and Bengtson 1938: 151. Keel (1990: 19) brieﬂy suggests, referring to his earlier discussions (see notes 49 and 53), that both Josh. 5.13–15
and 2 Macc. 15.12–16 are inspired by the Egyptian iconographical tradition of the
handing over of the sickle sword to the pharaoh.
49. Raphia decree, Demotic version l. 34; Rosetta decree, Greek version ll.
38–40; Demotic version l. 23; First Philae decree, hieroglyphic version ll. 9d–f; Demotic version ll. 10a–c; Second Philae decree, hieroglyphic version ll. 14c–e; 15ab;
Demotic version ll. 11f–h; 12e. For references about the khepesh sword of victory, descriptions, and a discussion of its functions, see Erman and Grapow 1925–1955: vol.
3, 270; Schosske 1980; Keel 1974: 51–76, 171–80; Cornelius 1995: 16–17, 19–20,
22–24.
50. One of the copies of the Rosetta stele, called the stele of Damanhur or Annobairah, combines a scene about Ptolemy V’s spearing an enemy with the handing
over of the sickle sword by a god associated with Maat: Budge 1929: 38–39.
51. Thissen 1966: 69–70 with pl. 1.
52. The so-called Nobaireh stele, a duplicate of the Rosetta decree, has a similar
representation. The local god Shu, his sister Tephnut, and the ancestors of the king
stand before Ptolemy, who stabs a prisoner to death. Shu hands over a sword of victory to the king: Thissen 1966: 70. The First Philae decree, a modiﬁed copy of the
Rosetta decree, refers to the images of Ptolemy V as the god Epiphanes and the [god]
of the divine circle, who is giving a sickle sword of victory to Ptolemy (Demotic version ll. 10b–c; hieroglyphic version ll. 9e–f slightly different).
53. Keel 1974: 58–76 and 171, 173–80; Keel 1972: 270–80. Photographs of the
scene are also offered by Wreszinski (1935: 17). A stele of Ramses II (1279–1213
b.c.e.) from Beth Shean also depicts this scene: Pritchard 1969: no. 321; Keel 1974:
178 with illus. 34; Keel and Uehlinger 1998: 100–103 with illus. 112.
54. For the same scene on scarabs, see Uehlinger 1990: illus. 98a–b. The scene
is also depicted on scarabs and seals from ancient Israel (14th–12th cent. b.c.e.: Beth
Shean, Lachish, Megiddo, etc.): Keel 1974: 176 (illus. 29); Keel 1972: 270–75 with
illus. 400a–c; Keel 1990: 20 with illus.; Keel and Uehlinger 1998: 92–93 with illus.
97a–c; 102–3 (illus. 114a–b), and 134.
55. Wildung 1977: 16 with references. The king may be accompanied by his Ka
and a god, the god of the desert or the principal god of the temple concerned, who
sometimes hands over a weapon.
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56. The text has lacunas in several places, but its content is quite certain because
of the context and parallel phrases elsewhere in both versions of the document.
57. The mounted king and the horse are Greek motifs: Thissen 1966: 71–73. For
the spearing of the enemy, see also the Damanhur or Annobairah stele (note 50 above).
58. Perhaps the divine revelation of the victory should be added here. Ptolemy
IV’s triumph over Antiochus III was revealed to him by the gods in a dream (Raphia
decree, Demotic version ll. 8–10, above).
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Chapter 16

Constructing Kings—from the
Ptolemies to the Herodians
The Archaeological Evidence
Douglas Edwards

Kings construct; public paraphernalia construct kings. Paul Zanker and Simon Price’s important works attuned a generation of scholarship to the
power of images and discourse to convey meaning and signiﬁcance, in effect to construct reality (Zanker 1988; Price 1984). Monarchs in the Ptolemaic and Seleucid periods (and later) constructed, whether consciously or
unconsciously, the character of kingship and its relation to the people and
cities under their control. In turn, monarchic images and discourse became
part of the structure within which the kings were expected to operate. In
Palestine, the Hasmonean kings and later the Herodians incorporated,
adapted, or ignored such constructions.
Texts, notably for our purposes 1 Maccabees, provide evidence for both
features, at least from the perspective of the writer. Material remains, both
visual and epigraphic, offer a different set of examples, and in this essay they
become the “text” we also read for information on Hellenistic monarchs’
constructions and the constructions of Hellenistic monarchs. The type of
evidence is well known: coins, epigraphy, sculpture and visual presentation
or lack thereof, and architecture. All provide examples that represent the
public persona of kings or their power as presented by those afﬁliated, allied,
or sympathetic. They also provide clues to the complicated webs of power
within which ruler and ruled had to negotiate. The lines were not easily drawn
and could vary from place to place and from one time period to another.
But common features emerge that provide insights into the arena that Hellenistic monarchs and those with whom they dealt had to traverse. In this essay I examine how Hellenistic monarchs framed the discourse between ruler
and ruled. I also explore how those who were ruled sought to deﬁne the
power of the monarch within their own discursive environment. Where possible I locate local response to monarchic displays of powers by those whose
283
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voice rarely appears in any written or visual source, the subject peoples who
fall outside of the elite classes.
Recent archaeological work provides clues to the distribution of displays
of power, although not always the response locals had to them. More mundane evidence from pottery and stone vessel distribution to unique architectural remains such as miqvaoth ( Jewish ritual pools) suggest that local responses, especially in the Hasmonean and Herodian periods, included the
creation of ﬂuid cultural and social boundaries and that constant “negotiation” occurred between the images proffered by monarchs and elites and
the populace who encountered them (Aviam 2004; Berlin 2002).
THE PTOLEMAIC PERIOD

The so-called Yehud coins, small coin issues that began in the Persian period
and continued to be minted perhaps as late as the Seleucid period (Gerson 2001:108), exhibit well a type of negotiation that was to continue
through the Roman period (see Mildenberg 1979; Gerson 2001). The silver coins, which are very small, include eight different “types,” several of
which have “ Yehud” or “Judah” in Hebrew script. One version, and apparently the most common, dates between 285 and 2461 and has a portrait of
a Ptolemy on the obverse and an eagle with “ Yehuda” in paleo-Hebrew on
the reverse. The interaction of various centers of power is obvious, Judah
on the one hand, Egypt and Ptolemy on the other. Although the Yehud issue began under the Persians, the Ptolemies in this case continued the association even to the point of including the same eagle motif found on two
of the Persian coin issues. The coins had a wide local circulation around
Jerusalem but not outside its sphere of inﬂuence and thus appear to be part
of the regional economy. The use of images on the coins suggests that at
least at this time certain ﬁgural images minted by local authorities were tolerated. The use of Hebrew script for Yehud also illustrates how people used
the coin to convey their identity within this complex set of interactions. Indeed, using Hebrew, the sacred language may say a good deal about the importance of their heritage and their religion as a factor in the interaction
( Jacobson 2003: 118), a pattern that appears with the Maccabees and again
in the Jewish revolt coins.
One venue for asserting power and prestige in the Ptolemaic and subsequent periods was through the calendar. Dating provides the structure
whereby an entire society can organize itself. It also can allow for negotiation of power between two or more parties. An ostracon found at Khirbet
el-Kom between Hebron and Lachish reﬂects how this is simply assumed in
even the smallest of commercial transactions. The bilingual Aramaic and
Greek inscription reads ﬁrst in Aramaic: “On the 12 (day) of (month) Tammuz, year 6 Qos yada’, son of Hanna’, the moneylender, loaned to Neqer-
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atos: zuz 32.” In Greek it states: “ Year 6, 12th (day), month of Panemos, Nikeratos, (son) of Sobbathoos, received from Kiside, the money lender: drachma,
32” (Geraty 1975: 55–56).
This Edomite/Greek bilingual text demonstrates how everyday discourse
in the third century b.c.e. involved different but integrated structures of
power, notably via the chronological framework. Both use year 6, which probably refers to the reign of one of the Ptolemaic kings (Geraty 1975: 55). The
contract, therefore, is situated within the larger context of the Ptolemaic calendrical system, a pattern to which we will return shortly. But each person
also brings in his respective chronological framework: the lender Tammuz,
a Semitic month; and the recipient, the month of Panemos, the Macedonian ninth month used throughout the Ptolemaic and Seleucid kingdoms
(Geraty 1975: 58). In addition, the use of two languages illustrates this negotiation, the Edomite lender verifying his loan through Aramaic, the recipient in Greek.
THE SELEUCID PERIOD

Hellenistic monarchs negotiated their power amidst a variety of local and
regional situations. Their aim generally was to assert their authority and
power. This could come through a brute display of force. But economically,
socially, and politically negotiated relations served them better. John Ma, in
an excellent study, has shown that when Antiochus III sought to incorporate
the recently won cities of Asia Minor into his empire he developed with the
cities a language of relationships that allowed both to save face (Ma 1999).
This was negotiation pure and simple. Both parties in effect agreed, although
with what enthusiasm is more difﬁcult to discern. The well-known Hefzibah
inscription illustrates how important this was in Palestine during the transition from one monarchic center of power, the Ptolemaic, to another, the Seleucid. The Greek inscription found at Hefzibah near Bet Shean south of
the Sea of Galilee is on a limestone stele (Landau 1966; Fisher 1979; Bertrand 1982). The inscription reﬂects a correspondence of nine letters over
a period of seven years between Antiochus III, several Seleucid ofﬁcials, and
a certain Ptolemaios (201–195 b.c.e.). The period is of particular interest
because it hovers at the major transition from Ptolemaic to Seleucid rule as
Antiochus brought the region of Palestine under his complete control. In
these circumstances a good deal of interchange was necessary between the
new king and former subjects of the Ptolemaic regime, including this Ptolemaios, who apparently was a Ptolemaic ofﬁcial who defected to the Seleucid
side and became a strathgovˇ and high priest of Coele-Syria and Phoenicia.2
The stele records a series of ofﬁcial letters/communications regarding certain activities associated with villages under the control (or ownership) of
Ptolemaios. One portion, for example, states:
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King Antiochos to Marsyas greetings. There announced to us Ptolemaios the
strategos and chief-priest, that many of those travelling through lodge by violence in his villages and do many other acts of injustice not caring for the quarters (?) prepared by us. Relating to this now take care that they not only will
be restrained but also be punished tenfold if damages are done. The same letter to Lysanias, Leon, Dionikos. (Landau 1966: 59, 61)

The copies sent to the three named ofﬁcials indicate the complex network
of power in which all these parties operated. We see a similar process later
in 1 Maccabees when the Roman consul Lucius sends copies of Rome’s
letter of support for Simon the high priest and the people of the Jews to a
veritable litany of countries in the entire region:
The consul wrote the same thing to Demetrius the king and to Attalus and Ariarathes and Arsaces, and to all the countries, and to Sampsames, and to the
Spartans, and to Delos, and to Myndos, and to Sicyon, and to Caria, and to
Samos, and to Pamphylia, and to Lycia, and to Halicarnassus, and to Rhodes,
and to Phaselis, and to Cos, and to Side, and to Aradus and Gortyna, and Cnidus
and Cyprus and Cyrene. (1 Macc. 15.22–24)

Antiochus, having won new territory, worked within local, regional, and transregional structures to deal with a local issue. Ptolemaios does the same from
his vantage point. The public character of this interaction is evident in the
second line, where the king states that “having inscribed on stelae of [stone
or white tablets] the letters, one shall set them up in the pertaining [villages]”
(Landau 1966: 58, 60). Moreover, the public discourses of which this inscription apparently represents the ﬁnal installment are placed within the
temporal framework of the Seleucid calendar, an important pattern to which
we shall return. This valuable inscription demonstrates how the power of
the monarch and local elites were involved in a delicate dance in which both
beneﬁted. Antiochus had a secured base via a local elite formerly allied with
his enemy. Ptolemaios received further guarantees of his local authority and
a modicum of freedom for villages under his control from excessive intervention by outsiders. The public character of the interchange was made visible via the stele and through copies sent to a number of Seleucid ofﬁcials.
Another Seleucid inscription that demonstrates the webs of power in
which the Hellenistic monarchs and especially the Seleucids engaged comes
from Jamnia on the Sea or Yavne-Yam (Isaac 1991). The Greek inscription
carved on limestone records a petition by local Sidonians in the city to Antiochus Eupator (164–162 b.c.e.) asking for immunity, presumably from
taxes, as a continuance of privileges they apparently had received earlier.
Their argument drew on historical precedent, a pattern well documented
by Ma in his discussion of cities in Asia Minor and their negotiation with Antiochus III.3 The historical precedent in this case was the fact that their ancestors
“rendered many services to his (Antiochus Eupator) grandfather (Antiochus
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IV), promptly obeying all instructions regarding naval service” (Isaac 1991:
134). Again the discourse between ruler and a group, the Sidonians in Jamnia, is temporally framed as “Loos 149,” in other words, the month of Loos
of year 149 of the Seleucid calendar or June–July 163 b.c.e. (Isaac 1991:
135). Such temporal framing carried over even into death, as evidenced in
the remarkable painted Sidonian tombs found at Maresha. The tombs, including that of Apollophanes, archon of the Sidonian colony, used the Seleucid calendar in dating their deaths, the dates ranging from 206 to at least
118 b.c.e. (the latter date roughly the time that the Hasmonean king John
Hyrcanus destroyed the town).4
The Yavne-Yam inscription has echoes in the letter from Demetrius II to
Simon, the Maccabean, as he sought to gain support for his attempt to acquire
power in the tussle with Trypho. It demonstrates well the complicated discourse
of negotiations and power networks in which each participant operated:
King Demetrius to Simon, the high priest and friend of kings, and to the elders and nation of the Jews, greeting. We have received the gold crown and the
palm branch, which you sent, and we are ready to make a general peace with
you and to write to our ofﬁcials to grant you release from tribute. All the grants
that we have made to you remain valid, and let the strongholds that you have
built be your possession. We pardon any errors and offences committed to this
day, and cancel the crown tax which you owe; and whatever other tax has been
collected in Jerusalem shall be collected no longer. And if any of you are
qualiﬁed to be enrolled in our bodyguard, let them be enrolled, and let there
be peace between us. (1 Macc. 13.36–40)

Such contractual agreements illustrate how the monarchy shapes the structure of social, political, and economic discourse. The importance of dating
to frame contracts and business relations of all kinds is well known and continues through the Roman period. A marriage contract found at Maresha illustrates this well (Eshel and Kloner 1996). The contract was written on a pottery shard in Aramaic and records the marriage agreement between a certain
Arsinoe and a groom QWSRM. The entire agreement is temporally framed
in the ﬁrst line: “In the month of Sivan of the year 136 of Se[leucus, the king],”
that is, 176 b.c.e. (Eshel and Kloner 1996: 4). Although outside our time
frame, the Babatha contracts demonstrate how pervasive this approach continued to be. The contracts often mention Roman authorities who in effect
legitimate the contract itself. What follows is a summons to court where Babatha subpoenas the guardians of her orphaned son Jesus and charges them
with improper care of the child. It dates to 11 or 12 October 125 c.e.:
In the ninth year of Imperator Traianus Hadrianus Caesar Augustus, in the
consulship of Marcus Valerius Asiaticus for the second time and Titius Aquilinus four days before the ides of October, and according to the compute of
the province of Arabia year twentieth on the twenty-fourth of month Hyper-
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beretaios called Thesrei, in Maoza, Zoara district, before the attending witnesses, Babatha daughter of Simon son of Menahem—through her guardian
for this matter, Judah son of Khthousion—summoned John son of Joseph Eglas,
one of the guardians appointed by the council of Petra for her son Jesus the
orphan of Jesus. (P. Yadin 14, in Lewis, Yadin, and Greenﬁeld 1989)

The Roman authorities and the provincial dating system legitimate the lawsuit. In turn the transaction and the persons participating in it reafﬁrm the
structure of power within which it was created.5
Thus complex currents occurred between various power centers, the king
and kingdom on the one hand, and regional, local, and even individual powers on the other. In the Ptolemaic system that governed Palestine in the fourth
and third centuries b.c.e., a largely closed monetary system operated, with
much of the coinage in Palestine coming from Alexandria. Ptolemaic control was highly centralized, and cities, notably along the coast, had little autonomous control. The Seleucid period under Antiochus III and later Antiochus IV continued that control with a new Seleucid era serving as the base
for determining dates. In contracts, political discourse, and business activities, the Seleucid era served to frame and legitimate economic, political, and
social interactions. In short, the Seleucid monarchy had an impact on many
layers of society.
THE HASMONEAN PERIOD

But the character of the discourse changed, notably after 145 b.c.e., as the
following revealing passages in 1 Maccabees indicate:
In the one hundred and seventieth year [142 b.c.e.] the yoke of the Gentiles
was removed from Israel, and the people began to write in their documents
and contracts, “In the ﬁrst year of Simon the great high priest and commander
and leader for the Jews.” (1 Macc. 13.41)
[And on bronze tablets] On the eighteenth day of Elul, in the one hundred
and seventy-second year, which is the third year of Simon the great high priest,
in Asaramel, in the great assembly of the priests and the people and the rulers
of the nation and the elders of the country, the following was proclaimed.
(1 Macc. 14.27–28)

What follows is a long discourse about the activities of Jonathan and Simon
and the legitimation of Simon’s kingship and high priesthood. The proposed
inscriptions associated with Simon demonstrate the importance of dating
for structuring the character of a society itself. It was a matter of national
and religious pride and an organizational principle, something those who
led the ﬁrst Jewish revolt against Rome were also well aware of. What is especially intriguing is that the Maccabean author frames Simon’s new dating
system within the Seleucid period, that is, the 170th year of the Seleucid cal-
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endar (142 b.c.e.). Here we have a juxtaposition of two dating systems, each
with their own cultural and political implications (but cf. van Henten 2001).6
Such negotiation is reﬂected in other arenas as well. Under Simon, Antiochus VII Sidetes allows the minting of coins, a point made in a letter from
Antiochus to Simon, called the priest and ethnarch, where he says: “I permit you to mint your own coinage as money for your country” (1 Macc. 15.6).
The ﬁrst coin minted under the Maccabees has no ﬁgural image, suggesting a willingness to refrain from offending Jewish sensibilities now apparently less willing to tolerate such images than we saw with the Yehud coins
in the Ptolemaic period. With John Hyrcanus we have the ﬁrst clear Hasmonean coin with the inscription “ Yehoanan the High Priest and the Council of the Jews” in paleo-Hebrew script and no ﬁgural images. That pattern
toward no ﬁgural images is well known in the Hasmonean corpus of coins
and continues for the most part in coin issues under such Herodians as Herod
the Great, Archelaus, and Herod Antipas (Meshorer 1982). The use of paleo-Hebrew script continues the tradition established with the Yehuda coins,
emphasizing the regime’s power in light of its venerable history.
Simon, as a newly styled monarch, created boundaries that demarcated his
kingdom. According to 1 Maccabees one such area was the city of Gezer, which
he took by force and then built a house or palace complex on the site. He expelled the pagan population and created a Jewish enclave. “He cleansed the
houses in which the idols were, and then entered it with hymns and praise.
He cast out of it all uncleanness and settled in it men who observed the law”
(1 Macc. 14.47–48). Twelve boundary stones have been found that apparently
demarcated the Gezer territory over against the surrounding countryside. The
inscriptions are incised in rocks and bear bilingual texts. One side, facing away
from Gezer, has in Hebrew “the boundary of Gezer.” The opposite side of the
stones, facing toward Gezer, has different readings in Greek. A recently found
twelfth stone reads “belonging to Alkios,”7 which adds a ninth to the previous
eight stones that have the same inscription. Two other stones list in Greek the
names Archelaus and Alexa. The stones apparently demarcated the land associated with the newly founded Jewish city of Gezer from land owned by
Alkios, Archelaus, and Alexa respectively. While the stones cannot be linked
directly to the period of Simon, they nevertheless demonstrate the creation
of deﬁned boundaries whether physical or symbolic that played such an important role in this period and that is so apparent in 1 Maccabees.
Archaeological remains found in Gezer itself indicate a signiﬁcant change
in the character of the city at the time of Simon’s takeover. Fine courtyard
houses now had small miqvaoth, a virtual absence of imported ware (as distinguished from earlier occupations), and a concentration of locally produced plainware, a pattern that appears throughout Jewish settlements in
the period (Berlin 1997). Indeed, as Andrea Berlin argues, the Maccabees
segregated their economy from the Mediterranean-oriented economy of the
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Seleucids and the coastal cities, something that the archaeological evidence
appears to support (Berlin 1997: 29). Interestingly, we have at least one reaction to Simon’s activities at Gezer from a Greek inscription that was
scratched onto a stone and found near the city gate: “Pamparas [wishes] that
ﬁre should fall on Simon’s palace” (CIJ 2.1184). The attitude of one disgruntled person toward this particular Hellenistic monarch seems clear.
THE EVIDENCE FROM BULLAE AND COINS

The period of Simon’s reign represents an important turning point in the
Hellenistic period. With the brief exception of Antiochus VII Sidetes, Seleucid power increasingly waned in Syria-Palestine from 145 b.c.e. on. It was
just at this period that at Kedesh in the northern Galilee an apparent administrative complex is destroyed, leaving behind evidence of extensive legal and administrative activity. The site, excavated by Sharon Herbert and
Andrea Berlin, has yielded a remarkable cache of 2,043 clay bullae of the
sort that sealed documents; 1,765 have identiﬁable impressions on the sealings.8 Of these, about three-fourths contain images associated with the Greek
mythological world, with others depicting symbols, animate and inanimate
objects, and portrait busts. Only 22 sealings thus far have Greek or Phoenician inscriptions, with two seal types bilingual (Ariel and Naveh 2003: 61).
The vast majority of the sealings, Donald Ariel and Joseph Naveh argue, are
private. The only public or ofﬁcial seals appear to be seven seal types that
have an anchor, a few uninscribed sealings with royal portraits, and the inscribed sealings. The archive presumably contained deeds, marriage and
other contracts, as well as important documents that were sent to Kedesh
(Ariel and Naveh 2003: 61–62). A connection to the Phoenician coast is obvious both because of symbols for the Phoenician goddess Tanit and because
of explicit use of Phoenician language in several of the types (Ariel and Naveh
2003: 62–64). The lack of ofﬁcial iconography is striking in the large
archive. Only 1 percent of the bullae have inscriptions, and only 20 to 30 percent have the royal portrait similar to the obverse on coins (e.g., an Antiochus III seal). Such royal portraits may be attempts by private individuals to
associate with the Seleucid power structure rather than ofﬁcial seals from
the government itself (Herbert and Berlin 2003: 50–51). That in itself is of
interest, since it demonstrates how some local persons in their issuance of documents (probably such things as contracts, records, and taxes) sought to emulate or at least associate with the Hellenistic monarchs. One should note, however, that the sheer numbers of bullae with just religious or mythic motifs
suggests that another player must also be considered in these “webs of power,”
the religious and mythic world in which much of ancient discourse took place.
Two inscribed ofﬁcial seals are of particular interest to our discussion. The
ﬁrst demonstrates the importance of religion as part of administrative ac-
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tivity. It has the goddess Tanit as a symbol with the Phoenician inscription
“He who is over the land” (Ariel and Naveh 2003: 62–64). Tanit is often associated with Tyre or Sidon and shows the clear connection of Kedesh to the
Phoenician coast, a connection also evident in the ceramic proﬁle. All the sealings appear to fall between 168 b.c.e. and 145 b.c.e., indicating the breadth
of imagery available during the Seleucid rule of the territory. They also show
that the Phoenician language continued as a means of administrative discourse, which is also evident on coin issues from this period. We have seen
a similar pattern develop in the case of Hebrew as early as the Yehud coins.
The second seal is bilingual with Phoenician and Greek. The ﬁrst ﬁve lines
of Phoenician are translated by Naveh as “Judges in the common assembly,
the year 148, 111 in the era of Tyre.” The Greek line reads: “The common
assembly” (Ariel and Naveh 2003: 64–70). Of particular interest for our purposes is the temporal framing of the seal. The year 148 refers to the Seleucid era, 111 to the Tyrian era. This illustrates the type of interaction that cities
constantly employed in their relation with the Seleucid power structure. Both
dates read 164 b.c.e. (the Seleucid date starting at 312 b.c.e., and the Tyrian
date at 275 b.c.e.). Like Simon’s integration of the beginning of his reign
with the Seleucid calendar, this ofﬁcial document associates the Tyrian and
Seleucid calendars.
The ubiquitous mix of linguistic traditions is amply illustrated in a number of other ways. At Beer-Sheba-of-the-Galilee, a half of a bronze rectangular base of Apis found during a survey had inscriptions in three languages.
The front has in Aramaic brq, translated as “sacriﬁce.” On one of the long sides
is a hieroglyphic inscription that appears to be the original inscription. A third,
unreadable inscription appears to be poorly copied Greek. Aviam argues that
the object was imported from Egypt and that the two other inscriptions were
added later, probably in the Hellenistic period (Aviam 2004: 9–14). Such bilingual or trilingual presentations are apparent in other areas as well. Jason’s
Tomb in Jerusalem offers an example of how elites began to depict their power
and prestige via the incorporation of Hellenistic modes of presentation. It includes Greek and Aramaic inscriptions, a pattern one ﬁnds continuing into
the Roman period (Berlin 1997: 33). At Tel Dan, the dedication by Zoilos to
the God who is at Dan is in both Greek and Aramaic (Millar 1987: 132–33;
Berlin 1997: 27–28). And we have the ﬁrst coin issue by a Hasmonean ruler,
Alexander Jannaeus, that moves away from sole use of Hebrew on coins to include Greek on one side and Hebrew on the other (Berlin 1997: 37).
Coins, which were distributed across the landscape in village and city alike,
offer further insights into the patterns of power and interaction that existed
between regions. To be sure, coin ﬁnds are haphazard, often poorly documented as to context, and coins can be used over long periods of time. That
said, signiﬁcant patterns do occur. Danny Syon has recently charted the distribution of bronze coins in the Galilee from the Ptolemaic through the Ro-
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man period with intriguing results. Coins from the mints of Ptolemais, Tyre,
and Sidon, which occur almost immediately after Seleucid power is on the
wane after 142 b.c.e., have distribution patterns that illuminate administrative, military, or economic interactions between particular regions. In the Hasmonean period, the demarcation of territories is even more striking as the
coins replace Tyrian coins in areas under the control of the Hasmoneans.9
The situation is clearest with the appearance of the ubiquitous Alexander Jannaeus coins, ubiquitous in the sense that they appear extensively in
what are generally considered Jewish territories. The coins continue in use
into the ﬁrst century, as indicated by coins found in situ on ﬁrst-century ﬂoors
at Yodefat and Gamla.10 With the exception of silver Tyrian coins found in
hoards no similar coin issue has such ongoing cachet with the public. One
might simply chalk this up to the large number of coins minted by Jannaeus,
combined with the need for small change in the daily economic affairs of
society. But the fact that the coins seem almost exclusively limited to Jewish
territory suggests another factor as well, the ongoing association with the
Maccabean kingdom by the populace. Indeed, Herod would have seen no
problem with this attitude, as he too sought to connect to the royal house
through marriage, thus legitimating, in his eyes at least, his reign. Here we
have a negotiation of various power relations, the Hasmonean house and its
tradition of acquisition and power, and the people’s perception of that power.
Such negotiations were often delicate and fraught with potential problems.
Such negotiations continued under Herodian rule. Herod Antipas’s
palace at Tiberias seemed to cause no real difﬁculty with the populace until the Jewish revolt in 66 c.e., when suddenly the animals painted on the
walls were viewed as an affront to Jewish sensibilities, and the complex was
destroyed in the Jewish revolt against Rome ( Joseph. Vit. 65). The discontinuance of the sacriﬁces on behalf of the Roman emperor at the Temple in
Jerusalem reﬂected another breakage of the negotiated relation between the
Jerusalem authorities and Rome, something both were well aware of. According to Josephus, this act served as the symbolic start of the Jewish War against
Rome (BJ 2.409–10).

Hellenistic monarchs and their afﬁliates operated within a complex web of
relationships in which ruler and ruled interacted. Administrative, political,
and economic discourses were often placed within a temporal framework
that presumed the authority of the empire, the monarch, the city, the nation, or some combination. Visual and rhetorical depictions of the monarch
on coins, in documents, and on stelae conveyed his power and authority.
But the discourse was not generally unilateral. Local elites and even the populace negotiated with such power by drawing on symbols, whether pictorial,
such as the goddess Tanit for Phoenicians, or symbolic, such as the use of

Copyright © 2007 by The Regents of the University of California

constructing kings

293

paleo-Hebrew on coins. Both approaches highlighted a group’s history or
perceived cultural identity. Rulers such as Antiochus III recognized the importance of such symbols and used them as they established and continued
their power in often diverse regions. How one dated particular transactions
in such things as contracts, commercial interchange, or even coinage illustrated elements of power and at times negotiation. The Ptolemies, Seleucids,
and Hasmoneans were equally aware of the importance of establishing their
own dating system; with the Hasmoneans, in particular, this included systems
based on their rise to power. Likewise, bilingual inscriptions on coins or in
contracts illustrate how important recognition of each participant was to the
maintenance of continuity and communication, whether ruler or ruled. The
inscriptions could also provide the means by which monarchs or those they
ruled broke from previously accepted portrayals, as is so aptly illustrated in
the conﬂict between Antiochus IV and Jews. Ultimately, constructing kings
was at least a two-way and ongoing process. Each side ignored the rules associated with interactions at its peril.
NOTES

1. Mildenberg 1979; Meshorer 1982. See also Meshorer 1997.
2. OGIS 230; Polyb. 21.24.10; Ma 1999: 321–23.
3. Note especially the evidence presented in his section entitled “Epigraphical
Dossier” (Ma 1999: 284–372).
4. Peters and Thiersch 1905; Schürer 1987: 4 n. 8; OGIS 593; cf. Hengel 1974: 44–
45 n. 32.
5. The pattern is also reﬂected in document 18 from Wadi Murabba’at, a bill dating to Nero’s second year of reign. This contrasts with a document from Qumran,
4Q348, that is dated according to the year of the High Priest and with other documents dated according to the year of the war against the Romans. See Eshel 2002.
6. For an interesting parallel, see the letter of Artaban III, king of Parthia, to the
city of Susa, which dates the term of a treasurer “according to the former numbering,” that is, the Seleucid era. The entire corpus, however, is dated according to the
Parthian system. In Welles 1974: 299–301.
7. Reich and Greenhut 2002; Reich 1985 (English summary: 71, 28–30); Reich
1990.
8. The sealings are discussed in an article by Donald Ariel and Joseph Naveh,
who kindly sent me a copy prior to its publication; see Ariel and Naveh 2003: 61–80.
For an extensive discussion of the archaeological context of the bullae, see Herbert
and Berlin 2003: 13–59.
9. My thanks to Danny Syon for sharing the results of his research for his
dissertation.
10. For Yodefat, see Adan-Bayewitz and Aviam 1997; for Gamla, personal communication from Danny Syon. See also Syon 2004.
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