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Claude Lévi-Strauss in his remarkable work, The
Savage Mind, explained the myth-making faculty in
man with the image of the “bricoleur,” a man who
builds what he has to build with whatever materials
are at hand; this ingenious fellow exploits a
haphazard collection of materials in a truly creative
but limited way. He is constrained in what he may
build by the physical limitations of the building
materials at his disposal and differs in this respect
from, say an engineer, in that his martériel is not
collected from the start for specific purposes or
functions but rather “builds up” through all the
odds and ends of his life. Mythical thought is an
intellectual form of bricolage and it is immensely
important for Lévi-Strauss that this image be
understood not only in its limiting characteristics
but especially in its liberating functions. I would like
to borrow this image to characterize the “bricolage”
aspects of all hermeneutical quests. But more
specifically, I want to explain how, in my opinion,
the hermeneutics of Noth’s A4 History of
Pentateuchal Traditions (hereafter Pentateuchal
Traditions) illustrates so well the aptness of this
image for a large part of modern biblical studies in
its overwhelming diachronic concerns.

Mythical thought for its part is imprisoned in the events and
experiences which it never tires of ordering and reordering
in its search to find them a meaning.!

The building blocks of any hermeneutics are
sections of the various texts one attempts to
interpret. In the development of modern biblical
scholarship we find a diachronic quest behind and
beyond our present biblical texts. Far too often (to
adapt Lévi-Strauss’ statement) such a quest is itself
imprisoned in those textual ‘‘events and
experiences” which it never tires of diachronically
ordering and reordering in its search to find in them
a meaning. No attempt at explaining what this or
that language product means escapes these bars, but
it is this article’s thesis that the diachronic
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constructions of Pentateuchal Traditions are an apt
example of the “mythical” aspects of biblical
hermeneutics.

Another comparison comes to mind. When
Mircea Eliade discusses myths of creation and
origins,? one becomes aware of an irony in Sigmund
Freud’s views on myth and religion. How ironic it is
that Freud, who prided himself on his rational and
methodical approach to the study of his object,
constantly explains phenomena by appealing to
origins or beginnings within the human psyche, a
mechanism which is at the heart of all myth and
which is commonly held to be what largely
distinguishes myrhical explanations of the nature of
things from rational or philosophic explanations.
This comparison is immediately relevant to anyone
who has followed the course of biblical studies over
the last one hundred years. The fundamental drive
that has produced the greatest insights into the
biblical message so far is fueled by the quest for
origins. As Eliade so often puts it when explaining
an essential characteristic of myth: it is the first
manifestation of a thing that is significant and valid,
not its successive appearances or epiphanies. The
following words of Eliade describe man in his myth-
making capacity yet they apply equally well to the
main concerns of modern biblical scholarship, and
thus to one of its giants, Martin Noth: “Knowledge
of the origin of each thing. . .confers a kind of
magical mastery over it; he knows where to find it
and how to make it reappear in the future.”?

It would be unfair to Noth to claim he felt he
obtained any definitive answers in Pentateuchal
Traditions, for he makes it quite clear that he is
interested primarily in asking the right questions.
My analysis of his work will concentrate on whether
he did ask the right questions and whether the
methods by which he formulated these questions
can be judged at least to point toward their eventual
solution.* It will be the contention of this study that
Pentateuchal Traditions illustrates Noth’s myth-
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like quest for origins. I believe there exists in
Pentateuchal Traditions the same kind of irony
found in Freud's work which is constituted by the
very myth-like qualities Freud had intended to
analyze in a deliberately non-mythlike way. Noth’s
central questions are structurally similar to the
questions myths attempt to answer: “Knowledge of
the origin of each thing ... confers a kind of
magical mastery over it; he knows where to find it
and how to make it reappear in the future.” Who
can fail to be impressed with the diachronic skill by
which Noth carries us back from the text in its final
form to its thematic beginnings over 500 vears
earlier? And once we attain all we can hope to know
about the Pentateuch’s oral stages during the period
of the tribal confederacy, given the paucity of
material available to us, Noth knows how to make
these oral beginnings “reappear in the future” in the
pentateuchal narrative as a whole. He writes at the
end of his book:

Question: The question still remains as to whether the
combination of the sources. . .actually did not give rise to
something new, which transcended the individual sources
and their particular content and put them in a peculiar light,
beyond the conscious intentions of the redactors.®

Answer: Partly in consequence of a common harking back
to a fully developed oral narrative tradition, and partly in
consequence of mutual literary dependence, the course of
history was narrated so much the same in all the sources that
even their combination with one another could change
nothing essential in this regard.®

Notice how Noth's explanation of the nature of the
pentateuchal narrative is based upon his
explanation of its origins. It is the first
manifestation of a thing that is significant and valid,
not its successive appearances or epiphanies.

In the course of this discussion [ shall analyze
some of the guidelines used by Noth to distinguish
early from late material.” Before I do, however, let
me register my disagreement with B. Anderson
when he writes: “We have noted previously that
these guidelines ... work hand in hand and
mutually reinforce one another. It is facile to point
out weaknesses in any one of these clues when it is
taken by itself.” And “It would be unfair to regard
these as principles derived from the supposed
evolution of genres according laws.™ First,
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Anderson’s caution on criticism of any single clue is
relevant only for guidelines that by themselves add
some weight to a multiply-corroborative
argumentation. However, if an individual guideline
can be shown to be not only weak but erroneous, it
is not only facile but valid to reject its probative
force. Thus, as we shall see, it is not the weakness of
the “shorter is older” guideline that is the target of
criticism but rather its absolute uselessness as any
kind of guideline, corroborative or otherwise. It is
certainly true, as Anderson points out, that “the
historian of traditions perhaps may be compared to
a detective who cannot rely upon a single clue, since
it is ambiguous, but must weigh the total evidence
and then must use creative imagination in solving
the problem.!? But truly ambiguous evidence is no
evidence at all, and Anderson’s description of the
inadequacy of the “shorter is older” guideline seems
to show that he holds it, among others, to be truly
inconclusive: shorter can just as easily be younger as
older.!! It seems as if Anderson were telling us that
when a detective combines the two signs of
fingerprints and of a whiff of perfume found at the
scene of a crime, the evidence taken together points
to a female culprit. But fingerprints may be
indicative of either man or woman and they do not
corroborate at all the feminine evidence of perfume.
Fingerprints are not weak evidence of a woman’s
presence; they are simply irrelevant to the question
of gender.

There is an additional reason for rejecting certain
of Noth’s guidelines from a methodological point of
view. Noth apparently used one and the same
guideline to argue for lateness on some occasions
and for antiquity on others. We will point this out in
detail as the relevant guidelines are discussed.

The importance of these diachronic guidelines in
Noth’s study can scarcely be exaggerated. Anderson
points out perhaps the fundamental weakness of
Noth’s approach: concentration upon units rather
than configurations of material: “It is not a priori
impossible that the earliest core of the Israelite
tradition was an integrated whole or configuration
of material, to which various individual genres and
narrative elaborations were added as the tradition
was further transmitted during the historical
pilgrimage of Israel.”? Such a criticism, he points
out, had earlier been levelled against Noth’s
approach by Frank M. Cross and has been repeated
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