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AN EMPIRICAL BASIS FOR THE DOCUMENTARy!

HYPOTHESIS

JEFFREY H. TIGAY

UNIVERSITYOF PENNSYLVANIA,PHILADELPHIA,PA 19174 1

~
~
J1. The Search for Comparative Models

IN 1889 George Foot Moore conftonted the chatge d,at the documentary
hypothesis had turned the Torah into "a crazy patchwork," unparalleled in

literature} The hypothesis had left itself open to such a charge because it was
and has remained what its name implies - a hypothesis- It relies on internal,

critical analysis of dle received text rather than exterpal, empirical data. Skeptics
such as those addressed by Moore claimed that the process by whicl1 the hy-
pothesis supposed the Torah to have been composed had no counterpart in the
literary teality of the ancient world.

In response, Moore called attention to Tatian's Diatessaron, a harmony of
the Jour gospels produced around the year 170 in Syriac or Greek? The
Diatessaron wove the four gospels intO a single running narrative, thus lead-
ing to its ancient designation as the "Composite Gospe1."3 By compating the
Diatessaron with its sources, the separate gospels, Moore was able to show in
it the entire repertoire of redactional techniques and signs of composition which
critics had found in the Torah, a demonstration which led one observer to
characterize the Torah as "the Diaressaron of the Old Testament.". The Diu-

tessaron has since been cited frequendy as an apt parallel to the composition of
the Torah' BUt despite the elegance of Moore's demonstration, the lateness of
the Diatessaron left its applicability to the Torah open to question. 1. Engnell,
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for example, dismissed the analogy. and criticized the literary-critical approach
to the Pentateuchas "a modern,anachronisticbook view, . . . an inta,'pratatio
etlropaeica moderna."7 Such reasoning persists down to the present. Recendy,
K A. Kitchen argued that

experience necessary to deal with" other texts transmitted only singly. The re-
lationships between such doubly transmitted texts may serve as specimens of the
character of rhe rransmission through which biblical books went."

For this purpose we are not limited ro texts preserved in the canonical
Hebrew Bible, but may also employ non-caoonical texts and the non-Masoretic
biblical texts from Qumran and elsewhere. Much of this material comes from
(or shordy afrer) the time in which many of the biblical books attained their
present form, so tbat chronologically as well as geographically and culturally they
are free of the impediment attached to the Diatessaron and many other non-
Israelite models.

. . . the documentary rheory . . . has. . . been elaborared . . . without . . . reference
to orher Ancient Oriental lirerarures ro find our wherher they had been creared in
this singular manner. . . Now, nowhere in rhe Andeor Orient is there anyrhing which
is definirely known ro parallel rhe elaborare hisrory of fragmentary composition and
conllation of Hebrew lirerarure (or marked by jusr such criteria) as the documenrary
hypotheses would postUlate.'

T

One is tempted to dismiss such an argument because of its reluCtance ro
contemplate the unique. Nevertheless, one's confidence in the documentary
hypothesis would surely be increased by other, unimpeachable examples of the
assumed method of composition in the milieu which produced the Torah. Such
examples would enable the literary critic to base his work on something more
than hypotheses about ancient literary techniques. Concrete examples would
provide the critic with first-hand experience of compilers' and redactors' tech-
niques, lending to his observarions a refinemenr they could never have so long
as rhey were based entirely on hypotheses devoid of external controls. Can
such examples be found?

Although the Diatessaron has been ruled out of courr because of its lateness,
Moore's method in analyzing it was exemplary. He was able to demonstrate its
literary background empirically because he had its sources as well as its final
form before him. When earlier and later forms of the same literary composi-
tion are available, comparison of the two facilitates empirical literary history.
In the fields of cuneiform literatUre and early Arabic prose narratives, such proce-
dures are common." Bur they are not entirely absent in the study of ancient
Hebrew literarure. Cerrain biblical texts are also preserved in duplicate, such as
doubly transmitted psalms and the r~vision of Samuel-Kings in 1-2 Cbronicles.
K. Koch, in his The Growth of the Biblical Tradition,'. begins a section entided
"The First Steps in an Investigation into the Background of a Text" with the
observation that "a stUdyof material with a double transmission will provide the

U M. Smith, Palestinian Parties and Politics That Shaped the Old Testament (New
York; Columbia, 1971) 3-4; d. J. E. Carpenter and G. Harford.Battersby, The He_ouch,
1. 11-13.

"I'. Kahle, "Untersuchungen 'ur Geschichte des Peurareuch.rextes," Theologische
Studien und Kritiken 88 (1915) 402-10; reprinted in his Ol'era minora (Leiden: Brill,
1956) 5-12; The Cairo Geniza (London: Brirish Academy, 1947) 147-48; M. Gaster,
The Samaritans (London: British Academy, 1925) 123-28; G. Gerleman, Synoptic Studies
in the Old Testament (LUA, ns Avd. I, 44/5; Lund: Gleerup, 1948) 3-8; S. Talmon,
"The Samaritan Penrareuch," lIS 2 (1951) 11<1.50;M. Gteenberg, "The Stabilization of
the Text of tbe Hebrew Bible, Reviewed in the Light of the Biblical Materials from
the Judean Deserr," lAOS 76 (1956) 157.67. I'or rhese designarions oote the reference
to "viIlage people" in the 'Aruk cited by Greenberg (p. 159), and to hfdy6,6t in b.
Sanhedrin 21b, cited by Talmon (lIS 2 [1951] 149.50). The designations arc rejeCted
by f. M. Cross, followed by ]. D. Purvis; see the oext note.

"F. M. Cross, Jr., The Ancient Library of Qrm/ran and Mod"tI Biblical Studier (rev.
ed.; Garden City: Doubleday, 1961) 168.94; "The Hisrory of the Biblical Texr in the
Light of the Discoveries of the Judaean Deserr," HTR 57 0964) 298.99; "The Contribu-
tion of the Qumran Discoveries to the Smdy of the Biblical Text," lEI 16 0966) 81-95.
See also]. D. Purvis, The Samaritan Petltateuch and the Origin of the Samaritan Sect
(Harvard Semitic Monographs, 2; Cambridge: Harvard University, 1968) 69.87; also
the very useful. Study of B. K. Waltke, "The Samaritan Pentateuch and tbe Text of the
Old TeStament," New Perspectit'es on the Old Testament (ed. J. B. Payne; Waco, TX,
Word Books, 1970) 212-39 (reference counesy of E. M. Curris). Cross's latest dis-
cussion is "The Evolurioo of a Theory of Local Texts," 1972 Proceedings of IOSCS
Pseudepigrapha (SeptUaginr and Cognare Studies, 2; ed. R. A. Krafr; Missoula: Society of
Biblical LiteratUre, 1972) 108.26. A brief demurrer to the geographic c1assificarion was
registered by P. W. Skehan, "Two Books on Qumran Studies," CBQ 21 (1959) 77, with
n. 2; a comprehensive survey and a critique are presented hI'S. Talmon, 'The Old
TeStameot Text," Cambridge History of tbe Bible (eds. P. R. Ackroyd and C. f. Evans;
Cambridge; Cambridge Uoiversity, 1970) 1. 159.99, esp. pp. 193.99.

2. Ex/Jami"e, Sj'ntheJizillg Biblical ManuJcriptJ

The mOStimportant texts for our purposes are a group of expansive, synthe-
sizing MSSclassified by P. Kahle and others as vulgar or popular," and by F. M.
Cross as Palestinian." These MSS,well attested in Qumran scrolls and best
exemplified in the Samaritan Pentateuch, are characterized by an expansion of
the basic text with variant readings or with material imported from related pas-

T 'A Rigid Scrutiny (NashviIle: Vanderbilt University, 1969) II.
'Ibid., 53.
'Ancient Orient and Old Testametlt (Chicago: Inter-Varsity Press, 1966) 114-15.
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7-23, 83; "The Death of Gilgamesh," BASOR 94 0944) 3 n. 3; G. E. Mendenhall,
"Biblical HiStory in Traosition," Tbe Bible and the Ancient Near East (ed. G. E. Wrighr;
2d ed.; Garden City: Doubleday, 1965) 31; W. W. HaIlo, "New Viewpoints on Cunei-
form Literature," lEI 12 0962) 13.26; K. A. Kirchen, Ancient Orient, 112.138; G.
Widengren, "Oral Tradition and Written Literature among the Hebrews in the Light
of Arabic Evidence, with Spedal Regard to Prose Narratives," AcOr 23 (1959) 201-62.

" (New York: Scribner, 1969) 51; d. H. Gunkel, The Legendr of Genesis (New
York: Schocken, 1964) 99-100.
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