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work on the Bible from the mentality of a modern print culture to that of an 
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of traditional oral cultures, construct scenarios of ancient performances, learn 
from contemporary performances of these materials, and reinterpret biblical 
writings accordingly. The result is a foundational paradigm shift that recon-
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research of many scholars in this field of study, the development of working 
groups in scholarly societies, and the appearance of conferences on orality and 
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Introduction

A decade ago, John Van Seters wrote, “A comprehensive study on ‘literacy 
and orality in ancient Israel’ remains to be written.”1 To claim that this 
short book fulfills that desideratum would be the height of cheek. What is 
entailed can better be described as a volume to replace Eduard Nielsen’s 
1954 Oral Tradition,2 a comprehensive study of “oral tradition” in the 
narrative books of the Old Testament. The notion of oral tradition plays 
an important role in nearly all areas of biblical scholarship, although all 
too often scholars themselves admit the tentative nature of anything they 
hope to say about it. We write, “It began, as far as I can determine, with 
oral creation.”3

Actual study of the nature of oral tradition has greatly waned in 
recent decades, though not entirely to be sure. Patricia Kirkpatrick, the 
author twenty years ago of a then-seminal study of oral tradition in the 
Bible,4 now writes, “Whereas the beginning of the twentieth century au-
gured well for the recovery of original ancient oral composition forms 
preserved in the biblical text, the twenty-first century seems to have all 
but abandoned such quests.”5 To abandon such a quest simply because it 
is difficult or unpopular would be a shame. I will argue, not merely for the 
sake of novelty, that oral tradition ought not be dismissed as antiquated, 
outmoded, nineteenth-century, Romantic, or some other fashion-con-
scious, wand-waving term of rejection. This volume tries to understand 
the nature of oral tradition and the forms it would have taken in ancient 
Israel, along with brief discussion of the “remains” of oral tradition in the 

1.  Van Seters, Review of Oral World and Written Word, 437.
2.  Nielsen, Oral Tradition.
3.  Rofé, Introduction to the Composition of the Pentateuch, 130.
4.  Kirkpatrick, The Old Testament and Folklore Study. As Kirkpatrick herself realizes, 

this study is now quite outdated and need not be refuted or reexamined now.
5.  Kirkpatrick, “The Jacob-Esau Narratives,” 1.
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narrative books of the Hebrew Bible. But to be clear, in spite of the explo-
ration of such “remnants,” this study is not a quest of markers in texts that 
might indicate some relationship to oral composition.

The first chapter briefly surveys the history of the study of oral 
tradition in ancient Israel. It then presents the Oral Formulaic school of 
thought on oral tradition, associated with the work of Milman Parry and 
Albert Lord. It also explains the related theories on orality of Walter Ong 
and Jack Goody. Finally, the chapter illustrates the extent to which this 
theory has been adapted in biblical studies, noting the indebtedness to 
Oral Formulaicism in Old Testament research. Chapter 2 explains what 
has happened to Oral Formulaicism in the past decades, how the theory 
has been seriously undercut and bypassed. The particular areas of chal-
lenge to Parry-Lord and to the theories of Good and Ong will be dis-
cussed. In particular, the chapter presents areas of the world—especially 
the ancient Near East—where orality and literacy co-existed. Chapter 3 
presents three specific cases of oral/written interaction that provide the 
best ethnographic analogies for ancient Israel. Homer, Icelandic sagas, 
and Arabic epic poetry will be shown to be of key interest. Insights from 
their study suggest a model of transmission in oral-written societies 
valid for ancient Israel.6 Chapter 4 draws on the insights of pre-Formu-
laic Scandinavian traditions historians and on the most recent studies of 
Israelite literacy. Drawing on current archaeology, the extent of literacy 
in ancient Israel and the nature of early Israelite literature are discussed 
in dialogue with William Schniedewind, Susan Niditch, and John Van 
Seters. The conclusion of this chapter is that Israel was “always oral” and 
“always literate.”

Chapter 5 forays into reconstructing what ancient Israelite oral lit-
erature would have been. Its focus is on the reconstruction of the oral 
literature of preexilic Israel, not on the Hebrew Bible. The chapter dem-
onstrates the validity of using ethnographic analogies of Icelandic and 
Arabic poetry, rather than working back from written biblical texts to 
oral precursors. Chapter 6 considers various criteria for identifying orally 
derived material in the narrative books of the Old Testament. Drawing 
on the previous chapters, these criteria tentatively mark several passages 
from the biblical text as possible oral derivations. Using ethnographic 
data and ancient Near Eastern examples, the chapter also proposes per-

6.  The term “oral-written” is David Carr’s (Carr, “Torah on the Heart,” 19).
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formance settings for both this material and the hypothetical material of 
chapter 5.

An epilogue treats the contentious topic of historicity and whether 
orally derived texts are somehow more historically reliable than other 
texts in the Bible. A conclusion brings together the main ideas of this 
monograph.





1

1
Oral Formulaicism in Old Testament Study

Oral Tradition in the Hebrew Bible

For over a century, since Hermann Gunkel first suggested that behind the 
written Pentateuchal sources of Julius Wellhausen and the Documentary 
Hypothesis lay oral traditions, biblical scholars have spoken of oral tradi-
tion. From 1910, Gunkel had become acquainted with Wilhelm Wundt’s 
“Folk Psychology.”1 Wundt maintained that the movement of human 
societies follows historical stages, and the description of these stages 
was very similar to the forms and complexity of language and its devel-
opment.2 Gunkel adopted this thesis, and from it concluded that oral 
folklore was at the origin of Israel’s sagas.3 From this point on, the form-
critical and traditions-history methods operated under the presumption 
that the written literature was dependent on oral tradition.4 Form critics 
and traditions historians detected oral “substrata” by various means be-
neath many parts of the Old Testament. The history of this movement was 
thoroughly reviewed by Douglas Knight decades ago.5 Biblical scholars, 
like many other historians, “given the slightest hint of orality, however 
distant and unfounded, will allow their Romantic presuppositions (and 
ultimately their positivism!) of an elemental orality to hold forth: in the 
beginning there was the Oral.”6

1.  Wundt, Völkerpsychologie
2.  Wundt, Logik der Gfeisteswissenschaften, 225–26.
3.  Mitchell, “War, Folklore, and the Mystery of a Disappearing Book,” 116.
4.  Knierim, “Old Testament Form Criticism,” 457.
5.  Knight, Rediscovering the Traditions of Israel.
6.  Zumthor, Oral Poetry, 44.


