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Abstract

In this scholarly interview, Dr Nathaniel E. Greene discusses his interdisciplinary research on the
Hebrew Bible, Northwest Semitic languages, epigraphy, palaeography, scribal culture,
archaeology, and the political history of ancient Israel. He explains how his study of the Hebrew
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Bible in its original languages, together with his academic formation under Christopher Rollston
and Jeremy Hutton, led him to investigate the relationship between biblical texts, inscriptions,
scribes, and the emergence of Israel as a political entity.

Particular attention is given to Greene’s contribution to The Ancient Israelite World, in which he
examines the inscriptions discovered at Tel Rehov. Greene explains how the securely dated
archaeological contexts of these inscriptions and the presence of cursive palaeographic features
provide indirect evidence for the widespread practice of alphabetic writing during the tenth and
ninth centuries BCE. He also considers the economic importance of Tel Rehov, including its
large apiary, and discusses the relationship between commerce, record-keeping, scribal activity,
and the development of writing on soft media.

The interview further examines the emergence of so-called national scripts in Iron Age II.
Greene discusses his research with Jeremy Hutton on the development of Phoenician, Aramaic,
Hebrew, and related regional scripts. Rather than interpreting these writing traditions as products
of deliberate political selection, he proposes that their distinctive local characteristics developed
gradually through scribal mobility, family-based education, intergenerational transmission, and
regional adaptation.

Greene also presents his forthcoming monograph, currently entitled Warlord and Scribe: The
Nascent Israelite State Beneath Its Textual Veneers. The study brings together anthropological
and sociological approaches to state formation, Northwest Semitic epigraphy and palaeography,
scribal education, and the Deuteronomistic History. Its central concern is the role of scribes in
the development of the Israelite state and in the formation of the narratives concerning Saul and
the origins of kingship in 1 Samuel 9-15.

The interview concludes with Greene’s reflections on the scope and scholarly importance of the
European Hebrew Journal. He encourages prospective authors to engage deeply with current
scholarship, demonstrate competence in the relevant ancient languages, construct substantial
bibliographies, and present clearly defined original arguments. He particularly welcomes
research in biblical philology, Northwest Semitic linguistics, epigraphy, palaeography,
lexicography, conceptual metaphor theory, and the historical development of the Hebrew
language.
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The edited transcript distinguishes clearly between the contributions of Zeljko Stanojevi¢ and
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interview.

The final edited transcript is to be submitted to Dr Nathaniel E. Greene for review and approval
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Interview with Prof. Nathaniel E. Greene

University of Aberdeen, United Kingdom

Prof. Zeljko Stanojevié:

Welcome, and thank you for joining us today. | am speaking with Dr. Nathaniel E. Greene, a
lecturer at the University of Aberdeen and a member of the Editorial Board of the European
Hebrew Journal. His research focuses on the Hebrew Bible, Northwest Semitic languages,
epigraphy, palaeography, scribal culture, and the history of ancient Israel.

Welcome to the Institute for Hebrew Language and Literature and to the New Books Network.
Dr. Greene, thank you very much for joining me.

Prof. Nathaniel E. Greene:

Thank you so much for having me. | really appreciate it.

Prof. Zeljko Stanojevi¢:

Your research combines the Hebrew Bible, epigraphy, palaeography, archaeology, and ancient
history. What originally led you to this interdisciplinary approach?

Prof. Nathaniel E. Greene:

How did I arrive at the approach? It is an interesting question because, as | was developing my
doctoral thesis, | had always been interested in the text of the Hebrew Bible in its original
languages.
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During my first master’s degree, I studied with Christopher Rollston. He really instilled in me a
passion for studying inscriptions in their historical contexts and the material contexts out of
which those inscriptions emerge.

His work on scribes, scribal practices, and scribal education was formative for me and shaped the
subjects that | came to care about passionately in my own work.

As | was doing my doctoral research, | wanted to make sure that the project included elements of
all those things, while also giving it a focus of my own that would set me apart from Chris and
from my doctoral adviser, Jeremy Hutton, whose work focuses more explicitly on the
Deuteronomistic History.

| had to try to find a nexus where all those things intersected: the biblical text, the inscriptions,
and the scribes. Ultimately, that nexus, at least in my mind, really emerges in conversations that
centre on the historical origins of Israel as a nation-state or as a polity, however we want to talk
about it.

There have been many conversations in epigraphic research about the relationship between
scribes and states, the origins of literacy and writing, narrative prose production, and things of
that nature.

That is where things all started to come together for me: thinking about scribes in their historical
and social contexts, and about the various spaces—political, theological, physical, and
material—that they were trying to navigate and understand, while contributing to the
development and emergence of the alphabet and writing technology over the course of the Iron
Age.

Prof. Zeljko Stanojevié:

Very nice. You contributed to the Routledge volume The Ancient Israelite World. How would
you introduce this book, and what is its main contribution to the study of ancient Israel?

Prof. Nathaniel E. Greene:
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The larger book is a fascinating one. | was not one of the editors of this volume. | contributed
only one of the chapters, but there are many really good entries in the volume that study ancient
Israel from a number of different perspectives.

| would encourage anyone who is interested in ancient Israel to check it out. There is something
for everyone in it.

My own particular contribution involved thinking about palaeography and the shape of
handwriting. What shapes do the letters have, and how can the shape of the handwriting—the
morphology of the handwriting—inform us about how writing was developing during that period
and in that specific location?

| reflected on these questions by looking specifically at the inscriptions that have been found at a
place called Tel Rehov. There are about nine or ten, perhaps eleven, of them. They are all very
small. They are all short and, in many ways, enigmatic. Most of the inscriptions contain only a
few letters.

In one case, we probably have most of the name Elisha, which is a fascinating inscription in and
of itself.

The important thing that I think 1 drew out of considering these inscriptions was that they are all
securely dated to one or two particular archaeological contexts. We can therefore securely date
most of these inscriptions to the tenth or ninth centuries BCE.

The fact that the inscriptions are securely datable, together with the fact that the handwriting
exhibits certain features that we might classify as cursive, is important.

When we think about cursive handwriting, we mean handwriting that exhibits more curvilinear
and fluid features arising from more rapid writing on soft media.

All the small, curved parts of letters make it clear that you have a scribe who has been doing this
for quite a long time—Ilong enough to reach the point at which the writing was happening
rapidly.
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What that means is that they were working in softer media. They were not just chiselling things
into stone; they might have been writing on wax tablets. They might have been working on soft
or leather-hard clay, or they might, in some cases, certainly have been working in ink.

If cursive features are present, it is important to recognise that they take time to emerge in any
writing system. You must have at least a certain number of people practising handwriting for a
substantial amount of time before handwriting can develop in that direction.

What this tells us indirectly is that there was probably enough alphabetic handwriting taking
place—in a Phoenician style or a Proto-Hebrew style of the alphabet—for cursive features to
emerge.

Those features were being used at a place situated at a nexus of the region’s economic activity.

Tel Rehov is in northern Israel, not too far from some major international routes. They had a
major apiary. This is one of my favourite things about Tel Rehov.

They found something like one hundred ancient beehives, and they were even able to identify the
specific species of bee kept in the apiary.

The site was producing a lot of honey, which means that they were probably exporting and
selling it. Whenever you have money changing hands, you have almost certainly got people
writing it down.

There is therefore a lot of fascinating material from Tel Rehov.

My goal was to think about the social context of handwriting and scribes in a way that would
allow us to draw out more meaning from the palaeography—from the handwriting itself—in
ways that many scholars have not traditionally done.

Prof. Zeljko Stanojevié:

What would you recommend to researchers and university professors? What can they find in this
substantial book?
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Prof. Nathaniel E. Greene:

What | have just discussed is only my own contribution, but there are many subjects throughout
the entire volume.

There are chapters that focus more explicitly on archaeological perspectives on state formation.
There are chapters that focus on different elements of the production of the text of the Hebrew
Bible.

There are also different approaches to inscriptions, not just my own approach. Other chapters
focus, for example, on monumental inscriptions.

One of the first chapters that | found myself citing quite frequently was written by Daniel Pioske.
Pioske reflects on the relationship between text and archaeology.

In much of his research, Pioske focuses theoretically on how we do history, because most of us
who work in the field of the Hebrew Bible are not actually properly trained in history in the same
way that historians are.

His reflections are therefore very helpful.

The volume runs the full gamut. I think the editors, Kyle H. Keimer and George A. Pierce, did a
very good job of bringing together many different chapters.

If a subject is pertinent to the development of ancient Israel in its ancient context, there is
probably something about it in that volume. | definitely recommend it to readers.

Prof. Zeljko Stanojevié:

What can ancient scripts and later letter forms tell us about scribal education, political authority,
and regional identity in the Iron Age?

Prof. Nathaniel E. Greene:
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The relationship between script form, politics, and regional identity. This is a great question.

Professor Jeremy Hutton at the University of Wisconsin—Madison, whom I mentioned earlier as
my doctoral adviser, and I recently published an article on the emergence of what are called
national scripts in Iron Age II.

For a long time, many people who study Northwest Semitic languages have used a model in
which the different scripts that we have—Phoenician, Aramaic, and Hebrew—are tied to the
Phoenician, Aramaean, Israelite, and Judahite kingdoms.

Not everyone has thought about those scripts in those ways, but there are subtle differences
between, for example, the shape of the handwriting in Phoenician inscriptions, such as the royal
Byblian inscriptions—the Ahiram sarcophagus or the Shipitbaal inscription—and the Old
Aramaic inscriptions, such as the Sefire treaties or the Tell Fekheriye bilingual inscription.

There are also the inscriptions traditionally regarded as Old Hebrew, such as the Arad ostraca or
the Lachish letters, and especially the eighth-century Samaria ostraca.

The handwriting in all those different areas looks somewhat different.

It is difficult, however, to demonstrate a direct connection between handwriting and a state entity
or a polity. We do not have all the information concerning what the relationship between kings
and scribes was like.

We certainly know that kings employed scribes. We have titles in the Hebrew Bible, and
Christopher Rollston has done some very good work on this subject.

We have the title sopér hammelek, “the king’s scribe,” which appears in the Hebrew Bible.

If you go back and read the Egyptian Tale of Wenamun, the Phoenician prince Zakar-Baal has
his own court scribe, whom he summons to bring the daybook of his forefathers.
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There were certainly scribes in royal courts in the early Iron Age, but royal courts were probably
not the only spaces in which they operated.

People were able to move through social borders and boundaries. These things are porous ideas.
People interacted in the marketplace, with their families, and through commerce.

In these ways, handwriting was mobile. It moved not only across political borders and
boundaries, but also came into contact with different forms of writing in different areas of the
southern Levant.

Hutton and | have argued that, when we think about scribal education, it was probably often a
family enterprise. It was probably a father teaching his children the craft that he practised.

In that way, this was something that was handed down from generation to generation.

As the script evolved, it was not a matter of a polity intentionally selecting a style of script in
order to reflect its identity in the same way that a modern nation-state designs its flag to
represent itself.

Instead, what Hutton and | argue is that, as the children of scribes grew up, one or two might
remain in the same location and carry on the family business, while others might move to nearby
localities and take the trade with them.

In that way, as the script spread through the region, it began to develop localised characteristics
because it was evolving in its own direction.

The metaphor or comparison that we used was with the Galapagos Islands and the way Darwin
envisioned evolution through his study of the tortoises on the various islands.

In other words, you have a localised development of specific script types, and these things
happen naturally rather than as a process of intentional political selection.

10
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The political element is, in a sense, incidental to the process.

| think that captures most of what you were looking for there. Is there anything else that | can
unpack for you on that point?

Prof. Zeljko Stanojevié:

You have announced a forthcoming monograph. Could you tell us its full title, what it will
examine, and when you expect it to be published?

Prof. Nathaniel E. Greene:

You are putting the pressure on me now. | need the pressure to get it done.

The monograph is currently entitled Warlord and Scribe. That is the main title, and the subtitle is
The Nascent Israelite State Beneath Its Textual Veneers.

I am thinking about changing the title because | worry that it may be a little opaque and may not
describe the book’s focus as clearly as it needs to.

This is a revision of my doctoral thesis.

What it does is examine scholarship on Israelite state formation and the origins of the Israelite
state, especially over the course of the second half of the twentieth century and the last twenty
years or so.

There has been a lot of movement in that conversation over the last twenty years, especially
recently, with the work of people such as Erez Ben-Yosef and Zachary Thomas.

Israel Finkelstein has obviously contributed a great deal to this discussion, as has Omer Sergi.

The book considers the origins of the Israelite state in the context of state-formation theory and
then asks the question: where would scribes fit into that conversation?

11
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It is therefore a strongly social-anthropological approach to the question of the relationship
between states and scribes.

Once | construct those models and think about the Israelite state and Israelite scribes, | ask how
reflecting on those two social and political entities affects the way in which we think about the
formation of the biblical text.

More specifically, | ask how it affects the narratives that describe the emergence of kings in
Israel in the Book of Samuel.

| focus explicitly on a section of 1 Samuel that a number of different people have examined
before: 1 Samuel 9-14, although | think |1 may expand the project to include chapter 15 as well.

When I reach that part of the study, I really engage with more traditional redaction-critical and
composition-critical methodologies in order to reflect on how those narratives in 1 Samuel about
Saul and the origins of the Israelite monarchy may have formed over time, and what they may
have looked like in their oldest forms.

Ultimately, my goal in exploring that question is to think about what Iron Age narrative
production would have looked like.

Would these narratives in 1 Samuel have been possible at an early point, perhaps sometime in
the late tenth or ninth centuries BCE?

Would these narratives, or the Grundschrift, if we want to use the German term, fit that context?

Are they descriptive of a social context, or reflective of a social context, that fits the
archaeological record?

Certainly, the text of Samuel does not reflect literal history. I think the field has largely reached a
consensus on that point.

12
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This is not to say that the texts in Samuel reflect history as such, but rather that they reflect a
legendary style of narrative that represents a certain social reality in which scribes were living.

That reality would have had to be intelligible to their audience, because if the story is not
intelligible to the audience, then it is not a good story.

Ultimately, the book takes three seemingly disparate areas—anthropological and sociological
approaches to state formation; epigraphy, palaeography, and scribal education; and the
Deuteronomistic History—and tries to tie them together into one coherent study.

This was one of the points raised in the reviewer’s comments. The reviewer said that these
subjects felt like three disparate things and asked whether I could connect them more smoothly.

Part of my project for the summer is to make that case more clearly and to show how | see the
relationship among these areas.

Scribes sit at the centre of all this. Scribes are the connective tissue of the study.

They are part of the emergence of states because states produce propaganda and literature to
support their own emergence and development.

Scribes are also responsible for the production of the Hebrew Bible.

The project is therefore about thinking through how all these puzzle pieces fit together and how
that reflects the ancient world that gave birth to them.

| am hoping to have the revisions completed by the autumn.

| have been distracted by many things here in Aberdeen and by various other projects, because |
spend a lot of time on Palmyrene Aramaic and digital humanities work.

13
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This book is long overdue, and for those who have been waiting for it, | am very sorry.

| promise that I am working on it throughout the summer.

That is where things stand at the moment.

Prof. Zeljko Stanojevié:

Finally, as a member of the Editorial Board of the European Hebrew Journal, what kinds of
articles would you like to see submitted, and what advice would you give to prospective authors?

Prof. Nathaniel E. Greene:

This project has been exciting to watch develop.

| am open to a whole range of subjects.

| enjoy classical philological studies of the Hebrew text of the Hebrew Bible.

The scope of the journal is very broad, extending from ancient subjects to more modern ones,
which is excellent.

We already have the journal Hebrew Studies, but I think that Hebrew Studies may be more
focused on North America and perhaps is not as prominent here in Europe.

It is therefore good to have something that is a little more visible here.

| enjoy classical philological studies of the text of the Hebrew Bible.

| love Semitic linguistic studies.

14
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I have also been working with conceptual metaphor theory and lexicography, so | enjoy that kind
of research as well.

| would always love to see studies of epigraphic materials in particular.

| am open to any number of things.

The main advice that | would give to prospective authors is to make sure that their bibliography
IS robust.

One of the strongest features of any good study is demonstrating that you have read broadly in
the area about which you are writing.

An article will not necessarily be comprehensive, but one of the nice things about this journal—
one of the best things about the journal at the moment—is that there is no strict word limit.

Many journals currently have a limit of six or seven thousand words, and some even have a limit
of five thousand words.

Having long-form articles in our field is very important.

That is one of the things | appreciate and hope that we can maintain as an Editorial Board over
the life of the journal.

This gives prospective authors the opportunity to demonstrate the strength of their research by
engaging deeply with the literature.

Show us what the scholarly conversation looks like, and really highlight the novel contribution
that you are bringing to the field through your research.

15
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Show us your command of the languages. Show us that you understand the materials you are
examining.

| love comparative Northwest Semitic research: studies that bring together Hebrew, Phoenician,
Aramaic, Syriac, and related languages.

| absolutely adore that kind of work.

The more technically detailed the linguistic material, the better.

Those are my main pieces of advice.

Make sure that you conduct thorough research.

Search EBSCO and find all the recent articles on whatever subject you are working on, and then
examine the bibliographies cited in those studies.

That will make your work much stronger.

Ultimately, it all comes down to presenting a strong argument supported by robust citation
practices and a substantial bibliography.

In terms of possible foci for articles, | would love to see any number of subjects, whether they
concern the development of the Hebrew language, the development of handwriting, the
interpretation of biblical texts, or related matters.

It is all very welcome.

Prof. Zeljko Stanojevié:

Thank you. Is there any question that | have not asked you, or is there anything else that you
would like to add?

16
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Prof. Nathaniel E. Greene:

| would love to hear more from you about the inspiration behind the European Hebrew Journal
and how all of this began.

It seems to have come together at a considerable pace, which is wonderful to see.

There are many great scholars on the Editorial Board. | have seen that Aaron Koller is on it and
that Christopher Rollston is on it.

There are many excellent names on that Editorial Board.

If you have any reflections on that, | would love to hear them.

Otherwise, from my side, if this interview meets your needs, then | am very happy.

Prof. Zeljko Stanojevié:

First of all, thank you for this interview.

Secondly, thank you for serving with us on the Editorial Board of the European Hebrew Journal.

| hope that, in one, two, or three years, the European Hebrew Journal will become a very
important journal internationally.

Prof. Nathaniel E. Greene:

That would be wonderful to see.

Prof. Zeljko Stanojevié:

Professor Greene, thank you for this interview.

17
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Prof. Nathaniel E. Greene:

Thank you so much, Zeljko, for your time and for the invitation.
| really appreciate it.
It has been a very enjoyable conversation.

Prof. Zeljko Stanojevié:

You are welcome.
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