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Abstract

This scholarly interview with Yigal Levin examines his recent book, The Chronicles of David
and Solomon: 1 Chronicles 10-2 Chronicles 9: A New Translation and Commentary, published
by T&T Clark, an imprint of Bloomsbury Publishing. Levin discusses the origins and
development of his long-term three-volume commentary project on Chronicles, which grew out
of his doctoral research on the historical geography and genealogies of the book. The interview
explores his translation methodology, particularly his effort to remain close to the Hebrew text
while producing clear and readable English. Special attention is given to the Chronicler’s
distinctive portrayal of David, including the omission of several narratives found in Samuel and
the emphasis on David’s preparations for the Jerusalem Temple. Levin also explains his
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increasingly diachronic and literary approach to Chronicles, his greater caution in using the book
as a historical source for pre-exilic Israel, and his understanding of Chronicles as post-exilic
historiography shaped by the concerns of Persian-period Yehud. The conversation further
addresses the relationship between biblical texts, historical evidence, archaeology, genealogies,
prophetic historiography, and Levin’s plans for the final volume of his commentary, The
Chronicles of All Israel.
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Interview with Prof. Yigal Levin

Prof. Zeljko Stanojevi¢:

Hello and welcome to another episode presented by the New Books Network and the Institute for
Hebrew Language and Literature. My name is Zeljko Stanojevié, and my guest today is
Professor Yigal Levin from Israel. Today we will discuss his new book, The Chronicles of David
and Solomon: 1 Chronicles 10-2 Chronicles 9: A New Translation and Commentary, published
by T&T Clark, an imprint of Bloomsbury Publishing. Professor Levin, welcome.

Prof. Yigal Levin:
Thank you very much. | am very happy to be here.

Prof. Zeljko Stanojevi¢:

Thank you, Professor Levin. What inspired you to write this new translation and commentary on
the stories of David and Solomon in Chronicles?

Prof. Yigal Levin:

This is part of a very long-term project that | have been working on since | was a student. |
became interested in the Book of Chronicles during my master’s and doctoral studies, when two
of my instructors—the late Professor Anson Rainey and Professor Aaron Demsky, who
eventually became the advisers for my doctoral dissertation—directed my attention to the book.
This was about thirty years ago. One suggested that | examine the geographical aspects of
Chronicles, while the other was very interested in genealogies and suggested that | study the
genealogies in the book. This led to a larger project on the historical geography of Chronicles,
which became my doctoral dissertation.

| therefore had to work through the entire book. On the one hand, this required me to understand
the period in which Chronicles was written, presumably the late Persian period, including post-
exilic Judah, the restoration period, and related questions. On the other hand, | had to understand
the biblical sources used by Chronicles. Large parts of Chronicles are taken from, or expand
upon, material in Samuel and Kings. Chronicles is essentially a history of pre-exilic Judah
viewed from a post-exilic perspective. That is where the project began.

After completing my dissertation, 1 moved on to other subjects, but | remained interested in
biblical genealogies and the Persian period. | wrote several articles that followed up on my
dissertation, including work on biblical genealogies in general and several studies of Chronicles.
At a certain point, | was approached by the late David Noel Freedman, who was considering a
complete commentary on all the books of the Bible—something that would compete with the
Anchor Bible commentary series, with which he had previously been involved before leaving the
project. | agreed to write the section on Chronicles. After he died, the commentary project was
taken up several years later by David J. A. Clines of Sheffield Phoenix Press, the later
continuation of Sheffield Academic Press. Once again, | agreed to work on the commentary.

We decided that it would be a three-volume commentary, but that I would write the volumes in
reverse order. | would begin with the third volume, covering 2 Chronicles 10 through the end of
the book. | would then write the middle volume, dealing with Saul, David, and Solomon, from 1
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Chronicles 10 through 2 Chronicles 9—the present volume. Finally, | would write volume one,
which would deal with the genealogies in the first nine chapters of Chronicles.

There were three reasons for working in that order. First, | felt that the later chapters were easier
material with a clearer narrative flow and were less complicated than the genealogies. Second, an
introduction to a multivolume work is difficult to write before the rest of the project has been
completed. | wanted the first volume of the finished commentary to include substantial
introductory material written after 1 had already completed the commentary on the rest of the
book.

The third reason, which ultimately convinced the publisher, was that two major series had
already produced significant commentaries on 1 Chronicles. Gary Knoppers had completed his
commentary on 1 Chronicles for the Anchor Bible, but did not complete 2 Chronicles. Ralph W.
Klein had also completed a commentary on 1 Chronicles and had not begun 2 Chronicles. |
therefore proposed beginning with 2 Chronicles, which would give the project a clearer place in
the market. David Clines liked the idea, and that is how | began.

When | had completed the first published volume, The Chronicles of the Kings of Judah, and
sent in the manuscript, Clines announced that Sheffield Phoenix Press would close for financial
reasons. | was left with a manuscript on which | had worked for several years and no publisher.
Fortunately, he had reached an agreement with T&T Clark, Bloomsbury, to take over books that
had already been prepared for Sheffield Phoenix Press, so the project moved to Bloomsbury.

The disadvantage was that the commentary was no longer part of a broader series. T&T Clark
publishes the International Critical Commentary, whose volume on Chronicles dates from 1910.
| thought my commentary might appropriately fill that gap, but the publisher preferred a different
style for that series. My three-volume commentary therefore became a standalone commentary
on Chronicles.

The Chronicles of the Kings of Judah was published in 2017. The Chronicles of David and
Solomon, which is our focus here, has now been completed and published. I am beginning work
on the first volume, which will appear third and will be entitled The Chronicles of All Israel. It
will cover the first nine chapters of Chronicles and include the major introductory material. |
expect that it will take another three or four years to finish.

Prof. Zeljko Stanojevi¢:

Thank you for that very helpful introduction. Before returning to the book, | would like us to
introduce ourselves briefly for listeners and viewers who may not know our work. I am Zeljko
Stanojevi¢ from Pancevo, Serbia, a city near Belgrade. I work at the Institute for Hebrew
Language and Literature in Belgrade, where | conduct research on Modern and Biblical Hebrew.
| am also the Editor-in-Chief of the European Hebrew Journal. Professor Levin, could you
introduce yourself and tell us where you work?

Prof. Yigal Levin:

| am Yigal Levin, and | teach at Bar-llan University in Israel, located in Ramat Gan, a suburb of
Tel Aviv. | live not far from the university, although the journey depends on the traffic. Bar-lIlan
is also where | studied and completed my academic degrees.
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For the past several years, | have taught in the Department of Jewish History and Contemporary
Jewry, and | currently serve as chair of the department. My specific role is to teach the history of
Israel in the biblical period. Every year | teach an introductory course that begins with the
Bronze Age and, hopefully, reaches the Babylonian exile.

| also teach other courses, depending on the students and on what | have taught previously,
including seminars on subjects such as religion in ancient Israel, ancient Hebrew inscriptions,
daily life in ancient Israel, and the Persian period in the Land of Israel. Between my
administrative responsibilities, | try to publish as much as possible on various topics. My main
focus is the interface between the biblical text, viewed from a historical perspective, and other
historical evidence, including sources from Mesopotamia, Syria, Egypt, and other surrounding
cultures, as well as archaeological evidence.

I have also studied archaeology and participated in several archaeological excavations. |1 would
not describe myself as a professional archaeologist, because at a certain point | became more
interested in texts than in material culture. Nevertheless, as | often say, some of my best friends
are archaeologists. | enjoy visiting excavations, seeing what has been found, joining the
conversation, and using archaeological data extensively in my research and teaching.

Prof. Zeljko Stanojevi¢:

Let us return to your book. It offers a new English translation. Could you give us one example in
which your translation differs from other translations and explain why that difference matters?

Prof. Yigal Levin:

Commentaries on biblical books have two main options. One is to use an established translation
of the text and comment on it. Many commentaries do this, using translations such as the New
Revised Standard Version, the Revised Standard Version, the Jewish Publication Society
translation, or another standard version. The other option is for the commentator to prepare a
new translation.

The problem with every existing translation is that translation is itself an interpretation. As our
knowledge of the language develops and scholars think differently about the text, different
translators make different choices. In commentaries based on an existing translation, the
commentator often has to explain or disagree with that translation. | therefore felt it would be
better to produce my own translation.

I should acknowledge that I used the New Revised Standard Version as a starting point. Even so,
preparing my own translation forced me to examine every word, compare modern and ancient
translations, and decide whether | agreed with the standard rendering, whether another
translation was preferable, and whether the terminology was consistent. Within the same book, |
generally want to translate the same terms consistently, although this is not always possible
because the same Hebrew word can carry different meanings in English.

There is also a balance between remaining closely equivalent to the Hebrew and producing
English that is readable for a modern audience. English readers who use the King James Version,
for example, are reading early modern English, in which many terms do not mean exactly what
they mean today. This can lead to misunderstandings.
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One example appears in my discussion of 1 Chronicles 12:1, on page 63. My translation reads:
“These are those who came to David at Ziklag while he was yet constrained because of Saul son
of Kish; they were among the warriors, helpers in war.” In my note, I give the Hebrew literally
as “helpers in war,” which is how I translated it. Most translations assume that they helped David
specifically; for example, the NRSV has “who helped him in war.” That, however, is not exactly
what the Hebrew says. It says “helpers in war.” I preferred not to impose the interpretation that
they were specifically David’s helpers, but to leave open the possibility that “helpers in war” was
some kind of designation or title. They may have come specifically to help David, or the
expression may refer more generally to warriors’ aides or to people who assisted those doing the
fighting. That remains open to interpretation.

| therefore try to remain as close as possible to the literal sense of the Hebrew while also using
proper and understandable English syntax. In the notes, | often explain when | have added a
verb, supplied context, or adjusted the syntax to make the English readable.

Prof. Zeljko Stanojevi¢:

How does the Book of Chronicles present David differently from the books of Samuel and
Kings?

Prof. Yigal Levin:

It presents David very differently. Most of 1 Samuel—the book in which readers first encounter
David and learn who he is—is absent from Chronicles. Chronicles does not repeat the story of
David’s rise to power, Saul’s reign, David and Goliath, or many of the other stories about David
as a young man. They may be alluded to, but they are not retold.

The present volume begins with 1 Chronicles 10, which gives an abbreviated account of the
death of King Saul and ends by stating that God turned the kingdom over to David. David then
appears immediately, followed by some retrospective information about his past. The complete
story is not repeated because the Chronicler’s main interest is David as king. The author has
much less to say about where David came from, although it is very important that God chose him
and made him king.

Chronicles repeats many accounts of David’s conquests: the conquest of Jerusalem, conflicts
with neighbouring peoples, and wars against various enemies. It does not repeat most of the
stories in 2 Samuel concerning the internal life of David’s court, such as Absalom’s rebellion or
the story of David and Bathsheba. One might argue that these stories are omitted because they
make David look bad. The author of Samuel was willing to preserve them, perhaps for purposes
of his own, while the Chronicler had a different portrait of David in mind. In any case, they do
not appear in Chronicles.

A question | considered while writing the commentary was whether the Chronicler assumes that
readers already know the earlier biblical sources, particularly Samuel, or whether he intends his
own version to replace the earlier narrative. My view is that he assumes readers know the earlier
stories. He expects them to know about David and Bathsheba, Absalom, and the other events.
His point is that, in the larger picture, those stories are less important. They remain in the
background, but he does not repeat them because they do not serve his main purpose.
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Chronicles instead contains long lists and descriptions, absent from Samuel, concerning David’s
preparations for building the Temple. In Chronicles, David receives at least as much credit for
the Temple as Solomon, and probably more. In 2 Samuel 7, David says that he would like to
build a temple, but God, speaking through the prophet Nathan, tells him that the time has not
come and that his son will build it. In Samuel, that is essentially the end of the matter. In
Chronicles, it is only the beginning. David continues to make extensive preparations for the
Temple that Solomon will eventually build. None of those preparations is mentioned in Samuel.

Prof. Zeljko Stanojevi¢:

How has your understanding of the Book of Chronicles changed during your many years of
research, and which questions would you like to study in the future?

Prof. Yigal Levin:

First, | have become much more sceptical about Chronicles as a historical source. When | began
as a graduate student thirty years ago, partly because of the scholarly climate at the time, | was
more willing to look for places where Chronicles might preserve knowledge of the pre-exilic
period that Samuel and Kings did not preserve. Such cases may still exist, and | am not saying
that they do not. | recently read a dissertation by a graduate student at my university—not one of
my own students—that made such a claim, at least concerning the later history of the Kingdom
of Judah. Nevertheless, | have personally become much more sceptical.

My approach has become more diachronic. When my students write about aspects of pre-exilic
Israel, I tell them not to mix evidence from Samuel and Kings with evidence from Chronicles.
These are separate works, written in different periods and from different perspectives. They
should not simply be harmonised. Interpreters have, of course, harmonised them for centuries,
and it is possible to do so, but historical research should examine each as a distinct historical and
literary work.

| have also become more sensitive to the literary dimensions of Chronicles. The Chronicler is an
author who uses literary devices to communicate particular messages. Although the book is
historiography, it is not necessarily history in the modern sense. That is true of all biblical
literature, but it is especially important in the case of Chronicles.

As for future work on Chronicles, my first goal is to finish the final volume of the commentary
despite my administrative duties. | also want to reopen the question of biblical genealogies,
which | have not studied in depth for several years. | wrote quite a lot about genealogies earlier
in my career, but I now approach them as a more mature scholar and expect that a fresh
examination will lead to new understandings of that kind of literature.

Beyond Chronicles, I am increasingly interested in prophetic historiography: what actual
historical information can be found in the prophetic literature of the Bible? To what extent can
works such as Isaiah, Amos, and Micah be understood as products of particular historical
moments, and to what extent should they be seen as texts edited over long periods and not tied to
a single historical circumstance? | have been thinking about this a great deal in recent years, and
it may become my next major project. One of the attractive features of our field is that we can
suddenly become interested in a subject, begin reading and writing about it, and discover where
it leads.
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Prof. Zeljko Stanojevi¢:

This book is part of your larger three-volume project on Chronicles. How is it connected with
your earlier book, The Chronicles of the Kings of Judah, and what are you planning for the final
volume?

Prof. Yigal Levin:

The Chronicles of the Kings of Judah is volume three of the complete commentary. The present
book, The Chronicles of David and Solomon, is volume two, and The Chronicles of All Israel
will be volume one. Once all three books have been published, they will form a continuous
commentary on Chronicles from beginning to end.

However, because | began at the end, my thinking has developed over the years and | have
learned more during the course of the project. | state in the introduction to the present volume
that careful readers of volume three may find places where I am not completely consistent
between the two volumes because my thinking has changed. There are certainly matters that |
would treat differently if 1 were writing the third volume today, but that is inevitable in any
project extending over many years. | have tried to remain as consistent as possible. In practical
terms, readers can finish this volume and continue directly into The Chronicles of the Kings of
Judah.

Prof. Zeljko Stanojevi¢:

You are also a member of the Editorial Board of the European Hebrew Journal. What would you
say to scholars who are considering submitting their research, and why should they choose the
European Hebrew Journal for their work?

Prof. Yigal Levin:

The European Hebrew Journal is a new journal. So far, one issue has been published, and the
second issue is being prepared. It is impossible to know in advance what position a new journal
will eventually claim within the wider world of scholarship. Some biblical studies journals have
been published continuously for 150 years, so it will naturally take time for a new journal to
achieve comparable standing.

Nevertheless, judging from the articles published in the first issue and from the composition of
the Editorial Board, the journal has very good potential. It has the potential to become a leading
journal, and we can hope that it will.

The fact that it is online and open access is a significant advantage. It makes scholarship
available to researchers who may not have a large academic institution paying for journal
subscriptions. It also does not depend on authors having an institution that can pay publication
fees, as some open-access journals require. The journal therefore has many factors working in its
favour. We will see how successfully it develops in the near future.

Prof. Zeljko Stanojevi¢:

Professor Levin, thank you very much for joining me and for presenting your important new
book. Thank you for listening to this episode presented by the New Books Network and the
Institute for Hebrew Language and Literature. My guest today was Professor Yigal Levin of Bar-
Ilan University in Israel, and we discussed his book The Chronicles of David and Solomon: 1
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Chronicles 10-2 Chronicles 9: A New Translation and Commentary, published by T&T Clark,
an imprint of Bloomsbury Publishing.

Prof. Yigal Levin:
Thank you very much.
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