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BOOK REVIEWS

W. Randall Garr and Steven E. Fassberg. A Handbook of Biblical Hebrew, vol- 
ume 1: Periods, Corpora, and Reading Traditions. Winona Lake, IN: Eisen- 
brauns, 2016. Pp. xi + 227. ISBN 978-57506$69.50 .7 ־469־  cloth.

W. Randall Garr and Steven E. Fassberg. A Handbook of Biblical Hebrew, vol- 
ume 2: Selected Texts. Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2016. Pp. vi + 136. 
ISBN 978$69.50 .3 ־57506־470־  cloth.

The editors describe these volumes as remedying the lack of "a comprehensive 
and systematic overview of the different periods, sources, and traditions of 
Biblical Hebrew" (vol. 1, p. x). Each of the essays follows "a similar template: 
speakers, sources, editions, orthography, phonological sketch, morphological 
sketch, syntactic issues, bibliography" (vol. 1, p. xi). Their distinctions among 
periods, sources, and traditions dictates the arrangement of essays in vol. 1 and 
accompanying selected texts in vol. 2.

The first four essays in vol. 1 deal with periodization of Biblical Hebrew: 
"Standard/Classical Biblical Hebrew" by Joseph Lam and Dennis Pardee; "Ar- 
chaic Biblical Hebrew" by Agustinus Gianto; "Transitional Biblical Hebrew" 
by Aaron D. Hornkohl; and "Late Biblical Hebrew" by Matthew Morgenstern. 
The essays are traditional in their approach, providing the sorts of data that 
appear in Angel Sáenz-Badillos' A History of the Hebrew Language (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1993) or Paul Joiion's A Grammar of Biblical Hebrew, 
trans. T. Muraoka, Subsidia Bíblica 27 (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 2006) 
and interacting little or not at all with recent discussions challenging the tradi־ 
tional periodization. The ostensible comparative character of these essays is not 
entirely successful, in part because the brevity of the essays (e.g., 18 pages on 
Standard/Classical Hebrew) and the lack of coordination of the discussions in 
each. For example, in the first essay a full paragraph is devoted to definiteness 
(p. 11), although it does not appear to be relevant comparatively with respect 
to the other periods or traditions. At the same time, nothing is stated in the 
essay about את or verb complement marking, even though comparative state- 
ments arise in subsequent essays with respect to the Standard/Classical period 
(pp. 39,49). The hegemony of this period for the description of Hebrew makes 
the subsequent essays in the section read better by virtue of having the Stan- 
dard/Classical period as a foil against which differences may be described 
meaningfully, even where the comparator data is untreated in the initial essay.

The second part of vol. 1, answering to "sources" in the preface description, 
is entitled "Contemporary Hebrew Attestations," by which the editors mean 
(relatively) contemporary with the aforementioned periods of Hebrew. The title 
is more apt for the first of the essays, "Epigraphic Hebrew" by Shmuel Ahituv, 
W. Randall Garr, and Steven E. Fassberg than it is for the other two essays in 
the section, which treat post-Biblical Hebrew: "Ben Sira" by Wido van Peursen 
and "The Hebrew of the Dead Sea Scrolls" by Jan Joosten. The section title led 
me to expect comparative sorts of analyses with respect to the periodization
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in part 1. While this was true of parts, such as van Peursen's illuminating sec- 
tion on the syntax of Ben Sira versus Biblical Hebrew (pp. 77-79), for the most 
part I found a similar lack of coordination as in the first part, both among the 
essays and with respect to the previous part. Reference to Biblical Hebrew in 
the essay "Epigraphic Hebrew" are frustratingly varied and vague: they state 
that the epigraphs are phonologically "consistent with Biblical Hebrew as at- 
tested in the Masoretic Text" (p. 60), they "provide little new information on 
ancient Hebrew morphology" (p. 61), and their syntax conforms "to expecta- 
tions set by Tiberian Biblical Hebrew" (p. 63). Where reference is made to a 
specific period—Standard/Classical with respect to verb complement marking 
and word order—the earlier essay lacks any (verb complement marking) or 
a satisfactory comparator. It is misleading to state that the word order in the 
epigraphic materials "tends to follow the pattern of Standard Biblical Hebrew" 
(p. 63), when the conclusion on word order in the Standard/Classical essay is 
resignedly based on the statistical heft of the consecutive forms (p. 17), which 
are among the least attested verb forms in the epigraphic materials. Finally, 
as fine a discussion as Joosten provides, it is clear that constraints on length 
unduly limited his description: "Many more observations and suggestions [not 
discussed in the essay] have been made regarding the phonological and pho- 
netic structure of DSS Hebrew" (p. 88).

Part 3, entitled "Ancient and Medieval Reading Traditions," provides six 
of the most illuminating essays in the volumes: "Hebrew in Greek and Latin 
Transcriptions" by Alexey Eliyahu Yuditsky; "Samaritan Tradition" by Moshe 
Florentin; "Babylonian Tradition" by Shai Heijmans; Karaite Transcriptions of 
Biblical Hebrew by Geoffrey Khan; "Palestinian Tradition" by Joseph Yahalom; 
and "Tiberian-Palestinian Tradition" by Holger Gzella. These chapters more 
than the others present information previously largely out of reach to English- 
speaking students and scholars. One feature that would have enhanced these 
essays would be manuscript photographs, such as appear in ch. 14 on the Tibe- 
rian Hebrew reading tradition. This is especially the case for the Karaite tradi- 
tion, for which a typographical "work-around" was needed in the discussion of 
the Hebrew-vowel-pointed Arabic script (p. 147), and the Tiberian-Palestinian 
Tradition, which is attested in only a small number of manuscripts.

The final part of vol. 1, "Essays," includes three significant and interesting 
contributions: "The Tiberian Tradition of Reading the Bible and the Masoretic 
System" by Yosef Ofer; "The Contribution of Tannaitic Hebrew to Understand- 
ing Biblical Hebrew" by Moshe Bar-Asher; and "Modern Reading Traditions of 
Biblical Hebrew." In the preface, the editors explain that these represent topics 
"often omitted in discussions of Biblical Hebrew" (p. xi). It is more accurate to 
say that the Tiberian Tradition is assumed much more than that it is omitted. 
Indeed, if inclusion of neglected topics was the aim, one wonders why at least 
the first two of these essays were not put in the previous section: the essay on 
Tannaitic Hebrew might well be placed alongside Greek and Latin transcrip- 
tions of Hebrew and the Tiberian Tradition with the other reading traditions. 
Such a move would have facilitated comparison among the reading traditions.

Volume 2 of the handbook presents selected texts corresponding to the es- 
says in the first volume, apart from the absence of any Tannatic Hebrew texts 
(ch. 15 of vol. 1). This volume holds a few curiosities for me. First, reference 
to the selected texts are almost nonexistent in vol. 1 (see p. 200), and as such,
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there is no rationale given to the reader as to why these specific texts and not 
others were selected. This in turn leads to questions about the wisdom of some 
choices: while it is laudable not to restrict Standard/Classical Biblical Hebrew 
to prose (vol. 1, p. 2), one wonders at the choice of Ps 29 (vol. 2, p. 3) as a selected 
text, given that it is widely taken as one of the earliest psalms, bordering on 
the archaic period. Second, the selected texts for the periodization of Biblical 
Hebrew (vol. 1, part 1) are all presented in the Tiberian Tradition. Given that 
the handbook was prompted by an inattention to other reading traditions, one 
may wonder why the hegemony is perpetuated. A useful alternative might be 
to present the Tiberian texts unvocalized and uncantillated in order to give 
the student a feel for what prereading tradition Biblical Hebrew might be like. 
Third, ch.14 on the Tiberian Tradition curiously departs from the rest of the 
texts by presenting photos of a page from the Aleppo Codex and Codex Len- 
ingrad. Sadly, the resolution (especially on the Aleppo Codex) and size make it 
difficult to actual read much from them—at least for students unfamiliar with 
the sources and wanting to utilize these volumes as a ״handbook." This strategy 
prompts the question why photos of other manuscripts were not utilized for 
the selected texts, which would have provided students with a more authentic 
experience of the reading traditions. This said, no experience emerging from 
the handbook is more authentic than the selection of modem reading tradi- 
tions available in mp3 format from the publisher's web page (www.eisenbrauns 
.com/item/GARRHANDBO/). The 11 selections of readings of Exod 14:31- 
15:21 were fascinating to hear and to read the accompanying analysis in ch. 16 
of vol. 1. Unfortunately, the selection of readings does not entirely align with 
the 12 selections discussed in vol. 1: a reading from Holland is included among 
the audio files but no reading from Spain as discussed in the chapter; an audio 
file of a reading from Cairo, Egypt is included, but neither of the discussed 
readings from Iran or Iraq are among the audio.

In the end, a handbook of this sort is a welcome contribution. Unfortu- 
nately, this one falters on just those points the editors hoped it would succeed. 
First, it is far from comprehensive. Although this is not an inherent fault in a 
day of bloated publications, too often the brevity came with assumptions about 
the readers' background in the topic—background that should not be assumed 
of the intended audience of "students and the public" (p. x).

Second, it is not systematic. For all the desire of the editors to apply a 
"template," it did not always work. The essays in part 2 eschewed altogether 
having a section on syntax, with the exception of the essay on the Palestin- 
ian Tradition in which the author includes a one-sentence section on syntax: 
"Palestinian-pointed texts exhibit no difference in syntax from their Tiberian 
counterparts" (p. 171). Indeed, it is unsurprising that different reading tradi- 
tions do not depart from one another on syntax. The orthography, phonet- 
ics, and phonology (along with some morphology) provide more than enough 
fodder for examining these reading traditions side-by-side.

Third, the handbook is full of comparative remarks about different periods 
of Hebrew, corpuses, and reading traditions. However, the lack of coordination 
among essays hinders fruitful comparison among the descriptions.
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