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You are right to despise the paltry imitators who derive their religion wholly 
from someone else or cling to a dead document by which they swear and 
from which they draw proof Every holy writing is merely a mausoleum of 
religion, a monument that a great spirit was there that no longer exists; for 
if it stil/lived and were active, why would it attach such great importance 
to the dead letter that can only be a weak reproduction of it? It is not the 
person who believes in a holy writing who has religion, but only the one 
who needs none and probably could make one for himself 
-Friedrich Schleiermacher, "On the Essence of Religion" ('799) 

The two main principles of the so-called historical criticism are the Postu­
late of Vulgarity and the Axiom of the Average. The Postulate of Vulgarity: 
everything great, good and beautiful is improbable because it is extraordi­
nary and, at the very least, suspicious. The Axiom of the Average: as we and 
our surroundings are, so must it have been always and everywhere, because 
that, after all, is so very natural. 
-Friedrich Schlegel, Critical Fragment no, ,25 (1797) 

Why do you seek the living among the dead? 
-Luke 24:5 



Preface 

Consider two scenes. The first takes place in an Eastern Orthodox 

church. The liturgy of St. john Chrysostom is under way. From behind 

the ico~ screen, the priest comes into view, carrying overhead, in solemn 

procession, an ornately bound, gold-plated volume: the Book of the 

Gospels. All stand. There is incense in the air. Acolytes, candles in hand, 

stand by to illuminate the reading of the Gospel. In that moment, the . 

people are told not to look, to follow texts with their eyes, but rather to 

listen. The priest proclaims, "Wisdom! Let us attend!" and the people go 

silent. In the liturgy, the faithful see the Bible in procession, hear it in 

song, and venerate its holiness and authority with signs of loyalty and 

submission. The one thing the faithful do not actually do during this 

service, however, is read the Bible. It is always read to the people by 

someone else. Written words voiced by readers and expounded by 

preaching are transmuted into oral and immediate ones. The second 

scene is a biblical studies seminar in a university classroom. It too is 
filled with people. They sit, not stand. At the center is a long table. On it 

are many Bibles, various copies in assorted languages: Hebrew, Greek, 
Syriac, Latin. Some lie open, others are pushed aside into impromptu 

stacks. They share the table with other writings: teacher's notes, 

photocopies, reference works, dictionaries, grammars, commentaries. 

The atmosphere is sociable but cerebral, quiet but static. Heads are 

bowed, but over books. There are readers here too, but the oral 

performances are tracked closely by others whose eyes are attuned 

carefully to common texts. There is speech, but no song or prayer. 



Spoken words belong only to individuals. The texts focus readerly vision. Com­

mentary is controlled. 

In both scenes, the Bible is at the center. In the first, its words are invisible, 

fleetingly oral, melodic. In the second, they are visible, unmoving, inscribed and 

fixed on pages. The two scenes represent very different enterprises. Yet they are not 

different because they embody different assumptions, discourses, and communal 

identities, though this is certainly the case. They are different, ultimately, because 

they have come into being by virtue ofindependent realities and by way of separate 

histories. They are different because the two groups, as a result of these histories 

and realities, are actually engaged with different Bibles: a scriptural Bible and an 

academic Bible. 

This book tells the story of the academic Bible, how and why it came into 

being. It begins at a moment when the scriptural Bible evoked by the liturgical 

scene above had already receded to the margins of modern Western cultural and 

public life. The Reformation engendered a crisis of authority in which authority 

itself-its location, its nature, its sources-was contested. As a result of this crisis, 

the ecdesial underpinnings of the scriptural Bible became too weak, too fragmented 

to sustain its place at the center of Western Christendom. It was moved to the 

boundaries, where, throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, it fueled 

confessional and anticonfessional theological programs, some critical and others 

traditional. Many of the tools and much of the material that would later be used to 

create the academic Bible were developed in the two centuries following the Refor­

mation. Yet the academic Bible did not come into being until the eighteenth cen­

tury, when biblical criticism took shape at the modem university as a post-confessional 
enterprise. The academic Bible was created by scholars who saw that the scriptural 

Bible, embedded as it was in confessional particularities, was inimical to the socio­
political project from which Enlightenment universities drew their purpose and 

support. Given the choice between the scriptural Bible and something else, univer­

sity men, the fathers of modern criticism, chose something else. 
This book is not a tale of divorce, confrontation, or apostasy. It assumes that 

the scriptural Bible, in its many Jewish and Christian forms, has its own complex, 

conflicted history, but it adds nothing to that history. It also assumes, as eight­

eenth-century critics assumed, that by the time of the German Enlightenment the 

era of scriptural Bibles and their confessional sponsors had already passed in 

Europe and that a new vision of a society ordered by postconfessional governments 

was taking hold. In German universities, then, the academic Bible was a successor, 
not a competitor, to the scriptural Bible. The image of the two Bibles may seem too 

totalizing, too dichotomous to some. One might object, for example, that there are 

churchly and academic communities (the latter certainly heirs to the German uni­

versity tradition) that believe the two are complementary--:indeed, must be so. 

They hold that genuinely faithful, intellectually satisfying, and morally responsible 
biblical interpretation depends on the vigorous influence of critical biblical schol­
arship on religious belief. The two Bibles, on this view, not only coexist, they also 

support one another. I do not deny that theologians, biblical scholars, and chu~ch­
men of various sorts have worked out constructive relations between the two Bibles. 
and the interpretive modes they represent. Intellectually earnest interpreters often 

see the two Bibles as representing real and profound antitheses between history and 

revelation, faith and reason, and the like. And they believe that they must be held. 

in a kind of creative tension. However, in actual practice, the rehition has not, in 

my opinion, yielded decisive solutions to perennial theological, moral, and philo­

sophical questions in the history of interpretation. It tends rather to employ mod­

ern criticism as a prophylactic against fundamentalism and to treat traditional 

belief in biblical authority as a distant source of social and cultural capital for the .. 

academic enterprise. In other words, the intellectual stakes turn out to be low, and '" 

the social ones quite high. From a historical point of view, then, grand antitheses 

(or antinomies) between History and Revelation, the Secular and the Sacred, Sci­

ence and Religion, and so on seem rather like mythologies retrojected onto the 

history of modern scholarship-all the more so because the antinomies themselves 

predate modern critical consciousness, and the modern project itself, as will be 

dear, was distinctly social in 'orientation. Intellectual antinomies were not discov­
ered by modern scholars; they were redeployed by them. Ultimately, though, this 

book is not a work of theology but rather of history, and others are surely in a bet: 

ter position to argue questions concerning the relation of the Bible to truth, history, 

faith, reason, etc., on systematic grounds. Yet a long and dear historical perspec­

tive, one stretching back to the origins of modern criticism at the university. shows 

that dualism is, in fact, warranted. 
At the center of this story is one figure in particular who had a large share in 

the creation of the academic Bible: Johann David Michaelis (1717-1791). A few 

introductory remarks about him are in order. Michaelis was one of the most impor­
tant biblical scholars of the eighteenth century. His life coincided with the flourish­

ing, in the German lands, of the "con~ervative" or "mainstream" Enlightenment. 
Michaelis and his contemporaries, figures like Christian Gottlob Heyne, Johann 

Gottfried Herder, and, seminally, Immanuel Kant, opened new paths for integrat­

ing religion and culture into modern, progressive political and social frameworks. 

Their work did not manifest the kind of aggressive heterodoxy associated with the 

radical or early Enlightenment. Instead, German academics preserved many tradi­

tional moral and religious forms (for example, the authority of the Bible) by retain­

ing them critically and self-consciously, as historical contingencies amenable 

to new intellectual projects. Michaelis belongs to this milieu. As we will see, his 

contributions exemplified a conservative progressivism that took the cultural 



obsolescence of confessional Christianity for granted and aimed at the creation of 

an irenic social order based on reason, morality, and the growing power of the 

state. Also important for this study is the fact that Michaelis was a university man. 

He was born and educated at one (Halle), and he lived, worked, and died at 

another (Gottingen). The German Enlightenment (Aufklarung) saw the founding 

of new universities and the reform of existing ones. It gave rise to a new "idea of the 

University," one oriented toward the social and political goals of the conservative 

Enlightenment. Because the academic Bible was a creation of the German univer­

sity in this period, the university has a prominent roie in this book. Finally, though 

Michaelis was a scholar of both Old and New Testaments, this study focuses on the 

Hebrew Bible and the ancient Near East. His work on the. Old Testament, ancient 

languages, and Hebrew antiquities shows dramatically what was involved in the 

creation of a new discourse, a new approach to the authority of the Bible. It offers 

greater scope for examining the kinds of scholarly maneuvers, philological and his­

torical, that were used to remake the Christian scriptural inheritance. References to 

the "Bible" and things "biblical" in this book, then, more often than not refer par­
ticularly to the Old Testament. 

This book contains six main chapters, which can be divided into two parts. The 

first three chapters describe the broader conditions for the rise of the academic 

Bible. The latter three offer a focused examination of specific ways that Michaelis 

accommodated the study of the Bible to these conditions. Chapter 1 argues that the 

Bible in the West ceased to function as catholic scripture in the period following the 

ReformatIon and that, as a result, biblical scholars turned increasingly toward the 

Bible as text to rehabilitate it. Schisms, religious wars, and the manifold effects of 

confessionalization created a fragmented religious environment that yielded modes 

of scholarship aimed at exploiting, reinforcing, or repairing this fragmentation. Yet 

these efforts all assumed an inert textual Bible that needed to be reactivated and 

reintegrated into specific cultural and religious programs. In the sixteenth and sev­

enteenth centuries, biblical scholarship operated on a Bible that was moving from 

((sc~ipture" to "text." Chapter 2 takes up this story at Gottingen, Germany's premier 

Enhghtenment university in the eighteenth century. Because the Bible had become 

a weak and contested textual inheritance, it needed to be rehabilitated if it was to 

endure in public life. It was not at all clear that the study of the Bible in any form 

would have a place at a new university, especially one created by the government to 

educate civil servants and noblemen in the rational, tolerant spirit of the age. Yet, at 

G6ttingen, academics succeeded in folding the humanities, though tied strongly to 

anCient texts and traditions, into a modern, statist enterprise. Chapter 3 shifts brief­
ly away from the study of the Bible and focuses on two classical philologists at G6t­

l!~gen, Johann Matthias Gesner and Christian Gottlob Heyne. The study of the 

BIble and that of the ancient Greek and Roman world were closely intertwined in 

early modern Europe and deserve to be studied in concert more than they are. In 

the case of G6ttingen, the study of Greece and Rome offers a very close parallel to 

the study of the Bible. Gesner and Heyne were contemporaries of Michaelis who, 

like Michaelis, found themselves in a precarious but promising situation: they had 

to_ adapt the study of ancient, authoritative literature to the realities of the ne~ 
university, or simply fade into the background. Gesner and Heyne adapted. Theu 

vision of a critically reconstructed antiquity fully intelligible to modern ideals 

resembles the picture of ancient Israel that Michaelis, through nearly five decades 

of tireless research and publication, labored to produce. 
Because of the close parallels between the work of Michaelis and that of his col­

leagues in classical studies, Michaelis's reconstructed Israel may be understood as a 

"classical Israel." The second half of the book offers an examination of how Michae­

lis replenished the· cultural value of the Bible by turning the ancient Israelites into a . 

kind of classical civilization. Chapter 4 begins with Michaelis's program for the 

study of the Hebrew language. His ideas on Hebrew are important because they 

show that, for him, the Bible had to be embedded in a deep and dead past before It 

could be operated on and, ultimately, revivified. Michaelis believed that a scientific 

understanding of Hebrew, for example, was only available by separating it from its 

afterlife in a living, rabbinic Judaism and by shedding the theological exceptional­

ism that had made Hebrew a divine or primeval language to many. Not only did 

Michaelis succeed in relativizing religious interpretive frameworks, he argued that 

they were actually a hindrance to a true understanding of the Bible. Chapter 5, in a 

similar 'vein, marks the importance of aesthetics in Michaelis's recovery of a classi­

cal Israel. Buildi\1g on the work of English critic Robert Lowth, Michaelis argued 

that the psalms and prophecies of the Old Testament could be fruitfully analyzed as 

"biblical poetry" or "ancient Israelite poetry:' apart from their theological or reli­

gious value. Lowth and Michaelis were important figures in the eighteenth-century 

turn toward a primitive yet sublime poetics of feeling-a poetics in which Israelite 

literature, of all literatures, had a central place. As this chapter shows, though, "bib­

lical poetry" was not a discovery but an invention. This new concept allowed schol­

ars to operate independently of scriptural frameworks for understanding the Bible, 

namely, the canons by which religious communities organize their Bibles. Those 

grouped as "prophets:' for example, could just as well be classed with the "poets" 

found in all parts of the Bible, thus transforming them from foretellers of Christ 

into poets of personal passion. Chapter 6 describes Michaelis's efforts to remake the 

figure of Moses. As we will see, Michaelis was not alone in wanting to reinterpret 

the significance of the great prophet. Yet his Moses, an enlightened, poetic genius 

and the paragon of classical Israel, rested on unusually erudite foundations. Michae­

lis denied that the Old Testament, as scripture, had any kind of direct relevance or 

authority in modern life. His work on Moses showed how a scholar could apply the 



tools of history and philology to remake the biblical tradition, to see the value of 

biblical figures by new, nonconfessionallights. The Conclusion discusses the fate of 

Michaelis's classical project, its reception among contemporaries and successors. It 
also offers a larger perspective on Michaelis's legacy. 

A clear understanding of the history of modern criticism has important impli­

cations for the study of the Bible today: its aims, contexts, and, indeed, its future. It 

turns, I believe, on the way that the problematic relation between the scriptural and 

academic Bibles is ultimately negotiated. The two are opposed to one another, but 

I believe it is necessary to reconceive the nature of this opposition. Too often it has 
been seen, unhelpfully, as an expression of stale antitheses between reason and 
faith, history and revelation, the secular and the sacred. The history of modern 

biblical criticism shows that the fundamental antitheses were noi intellectual or 

theological, but rather social, moral, and political. Academic critics did not dis­

pense with the authority of a Bible resonant with religion: they redeployed it. Yet 

they did so in a distinctive form that has run both parallel and perpendicular to 

churchly appropriations of the Bible. Why biblical critics at the university first 

developed this form, how they succeeded, and what is to be done with it are ques­
tions at the heart of this book. 

One of my mentors once told me of a cagey academic veteran who was accosted by 

a curious researcher somewhere deep in an archive. Not wanting to offer a direct 
response to the inevitable question, "What are you working on?" he paused and 
said sagely, "We only ever work on ourselves." Writing this book, I have found that 

there is more than a little wisdom in this. These days, one does not come by the 

energy and interest for the study of eighteenth-century philologists very easily. Yet, 

I have consistently been drawn forward by a desire to address deep-seated questions 

about the nature and purpose of my own academic involvement with the Bible. 

These questions took root in graduate school, when, at the beginning of my studies, 

I had the privilege of taking Peter Machinist's course on the history of biblical 

scholarship. He encouraged my interest in this subject, eventually agreeing to 

supervise the research on which this book is based. I thank him for his teaching, his 

support, and his scholarly integrity. When, at a late stage of graduate study, my 

interests began to carry me beyond biblical studies, Ann Blair (source of the anec­

dote above) was willing to take a remedial student under her wing. She has taught 

me much about the workings of historical scholarship and the strange world of the 

intellectual historian. The defects in my historical scholarship, though, are my own. 

I thank her for supervising my research, helping me through various academic stag­

es with wisdom and good will, and, finally, for continued friendship and advice. 

I must also thank three other former teachers who have shaped this work. Gary 

Anderson has been a source of valuable encouragement and a fine example of 

excellent scholarship that reaches beyond the university. Readers of this book will 

recognize the influence of James Kugel's work on the history of biblical interpreta­

tion. In charting a new path for this field, he has managed that rarest of scholarly 

feats: erudition that culminates in clarity of vision. Jon Levenson's work on his­

torical criticism has been enormously helpful to me. I thank him for humor, insight, 

and, above all, for asking important and uncomfortable questions about the mod­

ern study of the Bible. 
I also thank Jonathan Sheehan for incisive comments on an earlier draft of this 

work. I was told by another scholar that I had the "misfortune" of publishing a 

work on eighteenth-century biblical criticism after Jonathan's own excellent book 

on the same topic had already appeared. Misfortune indeed. By providing invalu­

able help to me, though, Jonathan generously turned my misfortune into an oppor­

tunity for me to make a distinctive contribution. I have learned a great deal from 

him. Suzanne Marchand and Anthony Grafton also helped me to think through 

many themes, topics, and issues associated with this period. Though my debts to 

these scholars and many others will be evident, responsibility for this book's numer­

ous shortcomings rests solely with me. 
It has been a pleasure to work alongside colleagues in the Department of The­

ology at Creighton University, who have provided help, support, and advice. I 

thank members of the Theology Department Writers' Group who read and com­

mented on parts of this work: John O'Keefe, Rich Miller, Eileen Burke-Sullivan, 

and Brian Sholl. Fr. William Harmless, SJ, has taught me a great deal about research 

and scholarly writing, and his advice on specific matters was reliably sound and 

incisive. Ron Simkins, Nicolae Roddy, and Leonard Greenspoon have stimulated 

my thinking on a number of issues related to biblical criticism. The acerbic Rusty 

Reno has been an invaluable friend, interlocutor, and mentor. He has sharpened 

my understanding of my own research, helping me to see the theological back­

ground of modern biblical criticism with greater conceptual clarity. I thank him 

and all my Creighton colleagues. 
I would also like to thank Ulrich Schindel, professor emeritus in the Seminar 

fiir Klassische Philologie at the Georg-August-Universitiit in Gottingen, for wise 

and generous guidance during my year in Gottingen. I could not have completed 

this work without a background in the history of classical scholarship. Prof. Schin­

del not only understands this history: as successor to Gesner and Heyne, he also 

embodies it. Prof. Rudolf Smend, professor emeritus in the Theologische Fakultiit 

at Georg-August, has also been a source of valuable knowledge and assistance. I 

hope one day to know as much about Michaelis and the history of biblical scholar­

ship as he does. 
In the last several years friends have thought through many of these issues with 

me: Alexander Burgess, J. Randall Short, Aaron Rubin, and colleagues associated 
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1 

From Scripture to Text 

Texts, like dead men and women, have no rights, no aims, no interests. 

They can be used in whatever way readers or interpreters choose. 
-Robert Morgan and John Barton, 

Biblical Interpretation' 

Scripture died a quiet death in Western Christendom some time in the 

sixteenth century. The death of scripture was attended by two ironies. 

First, those who brought the scriptural Bibleto its death counted 

themselves among its defenders. Second, the power to revivify a mori­

bund scriptural inheritance arose not from the churches but from the 

state. The first development was the Reformation, and the second was the 

rise, two hundred years later, of modern biblical scholarship. 

For over a millennium, Western Christians read and revered the 
Christian Bible as Scripture, as an authoritative anthology of unified, 

authoritative writings belonging to the Church. The scriptural Bible was 

neither reducible to a written "text" nor intelligible outside a divine 
economy of meaning.' It was not simply the foundation of the Church's 

academic theology; it also furnished its moral universe, framed its 

philosophic inquiries, and fitted out its liturgies. It provided the materi­

als for thought. expression, and action, becoming what Northrop Frye 

famously called the "great code" of Western civilization.' As the book at 

the center of Western Christendom, the Bible functioned scripturally. 

However, in the wake of the traumatic religious divisions of the sixteenth 

century, the fractured Church ceased to be a unified body capable 
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of maintaining a coherent claim on the Bible as its Bible. Because both Roman 
Catholics and Protestants claimed the Bible, in different ways. as their own, the 

Bible could no longer function unproblematically as Scripture. Its nature and 

authority had to be explicated and legitimated with reference to extrascriptural 

concepts, whether juridically, as among Catholics, or doctrinally, as among Protes­

tants. Over the course of the post-Reformational controversies, the Bible showed 
itself to be a contested legacy for Western Christians, ultimately devolving into a 

multiplicity of bibles with distinct canons, separate ecclesial contexts, and prolific 

theological superstructures. What had functioned centrally in the life of the Church 

became, in the early modern period, a kind of textual proving ground for the legit­

imacy of extrascriptural theoretical understandings: at first theological and polem­

ical and then, over time, literary, philosophical, and cultural. As a text, an object of 

critical analysis, the Bible came into clearer focus; however, as Scripture, the Bible 

became increasingly opaque. 

It took time and a set of conducive circumstances for the full import of this 

transformation to become evident. A central argument in this book is that the 

development of biblical studies as an academic discipline in Germany more than 

two hundred years after the Reformation was an outworking of what inight be 

called the "death of Scripture:' The works of Spinoza, Hobbes, Simon, Peyrere, and 

others bear witness to the fact that the kinds of philological, critical, and historical 

analyses of the Bible associated with modern biblical studies were already well 

attested by the latter part of the seventeenth century. What is not well understood 
is why these did not give rise to an organized. institutional, and methodologically 

self-conscious critical program until the late eighteenth century. Nor is it widely 

understood why this took place in the German lands when few or none of the most 

notable critical precursors were German. Confusion on these questions belies a 

wider and more pervasive uncertainty about the origin and nature of the modern 

discipline of biblical studies itself. The rise of the discipline depended on two devel­

opments. The first was the opacity of the Bible, which was a result of the division of 

the Church. This is clear, for instance, in long-standing controversies between scho­

lastics and humanists-and later between Catholics and Protestants-over the use 

and authority of the Vulgate. According to its defenders, the Vulgate was not merely 

a version of the Bible. Rather, in light of its position at the center of Latin Christian­

ity, the Vulgate was, functionally, the Bible itself. When removed from the center 

and dissipated among irreconcilable textual traditions, the Latin Bible, the scrip­

ture of the Western Church, died a kind of death. Second, the loss of the Bible's 

scriptural character created the need for a new understanding of the Bible's relation 

to modern culture. 

It was not simply deep curiosity about the language, form, and content of the 

Bible that spawned the ambitious research programs of eighteenth-century biblical 

FROM SCRIPTURE TO TEXT 5 

scholars. In the decades surrounding the turn of the eighteenth century, the pres­

tige of the Bible in the Western world was at an all-time low. Skeptics, rationalist 

critics, and proponents of the new science published widely and influentially on the 

state of its textual corruption. the unreliability of its historical narratives, the crude­

ness of its style, and, in some cases, the fanciful, even childish quality of its stories. 

It.was, to many elites, a book no longer worth believing. Richard Popkin has argued 

persuasively that skepticism toward the Bible had its roots in an intellectual crisis 

provoked by prolonged, unresolved theological disputes about how to guarantee 

the truth of Catholic and Protestant hermeneutics.' The harsh and violent realities 

of religious division in the centuries following the Reformation featured sharp crit­

icisms of traditional belief, on the one hand, and intensification of confessional 

interpretation and polemical theology on the other. What developed in the mid­
eighteenth century was not a new awareness of the «human" or «historical" charac­

ter of the Bible. Rather, it was the realization that the Bible was no longer intelligible 

as scripture, that is, as a self-authorizing, unifying authority in European culture. 

Its only meanings were confessional meanings: Catholic, Lutheran, Reformed. If 

the Bible was to find a place in a new political order committed to the unifying 

power of the state, it would have to do so as a common cultural inheritance. This 

was the great insight of German academics working at new and renewed institu­

tions during the age of Enlightenment university reform. They mastered and acti­

vated the older scholarship-by then two centuries' worth of philological, text­

critical, and antiquarian learning-in an effort to embed the Bible in a foreign, 

historical culture. In this way, they introduced a historical disjunction that allowed 

them to operate on the Bible as an inert and separated body of tradition. They used 

historical research to write the Bible's death certificate while opening, simultane­

ously, a new'avenue for recovering the biblical writings as ancient cultural products 

capable of reinforcing the values and aims of a new sociopolitical order. The Bible, 

once decomposed, could be used to fertilize modern culture. 
No biblical critic of the eighteenth century did more to exploit and articulate 

the significance of these developments than Johann David Michaelis. Michaelis was 

the leading biblical scholar of his generation and the most accomplished Orientalist 

of the eighteenth century. From his position at the Georg-August-Universitiit in 

Gottingerr (hereafter Georgia Augusta), Michaelis wrote important works, trained 

scores of influential scholars, commanded large international audiences, and built 

his reputation as the world's expert on the ancient context of the Bible. Founded in 

1737, Georgia Augusta quickly became a center of the German Enlightenment. In its 

early, heady days, Michaelis formalized methods of biblical study and research pro­

grams there that accorded with the social and political realities of the Enlighten­

ment university. These shaped the academic study of the Bible at Gottingen and 

other centers of the new science of the Bible (Bibelwissenschaft), notably Jena, the 
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reconfigured university at Halle, and Humboldt's new university at Berlin (founded 

1810). It is not without justice that historians of scholarship have often called 

Michaelis one of the fathers of modern biblical criticism. Michaelis provided the 

conceptual framework that would allow contemporary scholars to activate older 

modes of erudition in the creation of a new disciplinary study of the Bible. In 

groundbreaking work on Hebrew language, law, poetry, and antiquities, Michaelis 

argued that an explicit recognition of the Old Testament's deadness. its status as an 

ancient literary corpus discontinuous both with Christianity and with Judaism, was 

the first step in retaining its relevance. Modeling his work on neohumanistic 

attempts to reinforce the social and cultural ideals of the Aufkliirung through the 

study of (dead) Greek and Latin literature, Michaelis approached the Old Testa­

ment as the literary remainder of an ancient Israelite society. As Rome and espe­

cially Greece furnished ideals for the eighteenth-century Germans, Israel, too, could 

be made a relevant resource for the new cultural, social, and political order. This 

was part of an effort to disengage biblical interpretation from confessional para­

digms and make a new, cultural Bible shorn of scriptural properties the centerp'iece 

of an irenic political theology. In pursuing this, Michaelis initiated and formalized 

a number of projects that would stand at the center of modern criticism for gen­

erations to come: for example, the scientific study of Hebrew as an ancient Semitic 

language (rather than a divine or primeval language), literary criticism of biblical 

poetry, and the historical criticism of legal materials in the Bible. In these ways, 

Michaelis was a foundational figure for the discipline and an important figure 

within a wider transformation of biblical interpretation in academic culture. 

This book, however, is not simply an intellectual biography of Michaelis. It is 

also a revisionist account of the early history of biblical scholarship. A correct 

understanding of this history is essential to contemporary discussions about the 

role of biblical criticism in academic theology. One of the more important trends 

in the academy within the last few decades has been the renewal of interest in the 

theological interpretation of Scripture. This interest has coincided with a growing 

sense among many that the discipline of biblical studies, once dominated by his­

torical criticism and lately fragmented by mUltiplied methodologies, has become 

increasingly incoherent. In his justly famous work on hermenenties, The Eclipse of 
Biblical Narrative, Hans Frei showed that biblical criticism of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries lost contact with the Bible's most prominent feature: its nar­

rative shape. Frei's work influentially questioned whether a hermeneutics preoc­

cupied with historicity and predicated upon a referential theory of meaning could 

yield a theology that did justice to the actual shape, content, and thought-forms of 

the Bible. In the decades since Frei, many theologians have continued to look for 

ways to disengage theology from historical criticism and reconnect it more closely 

to the language of the Bible itself. 
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The notion that biblical studies have entered a period of crisis has become a 

commonplace among biblical critics. According to one prominent scholar, Brevard 

Childs, the discipline has been marked by "methodological impasse, conflicting pri­

vate interpretations, loss o~ clear direction, extreme fragmentation, unbridgeable 

diversity, and even a deep sense of resignation.',5 Childs's comments refer to devel­

opments within the discipline, such as the decline of classic documentary criticism 

in the twentieth century, profound reevaluations of historical conclusions based on 

newer archaeological approaches, and the profusion of new methods, some pro­

grammatically "postmodern," which refuse to give priority to historical and philo­

logical inquiry as traditionally practiced. Yet the disorientation of the discipline 

also has to do with iis ambiguous relation to theology and the Bible's large religious 

readership. On the one hand, biblical scholarship has operated independently of 

and, at times, antagonistically toward professional theologians and church leaders. 

Here the names of Peyrere, Spinoza, Reimarus, and D. F. Strauss come to mind. On 

the other hand, biblical studies have benefited from religious patronage and fur­

nished indispensable support to ambitious programs of various sorts: for example, 

the rationalist programs, of German theologians in the eighteenth century) Kultur­
protestantism us in the nineteenth, and the North American "biblical theology" 

movement in the twentieth. This mixed history has allowed historians of scholar­

ship to characterize the relationship in disparate ways: either as beholden to re.li­

gious categories or as fundamentally inimical to religious reading.
6 

What a close look at the origins of modern criticism $hows is that the disci­

pline is best understood as a cultural-political project shaped by the realities of the 

university. As an academic discipline, it shared in the fundamental paradox at the 

heart of Religionswissenschaft. In order to maintain the critical distance necessary 

for objective understanding, scholars of religion created ways of studying their sub­

jects that insulated them from the thing that gives religion power: its claim on the 

loyalties of the individual.' In this way, biblical scholarship bore a necessary relation 

to religious communities, promoting understanding of their bibles. Yet critical 

scholars also reserved the right to modify or reject the beliefs and interpretive dis­

ciplines that gave religious communities their distinctive confessional shapes. Bibli­

cal scholarship, as a discipline, had no programmatic interest in theological hetero­

doxy (or orthodoxy). Its overriding concern was the creation of a new 

postconfessional mode of biblical discourse, one that remained open to religion 

while opposed to interpretation consciously shaped by particular religious identi­

ties. Jon Levenson describes the contemporary state of affairs, which has its roots in 

these developments: "The academy must refuse everything to scholars as faithful 

members of religious communities. but it must give them everything as individu­

als; they must become critics.',g The goal was and is irenicism. Before modern bibli­

cal criticism can be properly evaluated, this essential point must be understood. 
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This perspective on origins, though, must not be identified with a theory of 

secularization that explains the rise of biblical scholarship as an instance of the 

decline of religion in the face of antireligious opposition. Such theories have played 

large and small roles in attempts to describe the career of the Bible in the modern 

world. Paul Hazard, for example, in his famous work on the fateful "crisis of Euro­

pean conscience:' portrayed biblical criticism as a key instance of secularization, 

dividing Europe between Christian traditionalists and their radical, freethinking 

opponents.9 Early modern biblical criticism may be understood, on this view, in 

terms of a larger historical trajectory marked by a decline in the prestige and sig­

nificance of Christianity. A secularization theory of this type, though, is not useful 

in describing what most biblical scholars in this period were actually trying to 

accomplish. One finds very few invectives against religion among the treatises, 

monographs, and dissertations of philologists and theologians actively engaged in 

the study of the Bible in the early modern period. Something like the distinction 

between "secularization" (a process) and "secularism" (an ideology) is useful here. 

Though critical efforts may have contributed to secularization, few critics were 

secularists: "secularization" does not speak to motive. The total disappearance of 

Christianity would have seemed, to all but a handful of radicals in the eighteenth 

century, undesirable if not inconceivable. 

Similarly, modern biblical criticism has been explained as one instance in the 

rise of a pervasive historicism that overspread the human sciences in Germany at 

the turn of the nineteenth century. Thus Robert Leventhal points to the "emergence 

of hermeneutics" in this period, a generalized theory of interpretation that was "a 

specifically German reaction to transcendental philosophy and its ahistorical, even 

anti-historical predisposition:,10 German thinkers, on this view, stressed the 

untranslatability of historical cultures and understood interpretation of literary, 

philosophical, and religious texts as an attempt to provoke what Leventhal has 

nicely termed a "clash of discursive worlds:' Similarly, Peter Hanns Reill argues that 

the pragmatic historicism of the Au/klarer set them apart from their French and 

British counterparts. They created a new form of historical inquiry attentive not to 

the "purified facts" of the antiquarians or attuned to the stale moralism of the poly­

historians but rather oriented toward a total system of causes and driving forces in 

the human past, which, in turn, could be used to solve long-standing problems in 

law, theology, and other disciplines." There can be little doubt that historicism, as 

a kind of governing belief, was crucially important to many forms of intellectual 

inquiry in the period: philosophy, theology, law, and aesthetics. It is thus useful 

to speak of the centrality of historical understanding to eighteenth-century 

biblical critics. Indeed, modern biblical criticism is often referred to simply as "his­

torical criticism" or "historical-critical method." Nevertheless, historical under­

standing was never an end in itself. If Herder, Lessing, and Schlegel sought a "dash 
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of discursive worlds;' professional biblical scholars in the same period, while doing 

their share to bring it about, could not anow the Bible to remain consigned to an 

alien discursive world. Historical research was expected to throw up new bridges of 

understanding even as it destroyed old ones. Without slipping into exemplar his­

tory, historical research had to become, in Reill's term, "pragmatic." It had to be 

useful to life. 
A much more promising way to understand the relation of theological readers 

to modern biblical scholarship, especially that of the Enlightenment, is to see it as a 

cultural enterprise aimed at overcoming confessional loyalties while preserving 

Christian intellectual and religious forms. Jonathan Sheehan has argued along these 

lines that tr~nslators and biblical scholars in the eighteenth century set the stage f?r 
the "forging of a cultural Bible:,12 Sheehan characterizes the efforts of translators, 

critics, and exegetes in a fresh and compelling way, not simply as antecedents to 

later developments like secularism or historicism but rather as examples of a con­

structive program in their own right. "In doing so, he reckons seriously with the 

self-understanding of eighteenth-century figures. The efforts of biblical scholars in 

this period must be understood as part of a larger attempt to shore up the authority 

of the Bible by rearticulating its cultural relevance and, as Sheehan has shown, by 

creatively demonstrating its value as a philological, moral, aesthetic, and historical 

resource. The perspective taken in this book reflects a view of the eighteenth cen­

tury that is in substantial agreement with the transformation thesis at the heart of 

Sheehan's important work. Yet it extends and refines that thesis in two ways. Fust, 

in order for the Bible to become an Enlightenment Bible or a cultural Bible, it had 

first to be divested of its scriptural character. This amounted not simply to transfor­

mation but rather to a revivification. Because the Bible could no longer be invoked 

as catholic scripture, the paths to understanding it lay within specific confessional 

hermeneutics. Scriptural bibles had to be left aside before the Bible, as a corner­

stone of European culture, could be received again. The "death of scripture" and the 

rise of a nonconfessional Bible described here bring the religious legacy of modern 

criticism as a constructive response to the fracturing of Christendom into clearer 

view. Second, it attaches this legacy in a specific way to the institutional environ­

ment at Enlightenment universities like Michaelis's Georgia Augusta. For it was 

there that university reformers made the hallmark of the modern critical project, 

political irenicism, a first-order intellectual virtue and an explicit goal of academic 

culture. Earlier German scholars guided by Protestant scholasticism, Pietism, and 

neohumanism in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries preserved and culti­

vated the critical tools and erudition that would ultimately be necessary to decom­

pose the Bible. It fell to their successors at the university to revivify it. The Enlight­

enment not only led to the forging of cultural Bibles; it also produced the modern 

academic Bible. 
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In order to set the stage for this account, I offer, in this chapter, a brief account 

of the fate of the Bible as scripture in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. I use 

the example of Erasmus to illuminate the effects of humanism and the role of the 

church on biblical interpretation, arguing that religious schism and the eclipse of 

the Vulgate engendered new, nonscriptural interpretive modes. Finally, I connect 

the "textualization" of the Bible in the seventeenth century to conditions created by 

the religious divisions of the preceding century, suggesting that textualization 

emerged as a strategy for managing appropriations of the Bible in the religiously 

conflicted world of early modern Europe. 

The Death of Scripture 

In claiming that biblical scholarship operated on the Bible as text and not as scrip­

ture, I wish to signal a historical shift, to mark out distinct but adjacent herme­

neutical territories. The point is not to hold up a scriptural Bible as kind of Platonic 

form compared to which the modern academic Bible is only a derivative, distorted, 

and secondary reality. It is rather to invoke the "death of scripture" as a theological 

and historiographic characterization of the preconditions of the eighteenth­

century scholarly enterprise. Modern scholars inherited a moribund Bible, which, 

after the Reformation, had ceased to function as catholic scr.ipture in a divided 

Europe. In place of confessional modes of reading which only seemed to perpetu­

ate war, obscurantism, and senseless religious division, they created a new pro­

gram for retaining the cultural authority of the Bible, one that would secure for it 

a place in what Carl Becker famously called the "heavenly city of the eighteenth­

century philosophers:,I' Before this took place, though, the Bible had first to 
become a text. 

The late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries spanned a tumultuous and con­

sequential period. Political and ecclesial developments, which were decades and 

centuries in the making, contributed to a rapid, violent sundering of Western 

Christendom. The erosion of papal authority and the rise of powerful monarchies, 

the influence of late medieval reform movements, the invention of the printing 

press, and the growth of populations and urban economies in Western Europe all 

played important roles. Among contributing factors to the Reformation, the one 

most decisive for the new approaches to biblical interpretation that grew out of the 
Reformation, however, was the constellation of attitudes and activities identified 

with Renaissance humanism. Jacob Burckhardt famously characterized the Italian 

humanists of the Quattrocento as progenitors of modern secularism responsible 

for breaking free of the medieval Christian past by turning to pagan antiquity. 

According to Burckhardt, they created an alternative culture that was a "competitor 
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with the whole culture of the Middle Ages, which was essentially clerical and was 

fostered by the Church."The humanists spawned "a new civilization, founding itself 

on that which lay on the other side of the Middle Ages:,I' Since Burckhardt's time, 

though, historians have refined Burckhardt's thesis in important ways, challenging 

the decisiveness of the break between medieval and Renaissance cultures on the one 

hand and the programmatic secularism of Renaissance classicism on the other. IS 

In light of these challenges, Renaissance humanism is better described as a broad, 

religiously flexible, and civic-minded educational program encompassing the 

humanities (studia humanitatis) and a movement, furthermore, rooted in medieval 

appropriation of classical sources. One of its distinctive features was the study of 

classical texts in their original languages-preeminently Latin but also Greek and, 

later, Hebrew. This "gave rise to the Renaissance ideal of the vir trilinguus and the 

close association of political and religious renewal with fresh appropriations of 

ancient learning. Humanism was a reformatory enterprise energized at all points by 

philology. 
There was a clear affinity between the humanist program, captured in the slo­

gan ad fontes ("to the sources"), and the sola scriptum principle of the Reformers. 

Humanists and reformers placed the study of ancient texts in their original lan­

guages at the center of programs that allowed them to access the touchstones of 

Western culture. In this, both groups were opposed to scholasticism. Though 

humanists and scholastics shared a good deal, such as a concern to adapt pagan 

learning to Christian purposes, the debate between them formed an important 

background to the te"tualization of the Bible. The scholastics insisted on the pri­

macy of systematic theology in the theological curriculum, uphol~ing her tradi­

tional place as "queen 6f the sciences." Philology, on this view, was merely the 

"handmaiden" of theology. To scholastic theologians, the Bible was the source of 

theology. It contained timeless truths that needed to be clarified and organized by 

reason. These truths transcended historical and cultural boundaries. In subordinat­

ing the literal sense of the Bible, where philology was helpful, to the spiritual senses 

of the Bible, scholastic theologians integrated the Latin Bible into a long and vari­

egated theological and philosophical discourse stretching back to Augustine. They 

emphasized the role of rigorous logic, careful distinctions, and manifest demon­

strations in maintaining and extending this discourse. To many scholastics, human­

ist insistence on philology seemed impertinent and wrongheaded. 

Humanists cultivated rhetoric and eloquence in direct opposition to what they 

regarded as the tortuous barbarisms of scholastic thought. Scholastics, for their 

part, believed that rhetoric was out of place in theology. Of what value, for example, 

was Ciceronian eloquence in explaIning clearly how the host remains bread while 

becoming the body of Christ? To humanists a philological examination of the Bible 

showed that it bore witness to a living historical reality. It was not simply a Latin 
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sourcebook for scholastic disputation. As Alister McGrath points out, in turning to 
the text of the New Testament humanists sought "moral and doctrinal insights" 

through "literary and historical analysis:' They sought to encounter Christ and 

recapture the "vitality of the experience of the early church:' Ad fontes, as a reform 

program, extended to the Bible. Yet even as humanists learned Hebrew and Greek, 

they recognized the biblical text as "an intellectually modest source incapable of 

bearing the dialectical weight imposed upon it through the theological speculation 

of the schoolmen."'· 

Focus on the text of the Bible allowed the humanists to create invidious com­

parisons between the liveliness of the New Testament and the sclerotic systems of 
the scholastics. It allowed the reformers, though, to create an even sharper opposi­
tion between the text of the Bible and the traditional theology of the Church. For 

all of their similarities, humanists and reformers differed significantly in their aims. 
Where humanists sought to reform the Church by restoring the humanities and 

adopting a simpler, more ethically robust form of Christian piety, the reformers 

attacked the central doctrines of the Church and its very right to pronounce author­

itatively on scriptural matters. There had been reform movements and criticisms of 
the Church before Luther. But Luther's challenge, according to Euan Cameron, was 

a frontal assault on the "principal strength and justification" of the Church, for 

Luther believed that souls were "saved by the direct intervention of a sovereign God 
considering only his own inclination to mercy, rather than the sinner's disposition." 
Luther succeeded in impressing on his followers "the remorselessly coherent logic" 
of this message, which uentailed and demanded that one abandon the search for 
quaHtative 'grace' through acts of ritual, ceremonial piety done in the face of Mother 

Church.,,17 Cameron also points out that if a new doctrine of justification was the 
first pillar of the reformation, then sola scriptum was the second. For the reformers 
borrowed from humanists by using the text of the Bible as a basis for criticizing the 

present state of the church. Sola scriptum stood for an effort to "oppose parts of a 

'tradition' which was seen as pernicious" by comparing it to a particular version of 

the Gospel message." A textual recovery of the Bible was essential to changes sought 

by reformers, just as it was important-though to a different degree-to humanists 

in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Humanists aided and abetted the textuali­

zation of the Bible., Protestants turned textualization into a theological principle. 

Erasmus attempted to embrace humanist reforms without abandoning a scrip­
tural hermeneutic. Despite fundamental differences, Erasmus and Luther shared a 

common interest in restoring the text of the Bible." Over the course of three dec­

ades, from 1505-1535, Erasmus published works on the biblical text. The first in this 

vein was the Adnotationes of Lorenzo Valla. Valla is often credited with stimulating 

Erasmus's interest in biblical philology. After encountering Valla's critical notes on 
the Vulgate New Testament, Erasmus eagerly produced a new edition of them in 
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1505. In subsequent years, he devoted himself to a study of the Greek text, and in 

1516 his Novum instrumentum appeared. This inCluded an explanation and defense 

of the project, an edition of the Greek text of the New Testament alongside Eras­

mus's Latin translation in parallel columns, and, finally, notes on the translation 
itself. The work was retitled Novum testamentum in the second edition of 1519, and 

it appeared under that name in the editions of 1522,1527, and 1535. Within this time 

period, Erasmus also published editions of the church fathers as well as popular 

expositions of New Testament books. The latter, intended for a lay audience, were 

called Paraphrases and were issued"for every book of the New Testament except the 

book of Revelation. 
Erasmus applied himself diligently to the text of the Bible. A quote from the 

preface of the 1516 Novum instrumentum offers the theological rationale for his 

textual labors: 

... our chief hope for the restoration and rebuilding of the Christian 

religion ... is that all those who profess the Christian philosophy the 

whole world over should above all absorb the principles laid down by 

their Founder from the writings of the evangelists and apostles, in which 

that heavenly Word which once came down to us from the heart of tpe 
Father still lives and breathes for us and acts and speaks with more 

" immediate efficacy, in my opinion, than in any other way. Besides which"1 

perceived that that teaching which is our salvation was to be had in a 

much purer and more lively form if sought at the fountain-head and 

drawn from the actual sources than from pools and runnels. And so 1 
have revised the whole New Testament (as they call it) against the 

standard of the Greek original, not unadvisedly or with little effort, but 

calling in the assistance of a number of manuscripts in both languages?O 

Erasmus's theological vision is clear in this quotation: the restoration and revitali­
zation of the Christian Church depends upon an active engagement with the scrip­

tures, a learned reappropriation of the Christian faith, a return ad fontes. He draws 
a contrast between a fountain gushing with clear water, issuing from the Bible and 
the teachings of the fathers, and stagnant pools and tiny runnels, the pedantry and 

vanity of scholastic theology. 
In his editorial work on the Greek New Testament, Erasmus prepared the way 

for a revision of the text and authority of the Vulgate. Not only did Erasmus use 

available manuscripts to present the reader with the Greek text, he also included his 

own Latin translation based on the Greek. The significance of a new Latin transla­
tion was not lost on Erasmus's scholastic opponents, who came to the defense of 
the Vulgate. In a carefully documented study of the debate between Erasmus and 

his opponents, Allan Jenkins and Patrick Preston outline various ways in which 
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Erasmus's biblical philology posed a challenge to scholasticism.2l Scholastic theol­

ogy was based on a Latin theological tradition that grew out of the Vulgate, used 

Aristotelian philosophical categories to express timeless biblical truths, identified 

salvation with intellectual assent to these truths, and, finally, derived its authority 

precisely from its own traditional character. By dislodging the Vulgate from the 

center of theological inquiry, Erasmus questioned the reliability of theologians who 

could not read the Bible in its original languages. Erasmus rejected the philosophi­

cal frameworks of the scholastics and commended scripture not as source material 

for elaborate theologies but rather as edification for the Christian believer and as an 

essential venue for encountering Christ. Erasmus bypassed the scholastic tradition 

and forced the interpreter to confront the Bible anew, making text-critical judg­

ments and translational decisions as necessary, as an essential discipline in the cul­

tivation of philosophia Christi." 

Erasmus was an outspoken critic of scholastic theologians, and his New Testa­

ment project challenged their authority in the ways that Jenkins and Preston have 

identified. Yet the controversy over the Vulgate also shows that the very concept of 

scripture, and not merely the authority of the scholastics, was at stake in the debate. 

To critics of Erasmus, the "philological principle" (the claim that correct knowledge 

of the Bible depends on knowledge of the text in its original languages) compro­

mised the authority of scripture. Of these critics, few were more concerned to safe­

guard the authority of the Vulgate than Paris-trained theologian Pierre Cousturier 

(Petrus Sutor; 1475-1537). In a 1525 work directed against the scholarship ofErasmus 

and Lefevre, entitled De tralatione Bibliae et novarum reprobatione interpretationum, 
Cousturier took Erasmus to task. In dislodging the Vulgate, Coustnrier argued, 

Erasmus was not simply questioning the authority of a translation, he was under­

mining scripture itself. The Vulgate formed the basis for theological judgments ren­

dered by theologians, councils, and fathers throughout the history of the Church. 

To question the authority of the Vulgate while acknowledging its historic centrality 

was simply to contradict oneself, for what made the Vulgate scripture was precisely 

this history. Cousturier argued that it was "not reasonable that the whole church, 

which has always used this edition and still both approves and uses it, should for all 

these centuries have been wrong. Nor is it probable that that all those holy Fathers 

should have been deceived and all those saintly men who relied on this version 

when deciding the most difficult questions in general councils:'" Scriptnre func­

tions in an authoritative and obligatory way within the context of a community 

shaped by a coherent economy of meaning. The Vulgate functioned in precisely this 

way in the Western Church prior to the application of the philological principle by 

the reformers in their vernacular translations and commentaries. Theologians like 

Cousturier saw that the humanists could not displace the Vulgate without sacrific­

ing the scriptural character of the Bible and turning it into a foreign textual body. 

FROM SCRIPTURE TO TEXT IS 

Though Erasmus did not agree with Cousturier on this point, he clearly appre­

ciated the role of the Church in interpreting the Bible as scripture. This is clear, for 

example, in Erasmus's debate with Luther. There was much for Luther to like in 

Erasmus's program. Both men criticized clerical abuses, endorsed the study of bib­

licallanguages, and opposed scholastic theology with its heavy reliance on Aristo­

telian frameworks. Luther also believed, as Erasmus said in the 1516 preface, that 

Christian teaching should be acquired e fontibus, in lively encounter with the Bible 

itself. Yet when Luther applied for Erasmus's support in 1518, Erasmus politely 

demurred. He did not want to enter the fray by throwing support behind the con­

troversial Luther, thus giving his scholastic opponents an opportunity to criticize 

his humanistic reforms by linking them with schism. He wrote a warm but careful 

letter to Luther in 1519, indicating that he would not intervene in ongoing disputes: 

"I keep myself uncommitted, so far as 1 can, in hopes of being able to do more for 

the revival of good literature:'" As the Luther affair escalated, though, Erasmus 

became increasingly critical of Luther's blunt, aggressive, and divisive actions. He 

complained to colleagues like Justus Jonas that Luther's actions were entirely out of 

keeping with Christian humility and a desire for the peace of the Church. Though 

he disapproved of Luther, Erasmus was often connected by his opponents to Luther 

and accused of being a secret sympathizer. Eventu'ally, Erasmus felt it necessary to 

oppose Luther publicly, In 1524, Erasmus published his Discourse on Free Will as a 

challenge to Luther on a topic of great importance to him: the role of man in salva­

tion. Erasmus ultimately argued in this work for the validity of "Christian skepti­

cism:' Because the biblical evidence for the freedom or bondage of the will was not, 

in Erasmus's view, decisive, prudence requires the interpreter to suspend individual 

judgment. And because this is an issue on which the Church has pronounced itself, 

Erasmus claimed that one ought to accept the teaching of the Church that the will 

is free. Luther, in his reply, disagreed with the substance of Erasmus's position, but 

he also attacked the notion that skepticism is a genuinely Christian posture, arguing 

that Christians are distinguished by what they believe and not by what they doubt. 

The Holy Spirit, Luther wrote famously, is no skeptic. Erasmus explained that his 

skepticism was not dogmatic but prudential, a safeguard against rashness and not a 

refusal to affirm the truth. The ultimate value of a skeptical approach was to pre­

vent the individual interpreter from losing contact with the larger interpretive 

community. Richard Popkin explains Erasmian skepticism as a concession to the 

weakness of human intellect: "the superstructure of the essential belief is too com­

plex for a man to judge. Hence it is easier to rest in a sceptical attitude and accept 

the age-old wisdom of the Church on these matters than to try to understand and 

judge for oneself'" 
Erasmus certainly believed that the Church possessed age-old wisdom and that 

individual intellects could he danp'f':rom:.lv f~11ihlp Thp ,-100:>Pt"lpr ;"",,00:> ..... ..4., .. 1,,; ...... 
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Erasmus's skepticism, though, was his ecclesiology, specifically his view of how the 

Bible functions within the framework of tradition and ecclesial authority. For 

someone who gained fame as a critic of the Church, Erasmus nevertheless retained 

a high view of the Church throughout his life. Consider this striking declaration 

from 1527: 

How much the authority of the Church means to others I do not know: 

to me it means so much that I could have the same opinions as the 

Arians and Pelagians if the Church had accepted what they taught. The 

words of Christ are enough for me, but people should not be surprised if 

I follow the Church as their interpreterj convinced of its authority, I 

believe the canonical .Scriptures.26 

For Erasmus, the authority of the Church was the basis for receiving the Bible as 

Scripture. The Bible is a "canonicar' reality and not simply a textual one. Erasmus 

understood the appeal of Arianism and Pelagian ism. He appreciated, then, that 

orthodoxy was not simply a matter of rejecting false doctrines like these by indi­

vidual recourse to the biblical evidence. It was a matter ofloyaity to the Church. For 

Erasmus, the Scriptures were revelatory witnesses to divine speech and action, 

which bear close and careful study in their own right: few in Erasmus's day were as 

devoted to the text of the Bible as he. Yet Erasmus also insisted that interpreters 

measure their own work against the tradition. Erasmus wrote that "we do not 

depend upon any dreams of our own, but seek it out of the writings of Origen, 

Basil, Chrysostom, Cyril, Jerome, Cyprian, Ambrose, or Augustine:' Luther, by con­

trast, claimed that "through the Holy Spirit or the particular gift of God, each man 

is enlightened so that he can judge in complete certainty in what concerns himself 

and his own personal salvation, and decide between the doctrines and opinions of 

all men:J27 In insisting that one consult the Fathers, Erasmus advocated an interpre­

tive mode oriented above all toward the consensus of the Church on doctrinal mat­

ters. Luther, it is fair to say, did not. The difference between Erasmus and Luther 

surely had to do with differences in their temperaments and political situations. Yet 

it also had to do with differing conceptions of scripture. As Erika Rummel has 

pointed out, for Erasmus, "concord marked and defined the true Church, which 

was the recipient of God's word and the guardian of spiritual truth."" The Bible 

was the possession of the Church, and the Church, by definition, was a peaceable 

and coherent body united by Christ. To read the Bible against the Church, or in a 

way that divided the Church, was to misunderstand fundamentally what the Bible 

is and is for. When pressed, Erasmus showed that for him it was the reality of the 

Church as an old, wise, and united body that was decisive for biblical interpreta­

tion. His life and work show what was involved in one attempt to retain an ecclesial 

framework for a scriptural Bible in an age of criticism and religious division. 
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Toward the end of his life, Erasmus published a meditation on Psalm 84, On 

Mending the Peace of the Church (1533). However, the peace of the Church, already 

in ruins in Erasmus's day, would not be mended. The division of the Western 

Church created a new environment for biblical interpretation, one in which the 

textuality of the Bible became a primary and deeply problematic concern in a way 

that it had not been before. The great question among seventeenth-century inter­

preters was whether the Bible, in light of its textual characteristics, was perspicuous, 

whether its wording and meaning were self-evident or not.29 This is not surprising. 

Anabaptist conventicles, spiritualist sects, and antitrinitarian groups grew precipi­

tately out of reform movements of the 1520S and 1530S. By the middle of the six­

teenth century, the Reformation had remade societies and governments: chur~hes 
and territories across Europe lay in a patchwork of state-sponsored confessions, 

with the division between Lutheran and Reformed often as rigid as the one between 

Catholics and Protestants. Theologian Ephraim Radner, in an insightful and impor­

tant book on the theological consequences of Christian division, describes the situ­

ation faced by Catholic and Protestant biblical interpreters: "That two portions of a 

divided Church could never, in the face of their critics or antagonists, persuasively 

extricate themselves from the circularity of their criteriology was a realization 

quickly made by both controversialists and religious scoffers:,3o For each group, the 

presence of the other Christian confession, which also claimed fidelity to the Bible, 

made it necessary for each group to defend its distinctive mode of biblical interpre­

tation. As Radner points out, though, there was no non circular way to ground bib­

lical interpretation in distinctive criteria. For example, apologists might defend 

Protestant individualism or Catholic institutionalism as suitable interpretive modes 

on the basis of biblical teachings; yet these teachings were gleaned from the text by 

way of the very modes they were supposed to vindicate. Building on Radner's anal­

ysis, R. R. Reno has argued that theology after the Reformation included two trends: 

a Roman Catholic tendency toward "juridical supersessionisin)' and a Protestant 

tendency toward "doctrinal supersessionism.,,31 In each case, the need to create 

separation from and establish superiority over the other led Catholics and Protes­

tant interpreters to emphasize beliefs and practices that they did not share with one 

another. Theology and biblical interpretation, then, were conducted at the margins 

of the respective traditions, where differences were to be found, and not at the cent­

ers, where common ground existed. Reno sums up: the Bible proved "an insuffi­

cient basis for distinguishing between Protestant and Catholic"j as a result, "the 

shared language of Scripture" could not be the "primary source of theological pre­

cision and judgment:,32 To the wide community of interpreters throughout Europe, 

the Bible was no longer intelligible or usable simply as scripture belonging to the 

faithful; it became a repository of textual material for parallel theological super­

structures. This is clear, for example, in the institutional shape taken by Protestant 
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churches in the second half of the sixteenth century. This period saw the rise of 

catechisms and the reappearance of scholastic method. Protestants created or 

remade laws, schools, churches, and universities. Cameron describes it as the reflex 

of an "intellectual imperialism of colossal proportions" by which the "rarified scru­

ples ofliterate intellectuals" became a "complete pattern of new belief, worship, and 

Church polity" for whole societies." The Bible and the right of the individual to 

interpret it were qualified in this arrangement. Biblical teachings were organized 

into catechisms and standardized in confessions; serious interpretation was reserved 

for scholars proficient in biblical languages. Protestants and Catholics formalized 

and established theological identities, staking out positions on an ecclesial divide. 

Because the Bible belonged to all churches, and each was divided from the others, it 

belonged to none. Reading or hearing the Bible was not sufficient for understand­

ing it. One first had to choose where to stand. 

The Textualization of the Bible 

Theological conflict engendered other types of conflict in the sixteenth and seven­

teenth centuries, from skirmishes to full-blown wars. In this time, the textuality of 

the Bible, or rather its textual disorder, became the focus of intense research pro­

grams for biblical scholars in England, France, Spain, the Dutch Republic, and the 

German territories. On the one hand, textualization, with its roots in Renaissance 

humanism, preceded the Reformation and supplied the reformers with the tools 

and learning to challenge the Church. On the other hand, textualization intensified 

as a result of religious division. In disputing with one another, Catholics and Prot­

estants paid close attention to the textual character of the Bible. If, for example, a 

Roman Catholic appealed to Matthew 16:18 ("You are Peter and upon this rock I 

will build my church") to demonstrate the primacy of Peter and the establishment 

of the papacy, then a Protestant, with recourse to the Greek text, may well have 

raised a grammatical point weakening the connection between "Peter" and the 

"rock." Peter (Gk. petros) is a proper, masculine noun, only ever functioning as a 

personal name in the New Testament, while "rock" (Gk. petra) is a common noun 

of feminine gender. When Christ juxtaposes the two, an argument might run, he 

does so disjunctively. Thus petra refers to something other than Peter: either Peter's 

faith, as Luther thought, or to Christ himself, as Origen proposed. In response, 

though, a Catholic apologist might have replied as Mathias Bredenbach did in 1560, 

arguing that Jesus spoke Aramaic and, in the Syriac Peshitta version that most 

closely approximates Jesus' tongue, the two words are identical: kepa ("rock")." 

TheologiCal identities were at stake even in "small" disputes over the meaning of the 

text of the Bible. 
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Crises provoked by the Reformation, however, did not only intensify interest 

and investment in biblical interpretation. They also created the ~onditions for a 

stringent textualism that functioned to objectify the Bible, remove it from its larger 

ecclesial contexts, and turn it into a kind of hermeneutical battleground. A strin­

gent approach to the textuality of the Bible, or rather to its state of textual corrup­

tion, became. within only a few generations. a fundamental premise for Catho~ics 

and Protestants in their respective theologies of scripture. The nature and extent of 

this textualization of the Bible in the seventeenth century is illustrated by the 

remarkable collaboration of Reformed scholar Louis Cappel (1585-1658) and French 

Oratorian Jean Morin (1591-1659). 

Both were involved in the heated controversy over the age and origin of the 

Masoretic vowel points in the Hebrew Bible. The traditional Jewish view in --the 

sixteenth century was that the consonants and vowel points of the Hebrew text 

were both part of the original Sinaitic revelation. The reformers and their Roman 

Catholic opponents, by contrast, asserted that th~ vowel points were comparatively 

recent and of human origin. In 1538, Elias Levita (1469-1549), a leading Jewish 
scholar in his generation. provided a definitive refutation of the antiquity of the 

vowel points in his Masoret ha-Masoret. In the wake of Levita's challenge, the ear­

lier Christian consensus evaporated. Roman Catholic theologians, relying on Levi­

ta's scholarship, argued that the vowel points, which were only added later, were 

necessary to understand the consonantal text. Thus. they reasoned, Protestants 

committed to sola scriptura and veritas hebraica did not have direct access to the 

Old Testament. Not only were they reliant upon tradition for their understanding 

of the Bible, they were reliant upon Jewish tradition. To escape this predicament, 

many Protestants took sides with Jewish traditionalists and affirmed the antiquity 
and divine origin of the vowel points. Their great champions in this effort were the 

Buxtorfs of Basel, Johannes the elder (1564-1629) and Johannes the younger (1599-

1664), the most influential and respected Christian Hebraists of their time. 
The Buxtorfs' most famous opponent, though, was not a Catholic polemicist. It 

was philologist and fellow Protestant Louis Cappel. In 1624, Cappel published anon­

ymously a work entitled Arcanum punctuatiotJis revelatum, or Mystery of the Points 
Revealed. In it he provided a devastating refutation of the elder Buxtorf. Cappel 

argued that debates in the Talmud refer not to the pointing activities of the Masoretes 

but to interpretive problems that arise from working with an unpointed text. Cappel 

also adduced various historical and philological arguments for the antiquity of the 

points; for example, that Jerome and the translators of the Septuagint knew nothing 

of pointed texts, that the names of vowels and accents have Aramaic and not Hebrew 
names, and that the marginal qere, which show how to pronounce the kethib, are, 

oddly, never pointed. Cappel argued further that unvocalized Hebrew consonants, 

contrary to Buxtorfs opinion. do not permit arbitrary readings. Like Arabic. 
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Hebrew, he argued, is perfectly readable without vowels; its syllabic structure and 

the occasional use of consonants to stand for vowels (matres lectionis) prevent the 

consonantal text from being fatally indeterminate. Finally, Cappel showed that the 

Masoretes developed the system of points in order to fix the tradition of vocaliza­

tion no earlier than the second half of the first millennium of the Common Era. 

Cappel was roundly denounced by his Reformed colleagues. Yet this did not 

deter him. In subsequent decades, he undertook a larger and more extensive work 

on textual problems in the Bible. In 1650, he published his Critica sacra, the work for 

which he is best known. In the Arcanum, Cappel demonstrated the fallible and his­
torical nature of the vowel points. In the Critica sacra, he demonstrated that th,e 

consonantal text of the Hebrew Bible is likewise susceptible to change, corruption, 

and human interference. The work consists of six books in which Cappel provides, 

in orderly fashion, a detailed presentation of variant readings attested in the ver­

sions (Targumim, Vulgate, Septuagint, and Samaritan Pentateuch) and in the 

ancient witnesses (the New Testament, Josephus, and the Talmud). Cappel argued, 

in light of the numerous discrepancies presented there, that each source potentially 

bears witness to the authentic biblical text but that no single version may be equated 

with it. Cappel thus distinguished between the perfect, divinely inspired autographs 

(now lost) and the imperfect copies that later scribes and translators produced. 

Exegetes must consult the versions and arrive at independent and informed judg­

ments as to the precise wording of the text. They must determine the phonetic or 

orthographic sources of textual corruptions and, on the basis of evidence and 

transparent reasoning, provide the sensus planior et commodior (clearer and more 

suitable sense). They must also be free to offer, when appropriate, conjectural 

emendations. Responsible interpretation, according to Cappel, begins with an 
intelligible, critically established text. 

When Cappel had difficulty finding a pUblisher for the Critica sacra, it was the 
French priest Jean Morin who came to his aid. Morin, who was enthusiastic about 

the work, helped Cappel find a publisher in Paris, where the book first appeared. 

Morin had converted to Catholicism as a young adult and joined the Oratorians. 

He quickly found a place among polemicists seeking to expose the incoherence of 

Protestant hermeneutics. Before collaborating with Cappel, Morin in 1628 pro­

duced a three-volume edition of the Septuagint. Morin is also known for his work 

on the Samaritan Pentateuch, which was first brought to Europe in 1616 and which 

Morin edited for the Paris Polyglot Bible in 1632. Morin argued that readings found 

in the Samaritan Pentateuch, on the whole, supported those of the Septuagint. 

Thus, Catholics were correct in preferring the Septuagint to the Masoretic Text, 

which the Protestants took as the basis for their Old Testament. Not surprisingly, 

Morin also joined forces with Cappel against those who maintained the antiquity 

of the vowel points. Morin maintained that the Jews had willfully corrupted the 
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Hebrew text such that no Christian could rely on it in good conscience. The net 

result for Morin was a ringing reaffirmation of the Church's historic preference for 

the Septuagint and Vulgate over the Masoretic Text. Morin thus rejected the notion 

of a pristine Hebrew text to which the reformers might return, arguing instead that 

the textual history of the Bible itself manifests the importance of tradition in trans­

mitting and safeguarding the Church's great textual inheritance. If the text needed 

the Church for its survival, then a fortiori it needed the Ch urch to explain its mean­

ing. Morin reflected and reinforced the Tridentine strategy for preserving and artic­

ulating the coherence of Catholic identity: to shore up Rome's claims to juridical 

priority and order in the realm of biblical interpretation. As Morin put it succinctly: 

"It is [God's I will that men depend upon priests."" As a Protestant, Cappel did not 

accept the theological conclusion that Morin drew from Cappel's own work.:ln the 
vowel points and textual disorder of the Hebrew text. Cappel, for his part, believed 

that the disorder of the text did not ultimately compromise its perspicuity. He held 

that nothing pertaining to faith and morals was textually disputable, and a consci­

entious interpreter with philological training could employ sound text-critical 

method to recover the proper readings of disputed passages. Cappel turned to a 

scientific methodology aimed at rehabilitating the text. In this way he safeguarded 

sola scriptura. Philologists, in this scheme, might be necessary, but not priests. What 

unites Morin and Cappel, though, is more significant than what divides them. Both 

regarded the historically conditioned character of the biblical text as a first-order 

problem. To Protestants and their Catholic opponents, the Bible was not a self­

evident scriptural inheritance guiding the faithful but rather an indeterminate 

object whose meaning and authority had to be established from outside the Bible 

itself, either by appeal to authority or the exercise of critical judgment. But the Bible 

qua Bible was a disputed book in a confessional no-man's-land. 

As we have seen, textualization was one of the causes or contributing factors in 

the reformers' attitude toward the Bible. As the example of Cappel and Morin 

shows, it was also a result of divisions and theological disputes wrought by the Ref­

ormation. As the seventeenth century wore on, however, textualization was also 

"advanced as a re~edy to these same divisions. The new focus on textualization lay 

at the heart of attempts to unify and overcome religious division, to use critical sci­

ence to regularize interpretation and save the text from confessional abuse. Human­

ists began to assume critical postures toward traditional learning and church 

doctrine as early as the fifteenth century. Anthony Grafton, for example, has shown 

how the Italian humanist Poliziano (1454-1494), in bringing unprecedented rigor 

and historical precision to philology, used the solvents of criticism to purify con­

temporary culture by clearing away dubious learning and exposing its corrupt 

sources. Poliziano adduced the well-known dictum of a church father, Cyprian, in 

support of his own program: "Custom unsupported by the truth is long-lived error:' 
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This appeal to the example of Cyprian, Grafton writes, set up a "starkly dramatic 

comparison" between "the need for pure classical texts and the need for an incor­

rupt Christianity," which gave Poliziano's method "a moral as well as a philological 

edge:'" The "edge" arose from the possibility that eagle-eyed philologists, training 

their gazes on ancient texts, might prove familiar customs and cherished religious 

and philosophical ideas to be the products of ignorance, degradation, or, even 

worse, deception. Lorenzo VaIla (1407-1457) proved on philological grounds that 

the Donation of Constantine, which purported to grant the western half of the 

Roman Empire to the pope, was composed centuries after Constantine. His Adno­
tationes on the Latin New Testament, which remained unpublished during Valla's 

life, proved a menace to the authority of the Vulgate, posed by a man with no eccle­

sial or spiritual authority. The philologist, then, developed.a new kind of authority 

in religious and cultural questions simply by dint of expertise-an authority, more­

over, that functioned, as a matter of principle, independently of ecclesialloyalties. 

It was a small step from a philology that functioned outside the boundaries of 

religious identity to one that could actively arbitrate religious disputes and end 

confessional discord. Humanists like Valla succeeded in identifying the "truth" of a 

text, to a great degree, with its historical authenticity. And because they had the 

skills and knowledge to interrogate its historical situation effectively, they believed 

that they could offer interpretations and evaluations of texts that transcended the 

circular, self-serving readings offered by confessional interpreters. Thus the opti­

mism of noted classical philologist Joseph Scaliger (1540-1609): "I wish to be a good 

grammarian. Religious discord depends on nothing except ignorance of gram­

mar."" Peter Miller has shown, in his valuable survey of the "theology of Polyglot 

Bibles," that this same sentiment guided the textual endeavors of a wide range of 

scholars in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.38 This period saw the pro­

duction of massive Bible projects completed throughout Europe, which featured 

not only the collation of manuscripts in the original biblical languages but also of 

,ancient versions and, through annotations, apparatuses, and prefaces, compendia 

of current scholarship as well. The four major polyglots were published at Alcala de 

Henares (Complutensian Polyglot), Antwerp, Paris, and London. They were over­

whelming in their size and erudition, confronting the user with a mass of raw mate­

rial from which an understanding of the biblical text was to be won. The first three 

enjoyed the support and patronage of the Roman Catholic Church; the London 

project, under the leadership of Brian Walton, was funded by prepaid subscriptions 

and carried out by a team of English scholars. Miller offers a general characteriza­

tion of the seventeenth-century philological enterprise as a response to wars of 

religion "fueled by ignorance" and "actively abetted by obscurantism:' Miller 

explains: "It was precisely because the interpretation of Scripture had become the 

cause of such laceration in the body of Christendom that it was imperative to create 
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an instrument that, by eliminating the possibility of casual misinterpretation, could 

deprive the contentiousness of the oxygen it needed to thrive:,39 The visual repre­

sentation of (sometimes) conflicting textual traditions side by side might seem a 

strange way to quell interpretive disagreements. Yet it was precisely the "outing" of 

textual difference, the gathering in and frank acknowledgement of "errors;' that 

scholars like Walton found hopeful. To bring the imperfect, heterogeneous text of 

the Bible out into the open was to prepare the way for an ecumenical, methodo­

logically transparent mode of interpretation. Scribal errors and the kind of text­

ual corruption manifest in a polyglot-things regarded by theological liberals as 

adiaphara-did not ultimately disturb Walton and his collaborators. Rather, the 

polyglot would allow for the "repair" of the text and the discernment of a divinely 

orchestrated consensus among the versions.40 The polyglots were impressive m'on­

uments to the early modern textualized Bible, showcasing the knowledge, skills, and 

technologies of an emerging biblical science. They also bore witness to the irenic, 

ecumenical aspirations of scholars like Walton, and indeed Erasmus before him, 

who turned to the text of the Bible to advance the peace of the church. 

Among seventeenth-century biblical interpreters, the most famous irenicist 

was Baruch Spinoza. In chapter fourteen of his Tractatus theologico-politicus, Spinoza 

acknowledged the divisive aspects of textualization, recalling a Dutch proverb: Geen 
ketter sonder letter ("No heretic without a text,,).41 The public, accessible chara~ter 

of texts facilitates their use and interpretation by sects and individuals. The refor­

mational controversies are nothing if not a testimony to the plastic character of the 

Bible and the vital connection between sects and texts. Though individual Protes­

tant sects (ironically) affirmed the perspicuity of scripture as an article of faith, the 

wars of religion and political turmoil in Spinoza's own Amsterdam convinced him 

that even if the Bible were perspicuous, it was still dangerously susceptible to misin­

terpretation. Like Walton, Spinoza believed that it was possible and, indeed, neces­

sary to set forth a way of interpreting the Bible that would stem sectarian violence. 

Spinoza set out to accomplish this, first by setting aside theological judgments and 

confessional frameworks for understanding the Bible, which he regarded as the 

"prejudices of theologians" and mere "human fabrications" passed off as "divine 

teachings?' Having disposed of these, the reader must turn to the text itself: 

In this way-that is, by allowing no other principles or data for the 

interpretation of Scripture and study of its contents except those that can 

be gathered only from Scripture itself and from a historical study of 

Scripture-steady progress can be made without any danger of error, and 

one can deal with matters that surpass our understanding with no less 

confidence than those matters which are known to us by the natural light 

of reason.42 
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What the interpreter stands to learn from the Bible is identical with what makes 
it divine: in Spinoza's words, "true moral doctrine." Spinoza's rationalistic, nar­
rowly textual hermeneutic allows him to limit the sphere of the Bible's influence 

to ethics, which he subsequently identifies with a minimal monotheism and the 
duty to live justly and charitably. Careful philological study of the Bible shows 

that concerns with modern philosophical, political, legal, or scientific questions 
are alien to the Bible. The Bible contains the ancient historical record of a specific 
civilization, which is firmly embedded in the language and thought patterns of its 

time. Historical and textual investigation shows that it is neither timeless nor uni­
versal. Attempts to use the Bible to address modern questions, especially political 
ones, are unwarranted. The freedom to philosophize, according to Spinoza, is 
actually preserved on biblical grounds, on the basis of what reason shows the Bible 

to be. 

The discovery of what is "true" is a crucial element of Spinoza's biblical criti­
cism. The quest to discover what is true in and of the Bible is not, for Spinoza, a 
metaphysical one. He does not seek, by his philological inquiries, to discover the 
sense in which the Bible itself contains Truth or offers metaphysical precepts that 
are ratified by reason and experience. Rather, the effort to ascertain what is true, as 
Jonathan Israel has pointed out, is "a historical-critical and linguistic exercise 
anchored in a wider naturalistic philosophical standpoint.',43 That is, it is an attempt 
to uncover the original aims of the biblical writers, to learn how the Bible corre­
sponds-is true to-the intent of its writers. Spinoza regarded this quest as some­
thing fully accomplished in his own work. For him, the quest must culminate in the 
candid admission that the Bible, when read in light of its intended meaning, has an 
important but severely restricted purpose: to teach charity. According to Spinoza, 
the rule of charity can be honestly gleaned from the Bible, but that is all. The Bible 

is of no help to philosophy, and it becomes dangerous when invoked in political 
discussions. These points are borne out by the truths of criticism. To examine the 
text of the Bible rationally and independently is to perceive its limitations. Spinoza's 
program was not constructive. What little of value that could be gained from the 
Bible could be ascertained from reason itself. Philology and historical understand­
ing allowed the critic to play defense, to prevent religious and political leaders from 
manipulating the Bible and curtailing intellectual freedom by using the authority 
of the Bible to sanction superstitious or self-serving behaviors. But the Bible, apart 

from its use in the teaching of charity, had no role to play in modern life. Spinoza's 

mode of textualization, then, was irenic because it embedded the Bible in ancient 
history, where it would no longer be able to trouble modern life. Spinoza's program 

provoked opposition in part because it cut across traditional understandings of 
the Bible and, indeed, early modern sensibilities about the continued relevance of 
the Bible. Yet his Tractatus was not the logical and inevitable conclusion to the 
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textualizing trajectory that I have sketched for the -sixteenth and seventeenth centu­

ries. It was simply one (radical) possibility. 

Conclusion 

Given this background, it is not surprising that modern biblical scholarship has 
been inarticulate with respect to the scriptural character of the Bible. James Kugel 

has made this point in his magisterial survey of ancient and modern biblical inter­
pretation.-concluding ultimately that modern criticism is "completely irreconcila­
ble" with religious reading.44 Kugel argues persuasively that the very notion of a 
Bible depends upon a mode of reading and interpretation that is, in turn, based OJl. 
a particular understanding of what the Bible is. According to Kugel, it was only 

because ancient communities of faith received disparate texts as a unified body of 
. -divine writings, often cryptic in meaning but always relevant in application, that 

these texts became a "Bible" at all. Modern biblical scholars, though, ruled out these 
ancient, religious' readerly assumptions, seeking rather to uncover the Bible's true 
meaning in history, that is, the meaning its separate texts would have had before 
they became a Bible at all. On this view, modern biblical scholarship is not really 

about the Bible, which is the creation and possession of religious communities, but 

about the history of the materials that later constituted the Bible. 
In chronicling the transition from scripture to text, I wish to offer a compatible 

but slightly different perspective on the relation of modern scholarship to the Bible. 

Like Kugel, I believe that the relation of modern biblical scholarship to the Bible 

and the religious readership for whom the Bible remains vitally important is prob­

lematical. The chief characteristics of modern biblical scholarship as it emerged in 

the eighteenth century were preoccupation with the textuality of the Bible, qualifi­

cation of its authority, a turn to referential theories of meaning, and a focus on the 
world of the Bible (rather than the world as seen through the Bible). Humanists, of 

course, had been interested in the textual traditions and original languages of the 
Bible since the time of Van a, long before the Reformation controversies and the rise 
of biblical studies. But textual research after the Reformation intensified dramati­
cally, yielding, for example, the era of the great Polyglot Bibles. The objectivity of 

the Bible, its status as a thing, a text, to be managed, reinterpreted, and recontextu­
alized, formed the basis for a whole spectrum of postreformational interpretive 
projects. Schism, wars of religion, and the hermeneutical aporia arising from the 
intellectual crisis of the Reformation created a problematic environment for bibli­
cal interpretation. They contributed to what I have called scriptural opacity, with 

the authority, meaning,'and location of the Bible all becoming contested questions. 
In the main, biblical scholarship did not adopt a Spinozan posture toward an 
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opaque and problematic Bible. Scholars more often resembled Morin and Cappel, 
who assimilated the results of an emerging textual science to their own confessional 
programs. Whether a person sided with Morin and the magisterium or with Cappel 
and the redemptive powers of sacred criticism, he or she had first to reckon ~ith a 
contested and disordered text. Still others worked in the vein of Erasmus and Wal­
ton, who believed that philology could repair the textual disorder of the Bible and 

heal the wounds of religious division, prompting the renewal and restoration of the 
Christian church. 

By the middle of the eighteenth century, masters of text-philologists, classi­

cists, and orientalists-emerged as leaders in the new academic biblical science. As 
scholars focused on textual disorder, the authority of the Bible as an obligatory 

touchstone for contemporary life also weakened. The Bible became, instead, an 
exotic "resource" for political philosophy, ancient history, and poetics. Instead of 
looking through the Bible in order to understand the truth about the world, eight­

eenth-century scholars looked. directly at the text, endeavoring to find new, ever 
more satisfactory frames of cultural and historical reference by which to under­
stand the meaning of the text. In the eighteenth century, scholars working in new 
settings set their sights high. It would not be enough for them simply to rehabilitate 

and unify the Christian church. It would be necessary to bring the Bible itself back 

to life for the sake of society, Western culture, and modern man. The goal was not 
reform but revivification. And the setting was not the church: it was the Enlighten­
ment university. 

2 

Bible and Theology at an 

Enlightenment University 

The academic lecture and the sermon are so different that, if done well, 
they will in time only corrupt one another. 

-Johann David Michaelis, Raisonnement uber die 
protestantischen Universitii.ten l 

In his life, Michaelis claimed many titles, but "theologian" was not one 

of them. The son of a Halle professor, he had come to G6ttingen to teach 

Bible and Near Eastern languages in the philosophical faculty. He made 

overtures to the theology faculty, offering to teach in dogmatics and 
ethics. His reputation as 3:. learned man with a skeptical and lukewarm 
religious personality, though, caused trouble. It was said of him that he 

did not care for the "spirit" of religion but only for its "skin:,2 Another 
opponent complained that Michaelis did not come to church on a 
regular basis.3 Michaelis was rebuffed. Not one to doubt himself, he 
dismissed the rejection itself as an example of small-minded territorial­
ism and envy of his brilliance. He shook the dust from his feet. To 

Michaelis, the study of the Bible no more needed a theological frame­
work than a proper understanding of the Augsburg confession required 

knowledge of Syriac. Michaelis, for his part, would show that the Bible, 

quite apart from dogmatics, was directly relevant to modern life. Just 
how it was possible for a Bible separated from theology to have contem­
porary value was not clear to many churchmen and scholars in his day. 

Here Michaelis saw his opportunity. He not only saw that the Bible 
could stand at the center of a new, socially relevant scholarly 
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enterprise, he believed that he was the man for this particular job and th,e philo­

sophical faculty of the Enlightenment university was the right place to do it. 

In this chapter, I will explore the social and intellectual contexts of the Enlight­

enment university, paying particular attention to their effects on the study of 

theology and the Bible. I will also examine the early history of the University of 

Gottingen, known as Georgia Augusta (named after its founder King George II), 

and discuss some of the characteristic features of scholarly work at Gottingen. It is 

important to understand how new notions of the university_ in general and devel­

opments at Gottingen in particular shaped Michaelis's enterprise. Because 

Michaelis began his professional career at Georgia Augusta within a decade of its 

founding, the earliest history of the University is especially illuminating. In his 

thirty-six years there, Michaelis served in several key positions and helped Georgia 

Augusta secure its preeminent position. In time, Michaelis became known (unof­

ficially) as der Regent von Gatlingen.' How and why a biblical scholar should have 

attained such prominence at a "postconfessional" university, in a period associated 

with the declining influence oftheo}ogy, is an interesting and important question. 

The Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries: A Brief Sketch 

In the nineteenth century, there were two kinds of universities: German universi­

ties and those that wanted to be German. Or so it seemed. In this period, Gennan 

universities established themselves as leaders in the natural and human sciences 

and, unlike their seventeenth-century forebears, as centers of genuine intellectual 

innovation. Not only did the universities create giants like Hegel in philosophy, 

Niebuhr, Mommsen, and Wilamowitz in classics, Bockh and de Lagarde in philol­

ogy, Ranke in history" Gauss and Riemann in mathematics, and von Harnack in 

theology; the German university, as a new kind of institution, also became the sym­

bol of the modern university. It was the envy of the world, exporting the doctoral 

Seminar and the powerful Wissenschaftsideologie for which it stood to universities 

across Europe and North America. On American soil, for example, Cornell, Johns 

Hopkins, and the University of Chicago were new institutions in the mold of the 

German research university. These posed challenges in the late nineteenth century 

to the dominance of their older counterparts, most of which were built on the Brit­

ish model. In time, though, they would all become, in scholarly ethos if not form, 

venues for the Teutonic mind.5 

How, then, to understand the extraordinary success of the German university? 

Historian Thomas Howard, in a definitive treatment of the German university in 

the nineteenth century, points somewhat surprisingly to academic theology. 

Howard seeks to understand ('the evolution of the modern German university 
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from the vantage point of theology and the evolution of modern theology from the 

vantage point of the university.,,6 As Howard successfully argues, the pairing makes 

good sense. To begin, Schleiermacher, the architect of the quintessential German 

university, the University of Berlin, was himself a theologian. Over the course of 

the nineteenth century, academic theologians succeeded in assimilating theology 

to the realities of the modern state in order to ensure the continued survival o~ 
their discipline. The fate of theology at the university contains a paradox: by inno­

vating, the Germans conserved. Striking a Faustian bargain with the growing 

power of the state, they maintained their religious and cultural inheritance by fold­

ing the authority of the Bible and of the Protestant theological tradition into the 

larger programs of Verwissenschaftlichung (scientization), Entkonfessionalisierung 
(deconfessionalization), Professionalisierung (professionalization), and Verstaatlic:' 
hung (nationalization)-all programs centered at the university.7 The end result of 

these programs, as the success of Harnack's defense of academic theology in the 

.early twentieth century shows, was the firm establishment of theology among the 

scientific disciplines at the modern university. What exactly Harnack defended, 

though, was neither historic Reformational theology nor even traditional Chris­

tian belief. Rather it was ((a critical, academic, scientific and, indeed, profoundly 

statist" enterprise, not the "apologetic, practical, confessional, or ecclesial" one 

more familiar within the history of the Christian churches. Howard astutely and 

cautiously questions what sort of religious value the theological Wissenschaft of 

Harnack, which Howard compares somewhat unfavorably to patristic theology, 

might ultimately have. Howard is too principled a historian to condemn Harnack, 

but it is difficult to escape the impression that Karl Barth, who comes on the scene 

to challenge the rigid academism and Erastian ecclesiology of his former mentor, 

is a heroic, though perhaps overwrought, figure in Howard's narrative. What 

Howard blandly calls a "redefinition of Protestant theology" and a "new departure 

in Christian intellectual and institutional history" he lets Barth condemn as a dis­

astrous forsaking of the eternal Word for the multiplication of scholarly words.
8 

Howard's story, then, begins with the improbable rise of the university in disparate 

German lands after the Napoieonic wars and ends (ominously) with the matura­

tion and emplacement of theology as a scientific discipline in the service of an 

ambitious, powerful, sophisticated, and statist German regime. 

It is helpful to keep the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in view. The 

Verwissenschaftlichung, Verstaatlichung, Entkonfessionalisierung, and Professionalis­
ierung of academic theology documented so fully and skillfully by Howard all mark 

out trajectories, as we will see, that have their roots in the second half of the eight­

eenth century. Yet the eighteenth-century figures with whom we are chiefly con­

cerned, Michaelis above all, operated in a different milieu, one that knew nothing of 

the ultimate consequences of Kant's decennium mirabilis, the battle of Waterloo, the 
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Unionskirche of 1817, Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit, the 1848 revolutions, or the 

"blood and iron" of Bismarck. By the same token, the study of the Bible in the eight­

eenth century should not be understood merely in terms of the remarkable trans­
formations of the nineteenth century, lest its characteristic features be unduly 
obscured. For example, German biblical scholarship of the nineteenth century, 

exemplified by the likes of De Wette, Ewald, and Wellhausen, revolved to a great 

degree around source criticism and the reconstruction of biblical history. It was, on 
the whole, technical and specialized, oriented heavily toward textual science, com­
parative Semitic philology, and biblical antiquities. In the fashion of classical Alter­
thumswissenschaft, biblical scholars merged the Lower and Higher Criticisms to 

produce definitive accounts of the historical development of biblical texts, from 
their putative oral prehistories to their appearance as heavily redacted, late-stage 
editions. They seemed to delight in creating scientifically reconstructed alternatives 
to the familiar salvation history (Heilsgeschichte) of the Christian tradition; these 
allowed them and their students to perceive more clearly the political dynamics, 

historical forces, and human contours of the ancient societies that produced the 
Bible. Theirs was a sophisticated effort to lay bare the historical messiness of the 

Bible. This apparently deconstructive enterprise, though, often coincided with elab­

orate philosophical reconstructions of the ethical and religious meaning of biblical 

texts. For instance, De Wette, preeminent Higher Critic, understood Christianity, 
purified by Kantian analysis, in transcendental terms, as the cultivation of religious 
perception and sensibility. Berlin biblical scholar Wilhelm Vatke married stringent 

historical criticism to evolutionary schemes inspired by Hegel. Gerhard Ebeling 
sees in this dual commitment to historical disorder on the one hand and transcend­
ent meaning on the other a reflection of Protestant hermeneutics. As Luther heard 
the divine Word in the human words of the Bible and clung to personal faith in the 

midst of existential uncertainties and against the forces of history, so too Protestant 
interpreters intensified the historical murkiness of the Bible in order to make a 
hard-won understanding of its divine element appear all the brighter.9 Moreover, 
this supposedly liberative Protestant disposition, according to Ebeling, always stood 

in contrast to the faith of Roman Catholics, a faith which was compelled by ancient, 
institutional power. Catholic faith did not soar above history; it was mired in it.IO It 
is not surprising, then, that German scholars developed a reputation for being rig­

orous, methodical, and scientific in historical work, on the one hand, and meta­
physically adventurous in their religious thinking on the other. 

Both Protestant hermeneutics and the institutional trajectories identified by 
Howard played roles in the eighteenth century. Yet, in this period, the Reformation 
and the statist orientation of the university were refracted differently than they 

were in the nineteenth century. In the eighteenth century, biblical scholarship was 

not narrow, text-obsessed, and focused exclusively upon history. As we will see, it 
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took place against the backdrop of a much wider horizon. Once biblical scholarship 

was definitively "disciplined" at places like Bonn and Berlin in the nineteenth cen­
tury, philologists strove to become scientific saints and ascetics. They began to 
resemble the Wissenschaftler sketched so memorably by Max Weber in 1919. Weber 

described the scholar as a socially alienated, science-intoxicated figure whose "per­
sonality" is derived from intense devotion to his subject; his C'vocation" is internal 
because the old social, moral, and metaphysical dimensions of scholarly work have 
largely lost their significance. I I Not so the university men of the eighteenth century. 
The Aufklarer were worldly, sociable, pragmatic, and polymathic. In the age of 

Enlightenment university reform, German scholars like Michaelis did not follow 

many English Deists, French philosophes, or Enlightenment radicals in scorning or 
minimizing the Bible. Their strategy, by contrast, was to maximize the Bible, to 
renegotiate its relation to modern life on as large a scale as possible. Unlike their 
professionalized successors, they did not justify ~heir enterprise merely on the basis 
of its wissenschaftlich bona fides, its abstract status as a rigorous science that does its 
part, alongside the other disciplines, to push back the frontiers of ignorance. Rather, 
biblical critics in the eighteenth century activated older modes of erudition in order 
to make the Bible useful to life, as, indeed, their institutional setting required them 
to do. The Bible's residual authority predisposed them toward the belief that it 

could be profitably related to all areas of life. Their scholarly mode, then, consisted 

principally in their acting on this belief. Thus, they read the Bible in order to under­
stand its aesthetic power and to harvest political insights. They turned to it as a 
resource for understanding ancient law and developing long. historically rich views 
of human society. In their hands, the Bible became a resource for moral philosophy 
and the study of language. Aufklarer did not employ forcefully the nineteenth­

century Protestant rationale for biblical scholarship, according to which the Bible 

was a filth-encrusted gem waiting to be restored. On this view the "solvents of mod­
ern criticism" were said to clear away religious interpretations, the unfortunate 
"accretions of ages;> which long obscured the beauty and power of the Bible. 12 In 

the main, the guiding light of our eighteenth-century figures was not a beautiful 

vision of what criticism as a theological enterprise might look like. It was rather, for 
them, a matter of what biblical criticism, as a university subject, "might do, what it 
might contribute to the education of men who would one day run the governments 
under which they themselves would have to live. 

Therefore, I believe it is correct to identify the "Enlightenment Bible" with pr~g­

matic efforts to forge a new "cultural Bible,~ as Jonathan Sheehan has persuasively 
done. "Culture" evokes the expansiveness and worldliness of eighteenth-century 
engagement with the Bible. Focusing especially on the production of new editions 
of the Bible, Sheehan charts the efforts of "a host of scholars and literati who together 

forged a model of biblical authority that could endure in a post-theological era.,,13 
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By translating and annotating the Bible, theologians, critics, poets, and churchmen 

created new religious and intellectual forms. In England, the aim for scholars like 

Richard Bentley was largely a defensive one, a "holding action, an attempt to pre­

vent harm" to the Bible from Deists like John Toland. In Germany, though, Sheehan 

demonstrates that the remaking of the Bible with scholarly tools, first of all, fueled 

intraconfessional religious rivalries between Pietists and orthodox Lutherans. 14 Pie­

tist efforts, exemplified most powerfully by the Berleburger Bible (1726-1740), 

merged contemporary scholarship with the vernacular Bible, marking an important 

step in the long divorce of the Bible from confessional (in this case Lutheran ortho­

dox) theology. Once learned Pietists opened a nonconfessional path for academic 

biblical scholarship, the stage was set for disciplinary projects that ultimately yielded 

a panoply of new uBibles" at even greater removes from traditional Christian theol­

ogy; thus, as Sheehan illustrates, the "documentary Bible" of the philologists, the 

"moral Bible" of Enlightenment pedagogues, the "literary Bible" created by poets 

and men of taste, and the (iarchival Bible" of historians,. antiquarians, and ethnogra­

phers. Sheehan's survey of the Bible as it was represented and remade in the various 

media of the Enlightenment is not simply a tour: it is a tour de force. It bears power­

ful testimony not principally to the diminishment of religion so often associated 
with the Enlightenment but, indeed, to its iitransformation and reconstruction:,IS 

These «new Bibles" assumed the opacity and irrelevance of the "old Bible." 

Sheehan points appropriately to the role of sectarian conflicts and wars in German 

lands in the seventeenth century. These created the religious instability that led, 

ultimately, to the rise of reform movements and heterodox groups, which, in turn, 

weakened confessional churches:6 Though this no doubt created a «market" for 

new Enlightenment bibles and a sense that the Bible ought to be rehabilitated, the 

deeper causes of scriptural opacity lie, as I argue in chapter I, with the Reformation 

itself. The realities of religious division, dramatized but not created by conflict and 

war, effectively prevented Western interpreters from reading the Bible above all as 

scripture, from hearing it as divine revelation impervious to private interpretation 

and clearly audible as the voice of men carried along by the Holy Spirit (1 Peter 

3:20-21). Distinctive interpretations of the Bible, in the absence of Christian unity, 

became necessary signposts and markers on the Western religious landscape. For 

Western Christendom as a whole to recover a catholic mode of interpretation 

focused on the theological core of the Bible, the churches would have had to lay 

down arms and recover their lost unity. Instead, religious divisions persisted. In the 

seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, the Western churches only multiplied 

confessional Bibles and reinforced existing barriers. 

The point here is that it was in the eighteenth century that biblical scholars 

turned decisively to the university to recover not just an Enlightenment Bible or a 

cultural Bible but a universal or catholic Bible, one capable of fostering the unity 
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once associated with the scriptural Bible. The civic, aesthetic, and philological bibles 

created by Enlightenment scholars were, to an important extent, initiatives of the 

university. To focus on the university is to see why-if religious strife had long 

exhausted the early modern, Western church-the moribund scriptural Bible was 

remade so influentially in the eighteenth century. For it was in this period that uni­

versities were created or remade expressly to serve the interests of the state. To be 

sure, German universities still retained confessional identities and vestiges of their 

ecclesial origins. Yet, as will be clear, these confessional identities and the theological 

faculties traditionally associated with reinforcing them were deliberately suppressed 

in this period. This yielded an interesting irony. The clearest and most notable 

example of a i<secular" university in the period was the University of Gottingen, 

founded in 1737. Its founders stripped the theological faculty of its traditional pow­

ers and preeminence and thrust theology into the lowest position that the discipline, 

to that point, had ever occupied at a European university. Yet, it was precisely here, 

as we will see, that Michaelis first put in place a program for interpreting and appro­

priating the Bible, one that proved decisive for modern biblical scholarship. The 

mode of academic university criticism that was created in the Enlightenment con­

text, in turn, became central to the larger, enormously influential modern theologi­

cal project that radiated outward from German universities in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries. To focus on the university is also to understand other ele:me~ts 

of the modern critical project. The primary rationale for academic engagement with 

the Bible, as intimated above, was irenic. Eighteenth-century German universities 

~ere state initiatives tasked with managing the confessional aspects of higher educa­

tion in pragmatic and irenic ways. It was in the interest of many institutions to cre­

ate modes of biblical scholarship that were maximally inclusive. or, in the case of 

Lutheran Gottingen, sufficiently acceptable to nobles from Anglican, Catholic, and 

Reformed backgrounds. It is not surprising that this approach to the Bible, which 

relied heavily upon empirical models of linguistic and historical study borrowed 

from classical philology, 17 lent shape and support to the larger project of recovering 

a scholarly, nonconfessional Bible. The ideal of an academic ecumenism, by which 

scholars of various religious persuasions could work cooperatively to produce inter­

pretations of the Bible in accord with the canons of modern rationality, became 

modern criticism's leading light. IS Marooned by confessional interpreters, the Bible 

entered the university through the back door, where it would find new life. , 

Michaelis on the Enlightenment University 

Enlightenment university professors were expected to stand in the very center of 

public life, at home as much in the assembly and ministerial cabinet as in the library 
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and lecture hall. Few biblical scholars in the eighteenfh century embraced their 

civic duties more cheerfully or cultivated their public personae more enthusiasti­

cally than Michaelis. Operating in this public capacity, Michaelis published anony­

mously, in 1768, the first of four volumes on German universities, Raisonnement 
aber die protestantischen Universitiiten in Deutschland; the final volume, in which he 

identified himself as the author, appeared in 1776. Michaelis's widely read Raison­
nement stands at the beginning of a tradition of professorial critiques of the univer­

sity by scholars in the period. I' Michaelis's analysis is especially useful here, not 

only as a clear and influential expression of how universities were understood in 

the German Enlightenment but also as a source of insight into Michaelis's perspec­

tive on the relation between biblical scholarship and society. 

Michaelis's overall point in the Raisonnement is that the university must 

redound to the glory and benefit of the state. Whatever else it does, it must do this. 

Michaelis admired the English, who, in their wisdom, supported only two universi­

ties.20 Students and resources were concentrated at Oxford and Cambridge, whiCh 

were able, as a result, to bear the burdens of being national universities. Political 

realities in the German lands made similar centralization impossible, so the numer­

ous universities scattered across Germany had to learn how to succeed with fewer 

resources under the aegis of small, confessional governments. Michaelis began by 

waving off the university'S old reJigious raison d'etre. Michaelis declared that it waS 

no longer reasonable to assume that a university's primary value consisted in its 

ability to advance the Christian faith: the era in which one might have. founded a 

university for the "preservation and spread of the Protestant religion" had long 

since passed; even the founding of Pietist Halle actually reflected a mixture of reli­

gious and political motivations.2l After dismissing religion, Michaelis denied that 

universities exist to create knowledge. Though universities could playa positive 

role in the development of innovative scholarship, Michaelis did not believe that 

the primary function of universities was intellectual: ((It is not actually the duty of 

a school, whether high or low, to improve the sciences or make new discoveries: 

rather, it is the business of a few geniuses, or, if one wants a public institution, a 

learned society." In fact, Michaelis opined, many universities actually hinder scien­

tific progress.22 The only clear rationales for the existence of the university, then, 

were social and economic. German states stood to gain quite a lot from their uni­

versities in this regard. Michaelis echoed Hanoverian cameralist J. D. Gruber in 

emphasizing that excellent universities not only kept native sons home, thus ensur­

ing that the educational "thaler" of Landeskinder (territorial subjects) remained in 

the local economy; they also attracted students and money from rival territories. 

Thus, wise cameralists should also see to it that living conditions at universities 

were optimal, with local industries like clothiers, paper mills, breweries, and winer­

ies allowing wealthy students to maintain high standards of living. After aU, it was 
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too much to ask that professors, even famous ones, attract and retain such students 

if the university at the same time expected these wealthy students ((to forego famil­

iar comforts" during their studies.23 Thus, one scholar has aptly characterized the 

educational theory of Michaelis as a "narrow, Kleinstaat-centred" one, amounting 

to an «admonition to watch the balance sheet.,,24 

Michaelis's academic mercantilism, however, was not insensitive to the social 

value of the university. Michaelis believed that universities did not exist primarily 

to produce scholars. Rather, their proper roles were to introduce the academically 

inclined to authentic scholarship and, beyond this, to educate students broadly so 

that they would possess a modest understanding of scholarship and enough theo­

retical knowledge to succeed in a professional career (Amt). "Who can expect ,more 

than this," Michaelis asked, "in three or four years' time?,,25 So much for the incii­

vidual. On a larger level, though, Michaelis believed that universities played a cru­

cial role in society. He took for granted that the flourishing of the arts and sciences 

would be desirable by the lights of any theory of statecraft (Staatskunst). Michaelis's 

hierarchical vision of society placed universities toward the top. He assumed that 

their direct sphere of influence would be fairly small. But because the university 

trains the clergy and the nobility, it would be able to effect social change from the 

top down. In this consists Michaelis's optimistic vision of a social order reinforced 

and stabilized by an educated ruling class. Though oriented toward the wealthy and 

aristocratic, Michaelis also saw a social benefit in having poor and middle-class 

students at the university. Poor students, though less stable, might learn to emulate 

their betters.26 Middle-class students would be inclined to bring with them proper 

upbringing, reliable work habits, and the desire-not always shared by their aristo­

cratic counterparts-etto really learn something, and to acquire merit.,,27 

To strengthen the claim that the cultivation of scholarly disciplines had social 

value, Michaelis examined the discipline that appeared to have the least social u,til­

ity, theology, and argued that it could not be safely neglected by cameralists: 

If theology is beset by barbarism and ignorance, then one can only 

expect religious frauds to deceive the citizens and even the leaders: they 

will not spread reasonable and useful morality but, instead of these, 

traffic in many useless, incomprehensible, or erroneous propositions; 

and if several zealous teachers of such a religion rise up and others 

oppose them enthusiastically, then useless quarrels would arise over 

nothing, which would nevertheless be capable of unsettling the state. 

But the state avoids this danger if theology is drawn from the Bible with 

sufficient linguistic competence and if it is enlightened by philosophy: 

and even if, owing to the greatness of human corruption, it produces 

only a few Christians, the reasonable morality of the pUlpit will 
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nevertheless attract many good citizens. It will train still more effectively 

the obedient citizen who, because of his duties, treats it as a law. Because 

of its ongoing connection to philosophy, ancient languages, and 

history-in short, to many sciences related to biblical research-theology 

will cultivate scholarship and therefore help improve and promote the 

taste and knowledge of the people ... I am actually of the opinion that 

whoever wants to cultivate a people has much to gain from a learned 

theology with a partly philosophical and partly philological flavor. Such a 

theology would have aU forms of knowledge as its by-product and 

ultimately spread among the masses that serve the church and, as they 

fan out in all cities and villages throughout the entire land, give rise to 

new research and knowledge.28 

Theology for Michaelis, then, had several functions. One purposf was to tamp 

down and head off religious extremism. Religion, on this view, was a garden, and 

critical theology a weed-killer. The vision of theology as a tool to be wielded not 

against particular religions but against religious strife itself, as we will see, remained 

central to Michaelis's own work and the modern critical project as a whole. In this 

quotation Michaelis expressed the hope that theology would bring about a new 

renaissance. More precisely, he believed that a new approach to the Bible would 

show how pleasant and useful scholarship in general could be: if it could clarify the 

Bible so effectively, then it might also enrich one's understanding of politics, litera­

ture, and society. This renaissance, however, did not materialize in the way that 

Michaelis hoped." 

On the whole, Michaelis's perspective on the university was unremarkable. By 

the time Michaelis published the first volume of the Raisonnement, cameralist 

Johann Justi (1717?-1771) had already written definitive treatments of «police sci­

ence" (Policey-Wissenschaft), or the aspect of governance taken up with the super­

vision, enforcement, and quality control of state institutions.30 For Justi and other 

Prussian cameralists, the university was a state institution (Staatsanstalt) subject to 

state oversight. Scholars, as state employees and vendors, had to be managed appro­

priately: hired, fired, disciplined, praised, or cajoled until they fell into line with the 

educational ministry. In this period, the "original ecclesial and corporate character 

of the universities was being lost.,,31 Professors' roles reflected the dominance of the 

state in the affairs of the university. As Notker Hammerstein has pointed out, 

professors were supposed to turn subjects into "educated servants of the state:'"tol­

erant churchmen," and men "able to meet the high demands of rationality.,,32 Teach­

ing and scholarship, above all, supported these aims. It is, admittedly, a little 

arresting to read that a scholar like Michaelis, and not simply a functionary some­

where within the Prussian or Hanoverian bureaucracy, understood the scholarly 
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vocation of the university professor in such statist terms. Yet it should not be a sur­

prise. According to William Clark, "academia first lost its theological, transcenden­

tal mission in the Enlightenment." It is well to remember, then, that the cameralists 

and, indeed, a good share of university men were "thinkers of the Enlightenment," 

or, as he puts it, "cold-blooded pragmatists:,B 

Envisioning Georgia Augusta 

In the fall of 1737, a young woman from Erfurt, Sidonia Hedwig Zaunemann, came to 

Gottingen to offer her poetic talents. She was one of several poets to participate in the 

inaugural celebration marking the opening of the new university. With the estah­

lishment of Georgia Augusta, she suggested, the Germans finally had their Athens: 

"Athens, that was once verdant in bloom, has lain for ages under ash and stone ... 

Where is its glory? Where is its fame?" She then addressed the Muses who once lived 

there: "Take heart! (Getrost!) George, the head of the Britons ... builds and grants you 

another sanctuary. You need only go to the Leine [River) and see for yourselves a new 

thing arise ... " Finally, she announced that "this newly built Leine-Athens has now, 

with great splendor, become your dwelling ... how powerful is Reason here transfig­

ured, illuminated, and cheered!" For this, the poet received from the Prorektor of t~e 

university, three months later, a "well-deserved poetic crown:,34 Zaunemann was 

neither the first nor the last to refer to Gottingen as a "new Athens" or an "Athens on 

the Leine."35 In 1807, for example, Gottingen student Friedrich Thiersch also described 

his university as an earthly"colony" for the Muses.36 In conjuring images of homeless 

Muses taking residence among the "bright little lanes" of Gottingen (in Thiersch's 

words), admirers like Thiersch and Ziiunemann signalled the dawn of a new yet old 

era. They pointed to the novelty of Georgia Augusta, on the one hand, and to the 

classical ideals of reason, inquiry, and personal cultivation on the other. Zaunemann's 

forceful "Gestrost!" captures the adventure, scope, and self-consciousness of the 

enterprise. The founders of the university saw themselves as overcoming the dead­

ness of the past in order to restore vitality and relevance to the scholarly enterprise. 

By portraying Georgia Augusta as home to the Muses, inaugural poets conjured the 

artistic, literary, and cultural achievements of Athens. And like Athens, the new uni­

versity would stand at the center of a new civilization-one of reason, utility, and 

taste (if not of beauty, goodness, and truth). The "Athenian" qimension of the "new 

Athens:' or the revival of actual Hellenic ideals, would stand at the center of the 

Gottingen enterprise somewhat later, in the second half of the century;37 however, it 

was «newness" that defined Georgia A~gusta in its first decades. 

How, then, to understand this newness? In his magisterial treatment of the 

modern research university, William Clark argues that the evolution of the modern 
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university entailed a change in how authority was exercised and conceived. Where 

traditional authority, vested in Church and State, gave the medieval university its 

religious and juridical cast, Clark argues, the modern university was created largely 

by statesmen-reformers. These cameralists, in endeavoring to bring the university­

in line with newer political and economic conditions, emplaced bureaucracies and 

bureaucratic rationality while minimizing traditional authorities. The most inter­

esting aspect of Clark's analysis, however, is the suggestion that the triumph of 

rational over traditional authority at the university was incomplete: charisma, 

which had inhered in traditional forms of authority, remained essential even to so­

called rational forms of authority, so that one may discern a "charismatic transfigu­

ration of reason" within the modern university.38 Clark turns to Prussian minister 

Friedrich Gedike (1754-1803), "the secret (anti)hero" of his massive book, to lay 

bare the cameralistic machinery of the University of Gottingen and the persistence 

of charisma as a kind of powerful academic currency th~re.39 While conducting an 

extensive scouting tour of universities across Germa~y, Gedike wrote a travelogue 

in which he recorded his observations. What impresfed Gedike most on his visit to 
Georgia Augusta was the strong esprit de corps aIflOng Gottingen academics, an 

immense pride born from a comically high levellof institutional self-regard. As 

Gedike noted, "One can often, to be sure, hardly ke~p back a smile when one hears 

many Gottingen academics speaking in such enth~siastic tones, as though outside 

the city wall of Gottingen neither light nor eruditio\ is to be found."40 To its critics, 

the University of G6ttingen was a wissenschaftlicher Fabrik, an academic factory 

specializing not so much in scholarship as the busiri~ss of scholarship. Gottingen 

scholars, on this view, were academic Geschiiftsmii.~\~er trading in a «scholarly 

racket."41 Yet what counted was the scholarly image th~t)t cultivated; what made 

Georgia Augusta the epicenter of the academic Germad" Enlightenment was the 

charisma it developed in and around its celebrity profe~'~?rs, scholarly journal, 

massive library, and learned societies. At G6ttingen, that addemic charisma mill, 
I 

the history of universities seems finally to have reached mqdernity. Abandoning 

the traditional curriculum, stepping outside the church's sp~ere of influence, and 

trading shamelessly on its own Ruhm (fame), Georgia Augu~ta, it is perhaps not 
too much to say, became the first modern university.42 ',; 

Nevertheless, it remains true that, for all of its innovativene~s, Georgia Augusta 

was patterned explicitly after an older school: the University ~f Halle (founded 
\ 

1694). The first curator at Gottingen and the leading figure 'I' the university's 

founding was Hanoverian Privy Councilor Gerlach Adolph Frei~err von Miinch­

hausen (1688-1770). Miinchhausen studied at Halle in its first fel:' decades, when 

Halle wo~ld have been, the site .not of ~ne ,7nlight~nment.but of ~ree. Ian Hunter 
has IdentIfied, m Halle s foundmg penod, three nval Enhghtenme,t movements)) 

centered on the civil philosophy of jurist Christian Thomasius (11i(5-1728), the 

\ 
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antischolastic Pietism of August Hermann Francke (1663-1727), and the metaphysical 
rationalism of Christian Wolff (1679-1754).43 Thomasius, a follower ofPufendorf and 

a founding member of the law faculty, was a progressive with new ideas for the study 

of law; he argued, for example, that a government oriented toward "natural law" 

was better positioned to overcome religious strife and division. Francke, the man 

responsible for institutionalizing the earlier Pietism of Spener and Arnold, foster~d 

a religious outlook oriented toward pragmatic social renewal and an inward spir­

ituality. Wolff was perhaps Halle's most famous and influential scholar early on, a 

leading light in the republic ofletters. Like Leibniz, his mentor, Wolff was a brilliant 

polymath. Wolff became controversial at Halle when his insistence on rational 

transparency and his advocacy of autonomous reason in the formation of moral 

and religious opinions engendered stiff theological opposition. Thomasius, Francke, 

and Wolf£; though clearly very different from one another, were able to play impor­

tant roles at the same institution in part because they found common cause in 

oppoiing orthodox Lutheran confessionalism. Wolff the philosopher had no use 

for it. Thomasius resented its narrowness (Enge) and Francke its emptiness 

(Leere)." 

The relation of the new university to Lutheran orthodoxy was one of the most 

crucial issues.in the founding of Halle. The founding father of the Hohenzollern 

dynasty, John Sigismund, adopted Calvinism in 1613, and his successors, includi~g 

Friedrich III, the founder qf Halle, maintained a strong Reformed identity. Though 

the Hohenzollern rulers were personally Reformed, the territory as a whole was 

Lutheran. Despite prodigious efforts throughout his reign (1640-1688), the Great 

Elector, Friedrich Wilhelm, failed to convert the Lutheran estates or the territory as 

a whole to the Reformed confession. Friedrich III continued his father's efforts to 

raise the profile of Calvinism in the territory and mitigate "grassroots Lutheran 

antipathy" toward the Reformed.45 Friedrich III, then, had compelling reasons to 

make the new university Lutheran, but not very Lutheran. Since orthodox Lutheran 

universities elsewhere in Brandenburg- Prussia (Frankfurt an der Oder, Konigsberg, 

Duisburg) had caused problems for the Hohenzollerns before, Friedrich III did not 

want the new university to become a tool for the orthodox to trouble the crown and 

the Reformed churches.46 The Elector also had a clear interest in creating a univer­

sity that would outstrip the renowned university 'of his hated rival in Lutheran 

Saxony, the University of Leipzig. Thus Friedrich III turned largely to Pietists to 

build the new school, for the Pietists had been successful in creating an intellectu­

ally vibrant and socially potent form of nonorthodox Lutheranism. 

In their zeal to create a new institutional home for the Pietist 'movement, the 

Pietists displayed a willingness to wed their religious program to sweeping educa­

tional reforms. At Halle there was an emphasis on praxis in scientific work and 

v6cationa~ training as well as a freer theological atmosphere. The law faculty took 
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precedence over all others, including theology, and professors prided themselves 
on innovative pedagogy and curriculum and the use of the German language in 
instruction." More significantly, Halle successfully dispensed with that foundation 

of medieval learning, the Autoritatsprinzip. In the view of Munchhausen and his 
advisors, professors in too many places still accepted the outmoded notion that 
education consisted of the faithful transmission of authorized knowledge. Halle 

had been among the first and most notable German universities to reject the 
Autoritiitsprinzip in an open and self-conscious way. As the first of the German 
Enlightenment universities, Halle exemplified the way higher education in the 

period served the aims of "a monarchical court bent on using [the university] to 
provide the state with a deconfessionalized ruling elite.,,48 

Georgia Augusta, no less than Halle, reflected the aims of a strong central 
government to create a new institution in direct service of a "deconfessionalized» 
,state. When George II, Elector of Hanover and ruler of Great Britain, visited his 
Hanoverian territories in 1729, the poor condition of the schools was brought to 
his attention. The lone university in the area, Helmstedt in Brunswick-Luneburg, 
seemed small and declasse to forward-thinking educational ministers and, in any 
event, less suitable for the training of noble youth than the fashionable Ritterakad­
emien (knightly academies) that already existed." In '732, Hofrath J. D. Gruber 

formalized the rationale for a new Hanoverian university.50 In it Gruber explained 
why a new university would serve the king's interests. After praising the king for 
expanding the territory, Gruber pointed out that this created a need for a univer­
sity of adequate size to serve the territory. Without such a university, the king 
risked the loss of 100,000 thaler a year that his own Landeskinder would spend 
attending universities in other lands.51 By this time, Halle had already succeeded in 
drawing away many of his subjects. Implicit in Gruber's reference to other lands 
was a call for George to challenge its patron, his hated Prussian rival and cousin 
Friedrich Wilhelm I." Gruber also appealed to royal vanity: a "Georgia Augusta 

Academy" would redound to the monarch's glory, serving as a lasting monument 
to the king's patriotism and love of science." Finally, Gruber included a detailed 

breakdown of expenses and income associated with the new initiative, arguing, on 
the basis of this, that a new university promised maximum profit with minimal 
financial risk. 

The king was persuaded. That same year, he granted oversight of the entire 
project to Miinchhausen, whose first step was to solicit opinions (Gutachten) and 
recommendations from scholars and government officials. Gruber advised him to 
focus on faculty: "the highest and most important thing is to have skilled,learned, 

and well-known professors in all faculties:'54 J. L. MosheimJ then professor of 
church history at Helmstedt and a favorite of Miinchhausen, echoed the point and 

offered specific ways to make a university attractive to professors. To lessen their 
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teaching burdens. he proposed the creation of a college of adjunct professors that 
could be managed by the "trjple enticement of money, honor, and hope;' which, 
p~actically speaking, meant modest pay, the right to wear a modified version of the 
professorial robe, and the possibility of promotion. These teachers, holders of the 
master's degree, would be permitted to hold public lectures of their own (but only 

for free), prepare the acta eruditorum (a current listing of academic publication~) 
for the university, and meet formally twice a week. To keep professors' research 
programs moving, Mosheim proposed the creation of a learned society (eine Sozi­

etat der Wissenschaften) and a society for the study of German language and history 

alongside the university.55 These opinions express the perception that skilled and 
renowned professors, the very embodiments of academic charisma, were a sine, qua 
non, even as they illustrate that this priority would have far~readiing consequenc~s 
for the university. 

Another question raised by this emphasis on excellent professors was, natu­
rally, the standard by which to measure their excellence. Miinchhausen himself 

understood this in terms of the ability to attract students and build the reputation 
of the school. This, first of all, was defined negatively: there are things the professor, 

if he is to "draw a large number of students to himself and bring the vocations to 
Gottingen;' must neither be nor believe. Miinchhausen might well have said «rad­
icals and schismatics need not apply:' He ruled out apy who might be suspected of 

atheism or philosophical naturalism. citing the positive example of Mosheim, who 
held forth hoilOrably against "freethinkers" (Freydencker) and studiously avoided 

controversy over "obscure passages of holy Scripture.,,56 Miinchhausen's advisors 
were more explicit in forbidding certain points of view. G L. Bohmer of CelIe, later 
law professor at Gottingen, called for the rejection of<Cmen with sharp intellectual 
profiles:' who, at a given time, might be suspected of any of the following: 

naturalism, indifference (indifferentismus) Socinianism, enthusiasm, 
chiliasm, the doctrine of apocatastasis, mystical theology, Macchiavel­
lianism, Hobbesianism, alchemy, Ramism, CartesianisID, or pure 
Aristotelianism.57 

This neat summary evinces a clear desire to avoid controversial ideologies, out­
moded systems of thought, dogmatism. and extreme positions on either end of the 
theological spectrum. 

Thus Bohmer indirectly attests what became a crucial element of the founder's 
vision: theological and philosophical irenicism. The interest here was pragmatic. 
Mtinchhausen the cameralist knew how to encourage institutional cohesiveness; 
thus. he "brook[ ed] no destructive element," no controversy, faction, or rancor 
inspired by religious polemics.58 Destructive disputes were avoided by insisting on 
fidelity to clearly defined standards and by forbidding excessive disagreement over 
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anything beyond those standards. Section 15 of the original 1737 Statutes of the 

Theological Faculty described the balance this way: 

Professors should not depart one finger's breadth from basic doctrines 

taken from_Holy Scripture, from the three ecumenical confessions, from 

the unchanged Augsburg Confession, or from the rest of the symbolic 

writings that have been accepted by the Lutheran Church, and thus 

should hold very closely to that which has been agreed upon by all 

teachers. In controversial questions, modest disagreement is permitted; 

but the one who holds the rejected opinion should not be named, insofar 

as it concerns a colleague. Individuals, though, should think twice, if they 

are inclined to find something new.59 

Though bound by Lutheran confessional standards, they were not permitted to ques­

tion or enforce the adherence of others to these standards (their puritas doctrinae) as 

their Halle counterparts could." By withholding the right of censure (Zensurrecht) 

from the theology faculty, Miinchhausen took an important instrument of academic 

power out of their hands. 

Philosophical dogmatism was also out of style at Gottingen. Mtinchhausen's 

model professor, he once indicated, was Christian Thomasius.61 A founder of the 

university at Halle, as we have noted, Thomasius was known for his work on logic 

and his advocacy of Pufendorfian natural law. A highly regarded jurist, Thomasius 

maintained a high public profile as the editor of a controversial academic journal 

in Leipzig.62 He embodied the scientific, progressive spirit of Halle, without exhib­

iting any of the world-denying tendencies of the more earnest Pietists there. In 

Thomasius's view, scientific education should "shape men whom the world can 

use." In place of the "dusty pedant," Thomasius wanted a "lively, chivalrous, even 

courtly homme du monde.,,63 With the new orientation toward practical, contem­

porary disciplines and the rejection of overarching systems with sharp profiles 

came a strong preference for eclecticism. One of the first members of the philo­

sophical faculty at Georgia Augusta, Professor Samuel Christian Hollmann, 

embodied this perspective, which was eclectic more in what it chose to reject than 

in what it chose to accept. Hollmann, honored as the professor to open lectures at 

Georgia Augusta on October 14, 1734, expressed clear opinions about what was 

conducive to true philosophy. He described abstract speculation, democracy, reli­

gious enthusiasm and strife, and political upheaval as negative conditions, while 

commending the growth of the natural sciences, the Lutheran Reformation, the 

printing press, and the Aufklii.rung. Put in terms of representative figures, Holl­

mann preferred Cicero to Plato, the lettered statesman to the briUiant dogmatist. 64 

One of Miinchhausen's consultants, law professor Johann Jacob SchmauB, advised 

him to cultivate a modish, moderate intellectual environment. He called for the 
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abandonment of scholasticism and the traditional disciplines of grammar, dialec­

tic, rhetoric, and poetics. Instead, he suggested courses in newer disciplines like 

practical homiletics, jus naturale et gentium, European statecraft, German culture, 

and natural sciences such as anatomy and chemistry. The university as SchmauB 

envisioned it would draw its significance and its direction from contemporary 

political and social concerns. Usefulness. competence, and civic-mindedness would 

be the new virtues.65 

In its first decade, Georgia Augusta was indeed known for being nontradi­

tional, irenic, and eclectic. To critics, though, it seemed that Gottingen academics 

were eager simply to be known at all. There was some truth in this criticism. Mtinch­

hausen's ultimate goal was to secure for Georgia Augusta an international"re~,uta­

tion that would make it the preferred university for nobility from all across Europe. 

In a careful and well-documented study of the social history of Georgia Augusta's 

founding period, Charles McClelland has shown that Miinchhausen was successful 

in this regard. 'l\vo trends contributed to the con~ergence of noble interests and the 

rise of the university. The decline and constriction of Hanoverian estates caused 

nobles to turn to universities as a "surrogate source of honor," to regard education 

as a distinction of nobility. With the departure of the Elector and family to Britain, 

the indigenous nobility rose in power and asserted itself against the middle class, 

also coming to dominate the civil service.66 It was in this context that Geo.rgia 

Augusta was conceived and born; it would become the university of the elegant (fUr 
die elegante Welt), a school"irresistibly attractive to persons of standing:,67 McClelland 

notes that the university "clearly succeeded in attracting a disproportionate share of 

the nobles;' contributing to an overall "rise of higher education qualifications 

among the ranks of higher civil servants, both noble and non_noble:,68 By 1760, one 

scholar observes, the century-long absence of the Elector and his family from 

Hanover allowed the Privy Council and the University of Gottingen to replace the 

Electoral court "as the centres of political and cultural life, respectively.,,69 

But what were the academic implications of this bold experiment, this effort to 

provide cutting-edge higher education for bureaucratically oriented small-state 

nobility? As we have already seen, it meant a new curriculum that was shifted deci­

sively away from the traditional model. Not only were there new disciplines in the 

curriculum, there were also a new orientation toward the goal of university educa­

tion. Georgia Augusta would be a center for Bildung, education and formation for 

the whole person. The ideal of the gebildete man, early on, consisted of being com­

petent, public-minded', knowledgeable, and, above all, socially adept. Alongside 

statecraft and the newfangled Naturwissenschaften in the curriculum stood fencing, 

dancing, art, riding, music, and foreign languages. The university riding master, in 

fact, walked ahead of associate professors in" academic processions.70 Professors 

were themselves expected to embody the ideal of the learned man of affairs who 
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stands at the center of public life as a poet, jurist, or statesman-not at its margins 

as a cloistered, bookish purveyor of traditional knowledge. Vital public personae 

imbued Gottingen academics with a kind of social and cultural authority. This not 

only expanded the renown (Ruhm) of the university, it also helped professors to 

carry out what was perhaps their most important task: turning out moral, rational, 

and useful citizens. Whether they ended up in the pulpit, the civil service. or the 

cabinet, Gottingen products had to be tasteful and competent servants of state. 
Thus, early Gottingen professors did not emphasize research or seek to turn their 

students into scholars. Rather, their aim was to make the student "accustomed to 

scientific culture and to acquaint him in a positive way with [the professor's] own 
discipline, such as his future career and position might require.,,71 This meant, of 

course, that the professor had to be a true scholar (Wissenschaftler) in his own right. 

Even so, with respect to the perennial question of how to balance research and 

teaching, there was at Georgia Augusta a slight but real preference for the latter. 

This preference complemented another of Miinchhausen's concerns: the 

negative effects of specialization. Academic specialization sometimes yielded 

territorialisID, factionalism, and-MUnchhausen's bugaboo-the destruction of 

consensus. Thus he forbade "scholarly monopolies:' Professors were free in theory 

to teach outside their oW!1 areas of expertise (Lehr!reiheit).n Not only were (most) 

scholars free to teach on a range of subjects outside their disciplines, Georgia 

Augusta professors also enjoyed extensive academic freedom in conducting 

research. Scholars were encouraged not only to pursue nontraditional subjects 

such as statistics, ethnography. and German but to develop new approaches 

to traditional subjects as well. Professors enjoyed a level of academic freedom at 

Gottingen perhaps unprecedented in the history of universities. According to 

one scholar, what set Munchhausen apart from other educational reformers of 

the period was precisely the belief that the most effective way to cultivate social 

formation and professional training was "through the freedom and independence 

of Wissenscha!t.,,73 This became important to its reputation as an Enlightenment 

university. a venue for rational. open-ended inquiry. Indeed, the founders saw 

themselves, in this regard. as finishing what Halle started. It is important to note. 

though, that academic freedom was not a license to pursue scholarship for its own 

sake. Like everything else at Georgia Augusta, it had a practical and moral pur­

pose. It allowed the university to avoid the kind of retrograde, censorious atmos­

phere of older universities. But it also created a miniature republic ofletters within 

the university, in which professors were to be the model citizens. The General 

Statutes of the university (1736), for example, specify the proper procedure 

for a disputation between professors. The disputation as an academic practice 

(Lehrform) did not survive long at Gottingen, but it was initially retained for its 

moral-pedagogical value: 
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Beyond private exercise in question and answer. where professors try to 

stimulate their audience, they should also recommend practice in 

disputation. When a public disputation is held-and it is desired that 

these happen often-one professor should invite another professor to be 

his opponent (no one should ever participate if not invited); then the 

young people will learn that friends, both of whom are educated and 

honorable, can be of different opinions, that neither needs to hate the 

other, that neither resorts to screaming or ruthlessness to win. and that 

b · ·d,74 one can e gracIous even m eleat. 

AfJ the disputation served the goal of moral education, so would all of the activities 

of the Gottingen professor. Section 36 of the General Statutes stated that "all teach­

ing, which scientific universities exist to produce, aims toward the public good." 

Here "the public good" is understood in moral terms, for professors, according to 

the Statutes, only fulfill their duty to uphold the public good when they have set 

"good wills in motion by good will, even as they also shape intellects with intel­

lece'75 The professor must thus be both knowledgeable and good. Goodness is 

defined in the next section of the Statutes, in circular fashion, as the aggregate of 

qualities which, when emulated, make the emulator a more useful citizen.
76 

The 

circularity of this definition only shows how closely the founders connected moral­

ity to social usefulness and, more importantly, how the former served the hi.tter. 

Scholarship at Georgia Augusta 

It is beyond the scope of this book to offer a full account of the scholars, disci­

plines, and methods that made Georgia Augusta a distinctive and, indeed. distin­

guished place.77 Nevertheless, it is important for this study to draw attention to 

some of the scholarly paths charted by Michaelis's contemporaries. These shed 

valuable Hght on the nature of his work by setting it in an even richer institutional 

context. If the creation of a "new Athens" on the Leine River and the rise of an 

aristocratic "scholarship factory" at its center provide the deep background, it 

remains to identify some of the figures, ideas. and movements that shared the fore­

ground with Michaelis. 
The most important theologian in the early history of the university was 

Johann Lorenz Mosheim (1693-1755). He came to Gottingen as an older and already 

famous scholar-according to one historian, the most renowned theologian in the 

German-speaking world at that time.78 Born in Lubeck. Mosheim studied at the 

theology faculty at the University of Kiel, which was characterized by Pietist lean­

ings and the irenic legacy of Helmstedt theologian George Calixtus.79 Mosheim 

made his reputation while on the theological faculty at Helmstedt, where he served 
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from 1723 to 1747. In that time, he began a magisterial four-volume history of West­

ern Christianity, Institutiones historiae eccIesiasticae (published in its completed 

form in 1755). It is largely on his reputation as a church historian and even as the 

"father of modern church history" that his fame rests.80 Before coming to Georgia 

Augusta, Mosheim served as an advisor to Miinchhausen, handpicking the first 

theology professors and helping to write the statutes for the Gottingen theological 

faculty while still at Helmstedt. Miinchhausen wanted Mosheim to be the first chair 

in theology, but he was not successful" in convincing Mosheim to come until 1747. 

Not only did Mosheim become the leading light of the theological faculty once he 

arrived at Georgia Augusta, he also served as chancellor of the university from the 

time of his arrival until his death. Mosheim also became one of Michaelis's most 

important mentors.81 Though Michaelis and Mosheim worked in different fields, 

Mosheim reframed contemporary theology in ways that set the stage for Michae­
lis's reconception of biblical studies. 

What is true of scholars in many disciplines is also true of theologians: to ori­

ent themselves, they must know who their enemies are. Mosheim identified a new 

enemy for his discipline and thus shifted the ground for theology. Mosheim cir­

cumscribed the discipline not by accounting for confessional boundaries (e.g., 

Lutheran theology versus Reformed theology) but rather by setting Christianity, 

taken as a whole, beside non-Christian belief. On Mosheim's expanded view of the 

theological task, the theologian operated on two fronts. Where earlier figures were 

preoccupied with defending confessional particulars against fellow Protestants, 

Mosheim also believed that the theologian had to address the criticisms of atheists 

and naturalists. Mosheim's scholarly work-even the "impartial," pragmatic his­

tory for which he later became known-had an apologetic cast.82 In a brief treatise 

on theological training, Kurze Anwe-isung, die Gottesgelahrtheit vernunftig zu 
erlemen (published posthumously in 1756), Mosheim offered a concise description 

of the new situation faced by the eighteenth-century theologian: 

A theologian in our day who is worthy of the name finds himself in a 

very difficult position. In the days of our predecessors, it was far easier to 

bear the name with honor. In our times, religion is contested by almost 

every human science. That is why a theologian in our time must know 

something about practically every scholarly discipline so that, with this, 

he can fend off the objections of unbelief and defend religion." 

Believing that a new day had dawned, Mosheim drew the most significant dividing 

line between the broad categories of "religion" and "unbelief." This had an impor­

tant consequence for theologians: it was not enough for them to be stewards of 

confessional traditions, they also had to be able to draw on all fields of knowledge 

to safeguard religion itself. The theologian had to be a philosopher, historian, and 
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philologist as well ifhe was to defend belief against its enemies. As Mosheim him­

self demonstrated in his attack on John Toland,84 the theologian must be prepared 

to maneuver on enemy ground. One sees in Mosheim's quotation the need for a 

broad education and a theology that extended well beyond the older mode of 

polemical or controversial theology. By taking skepticism and unbelief seriously as 

intellectual options, Mosheim opened university theology to methods and knowledge 

in an array of fields. He provided interdisciplinarity with a theological rationale. 

If Mosheim believed that Christianity was threatened by the likes of Toland, he 

believed that it was threatened, perhaps even more gravely, by those within the 

Christian churches. Another leitmotif in Mosheim's work was theological ireni­

cism.85 Taking 2 Timothy 2:23-24 as a base text, Mosheim delivered a speech that 

was published in 1723, appropriately titled De theologo non contentioso. Mosheim 

resumed the theme in additional lectures the following year. In these speeches, 

Mosheim decried the vanity of wanting to seem brilliant in argumentation and of 

stoking controversy over unnecessary or unimportant questions. Charity, peacea­

bleness, and intellectual humility were Mosheim's cardinal theological virtues. For 

his inaugural address at Georgia Augusta twenty-four years later, Mosheim chose 

the same theme, delivering an address entitled De odio theologico. Mosheim stressed 

that religion had much to lose from hypocritical theologians preaching love and 

peace while devouring their opponents. Too many believed that "what predato~s 

are among animals, theologians are among men:,86 Mosheim declared himself a 

bitter enemy of theological odium (Theologenhaj3) and put all on notice that, as 

chancellor, he would not allow controversies, feuds, and rivalries to fester. In 

redrawing the boundaries of university theology, Mosheim darkened the line 

between religion and unbelief while at the same time blurring the lines that sepa­

rated the Christian confessions.87 

Apologetic and irenic impulses both found expression in Mosheim's scholar­

ship. In his Institutiones, Mosheim's belief in the correctness of orthodox, trinitar­

ian Christianity is clear. In this sense, his work was apologetic. However, in treating 

the history of churches after the Reformation, Mosheim remained true to his own 

irenic principle. Instead of offering judgments about which groups were in the 

right, Mosheim confined himself to an "external" history of the institutions, a 

factual description of ecdesial movements carefully divorced from normative theo­

logical judgments and appeals to divine providence. Yet Mosheim was no material­

ist. To accommodate the possibility of theological judgment, Moser distinguished 

between an "invisible" church, whose members were scattered among the various 

confessions and were known only to God, and the "visible" churches identifiable 

with specific persons and institutions. In his historical scholarship, Mosheim strove 

for fairness. declaring that whenever he took up his pen, he made every possible 

effort "to give constant attention to justice, impartiality, and truth:,88 Setting this 
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rhetoric aside, it remains true that Mosheim ex~mplified a new approach to church 
history, one that has been described as "pragmatic."s9 His work in church history 

was characterized by narrative focused exclusively upon-the "human dimension" of 

history, the course of events associated with the external, observable aspect of 

Christian institutions. For Mosheim, church history, in contrast to the partiality 

and Tendenz of earlier exemplar histories, must not reflect the scholar's personal 

enthusiasms and moral judgments. When the historian makes an assertion, then, 

he must do so on the basis of argument and direct appeal to reliable sources. The 

work of the Christian theologian, broadly conceived, was the defense of the faith. 

In setting forth the history of the churches, though, Mosheim believed his role was 

not advocacy but a scientific handling of the materials of religious belief. 

Mosheim was one of Miinchhausen's closest advisors. To Miinchhausen. 

Mosheim was the ideal theology professor. Michaelis's success at Gottingen, then, 

no doubt had a great deal to do with his ability to import the Mosheimian ideal into 

biblical studies and make it productive there. Of the theologians associated with 

G6ttingen, Mosheim was the most significant for the young Michaelis. After 1760, 

Michaelis had little to do with the theological faculty, and, as intimated above, he 

had poor or insignificant relationships with those who were there when he arrived. 

Christoph August Heumann and Georg Heinrich Ribovopposed Michaelis's efforts 

to offer collegia in dogmatics in the 1750S; after ten years of struggle, Michaelis gave 

up the fight. Setting school politics aside, though, it is important to note that the 

larger theological climate at G6ttingen was, on the whole, conducive to the schol­

arly projects of Mosheim and Michaelis. The statutes of the faculty, as we have seen, 

made it dear that professors had to hold to historic Christian doctrines such as the 

trinity, the resurrection of Christ, and the revelatory character of the Bible. Theo­

logians also had to adhere to the Lutheran confessional symbols. Yet, as we have 

seen, confessional identity was not emphasized at G6ttingenj it was not essential to 

the mission and identity of the school. A commitment to a fairly minimal Protes­

tantism was assumed, while anything that smacked of Protestant scholasticism or 

sectarianism was discouraged. One consequence of this was that theologians at 

Georgia Augusta looked increasingly toward other disciplines like philosophy to 

clarify, reinterpret, or holster Christian doctrines. Joachim Oporinus (1695-1753), 

for example, wrote a dissertation defending the immortality of the soul and, later, 

a philosophical examination of biblical teaching on the existence of good and evil 

spirits.90 Ribov, a Wolffian, was concerned to distinguish what in the Christian 

religion was provable by reason and what was not: thus his 1740 Grundlichen Beweip, 
daft die geoffenbahrte Religion nicht konne aus der Vernunft erwiesen werden." Later 

Gottingen theologians Karl Friedrich Stiiudlin (176.-.826) and Christoph Friedrich 

von Ammonn ('766-.850) incorporated Kantian moral philosophy into their ethics 
and biblical theology, respectively.92 
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Theologians also looked to history. One vestige of G6ttingen's somewhat dis­

tant Pietist heritage (via Halle) was a theological eclecticism. At Halle, theologians 

like Johann Franz Buddeus set theology on a different footing by embracing philo­

sophical eclecticism. Because seventeenth-century scholastic theology was identi­

fied with Aristotelianism, figures like Buddeus scoured the history of philosophy to 

find alternative doctrines and conceptual frameworks that might be helpful to a 

revamped Lutheranism. This maneuver had parallels in philology and church his­

tory. To overcome the legacy of Lutheran orthodoxy, biblical scholars like August 

Hermann Francke and Johann Heinrich Michaelis (Johann David's uncle) 

embraced historical philology, while others like J. G. Walch turned to the history of 

the church.93 Their goal, like Buddeus's, was to generate new theological resources 

through historical study. Without a robust confessional framework, their use ·of 

history to furnish ideas, vocabulary, and substance for contemporary theology was 

necessarily eclectic. In this way, a separation developed betw'een "dogma," what 

was to be believed, and "history;' a mixed bag of good and bad examples. History 

was no longer sacred on this view. It was not even sectarian. 
The same separation characterized theological scholarship at Georgia Augusta. 

"Dogma;' identified by pragmatic cameralists with a minimal Protestantism, was 

one thing. Mosheim and Michaelis, like the others, fell in line, embracing central 

Christian doctrines. But «history" was another. Mosheim eschewed confessio~al 
loyalties that might influence him to see the hand of Providence supporting or guid­

ing his theological forebears. History was a human stage, a "closed, immanent 
frame,,,94 and he studied it as such. Michaelis, as we will see, also regarded history as 

something of a closed system of knowable causes and effects. To him, ancient 

Hebrew was a language like any other, the Israelites were an ancient people subject 

to the ordinary vicissitudes of history, and Moses was best understood as a state­

builder in a particular historical moment. Both Mosheim and Michaelis made the 

most of their freedom to investigate the historical dimensions ofthe Christian tradi­

tion without correlating their results to specific theological positions. All was well as 

long as they remained true to the dogma of the university. This dogma, as we have 

seen, was intended less to distinguish among denominations than to separate what 

was respectably Christian from what was not. Mosheim proved himself an able and 

energetic defender of mainstream Christian belief when he provided, in 1720, a 

thorough refutation of John Toland's audacious Nazarenus ('7.8). Michaelis also 

came to the defense of key Christian doctrines, perhaps most famously in 1783 when, 

after Reimarus's criticisms of the resurrection created enormous controversy, he 

argued for the historical veracity of the biblical accounts. Indeed, Michaelis's works, 

including the response to Reimarus,95 enjoyed an extensive afterlife in English trans­

lation precisely because, to British admirers, he embodied German scholarship and 

erudition without forsaking important doctrines like the resurrection of Christ and 
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Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch.96 Many of Michaelis's explicitly theological 

writings were devoted to a defense of Christian theological concepts like atonement 

or, somewhat surprisingly, a form of typological interpretation; in each case, his goal _ 

was to defend the rationality of basic Christian doctrines." Though it has become 

somewhat common to refer to Michaelis as a middling figure caught between ortho­

doxy and the new historicism,98 it is more helpful to see Michaelis's work as an 

appropriate response to the dual emphases of Enlightenment university theology: 

first, an apologetic enterprise directed against atheism and skepticism, and second, 

an eclectic one invested in the refurbishment and modernization of Christianity. 

It was not only theology that formed part of Michaelis's institutional context. 

Michael Carhart, in an insightful study of Enlightenment Germany, has shed valu­

able light on a group of loosely connected scholars associated in various ways with 

Georgia Augusta in the eighteenth century.99 With appropriate qualifications, 

Carhart calls th~s group the c<G6ttingen School." Under this rubric, Carhart exam­

ines the scholarly programs of several Georgia Augusta professors whose careers 

spanned the second half of the eighteenth century: Christian Gottlob Heyne, 

Johann Gottfried Eichhorn, Johann Christoph Adelung, Christoph Meiners, and 

our. own Michaelis. Examining the G6ttingen School and its contributions to vari­

ous disciplines within a wider European context, Carhart brings the scholarship of 

the German Enlightenment into focus as a nonideological m,?de of inquiry ori­

ented toward what he calls a "collectivist particularism:' The G6ttingen School 

stood apart from other currents of thought associated with the Enlightenment: for 

example, radical republicanism, revolutionary thought, and the more speculative 

and abstract systems of the philosophes. Each of Carhart's main figures rejected 

ccuniversal principles" in favor of "particularism in the study of real, historical, and 

unique nations:,loo Collective particularists were analytical, empirical, and suspi­

cious of grand theories; they were sensitive, above aU, to the peculiar genius of 

historical groups. Whether examining the origins of language, disentangling legal 

collections, or trying to understand societies in newly discovered lands, they did 

not turn toward timeless theoretical frameworks but rather worked to underst:m<l 

new data in terms of discrete gtoups with their own histoties and conditions. 

ma,'<eo. an \m'e<>ttant moment \n 'lNe.tem tn.(l\l",n.t·,""I:n.e \o.ea (l\ cultu," 
(l\o. a. "(lme. '\',\It t\\e ,o.ea (l\ <\l\t\lte ,. (l'(\\'j a. <>\0. .." 1'0", 'i'.,",'~):\te.,(\"\e~l~~~ 

Conclusion 

This "cultural" program corresponded closely to the social and 

of the university. It allowed historians, anthropologists, and 

vate critical analysis of received tradition, yet without embracing 
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thought or sharp political ideologies. By turning to the category of culture, 

Gottingen scholars created a mode of Wissenschaft that also accorded with politi­

cal gradualism, conservative reform, and a deep interest in what makes societies 

strong and distinct. Though Michaelis was not a theorist of culture in any explicit 

sense, Carhart is correct to characterize Michaelis's interdisciplinary approach to 

the world of the Bible as <can expression of a cultural holism that existed before 

1800.,,102 Michaelis, in his approach to the Old Testament, assumed the cultural 

particularity of the ancient Israelites. Indeed, this was his primary interpretive lens, 

and it allowed him to integrate knowledge of botany, criminal law, climate, zoology, 

geography, and history into a coherent understanding of the Bible as the literary 

remainder of a lost IsraeHte civilization. In this sense, Michaelis contributed to the 

development of a G6ttingen School of cultural inquiry. To place him in this con­

text is to see a valuable trajectory arcing out of Michaelis's work and connecting 

him with the next generation-men like J. G. Herder and Michaelis's own students 

Eichhorn and Schlozer. It is also to do justice to the polymathic character of his 

work and to avoid a somewhat reductive understanding of Michaelis as a historical 

interpreter or a historical critic of the Old Testament. Though constantly engaged 

with the historical background of the biblical texts, Michaelis used historical knowl­

edge to recover words, customs, and settings that aided contemporary appropria­

tion of the Bible in moral, aesthetic, or philosophical terms. To call this i.nterest 

"historical" is to obscure the expansive, contemporary interests that Michaelis 

brought to his work. However, <lculture," as a category, fits nicely. 

Scholars in all disciplines adjusted to the realities of the new university. Jurists, 

historians, and anthropologists at G6ttingen turned to a study of culture consonant 

with the mild progressivism of the Hanoverian cameralists. 10
) Mosheim, following 

an eclectic tradition from the preceding century, created an academic theology that 

faced away from the church and functioned as a bulwark against the intellectual 

perils and sodal evils of atheism. In this arrangement, the stewardship of confes­

particulars so important to traditional theology diminished in importance, 

its place there reigned a carefully enforced irenicism. For Mosheim and 

this led naturally to an empirical theology strong enough to withstand 

and robust enough to meet the standards of a true university Wis­
Mosheim a-nd the historians associated with the G6ttingen 

gleliglhton Michaelis's new program for biblical studies, the clos­

was not to be found in theology or history but in classical 

, of the next chapter. For classicists faced an analogous prob­

authoritative texts matter not simply in a modern setting 

one. It was only right that J. M. Gesner, an old soul and a 

provide guidance to a young Michaelis trying to find his 
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The Study of Classical 

Antiquity at Gottingen 

Among all peoples, the Greeks have dreamt life's dream most beautifully. 

-Goethe, Art and Antiquity vol. 5, issue 3 (1826) I 

"Life's dream;' Goethe's dream, was wholeness. German thinkers 

throughout the eighteenth century sought avidly to integrate high moral 

purpose, social coherence, and the fullest possible cultivation of human 

capabilities into a compelling vision of life. Though the old Christian 

synthesis embodied in the traditional confessions had once been 

integrative and visionary, it now seemed, by the light of a new 

Aufkliirung breaking over the German lands, to be unworkable, 

implausible. and outworn. Skepticism, indifference born from religious 

strife, and new currents filtering in~o the republic of letters created a new 

climate for political, philosophical, and religious thought. Early in the 

century, promethean Pietist A. H. Francke and his Halle cohort had 

worked to unleash a new Reformation upon Europe in the name of what 

Johann Arndt called "true Christianity." Personal conviction, moral 

discipline, and social activism-the very qualities that would eventually 

vault Halle's Prussian sponsor to its preeminent position among the 

German territories-characterized the Pietist movement.2 For all of their 

energy, vision, and organizational savvy, though, the Pietists were not 

able to maintain their hold on the University of Halle, let alone remake 

Europe. With the triumphant return of Christian Wolff to Halle in 1740, 

the rise of rationalist hermeneutics under J. S. Semler (1725-1791), and 

the installation of neopagan F. A. Wolf (1759-1824) over the philological 
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Seminar in 1783, the old Christian synthesis, despite its new Pietist form, showed 
itself once more to be incapable of unifying intellectual life. In their zeal to undo 

the academic traditionalism of their orthodox forebears, the Pietists had enlisted 
the help of the new philosophy and the new criticism. By midcentury, it seemed 

that only these remained. The critical handling of traditional materials at the uni­
versity gradually lost contact with Pietist moral aspirations and social activism. 

Wissenschaft was orphane~. 
If the first half of the century belonged to the Pietists, the second half belonged 

to the philhellenists. German scholars, writers, and intellectuals looking beyond the 

Christian tradition turned to ancient Greece to recover an integrative vision of life. 
For several decades, Greek antiquity seemed to exercise a "tyranny" over these fig­
ures and over German literature, philosophy, and religious thought.3 To Goethe, 
this liberative period of "tyranny:' the age in which German thinkers tried to 
find themselves by estranging themselves, was in fact the "age" of art historian 
J. J. Winckelmann (l717-1768). In 1805, Goethe published an essay entitled "Winck­

elmann und sein Jahrhundert" honoring his life and legacy. A meditation on Winck­

elmann's life, the essay identifies the ancient Greeks with the unification of human 
capacities and the successful integration of the individual into a "great, beautiful, 
dignified, and worthy whole" encompassing nature and culture. If anyone in 
Germany embodied Hellenic wholeness, added Goethe. it was Winckelmann.4 

In describing Winckelmann this way. Goethe claimed him as a neopagan hero and 
forebear courageous enough to set aside the Christian past and tread a new path thr­

ough Greek antiquity. Goethe may have been among the chief apostles of German 

philhellenism, but Winckelmann enjoyed pride of place as its greatest prophet. As 

the flame of Halle had burned bright and hot on the intellectual scene for several 

decades early in the century, Winckelmannian philhellenism kindled a flame in the 

second half of the century that drew the attention ofleading intellectuals like Less­

ing and Herder and inspired the remarkable figures who converged on the court of 

Duke Carl August at Weimar and the University ofJena in the 1780s and '90S: Frie­

drich Schiller, August and Friedrich Schlegel, J. G. Fichte, and Friedrich Schelling. It 

also gave rise to the influential educational theories of Wilhelm von Humboldt and 

fueled the scientific, philological enterprise of scholars like Friedrich August Wolf. 

Gottingen has an important place relative to the dual stories of Pietism and 
philhel1enism in the eighteenth century. Both movements may be understood as 
far-reaching integrative movements oriented toward culture and belief. They stand, 
perhaps, as i.nstances of the perennial ebb and flow of the Christian and classical 
traditions in Western thought. They are important here, though. as two sides of a 
frame that allow us to see the distinctiveness of Georgia Augusta's via media 
between Pietism and philhellenism, its middle path between Halle in the early part 

of the century and Weimar-Jena in the latter part. This path was opened at Gatlingen 
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by classical scholars Johann Matthias Gesner (1691-1761) and Christian Gottlob 

Heyne (1729-1812). Though Gesner and Heyne stood between these two movements 
chron'ologically and. in a certain sense, ideologically, Gottingen at midcentury 
was not merely a way station on the road from seventeenth-century pedantry to 
nineteenth-century Wissenschaft. Rather, Gottingen must be seen as the site of an 
academic program with its own account of culture and belief, one shaped by the 
realities of the Enlightenment university. Too often, Gottingen classical scholars are 
seen as precursors (Vorla.ufer) or transitional men: rationalists not courageous 
enough to disavow Christianity, preromantics not fully appreciative of historical 
incommensurability, historians not fully committed to historicism, or philologists 
not fully practiced in critical reconstruction. These sorts of judgments do little to 
illuminate the particular way that Gesner, Heyne, and, as we will see, Michadis 
sought to recover and reappropriate the materials of traditional culture in a new 
irenic, pragmatic, and academic mode. Theirs was not an experimental, romantic 
(philhellenicl quest to reenter antiquity or a promethean (Pietist) effort to remake 

society in its image, but rather a conservative maneuver to reshape antiquity in light 
of contemporary social realities. Michaelis's attempt to reconstruct the biblical 
materials along these lines occupies the second half of this book. The similar, closely 
related attempts of Gesner and Heyne to do this for classical antiquity are a vital 
part of the background to Michaelis's biblical project. They are the subject of this 

chapter. 

The Gattingen Classical Project in Eighteenth-Century Context 

German philhellenism was not simply a movement: it was a "faith:'s To its propo­
nents, it entailed the monumental task of replacing Christianity with a new form of 
life derived from an imaginative engagement with Greek antiquity. To say this is to 
indicate the kind of personal, intellectual, and creative investment that character­
ized philhellenists and inspired them to create journals, pioneer new forms of lit­
erature, undertake Mediterranean pilgrimages, adopt looser sexual mores, and 
abandon respectable careers. Winckelmann, the father of this faith, found in Greek 

SCUlpture a powerful aesthetic and moral ideal capable of liberating Germans from 
both the Christian tradition and the stultifying effects of their own cultural impov­

erishment. The two keys to Winckelmann's discovery were the identification of 
Greekness as an abstract quality belonging to a people and arising from its particular 
climate and, geography and. second, the isolation of the ideas, indeed the spirit, 
expressed by Greek art. On this basis, Winckelmann analyzed Greek painting and 
sculpture to great effect in his 1755 Gedancken uber die Nachahmung der griechischen 
Wercke in der Mahlerey und Bildhauer-Kunst (Reflections on the Imitation of Greek 
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Works in Painting and Sculpture). Winckelmann found in the "noble simplicity and 

quiet grandeur" of the ancient Greeks a compelling alternative to the stifling moral­

ity and dim view of human capabilities he thought were inherent in Christian theol­

ogy. To experience Greek sculpture in this collective and idealistic manner was to 

confront an incarnated vision of humankind as beautiful, strong, free, and noble. 

The paradoxical way forward, then, was to become «great" and "inimitable" by imi­

tating the ancients.6 By looking to ancient Hellas, the Germans would also be able 

to shed their dependence upon (contemporary) foreign intellectual capital: no more 

would Prussia need to look to France or Hanover to England. Winckelmann's Reflec­
tions called for cultural and religious emancipation by means of aesthetic renewal. 

Emancipation and the attainment of an authentic German culture drawn from 

the inner resources of the individual provided philhellenism with its religious 

dimension. One of its most important features was its metaphysical ambition. 

Goethe, as we have already seen, hailed Winckelmann as the first great pagan of his 

time and, in this respect, a cultural and religious pioneer.7 Goethe immersed him­

self in Greek literature and art and began the constructive enterprise of creating a 

pagan alternative to bourgeois Christian culture. In the course of his Italian jour­

ney, Goethe was, in a manner of speaking, «born again" as an artist. He came alive 

there to what he described as the wholeness of life.8 Goethe's collaborator, 

Friedrich Schiller, also looked to antiquity to prepare the ground for aesthetic 

reawakening. He declared in his 1794 letters aber die asthetische Erziehung des 
Menschen (On the Aesthetic Education of Man) that the Greeks put moderns to 

shame, combining «the first youth of imagination with the manhood of reason in a 

glorious manifestation of humanity.,,9 The best hope of humanity, Schiller argued, 

lay in a new, hellenically inspired program of aesthetic ennoblement, the creation 

of a kind of "aesthetic state" to transcend the existing political and religious order. 

Philhellenic faith even extended as far as the hope that Germany's new Greeks 

would one day be able to produce a new scripture, a new Bible. Friedrich Schlegel's 

famous paean to poetry in Athenaeum Fragment 116, for example, claims for Romantic 

poetry the ability to fuse together all forms ofliterature, infuse life with sociability and 

wit, and gather up all forms of experience: «it alone can become ... a mirror of the 

whole circumambient world, an image of the age:,10 In another place, Schlegel main­

tained that all ancient poetry should be understood as a single poem and that "all 

books should be only a single book, and in such an eternally developing book, 

the gospel of humanity and culture will be revealed."ll Novalis was also interested 

in creating a secular scripture. He admired the unifying, all-encompassing charac­

ter of the Christian scriptures and proclaimed that the "highest task') of a writer 
was to produce a new Bible.12 

Toward the end of the eighteenth century, the movement began to divide into 

two distinct but equally enthusiastic modes. On the one hand, it yielded a school of 
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Romantic poets and thinkers, for the most part, outside the university: for exam­

ple, Goethe and Schiller in the Weimar "classical" period and, under their influ­

ence, Schlegel, Novalis, and Holderlin. On the other hand, philhellenism took a 

distinct scholarly form, becoming a totalizing study of the ancient world based on 

philology, text criticism, and literary history. An important strain of philhellenism, 

already apparent in Winckelmann's systematic attempts to analyze and describe 

stages in the history of art, was historical scholarship. To appropriate antiquity, one 

had first to gain knowledge of it. F. A. Wolf, professor at Halle and later Berlin, was 

the leading figure in the creation of a science of antiquity (Alterthumswissenschaft) 

arising from the Greek cultural revolution. Though a founder, Wolf was not an 

innovator. As Anthony Grafton has shown, what made Wolf unique was the abi.ljty 

to make use of traditional scholarship, to join scholarly modes into a single 

program, and "to fuse materials from the divergent realms of philosophy and 

erudition.,,13 Wolfian historical science, with its eqtphases on the reconstruction of 

textual history and the integration of written and antiquarian sources, defined the 

aims and methods of German classical philology in its nineteenth-century golden 

age. Thus Ulrich von Wliamowitz-Moellendorff, the greatest classicist of the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, maintained that the modern conquest 

of the ancient world found full expression not in the enthusiasms of Goethe, 

Humboldt, and the Schlegels but rather in the "comprehensive science of antiquity" 

set forth by Wolf.14 Yet it is important to note that Wolf was no less enthusiastic in 

. his philhellenic belief than Goethe and his good friend Humboldt. In his program­

matic description of the historical science of antiquity, the 1807 Darstellung der 

Althertumswissenschaft, Wolf begins with a careful discussion of the contributions 

that philology and the study of material culture make toward developing a com­

plete understanding of the ancient world. Yet Wolfs interdisciplinary program was 

also, in the philhellenic sense, deeply religious. By the end of the treatise, Wolf 

ma~es clear that Altertumswissenschaft builds toward the contemplation of what is 

«most holy:' which, for Wolf, was the "genuine humanity" of the Greeks. Intense 

philological and historical study were ways to express and reinforce devotion to this 

ideal, as well as a means for building «patience" and "dogged industry" in the 

young. IS 

Like Wolf, Humboldt brought philhellenic ideals to the university context. And 

like Wolf, he did so out of a deep conviction of their superiority to Christian ideals. 

Humboldt began classical studies early in life, mastering Greek at a young age. 

Humboldt continued on in this vein at Gottingen, studying under Heyne. Between 

1794 and 1797, Humboldt lived in Jena, where he established close working relation­

ships with Fichte and the Schlegel brothers and also collaborated with Goethe and 

Schiller. Humboldt served as Prussian ambassador to the Vatican between 1803 and 

1808. His time in Rome apparently had an effect on him similar to the effect their 
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Italian journeys had on Winckelmann and Goethe. Humboldt, a man of broad tal­

ents and interests, became absorbed with the Greeks. The 1806 "Latium und Hellas 
oder Betrachtungen tiber das classische Alterthum" is a fine example of this absorp­

tion. In a separate essay, "Ueber den Charakter der Griechen, die idealische und 

historische Ansicht desselben;' Humboldt states plainly the significance of the 

Greeks: 

The Greeks are not for us simply a people in history about whom it 

would be useful to know something. Rather, they are an ideal. Their 

advantages over us are such that their very unattainability nevertheless 

makes it useful for us to imitate their works and beneficial for us to 

recall. in our own dull, narrow minds, their free and beautiful ones. They 

allow us to see our own lost freedom ... They are for us what their gods 

were for them: flesh of our flesh and bone of our bone; all the misfortune 

and unevenness of life but [also] a sensibility that transforms everything 

into play. and yet only wipes away the roughness of earthly existence 

while preserving the seriousness of the Idea.16 

Like Schiller, Humboldt believed that the moderns had fallen from an original state 

of Hellenic grace. Like Wolf, he believed that the path of redemption lay in the 

study of the Greeks. Humboldt had a unique opportunity to act on his philhellenic 

ideals. Between 1809 and 1810, Humboldt served in the Prussian educational minis­

try. In this short period of time, he laid out plans for the new university at Berlin 

and set in motion a reform of primary and secondary education that continued 

well into the nineteenth century. Humboldt made his conception of Bildung the 

centerpiece of his reforms. Bildung consiste~1 for Humboldt, in the "sound forma­

tion of social morals" resulting from "the individual's self-transformative progress 

from natural immaturity to self-willed citizenship.,,17 To this end, Humboldt 

devised a system of schools (Gymnasia), exams (Abitur), and philological gatekeep­

ers designed to bring students into transformative contact with the ancient world. 

The academic programs of Wolf and Humboldt exemplify the institutional 

reach and scholarly shape of German philhellenism in the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth century. The value of an academic, religiously charged science of antiq­

uity, though, was not apparent to everyone. To take only one example, Herder saw 

a basic contradiction in a mode of genuine historical study that privileged the 

Greeks. He certainly appreciated the Greeks, claiming that where "other nations 

debase the idea of God and make it monstrous," the Greeks "elevate what is divine 

in man.,,18 Yet he regarded Winckelmann's investigation of Greek art as a brilliant 

but insufficient form of historical inquiry. Winckelmann had illuminated the Greek 

genius. but could not other ancient cultures be illuminated and praised for their 

genius as well? Herder was too deeply committed to historical particularism and 
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the distinctiveness of cultures to make one group, however venerable, the ideal pat­

ter~ for all the rest. Herder saw that the normative dimensions of philhellenism 

hindered historical inquiry by preventing the non-Greek civilizations in which 

Herder delighted from being understood on their own terms. Another difficulty 

with the academic philhellenism of Humboldt and Wolf was that it could not 

remain both wissenschaftlich and enthusiastic for very long. The more closely his~o­

rians looked at ancient Greece, the harder it became to sustain the classical image 

of Greece as an ideal society populated by serene, beautiful, .and cultivated indi­

viduals. As Suzanne Marchand aptly stated, "to investigate the wider history of 

philhellenism is ... to describe the ways in which the triumph of historicized clas­

sical scholarship over poetry and antiquarian reverie gradually etoded the very 

norms and ideals that underwrote philhellenism's cultural significance."" By the 

end of his life, Goethe was already able to regard his generation's intense preoccu­

pation with Greece as a kind of strange and distant but beautiful memory.zo In 

Goethe's final years, classical scholar~hip at the university, by contrast, was thriv­

ing. No longer fueled by philhellenic faith, it had become a specialized academic 

discipline operating under the umbrella of Wissenschaft. It lived on without its effu­

sive, romantic Doppelganger. 
It is possible, then, to draw a line from Winckelmann's aesthetic philhellenism 

to Wolfs Alterthumswissenschaft as we have done here. One can portray the hist~ry 

of philhellenism as an ironic tale of the unintended effects of scholarship or, per­

haps, the corrosive effects of criticism on belief. When Gottingen and its most 

famous classicist, Heyne, are inserted into this narrative, they are usually placed 

somewhere in the middle, midway between Winckelmann and Wolf. Steven 

Turner, in an otherwise valuable study, does precisely this. Turner claims that 

Heyne reinvigorated the public image of classics and stressed its contemporary rel­

evance; in this way he was "able to forge a temporary compromise between aes­

thetic neohumanism and classical scholarship as practiced."zl As I will show, 

Turner is certainly correct to emphasize the social and contemporary quality of 
Heyne's scholarship. Yet to characterize it merely as a "temporary compromise" 

between "aesthetic neohumanism" (Winckelmann) and «classical scholarship" 

(Wolf) is to obscure the true nature of the Gottingen classical project. In one sense, 

Heyne surely was a transitional figure. He was a friend of Winckelmann's and 
a sympathetic, if also critical, reader of his works. Furthermore, it was Heyne's 

shining reputation that first drew Wolf to Gottingen, where Heyne also taught 

Humboldt and the Schlegels. It is also true that these same individuals regarded 

the scholarship of their aging teacher as shallow and outmoded." Clemens Menze, 

for example, argues that Heyne's scholarship opened antiquity to Humboldt 

but did not ultimately determine how he would appropriate it. That is, he learned 

from Heyne but chose, unwisely, to reject Heyne's holistic, genuinely historical 
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philology and adopt a dogmatic, amateurish, and idealized version of antiquity.23 
One could go on for some time clarifying the relationships of Heyne to figures like 
Humboldt, Wolf, and Schlegel." That he mediated between the enthusiasm of 

Winckelmann and the classicism of Jena and Berlin is undeniable. 
What has not been fully appreciated, however, is the character of Heyne's 

work as a university program dependent upon the innovations of his predecessor 
at Gottingen, J. M. Gesner. The point of this chapter is to shift the discussion of 

Heyne away from Winckelmann and Wolf and back toward Gesner and Georgia 

Augusta in order to describe the G6ttingen classical project on its own terms. By 
doing so, we see it more clearly as a revivificatory academic enterprise, a distinctive 
mode of scholarly engagement with antiquity that was sociable, progressive. and 
modern. It remained relatively free of the dark Sehnsucht, fanaticism, and idolatry 
that fueled philhellenic dissatisfaction with the contemporary world. Instead, 

it made and kept peace with the generic Protestantism of the burgeoning 
Bildungsburgertum. It ceded no ground to the ancient past, insisting instead on a 
fresh encounter with ancient authors on unapol~getically contemporary terms. If 
Winckelmann, Goethe, and Schiller plunged headfirst into the depths of a lost 

Greek world, Gesner and Heyne chose rather to fish useful things out of it, feet 

planted firmly on the shore. 

To distinguish between the classicism of figures on the Winckelmann-Wolf 

axis and the approach of Gesner and Heyne, we will refer to the former as "philhel­

lenism" and the latter as "neohumanism:' The division between the two, of course, 
cannot be taken as absolute. The overlaps are significant. Yet it is crucial to main­
tain a distinction. Gesner stood well outside the philhellenic trajectory. By the time 

that Winckelmann was born in 1717. for example, Gesner had already drawn up the 
guidelines for his philological seminar. When Winckelmann's Gedancken was pub­
lished in 1755, Gesner had already been at Gottingen for over twenty years. Unlike 

Winckelmann's fonowers, Gesner did not show a strong preference for Greece over 
Rome. Nor did he ever question the basic tenets or usefulness of Christianity. He 
did not see classical antiquity and Christian faith as rivals but rather as comple­
mentary sources for Bildung. "What:' he asked, "could be more wholesome for 
tender, young minds than to place in their hands, along with the books of religion, 
the writings of the greatest men of all time, of Cicero, Caesar, and the rest?,,25 In this 

respect, Gesner shared the easygoing Christian humanism of his teacher at Jena, 
Johann Franz Buddeus. Gesner believed that the study of classical antiquity rein­

forced Christian faith. Classical sources confirmed biblical teachings (Gesner's 

favorite example was the immortality of the soul), provided linguistic and histori­

cal background necessary to a fluent reading of the Bible, and provided the Chris­

tian pedagogue with a wider array of moral exempla. After all, Gesner challenged, 
did not SI. Paul and the Fathers know the pagan authors well?26 At the center of 
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language instruction Gesner placed the reading of the New Testament in Latin and 
Greek. Heyne's commitment to Christian education, by contrast) seemed minimal. 
At Georgia Augusta, he steered classical philology away from Gesner's Christian 
humanism. He disparaged New Testament Greek and withdrew the Bible from the 
philological curriculum. Under his guidance, the philological seminar, as we will 
see, shifted focus from preparation for careers in ministry and teaching to interdis­
ciplinary research in classics itself. Later in his career, Heyne became something 
of a Kantian in religious matters. In spite of all this, though, Heyne never went as 
far as his famous students did in criticizing Christianity or substituting Christian 
faith with philhellenic faith. He criticized the excessive and unscientific quality of 

Winckelmann's historical work, and he was, in general, more restrained than his 
students in seeking to appropriate the Hellenic past. If a less enthusiastic Christian 
than Gesner, Heyne nevertheless maintained a certain affection for the church 
throughout his life. As his son-in-law A. H. 1. Heeren reported, the hymnal that 

Heyne kept by his bed was as worn from use as his copy of Homer.27 

Like the older humanism of preceding centuries, the neohumanism of Gesner 
and Heyne aimed at a renewal of culture based on a return to classical sources in 
their original languages. They opened a path to antiquity at Georgia Augusta, a new 
university striving to be new. On the one hand, this meant that their work did not 
take explicit account of confessional boundaries or disputes. On the other han~) it 
meant that their teaching, programs, and research had to contribute to cameralist 

educational objectives: the cultivation of taste (Geschmack), the formation of moral 

judgment. a commitment to social utility, and social aptitude. Their work, moreo­
ver, had to reflect new standards for scholarship, which emphasized historical 
inquiry, empirical methods, and whatever contributed to academic celebrity. 
Under these conditions, philology emerged as the centerpiece of neohumarrist edu­
cation. In theory, the study of ancient texts in their origimil languages allowed 
greater immediacy with the author, his aesthetic vision. moral sensibilities, and 
historical setting. Like their forebears, Gesner and Heyne believed that the past 

yielded its treasures to linguists, fluent readers, and men of taste (poets like them­
selves!) and hid them from scholastic theologians and benighted philosophers. 
What made them new humanists was not only their location but also their position. 

Gesner and Heyne never forgot that they were employees of an Enlightenment 

state. 

Johann Matthias Gesner (1691-1761) 

Born in Roth (near Ansbach) to clergyman Johann Samuel Gesner and his wife 
Maria (Huswedel) on April 9, 1691, Johann Matthias Gesner began his life under 
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difficult circumstances. He was the third of nine children in a family that lived on 
the modest income of his father, a pastor in Auhausen who endured a long illness 
before dying in 1704 and leaving the family strained. Maria remarried, and Johann 

Matthias's stepfather, Johann Zuckerman tel, fortunately proved supportive. The 
young Gesner was accepted at the Gymnasium in Ansbach and, with the aid of 

benefactors and public funds, completed his studies there in 1710. At Ansbach, the 
talents of the precocious Gesner were noticed by Rektor Georg Nikolaus Kohler, 
who took a liking to the young student and kindled his interest in languages. 
Kohler loaned him copies of Greek texts, gave him additional work in Greek and 

Hebrew, and devised special exercises whereb.y Gesner had to reconstruct intelli­
gible texts from fragments. 28 Gesner later called his Gymnasium years "the most 
pleasant" in his life and referred to his accomplishments as "violets on the burial 
mound of Kohler.,,29 Gesner matriculated at Jena in 1710 as a theology student, 
completing work in metaphysics, ancient languages, and classical literature. In 

the theological faculty, Gesner studied under Buddeus, who would become his 
most important teacher. Buddeus befriended Gesner and even allowed the poor, 

struggling student to live in his own house. Though Buddeus provided material 
helps such as lodging, steady income as a tutor to his son, and access to his own 

fine library, it was his example as an educator that would have the most lasting 
value for Gesner. An orthodox theologian with Pietist leanings, Buddeus read 

widely in classics and in the newer philosophy. He thus modeled an easygoing 

Christian humanism, drawing eclectically and unselfconsciously on classical, 
Christian, and contemporary writings without fear of contradiction.3o In doing 
so, Buddens aimed at the reformation and reinvigoration of pedagogy. Buddeus 

had planned to start a Seminar for gymnasium teachers at Jena, and even had 
Gesner write up its founding principles and ground rules. These were published 

in a work entitled Institutiones rei scholasticae in 1715. Gesner, on Buddeus's rec­
ommendation, was to lead the Seminar. Much to his disappointment, though, 
Gesner was passed up for. a position in Jena; he left, and the Seminar never mate­
rialized there. 

Between 1715 and 1734, Gesner served as Rektor or Konrektor of three differ­

ent gymnasia: at Weimar (1715-1729), at his native Ansbach (1729-1730), and at 
Leipzig (1730-1734). In these twenty years, Gesner built a reputation as ~n innova­

tive reformer, an accomplished scholar, and an enthusiastic humanist. In this 
period, he published works on classical languages and literature, notably chresto­
mathies and textbooks for students of Greek and Latin, and he maintained a pres­

ence in the wider scholarly world. While Rektor at Weimar, Gesner also served as 
the librarian for Herzog William Ernst. Gesner took great delight in this work, 
making the most of access to such a fine collection and building contacts with 
scholars who visited the library." This happy period in Weimar, though, ended 
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badly, as William Ernst's successor, Herzog William August, dismissed Gesner as 
librarian in 1729; Gesner resigned from 'the Gymnasium in protest. After a brief 
stint in his native Ansbach, Gesner accepted a call to the renowned Thomasschule 
in Leipzig in 1730. He found it in a poor condition: facilities were run-down, the 

classical languages were neglected, the quality of teaching was low. truancy was a 
problem, and all was characterized by a general disorder." With the help of 

Johann Sebastian Bach and Johann August Ernesti, though, Gesner turned the 
school around and strengthened his reputation as an effective reformer. Gesner 

received and rejected many calls from reform-minded schools in this period 
(Gotha, Dresden, and Heilbronn) and one to a prestigious position as the super­
intendent for all of Prussia. An otherwise happy period in Leipzig, though, was 

tainted by the fact that faculty at the University in Leipzig refused Gesner teath­
ing privileges.33 When Miinchhausen called him to G6ttingen in 1734, Gesner was 

ready to accept. 
One of the first professors to arrive in Gottingen, Gesner came to Georgia 

Augusta in 1734 as the Professor of Poetry and Eloquence (Professor der Poesie und 
Beredsamkeit). To this title he would add many more. In his twenty-seven years at 

Gottingen, Gesner would remain very much a public figure, and one who main­

tained the same passionate interest in general education that he had demonstrated 

as a gymnasium Rektor. It is important to note that Gesner was not a professor. of 
classical philology but rather a kind of scholar-poet in residence whose responsi­

bility was not merely the study of ancient literature but also the composition of 
new Latin poetry.34 Gesner's poetic work was oriented, first and foremost toward 

the life of the university; he who once sold occasional poems in order to eke out 

a living in Jena was now composing them for a single, larger client. Gesner's 
role also included public relations and propaganda. For example, Gesner, with 
Mtinchhausen's approval, drafted an anonymous letter addressed to an English 

baron which praised the university lavishly and created a sensation; the origin of 
the letter remained a mystery for years.35 Gesner also served as librarian. He was a 

natural choice for the job, given his experience at Weimar, and he led the library 

successfully during his tenure. In addition to teaching and serving as Bibliothekar, 

Gesner served as the l~ader of two scholarly societies, the Deutsche Gesellschaft 
and the Academy of Sciences. The former, founded by Gesner in 1738, was devoted 

to the advancement of German literature. a subject to which Gesner confessed he 
had come too late to master but which he innovatively believed was crucial to 

the future of German academics. Gesner served as secretary of the historical­

philological division of the Academy of Sciences in 1751 and then as Director in 
1753. The cordial, high-spirited Gesner, by all accounts, was well suited for the job. 
Far from being an isolated and solitary academic, Gesner was the consummate 
university man. With one eye o~ his Cicero and the other on the fortunes of the 
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young university, Gesner saw that its future depended on a successful reappro­

priation of the past. 

Language, Literature, and Bildung 

At the center of Gesner's long, productive career-whether at various gymnasia or 
at Gottingen-was a single, overriding concern: to make the ancient world a living 

power in cultural transformation. His principal interest was in the achievement, 
through classical studies, of a fully humane Bildung, a comprehensive shaping of 

the intellect, will, and faculties of judgment. This guided all his efforts as a teacher, 

administrator, and finally as a teacher of teachers. Even his scholarly work, which 

might have reached beyond the classroom. has been justly said to show "a strong 

didactic interest."36 His chief contributions to the discipline of classical philology­

his editions of Greek and Latin authors and his lexicographic work-were quickly 

superseded. This perhaps explains Gesner's total or virtual absence from leading 

histories of scholarship.37 Yet it is a conspicuous absence. For it was Gesner who 

provided the impetus for a burgeoning neohumanist critical philology at the 
university. 

For a man whose entire professional life was bound up with the study of the 

past, Gesner remained firmly oriented toward the present. This impulse to realize 

the value of the past in and for the university context is no clearer than in his prag­

matic view of language and language instruction. The languages of classical antiq­
uity were arbitrary historical vessels for the noble thoughts of the great souls of 

antiquity. The goal in language instruction was simply to enable intelligent reading, 

to remove barriers to the content of literature. The Latin language, for example. was 

of little concern to Gesner in and of itself; rather, the goal was "a command of the 

Latin language sufficient for understanding ancient and modern writings without 

hindrance:'" Unlike Herder, who regarded the diligence (Fleij3) and discipline nec­

essary for language study as important components of Bildung, Gesner saw no 

inherent value in the rigors of language study. The content of ancient literature 

took priority over its form. The real goods of classical philology were not linguistic 

competence but "intellectual independence, decency, intelligence, and moderation 
in thought, speech. and conduct.,,39 

Gesner had little regard for the pedantry (Pedanterey) of many of his contem­

poraries and little patience for the zeal of others for a systematic grasp of the lan­

guage. The former, he commented, ultimately proved unhelpful; they were mere 
"word-collectors" who were content to: 

spend days, months, and years on nothing other than the most serious 

disputations over letters, pronunciation, orthography, word choice, 
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phrases, periods, and expressions, and thus to waste their entire lives on 

things of no consequence so that nothing truly useful either for the 

higher sciences or for life comes of it.40 

65 

Language was instrumental to the discovery of things useful to "life" and "the higher 

sciences." presumably law and theology. Those who insisted on a fully systematic 

understanding of language undermined themselves. Failing to keep social realities 

in view, they taught ancient languages to their students as though they intended to 

become scholars. The disastrous result was to engender a loathing (Ekel) for Latin 

and formal study that would prevent students from gaining, through the study of 

classics, qualities that might be "indispensable or useful in civic life, in the arts or in 
the professions. in service at court and in the military.,,41 

In place of pedantry and formalism, Gesner favored an empirical approach 

that centered on fluency and reading comprehension. In implementing such an 

approach, Gesner streamlined or invented tools designed to focus the efforts of 

the student upon a single object: the transformational content of ancient litera­

ture. He published new editions of ancient works that, while failing to meet the 

critical standards even of his day, yet succeeded in their single aim: readability.42 

He pioneered the use of chrestomathies, which were used to enable students to 

read actual (simplified) texts as quickly as possible. Along with these, he wrote and 

used handbooks (Handkommentare) for poetical works that dispensed with 

detailed background information and indicated briefly all that would deepen 

appreciation for what is "beautiful. worthy, and truly poetic;,43 Gesner is perhaps 

best known for a new method of instruction that blended language instruction 

with literary appreciation: so-called kursorische Lektilre. This was developed in 

conscious opposition to what Gesner called statarische LektUre, in which a small 

quantity of text is read thoroughly. Gesner described a typical scene from the uni~ 

versity this way: 

One and the same passage is typically read aloud two or three times and 

analyzed two or three times by students. according to their understand­

ing .... so that a quite ordinary passage is handled for an hour. Years may 
be spent on a single book of Cicero's letters.44 

Statarische LektUre succeeded Orily in deadening the mind of the student to 

the actual meaning and content of literature. For the student's efforts. in this set­

ting, were dissipated by endless discussions of trivia and grammar. Beneath the 

unbearable load of learning) there was little energy left to devote to meaningful 

interpretation. In Gesnees kursorische LektUre, the goal was "to concentrate all 

interpretation on the understanding and internalization of what the author 

intended to do and say." After students attained a basic knowledge of Latin and 

Greek grammar, the teacher would take up a discrete work (ein klassisches Buch) 



66 THE DEATH OF SCRIPTURE AND TliB"RISE OF BIBLICAL STUDIES 

and read the entire work in class before setting it down again. In the course of 

such cursory reading, he paused only to point out exceptional passages and 

clarify obscurities-all else was left aside.45 Ernesti, Gesnees close friend and 

colleague, later reported the goals of this method as he understood them; in 

Paulsen's summary, they were: "first, right understanding; second, a feeling for 

the excellence and beauty of the language and thought; above all ... that students 

understand the context of the whole and how to handle it."46 Cicero's letters were 

read in a mere six weeks.47 

Gesner offered a memorable formulation of the value of ancient literature 

in a 1738 docut1)ent devoted mostly to school reform, "Schulordnung vor die 

Churfiirstlich Braunschweigisch-Liineburgischen Lande." In the midst of an 

extended discussion of Latin instruction, Gesner pauses to reflect on its ultimate 

value: 

Still, the teacher above all takes care to shape, on the part of the people, a 

good opinion of antiquity and of the usefulness and convenience th~t 

familiarity with its literature can bring. In this, the teacher says to them 

that most ancient writers were the most excellent people of their time 

and wanted to write not out of base motives but from the one and only 

motivation to leave to posterity a lasting monument to reason and other 

good qualities. Who, therefore, reads and understands their writings 

enjoys the company of the greatest people and noblest souls that ever 

lived and, through this, takes to himself, as happens with all conversa­

tion, beautiful thoughts and forceful words: thus will modern writers 

perceive that they will enjoy yet greater and broader renown, the closer 

they come to their ancient forebears.48 

Here language instruction goes hand in hand with a cultural imperative to com­

mend classical antiquity. To read the works of the ancient Greeks and Romans is, 

above all, to encounter the West's greatest moral exemplars. Gesner's program is 

reverential but not overly so: the goal is to surpass the ancients. Nevertheless, doing 

this hardly seems possible without first sitting at their feet. The way back, which is 

also the way forward, then, requires linguistic competence and the guidance of 

teachers who will keep the philological task centered on content and oriented 

toward a readerly ethic of qualified reverence, expectation, and personal transfor­

mation. 

It is not surprising, then, that Gesner set out to train teachers by qualifying 

them in a seminar on, of all things, classical philology. The Philological Seminar, 

founded by Gesner at Gottingen in 1738, began as a new initiative to train gymna­

sium teachers. Modeled explicitly on the seminar which Buddeus had hoped to 

start with Gesner at Jena some twenty years earlier, the Philological Seminar would 
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advance the notion of Bildung and classical study that Gesner had worked out early 

on and applied in his years at various gymnasia.49 

In Gesner's day, prospective teachers typically enrolled in the theological fac­

ulty. Gesner's plan included public support for nine theology students planning on 

careers as educators to enroll in the Seminar. The Professor of Eloquence stood at 

the head of the Semip.ar ex officio as its "Inspector." He oversaw the work and 

progress of the members. reporting to prospective employers and to the govern­

ment (die Geheimte Ra'th-Stube). Seminarists were required to complete studies 

both in the arts faculty and in traditional theological curriculum in addition to the 

Seminar itself. Within the Seminar, which met for two hours every day, the Inspec­

tor supervised work in a broad curriculum that included nine collegia: 1) general 

instruction in ancient literature; 2) Latin grammar with emphasis on German 

translation; 3) Greek grammar, also with emphasis on translation; 4) readings in 

Greek using Gesner's own chrestomathies; 5) rhetoric, with emphasis on independ­

ent composition and anonymous peer criticism; 6) general introduction to poetry 

(German, Latin, and Greek); 7) kursorische LektUre of Latin authors; 8) kursorische 
LektUre of "excellent poets;' with emphasis on proper aesthetic judgment; 9) gen­

eral study of antiquity with emphasis on all information necessary to read ancient 
bo.oks.50 

Gesner's approach was multifaceted. The collegia on grammar and poe~ry 

introduce a distinctly comparative element by considering Greek and Latin 

together, and the innovative inclusion of German translation and poetry suggests 

a broader, more contemporary line of inquiry. The ninth collegium on history 

immediately recalls the sweeping interdisciplinarity of later neohumanist Alter­

thumswissenschaft, and indeed represents its beginnings. A notable and significant 

omission among the collegia is text criticism, the traditional centerpiece of human­

ist philology. Gesners's own editions, as we have seen, achieved readability at the 

expense of critical rigor: they were largely reproductions of textus recepti. Litera­

ture, not texts, lay at the center of Gesner's Seminar. Seminar work, then, had a 

decidedly oral character, including exercises in reading aloud, poetic analysis, and 

rhetoric. with emphasis on individual performance au'd practical demonstrations 

of competence. This contributed to a "general, dialogical method" aimed "espe­

cially at emphasizing the independent contributions of seminarists."Sl Yet Gesner 

did not allow the pursuit of individual scholarly interests to overshadow training 

in pedagogy." 

Something new emerged in Gesner's new Lehrform. Much grew directly out of 

Gesner's eXl'erience as a gymnasium instructor: the centrality of reading, immer­

sion in the ancient world, and a fluid pedagogy aimed at understanding and 

internalization. Yet the collegia of the Seminar-which were built around the inde­

pendent, interdisciplinary contributions of seminarists-represented not simply a 
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new form but also a new method. The Seminar would change classical philology in 

profound ways that Gesner himself would not live to see. 

Christian Gottlob Heyne (1729-1781) 

Heyne was Gesner's successor in the fullest sense of the term. He inherited the for­

midably broad range of posts which Gesner had occupied: leader of the Philologi­

cal Seminar, Professor of Poetry and Eloquence, university librarian, and director 

of the Academy of Sciences. A proper sense of what Heyne shared with Gesner, 

rather than with Winckelmann and Wolf, is essential to a full understanding of the 

Gottingen program. As will be clear, Heyne differed from his predecessor in impor­

tant ways. What differences there are, though, are not to be found in their biogra­

phies, which were similar. Each began inauspiciously, in circumstances pressed 

by poverty and apparent lack of opportunity, and each served Georgia Augusta loy­

ally and in socially prominent ways for decades after his initial call. The life of 

Heyne may be divided into two totally distinct periods separated abruptly by 

Mtinchhausen's invitation to come to Gottingen: youth and young adulthood 

troubled by poverty and war, and a stable, highly successful career as a university 

professor and public figure.53 

Heyne's father, a linen weaver, forsook a more secure life in Silesia and moved 

to Saxony to maintain his Protestant faith. Conditions for linen weavers, though, 

were poor there, and the family was thrust into a state of "misery and need" from 

which they never fully escaped.54 It was into these conditions that Heyne was born 

in 1729. With the support of his godfather, Heyne was able to attend the Latin 

School in Chemnitz. Early school experiences, though, were marked by bullies who 

preyed on the awkward and incompetent teachers who subjected their students to 

"senseless and pointless" drilling in grammar and vocabulary. 55 In 1748, Heyne 

began studies at the University of Leipzig. Heyne later looked back on this period, 

in which he was still destitute, as nearly hopeless: 

In this way I came to the point in life when I fell prey to despair. Raised 

without basic principles, with an entirely unformed character, without a 

friend, guide, or counselor-I still do not understand how I lasted in this 

helpless circumstance! What kept me going in the world was not 

ambition, youthful imagination, or the ability or desire to have a place 

among scholars. My constant companion was the bitter sense of lowness 

and of my lack of a good education and external development, as well as 

a consciousness of my awkwardness in social life. Mostly what affected 

me was a defiance of Fate. This gave me courage not to give in.56 

THE STUDY OF CLASSICAL ANTIQUITY AT GOT TINGEN 

Heyne's years at Leipzig, while difficult, also included positive experiences that 

shaped him in important ways. The first to reach out to Heyne was professor and 

classicist Johann Friedrich Christ. The professor loaned Heyne editions of Greek 

and Latin texts and encouraged the young student, who was by his own admission 

still aimless, simply to read the ancients. Heyne followed the advice zealously and 

said later that his desire to read became so consuming that he scarcely stopped to 

rest, sleeping only two nights out of seven for a six-month period until he fell i"Il.57 

In 1750, Christ also arranged a position for Heyne as a house tutor in Magdeburg, 

while Heyne was midway through his studies. Despite his destitute condition, 

Heyne turned it down be~ause, he reasoned, failure to complete his studies would 

have had ruinous, lifelong consequences. Heyne later marveled at his own asceti­

cism.58 As his studies progressed, though, Heyne gravitated toward the tead-i'ing 

and work of philologist Johann August Ernesti. In place of Christ's "web" of philo­

logical «excesses," Heyne found Ernesti's "practical brevity, thoroughness, and 

orderly lectures" much more to his liking.59 Yet it was ultimately law professor 

Johann August Bach who awarded Heyne a master's degree in 1752. From Bach 

Heyne learned how to interpret ancient laws according to a thorough grasp of their 

conceptual meaning and historical circumstances. 

After completing his studies, Heyne went to Dresden at the behest of the Count 

of Bruhl in the hope of obtaining a position in his service. This did not .immedia.tely 

materialize, and Heyne found himself destitute again. The following year, in 1753, 

Heyne was hired as a copyist at the Count's library and remained there for three 

years. In that time, Heyne published editions of the works of Tibullus (1755) and 

Epictetus (1756), upon which his reputation as a philologist was first established. 

With the onset of the Seven Years' War and the destruction of the library, though, 

Heyne was once again without means. During the war, Heyne survived by taking 

temporary positions as a translator or house tutor, at one point enduring the loss 

of all his positions during a bombardment.60 

It is not difficult to imagine the extent of Heyne's satisfaction, then, at being 

chosen to succeed Gesner in 1763. Leiden philologist David Ruhnken recommended 

the relatively unknown Heyne to Mtinchhausen, who liked Heyne's cooperative 

nature. Heyne's winsome personality and skill in public affairs engendered the loy­

alty of friends such as Herder, who said of Heyne that he was most unusual among 

classicists in possessing the "noblest, finest, and most pleasant soul."61 To critics of 

Heyne like Wolf, though, Heyne's public-spiritedness was a sign of mediocrity: 

Wolf quipped that Heyne was the "greatest politician among the philologists and 

the greatest philologist among the politicians.',62 Heyne was an effective "man of 

affairs" (Geschtiftsmann) in the republic of letters. As Professor of Poetry and Elo­

quence, Heyne produced 135 "Programs and Prolusions:' 47 academic treatises, 

and 20 orations, in addition to an impressive array of historical and philological 
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works: a translation of a four-volume world history, editions of Virgil (1767-1772), 

Pindar (1773), Apollodorus (1782), and Homer (1802), and numerous smaller 

works.63 Heyne also reorganized and reinvigorated a faltering Academy of Sciences 

and broke new ground as Bibliothekar by expanding the collection from 60,000 to 

200,000 volumes and making it the first university library to house a collection of 

sculpture and other realia such as maps, engravings, coins, and gems.64 Finally, 

Heyne as editor of the Gottingische gelehrte Anzeigen (from 1770) made the journal 

a vital tool in making scholarly research useful and accessible to the wider world. 

Heyne himself wrote between seven and eight thousand reviews and chided col­

leagues for being content to remain "mere teachers;' indifferent to the growth of 

science.65 Like Gesner before him, Heyne raised the profile of the University and 

sought to increase its usefulness to the world beyond its walls. 

Propaideia Old and New 

Heyne is best known for the profound and influential way that he reconceived the 

study of the ancient world.66 What was once a discipline focused narrowly on texts 

and authors became under Heyne a remarkably broad, far-reaching area of study. 

Nowhere is this clearer than in Heyne's own definition of "literature": 

"Literature" encompasses many things: a general overview of the culture 

of both nations [i.e., Greece and Romel; how and why they rose, grew, 

and fell; the derivation and development of language; knowledge of 

myths and ancient literature according to their stages of development; 

and an integrated understanding of individual writers and the periods to 

which they belong. Special attention should be paid to the value and use 

of the most important writings, along with a discussion of the work that 

has already been done and an account of what still needs to be done.67 

The passage is remarkable for several reasons. It demonstrates, first of all, that 

Heyne's vision was steadfastly holistic. Former students and philologists in subse- . 

quent generations criticized Heyne's lack of critical acumen, his discomfort with 

aggressive modes of textual analysis, and his unwillingness to pronounce on diffi­

cult historical issues. Though the criticisms have some validity, they also belie a 

fundamental misprision: it is the culture in toto that, for Heyne, forms the ground 

for understanding, not individual facts created by critical judgments. Ancient texts 

reveal far more about the cultural milieu of the authors than they do about a puta­

tive wahrliche Geschichte, or indeed of the idealized urtext behind or beyond the 

texts. Language, according to Heyne, is the gateway to this cultural understanding, 

and the philologist is the gatekeeper. After language, it is "myth" that must occupy 
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the philologist .. Heyne's reputation as a founding figllre in the modern study of 

myth is richly deserved. He created a new approach to myth that concerned itself 

not with anachronistic judgments concerning the irrationality, religious perversity, 

or unhistorical character of myths, but rather with the ways that myths function as 

keys to the worldview and self-understanding of the societies that create them.68 In 

applying himself to this kind of holistic analysis, the philologist must remain cogni­

zant of the history and organic nature of the culture to which myths bear witness. 

Heyne demanded that classical philology encompass the totality of ancient 

life-art, literature, politics, geography, religion, and economics-and that, far from 

exhibiting "mere enthusiasm;' it be thorough, orderly, and founded on a scientific 

treatment of ancient realia and texts.69 Werner Mettler, in an influential discussion 

of Heyne's philological method, maintains that Heyne's distinctive contribution did 

not consist in specific discoveries but in a new perspective on the nature of the 

philologist's task: to cultivate receptivity (Horenkonnen) to the inner reality of 

ancient societies by examining their cultural forms in a holistic manner. The result, as 

Heyne envisioned it, would be a new proximity to the Geist of ancient Greece that 

allowed the philologist to unify antiquarian and literary methcx:ls in his own vital, 

empathetic sense of the past." The philologist, then, employs epigraphy, political and 

legal history, mythology, religion, art history, archaeology, and numismatics in pene­

trating the ancient world. Heyne guided philology toward the Geist of classical Greece 

while enlarging the scope of philological inquiry to include new goals and methods. 

Wolf brought this enterprise fully into its own in the early nineteenth century, but its 

beginnings lie with the appropriative strategies of Heyne and Gesner before him. 

This strategy for vitalizing ancient literature is clear, for example, in Heyne's 

treatment of Homer. Notes taken by Humboldt in the summer semester of 1789 

during Heyne's course on the Iliad were published as an appendix to an edition of 

Humboldt's letters to Wolf.71 The notes shed valuable light not only on Heyne's 

philological method but also on his pedagogy. Roughly a third of the notes are 

taken up with general introduction: the age and dating of Homer, the historical 

background of the Trojan War, and the linguistic and compositional history of 

Homeric epic. Heyne gently shapes an impressive array of obscurities and disputed 

matters into a clear and coherent picture of Homer and the events behind the Iliad, 

with emphasis on the raw, uncultivated nature of the great poet's age. In one brief 

paragraph, for example, Heyne explains the peculiarities of Homeric Greek not as 

a later admixture of dialects but rather as marks of the language in a time before 

grammar itself had stabilized." To take a second example, a rhapsodist, Heyne 

argued, was not one who stitched (rhaptein) odes (aoide) but rather one of a guild 

of performers, originally a single family in Chios, who sang (aidon) short pieces 

(rhapta). In this way, Heyne stressed the lively, oral, and performative origins of the 

epic and located them in a.traditionalenvironment closer to Homer's own preliterate 
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situation; the written form came much later?3 The last part of the general introduc­

tion lays out the topography of'Troy and surrounding territories in a way that allows 

the students to visualize the action, to place themselves, as it were, in the battle 

itself. The final lines leading into the line-by-line commentary were calculated to 

create suspense: 

The Achaeans landed between Rhoeteum and Sigeum, in an area two 

and one-half miles long. They pulled their ships to land, not in one line 

but, because it was too narrow, in more than one line. Before and 

between the ships stood their huts ... The left flank of the Achaeans ran 

north toward the Hellespont. There stood Achilles. Since the shore was 

slanted, the right flank ran more inland, closer to the city and to war. At 

the farthest edge stood Telamonian Aias.74 

Heyne's subsequent commentary on specific words and phrases in the Iliad indi­

cates an interest in syntax and lexicography and in the larger cultural and 

historical situation of the epic-the kind of information that facilitates a learned, 

sympathetic encounter with the Iliad. As Mettler has pointed out, Heyne showed 

comparatively little interest in the textual obscurities and difficult passages that 

occupied philologists like Ruhnken and Bentley.7S 

Like Gesner, Heyne had little feel (or use) for certain aspects oflinguistic and 

textual analysis, which would later figure prominently in the work of nineteenth­

century philologists. According to his biographer Heeren, Heyne was never content 

with what he called "mere linguistic erudition" (blofie Sprachgelehrsamkeit)." 

Heyne's teaching lacked extensive instruction on grammar and meter. When a writer 

was discussed, linguistic issues receded into the background. Heyne would treat lin­

guistic issues quickly before moving on to the vital step of "making the poetic ele­

ment sensible and knowable.'>77 Heyne possessed no real genius or enthusiasm for 

the Bentleyan tradition of textual criticism. Like grammatical analysis, textual criti­

cism for Heyne threatened to foreclose or crowd out more important tasks. This 

tendency to smooth over critical problems in the interest of providing a more con­

genial atmosphere for poetic interpretation is evident in the case of Heyne's edition 

of Pindar, which, like Gesner's editions, achieved clarity at the expense of accuracy. 

Heyne believed that an overly aggressive mode of criticism belied an incorrect inter­

pretive posture. He thus referred repeatedly to the "vanity of wanting to seem bril­

liant through emendations."78 Heyne's students and successors became rigorists, 

while Heyne remained ever cognizant of his role as a scholar with a public profile. 

Heyne's philology was not "esoteric like the methodological, grammatical, narrower, 

and more severe scientific philology that belonged to the next generation." Rather, it 

was "pedagogically extroverted," aimed at winning "insightful admirers and lovers 

of the greatest and noblest souls of anc~ent poetry.,,79 
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In this respect, Heyne was closer to Gesner than to his successors. Gesner had 

succeeded in setting classical philology within a more contemporary, humanistic 

conceptual framework, such that it became a key nonecclesiastical resource in the 

replenishment of cultural values. In this way, philology was well suited to serve the 

University's sociopoliti~al ends with a degree of independence, that is, without 

recourse to theological justifications for the value of classics and ancient languages. 

Gesner had argued that the study of ancient literature could be culturally relevant in 

its own right; it could make its own unique contribution to Bildung. Without Gesner, 

classical studies in Germany might well have lain beneath the dust of pedants, anti­

quarians, and schoolmen.8°Yet with Gesner, philology, if relevant, still remained essen­

tially propaedeutic. Gesner's seminarists were required to matriculate in the theology 

faculty, and Gesner's Seminar was oriented, above all, toward vocational training':- A 

requirement of admission under Gesner was the desire to serve as Schullehrer or 

Hauslehrer after graduation. The purpose of the Seminar was to form the will, intel­

lect, taste, and judgment of the seminarists so that they could do the same for their 

students. Gesnerian philology served the purposes of civic-minded pedagogy. 

Heyne, by contrast, is said to have overseen the transition of philology from a 

propaedeutic discipline to an independent one.81 This claim must be understood 

carefully. Heyne's approach to classical studies was decidedly more expansive-than 

any followed by his predecessors or contemporaries. Under Heyne, classics becat:ne 

less dependent, intellectually and institutionally, on law, theology, and pedagogy. 

Despite the well-known but misleading legenda of Wolf," which indicts Heyne for 

faiHng to maintain the independence of classics, Heyne did preside over a change 

in the status of the discipline. The nature of this shift is evident in Heyne's own 

description of the Philological Seminar that he inherited and adapted from Gesner. 

In 1788, Heyne took stock of changes in the Seminar during his tenure and noted 

that it no longer conformed to the original vision of Gesner: 

To the Philological Seminar was given, in its first arrangement in 1737. 

the task of training good house tutors and schoolteachers. For this only 

nine theology students were accepted ... But now the Philological 

Seminar has gradually come to resemble a nursery for humanists, who 

are considering studying for themselves the humanities proper, whether 

for the school, the academy, or simply as scholars." 

Classical philology, no longer a theological or pedagogical propaideia, was coming 

into its own as a discipline and field of inquiry. As Inspector of the Seminar, Heyne 

cultivated new humanists in the "nursery" he had built on the foundations that 

Gesner laid. 

The Seminar in Heyne's time did not cycle through distinct collegia as it did 

under Gesner. Both Heyne and one-time seminarist Heeren report that the Seminar 
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was a venue for practice and active demonstration (Obung) and not for lectures. 

Sessions had two parts: Interpretieren and Disputieren. In the first, a student would 

hold forth on a difficult passage from a Greek or Latin text, acting as the teacher 

and drawing on linguistic and historical information to make its meaning clear. 

Heyne himself would then lead a short discussion of the effort afterwards, in which 

he evaluated the student. In the disputation, students were free to choose any sub­

ject pertaining to the humanities and to argue for or against a specific position.84 

All was conducted in Latin. In everything, a robust academic freedom was observed: 

students were not required to maintain specific positions on linguistic or historical 

issues. Nevertheless, the Seminar, despite Heyne's denial of a Heynian school of 

thought, had a distinct character: all learned Heyne's method of studying the 

ancient world. This method lent the Seminar its basic shape: the use of information 

gained from text and realia to identify with the mind of the author and the context 

of the work; the announcement of the unique contribution of the author (as in his 

trademark proclamation, Nun kommt der Tichter! or Now comes the poet!); and, 

finally, the exploration of the text's relevance to the present. The threefold program 

of historical contextualization, textual interpretation, and contemporary applica­

tion not only integrated literary and antiquarian studies, it also allowed classical 

philology to take its place among the modish, practical disciplines characteristic of 

the Enlightenment university. Heyne did not accomplish this by a polemical recast­

ing of philology's role vis-a-vis other disciplines. Instead, he broadened philology's 

own methods and concerns in a way that allowed the philologist to bring the study 

of antiquity into contact with Wissenschaft and modern culture. 

The study of the ancients, according to Heyne, had a great deal to teach mod­

erns about aesthetics. In a programmatic description of the study of antiquity, Ein­
leitung in das Studium der Antike, oder Grundrip einer Anfuhrung zur Kenntnip der 
alten Kunstwerke (1772), Heyne maintained that true art is not arbitrary. It operates 

according to rules that coordinate external images and internal perceptions of 

themes, ideas, and topics in rational ways. Ancient studies, then, constitute the 

effort to understand the "internal" products of a past society (e.g., morals, religious 

ideas, myths) in terms of its "external" remnants (e.g., art, artifacts, monuments). 
By moving between ideals and their particular historical forms, the student of 

antiquity becomes a skillful interpreter of art, architecture, and literature. He 

acquires "sensitivity to the beautiful. the shaping of taste, love, the duty to enjoy, 
and the possibility of enjoying nobler pleasures,',85 The more rigorous one's actual 

engagement with the empirical and historical dimensions of ancient artifacts is, the 

deeper his aesthetic insight extends. Heyne criticized Lessing and Winckelmann, 

for example, for using the famous Laoc06n sculpture as a touchstone for theoreti­

cal discussions of art and aesthetics. Winckelmann's failure to base his conclusions 

on a thorough examination of the sculpture exposed him, Heyne believed, to 
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charges of dilettantish enthusiasm and, worse, of engaging imaginary objects in the 

manner of Don Quixote.86 Taken to its logical conclusion, Heyne's insistence on 

particularity suggests that no work of art could ever be idealized in the way that 

Winckelmann idealized the Laoc06n group: it is and must remain a historically 

contingent expression of a cultural notion. Yet this does not preclude a normative 

aesthetic dimension. Heyne believed that disciplined encounters with the past­

whether through texts or objects-strengthened the taste and aesthetic judgment 

of the individual. For Heyne, the cultivation of taste, a key element of Bildung, did 

not follow from the a priori adoption of the right aesthetic ideals but rather through 

an experience of "estrangement" (Entfremdung) that allowed the individual to 

experience the past, to partake of its spirit.s7 Historical study, then, prepares the 

ground for a mode of aesthetic appreciation. 

Heyne also remained sensitive to the political reflexes of the ancient past. Jacob 

Bernays, in a classic study, examined Heyne's involvement in a dispute with fellow 

Gottingen professor August Ludwig Schlozer over the significance of Phocion of 

Athens.ss Schlozer's associate, Duke Ludwig Ernst of Braunschweig, had been 

forced to leave the Netherlands in 1784, during the Dutch Patriot Revolution. The 

Duke returned home and paid Schlozer to write his biography. In 1786, Schlozer 

published a hagiographic account of the Duke's life. The book, which included a 

picture of Phocion on the cover, implicitly compared the Duke to the Athen~an 

statesman and the Dutch burghers who expelled him to the rash Athenians that 

turned on Phocion. Heyne delivered an address on Phocion to the Academy of Arts 

and Sciences in 1787, shortly after the publication of Schlozer's book. In it Heyne 

did not mention either the Duke or Schlozer by name, but it seems likely that 

Heyne's address, later reported in the Gottingische Anzeigen von gelehrten Sachen 
(Jan. 15, 1787), was aimed at Schlozer. According to the GAGS report, Heyne ques­

tioned the wisdom of relying on Plutarch's one-sided, reverential account of 

Phocion's life, noting that other sources like Nepos and Diod"r allow a different 
understanding. Heyne also adduced historical arguments of his own, claiming that 

the real danger to Athens was not the petty hypocrisies of the Athenian leadership 

(whi.ch Phocion self-righteously denounced) but rather the rapid rise of the Mac­
edonians. In accommodating the Macedonians and underestimating the threat 

they posed to Athenian sovereignty, Phocion acted foolishly if not treacherously. 

His death, on this account, was just. By criticizing Phocion, Heyne implicitly ques­

tioned the wisdom of Schl6zer's involvement with the Duke. The Phocion episode 

illustrates well the connection of classical studies to political discourse at the uni­

versity: at that time "one clothed views on parties and personages of the present in 
the form of judgments concerning the men and affairs of Greece and Rome,',89 

As classical studies under Heyne mattered to politics and aesthetics, they also 

played a useful role in contemporary thinking about culture. An excellent example 
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of this comes from a 1763 speech entitled De genio saeculi Ptolemaeorum.9o Heyne's 

aim in this speech was to examine Hellenistic Alexandria in the time of the Ptolem­

ies. Heyne promised to "hold forth on the spirit of the Ptolemaic era" as a function 

both of the cultural mindset and historical circumstances of Alexandrians in this 

period. He then went on to paint a comprehensive portrait of Alexandrian thinkers 

and writers as capable scholars, gatherers of information who lack genius, "stormy 

enthusiasm," a "wealth of ideas:' and any sense for what is "lofty, high-minded, or 

exalted.') They were instead more likely to be "informed than inspired:,91 Citing 

economic and cultural factors such as prosperity and its unfortunate tendencies to 

produce a hyperrefined cultural elite and a polished system of education that saps 

inborn genius and talent, Heyne explained how external conditions shaped and 

expressed a historically distinct Alexandrian intellectual culture. In the end, Heyne 

believed that Gottingen) which possessed a similar profile, could become a "new 

Alexandria" capable of outshining the old." Heyne thus modified the popular "new 

Athens" moniker often applied to Gottingen, offering what was, given Georgia 

Augusta's aristocratic atmosphere, arguably a more appropriate analogy. 

Heyne's method, then, may be described as a totalizing mode of inquiry that 

begins with an orderly examination of realia and proceeds, through sensitive inter­

pretation of contextualized literature) to connect the ancient world to the present. 

The totaHty of the ancient past was Heyne's overriding concern. The past existed in 

its totality, just beyond his grasp: ((I possess neither the powers nor the knowledge, 

nor leisure enough, to elaborate the Whole, of which a dark image sometimes hov­

ers before my eyes."93 By uniting philological, literary, and antiquarian studies, 

Heyne sought to encounter the totality (das Ganze) of the ancient world in an 

empathetic way. Put differently. the point of bringing the disciplines together was 

not so much to unite them 'as to make them disappear, to make use of them until 

they gave way to a unified encounter with the ancient past as a seamless and elusive 

reality. The goal was to understand it as one experiences the present, to gaze upon it 

as a unified Whole just beyond reach. For Heyne. the path to the Whole was the path 

of the well-trained humanist. On this Heyne and Wolf were agreed. If the humanist 

is to avoid the fate ofWin~kelmann's quixotic foUowers, he must first journey to the 

university and become, through solemn commitment, studiosus philologiae. 

Conclusion 

Heyne was clearly an important and influential innovator. Yet even he was not 

immune to the oedipal dynamics of academic life. By the time of his death. his most 

famous students regarded his work as outdated and his method as shallow. credu­

lous, and superficial. Dissatisfied with the "indecisive and uncritical" musings of 
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Heyne, Wolf enlisted stringent textual criticism in the service of vivid, precise his­

torical reconstruction.94 Contemptuous of Heyne's airy humanism, Humboldt the 

reformer turned Heynian holism into an institutional program animated by what 

Clemens Menze has characterized as a reductive, dogmatic philhellenism.95 The 

temptation to understand Heyne principally as a transitional figure between schol­

arly modes or as a precursor to more illustrious successors has been hard to resist. 

One scholar refers to the prevalence of an "already-not yet" (schon-noch nicht) 
schema in assessing Heyne's place in the history of scholarship.96 Even if he is cred­

ited with innovations in the study of history, archaeology, and myth, he is, by this 

light, seen as the last representative of an outmoded approach to the ancient world. 

Within a generation, classical scholars not'on1y dismissed his legacy, they pitied 

him as an individual. Thus the great Roman historian B. G. Niebuhr assess~d 
Heyne's legacy in the following way a mere fifteen years after Heyne's death: 

Heyne does not deserve disdain, but his works for the most part all have 

the same failing: they were written too hastily. Heyne was overloaded by 

his affairs and his own projects; it is sad that such a truly wonderful 

talent was so mediocre in his production ... Despite good intentions, 

his memory is lost to the world he left behind. for it asks not "how 

large is the collection of his works?" but rather "what are his works?" 

His fate recalls the scripture: "he went away and there is no longer a 

trace of him:'97 

Niebuhr's scriptural reference is telling. By paraphrasing Wisdom 5:11, which is set 

in the middle of a larger discourse about the great reversal of fortunes in the final 

judgment. Niebuhr likens Heyne to members of a wicked generation that. though 

impressive in life, did not ultimately endure when their true merits were weighed. 

To Niebuhr. who had shown brilliantly in his own work what Heyne's approach 

could achieve, Heyne's output seemed modest, even negligible. 

Despite the eschatological pretensions of his judgment on Heyne, Niebuhr was 

not yet in a position to weigh the true merit of Heyne's legacy. In time, it has 

become clear that Heyne's disciplinary innovations brought the study of the past 

into a successful and sustainable academic form. With Heyne, the study of the deep 

past became a coherent discipline characterized by empiricism and methodological 

rigor and reoriented toward the social realities of the university. For Heyne, classi­

cal literature was "the center out of which everything flowed and to which he 

brought everything back."98 The vision of a full and independent humanism cen­

tered on classical antiquity was Heyne's constant guide. It was a vision that was 

realized institutionaUy, in the creation of new venues for humanistic scholarship: a 

massive library, an innovative journal (Gottingische gelehrte Anzeigen), the Acad­

emy of Sciences, and the Philological Seminar. It was also realized in Heyne's own 
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method, as he connected scattered branches of antiquarian learning to literary and 

aesthetic studies, organizing all into a single Studium der Antike. Classical philology 

at Gottingen need not be characterized merely as a halfi...vay house between rhetoric 

and history. pedantry and WlSsenschaft, classical aesthetics and romanticism. 

Instead, it may be understood on its own terms as an outgrowth of an institutional 

Enlightenment. 

In the eighteenth century, there developed at Gottingen a well-worn path 

connecting the ancient world to the modern university. This path was shaped in 

particular ways by conditions at Georgia Augus~a. The, desire of the founders to 

outstrip rival universities, attract students from among the European nobility, and 

have renowned, pedagogically effective specialists had consequences for all aspects 

of university life. The decline of academic theology and a cultural shift away from 

Lutheran confessionalism also played a role. Munchhausen's vision created the 

conditions for a reconception of the humanities oriented toward social utility and 

irenicism. This allowed Gesner and Heyne, new humanists, to salvage classical phi­

lology. Whether it would allow an enterprising Hebraist to do the same for the 

Bible Michaelis was determined to find out. 

4 

Michaelis and the Dead 

Hebrew Language 

The exactitude of a language diminishes its richness. 
-Johann Gottfried Herder, Fragments on Recent 

German Literature (1767-1768) I 

Like so many modern academic disciplines, philology as it is practiced 

and understood today took shape largely at the hands of German­

speaking scholars in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. 

Though the study of Hebrew continued without interruption through 

the late antique, medieval, and Renaissance periods, the modern 

academic study of Hebrew philology (Hebriiistik) was formalized at 

various venues within the context of the modern European university. 

In the German lands, this program was both a component of and a 

response to intellectual and religious currents related to the Aufkliirung. 
Hebrew study had retained a place at the early modern university 

largely because of its role as an anciHary discipline to theology. In a 

period when German university reformers stripped theological 

faculties of their historic primacy. the survival of Hebrew seemed 

precarious-all the more so, given the negative trajectory of attitudes 

toward Judaism in German Protestant theology of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries.2 Remarkably, the study of Hebrew at the university 

did not die out. It flourished. Its flourishing depended upon the prestige 

it gained from a new academic rigor (Wissenschaftlichkeit) and a new 

cultural rationale. These did not efface the role of Hebriiistik as a 

theological propaedeutic; rather. they helped scholars assimilate the 
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Johann David Michaelis (1717-1791) 

study of "sacred languages" to an academic environment oriented holistically 

toward the study of language, culture, and religion. The most important figure in 

the establishment of an academic study of Hebrew in this period was Johann David 

Michaelis. 

Michaelis was the leading Orientalist scholar of his generation. but his contri­

butions were not confined to that field. In addition to numerous articles on various 

points of Near Eastern language and history, Michaelis published influential works 

on ancient law, theology, and the philosophy of language. Furthermore, his tenures 

as head of the Academy of Sciences at Gottingen and the important journal Got­

tingische gelehrteAnzeigen solidified his position as a leading figure in the European 

republic of letters. His writings and letters show contact with the leading lights 

of his day. He corresponded with Winckelmann and Lessing, disputed with 

Mendelssohn, and received a backhanded compliment when he was chosen to serve 

MICHAELIS AND THE DEAD HEBREW LANGUAGE 81 

as a rhetorical punching bag in Hamann's withering attacks on biblical criticism. To 

English scholars like Robert Wood and Robert Lowth, Michaelis was the leading 

representative of a burgeoning critical German tradition. Michaelis, for his part, 

became an important mediator of English scholarship to the German-speaking 

world.3 Michaelis was a Macher, a first-rate intellectual entrepreneur. In 1756, he 

convinced the' king of Denmark to support an expensive (and ill-fated) scientific 

expedition to southern Arabia, a mission that would be headed by Michaelis's own 

student, Carsten Niebuhr. To his peers and to the remarkable generation of Goethe, 

Michaelis was the very embodiment of Orientalist erudition. Though ultimately 

critical of Mich~elis, Herder nevertheless appreciated Michaelis's learning and his 

important role in opening the ancient Near East to thinkers who were turn.ipg 

increasingly to culture and history to find distinctively German paths into Europ~"s 
postconfessional future. 4 Goethe himself confessed that "on men like Heyne and 

Michaelis rested [his] full confidence; [his] dearest wish was to sit at their feet and 

experience their teaching."s Though a physically small man, Michaelis cultivated a 

larger-than-life teacherly persona. Like other professors, Michaelis received the 

honorary title of "knight" (Ritter). In what must have seemed like a caricature of 

Georgia Augusta's aristocratic personality, though, Michaelis used to stride into the 

lecture hall in full riding attire, complete with boots and spurs, with his Bible under 

his arm.' By all accounts an animated teacher, Michaelis held forth on the Old Tes­

tament, employing a mix of jokes, sarcasm, and role-playing. As his reputation 

grew, students from all over Europe came to his crowded lecture hall. A man to be 

reckoned with both in the classroom and in the republic of letters, Michaelis did 

not so much become famous because of his Hebraistik as university Hebraistik 
became famous because of Michaelis. 

One of the reasons that Michaelis has endured in scholarly memory, then, is 

that he was better attuned than most to the nature of the university. The son of a 

Halle professor, and the grandnephew of one of Halle's founding fathers, Michaelis 

understood the institutional realities of the university and was well suited to bring 

his discipline into line with them. What Gesner and Heyne did for classics, Michaelis 

did for the study of Hebrew. The neohumanistic context of the development of a 

Hebrew philology at Georgia Augusta, however, has received little or no attention 

in histories of scholarship preoccupied either with a crisis of orthodoxy provoked 

by rationalism or with the triumphant emergence of an abstract "critical method:,7 

Neither perspective, though) adequately explains Michaelis's project on its own 

terms. Far from being an effort to promote abstractions like "rationalism" or "criti­

cism;' Michaelis)s recovery of Hebrew was an attempt to move beyond confessional 

interpretation and to render the Bible relevant as a new but old sort of cultural 

authority. And for Michaelis and many of his contemporaries, the attempt to 

understand culture began, above all, with language. 
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The Unfinished Renaissance 

When Michaelis came to Gottingen in 1745 as a twenty-eight-year-old assistant 
professor of Oriental languages, Gesner had already established himself as one of 

the university's most influential and articulate leaders. Gesner reached out to 
Michaelis, who reported that friendship with Gesner was one of the few bright 

spots in his early years at Georgia Augusta.8 Their friendship deepened over time, 
and when Gesner died in 1761, it was Michaelis who offe;ed the public eulogy on 

behalf of the university.9 In it Michaelis surveyed Gesner's professional achieve­
ments, commended his pedagogical contributions, praised his poetic ability, and 
reviewed, from the vantage point of a close friend, Gesner's final battle with a 
painful illness. It reads throughout like the poignant tribute of a knowledgeable 

admirer. 
When Heyne succeeded Gesner as Professor of Poetry and Eloquence in 1763, 

it was Michaelis, now an established scholar in his own right, who was faced with 
the task of welcoming a newcomer. Since Michaelis had taken over, in an interim 
capacity, Gesner's duties as university librarian and head of the Philological Semi­
nar (jobs which would later fall to Heyne), the relationship between the two men 

was especially important and complex. Intimations of rivalry and even hostility 
between Michaelis and Heyne have obscured connections between the two men. A 
closer examination, though, reveals a cordial and cooperative relationship. In his 
autobiography, Michaelis emphasized that he did not want to continue perma­
nently in either job. He also worked carefully to deflect the charge, given the fact 

that Michaelis had recommended someone else for Gesner's post, that he had 
actively opposed Heyne's candidacy.lO When Michaelis was compelled by the gov­

ernment at Hanover to resign as Director of the Academy of Sciences in 1770, a post 
of Gesner's which he did want to occupy, it was Heyne who was installed in his 
place. Though this was, by all accounts, a severe blow, it is not clear from this that 

the proud Michaelis subsequently singled out Heyne for special enmity. It appears 
rather that the scholars' families, who lived in closely situated houses, remained 
friendly. I I There is evidence from the same year that Michaelis and Heyne were 
conferring on a scholarly project: a German translation of Robert Wood's Essay on 
the Original Genius ofHomer.12 Finally, it was Heyne who offered a warm, laudatory 
eulogy for Michaelis to the Academy of Sciences when he died in '79'. 

Thus Michaelis's career, which straddled the tenures of Gesner and Heyne and 
was intertwined with them, fits squarely in the middle of a period of momentous 
change associated with both classical scholars. Without attempting to delineate 

overly specific lines of influence, I take this fact as highly suggestive. Shared affini­

ties among the three men, though obscured by disciplinary boundaries, illuminates 
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the development and direction of an underlying philological method. In the case of 
Gesner and Michaelis, something like direct influence of the former on the latter is 
demonstrable, as will be clear. In the case of Heyne and Michaelis, it is Heyne who 
bears witness to the fact that Michaelis drew directly and successfully on methodo­
logical developments in classical studies, developments which were shaped for 
much of Michaelis's working life by Heyne himself. This testimony comes in Heyne's 
eulogy for Michaelis. After describing the state of both classics and biblical studies 

at the beginning of Michaelis's career as stringently grammatical, philosophically 
imprecise, and diffuse, Heyne credits Michaelis with reforming the study of Hebrew 

literature along Gesnerian lines: 

And therefore because Gesner and Ernesti were acknowledged with 
success and acclaim in profane literature, Michaelis, kindled by their 
brilliant examples, presently resolved to transfer and apply the same 

[methods] to the study of Hebrew literature and authors. However, he 
brought to his studies some things that were lacking in his equals, very 
renowned men; for if in full and accurate knowledge of Roman and 
Greek doctrines he yielded to Ernesti and Gesner, he surpassed them in a 
proper understanding of how histories pertain to life and affairs. I ?t 

Heyne's testimony indicates that Michaelis was well apprised of currents in classic;:al 
philology and eager to show their relevance to biblical studies. Not only did 

Michaelis learn from earlier classicists, he surpassed them. 
Heyne characterized Michaelis as a disciplinary pioneer, one who skillfully 

appropriated methods from classics. Johann August Ernesti (1707-1781), Gesner's 

. colleague at the Thomasschule and later professor at Leipzig, drew on classical 
philology to formulate rules for grammatico-historical exegesis of the New Testa­
ment. The Dutch scholar Albert Schultens (1686-1750) was a strong advocate for 

comparative Semitic philology, especially of Hebrew and Arabic, and an opponent 
of "metaphysical" approaches to the study of Hebrew. Michaelis, following their 

example, became, in Heyne's judgment, the standard-bearer for a new kind of 
inquiry. Like Ernesti and Schultens, Michaelis placed philology at the center of bib­

lical interpretation. However, Michaelis surpassed his predecessors in widening the 
scope of comparative philology, refining its methods, and placing biblical studies 
on a new academic course. 14 This course, moreover, bears important similarities to 
the one marked out by Heyne himself, as the 'two university men who inherited a 
vibrant neohumanist tradition sought to make the study of antiquity an attractive 
and socially relevant enterprise. 

In invoking Heyne's testimony, I do not want to suggest that Michaelis was the 
first Hebraist to borrow models from the study of Greek and Latin literature. In this 
connection, one may point to Johannes B,uxtorf (1564-1629) of Basel. As Stephen 
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Burnett has pointed out in his thorough study of Buxtorf's scholarship, Buxtorf 

was a "pedagogue who foIlowed the example of Latin and Greek teachers on liberal 
arts faculties:' In setting Hebrew language and Jewish learning on a new founda­
tion, Buxtorf aimed at making biblical and rabbinic literature accessible to human­
ists (~in much the same way that Creek and Latin teachers pressed classical literature 

into the service of Christian education.,,15 This is not surprising, given the fact that 
the formal foundations for classical learning such as printed texts, patronage sys­
tems for scholars, and organized collections were already in place by Buxtorf's time. 
It would have been natural for sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Hebraists to 
organize themselves and their work in ways that resembled those of their better­
established counterparts. 

Yet, unlike Buxtorf, Michaelis and company distanced themselves from confes­
sionally oriented Hebrew studies and aimed instead at a broadly cultural recovery 
ofthe past. If Heyne aimed to be a "full humanist" for whom classical antiquity was 

the "center out of which everything flowed and to which he brought everything 

back:'16 then Michaelis, his Orientalist counterpart at Cottingen, was a humanist 
centered on ancient Near Eastern antiquity. Greek and Latin scholars may have 
initiated the first recovery of the sciences (Auferstehung der WlSsenschaften), but the 

restoration, according to Michaelis, was not yet complete: 

The other half is still lacking: and if the writings of the Orient that are 

available in Syriac and Arabic were to becom~ known, or even just those 
writings among them that concern the things in natural science and 
history that are more relevant to us, there would have to be a new 
recovery of the sciences. A hopeful view, which will please not only 
theologians and philologists, but all scholars, provided they do not 

measure knowledge according to bread. 17 

Here the third culture, identified with the civilizations of Hebrew's sister languages, 
is the basis for the final part of an unfinished Renaissance. At stake in a proper 
understanding of Hebrew is not, above all, a correct' knowledge of the Bible, but 

rather, on this view, a valuable opportunity to enrich European intellectual culture. 

The Deadness of the Hebrew Language 

When Michaelis took up formal Hebrew studies as a university student at Halle, he 
did so, by his own admission, without any genuine enthusiasm for the subject. 18 His 
father, Christian Benedict Michaelis (1680-1764), taught Hebrew at Halle, and his 

granduncle Johann Heinrich Michaelis (1668-1738) was a key figure in Halle's 

founding generation. A close associate of Francke, J. H. Michaelis was a Pietist who, 
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like Francke; was deeply committed to biblical philology and the study of Hebrew. 

One example of the connection between Pietist conviction and careful philology 
comes from J. H. Michaelis's 1720 treatise on the accents preserved in the (Masoretic) 
Hebrew Bible, Grilndlicher Unterricht von den Accentibus prosaicis u. metricis oder 
Hebrilischen Distinctionibus der Hei/. Schrift A. T. The work was designed as a stu­

dent-friendly guide to the Hebrew accents that would also show how careful philo­

logical study leads one more deeply into the meaning of the text. The basic premise 

of the work is that the various accents can be divided into two categories: conjunc­
tive accents, which join words, and disjunctive accents, which set them apart from 
one another. In Gen 1:1, there is a disjunctive accent on the last syllable of the first 
word (n~WN~)19 which stops the reader and forces him to ponder the nature of the 

beginning: how, out of the "unsearchable depths of His eternity;' God reveafud 

Himself and His "wisdom and goodness" toward creatures. On the second word 
(N1J "he created"), there is a conjunctive accent that joins it to the third word 
(1:J';-r'N; "God"). According to J. H. Michaelis, the conjunctive accent joins the two 

words and prompts the reader to understand that this verb is the special activity of 
God and God alone, forcing questioners to content themselves with this revelation 
and to "rest with us in the 'omnipotence and wisdom of God:' But there is also an 
unexpected disjunctive accent (atnah) on the third word, which forcefully marks 

off the phrase containing the second and third words from the words that follow. In 

this case, the second word of the phrase is a singular verb (N1J "[hel created") and 

the third word is a plural noun (though it functions semantically and syntactically 

as a proper, singular noun most of the time O~~N is morphologically plural). Thus, 
the disjunctive accent emphasizes the plural character of the one divine being. In 
short, it foreshadows the doctrine of the Trinity?O 

Christian Benedict Michaelis also worked in the Pietist-philological vein. 
Though not as well published as J. H. Michaelis or his son, Johann David, Christian 

Benedict was an effective teacher at Halle, supervising scores of Hebrew disserta­
tions and furthering his uncle's work on accents. Largely because of J. H. and C. B. 
Michaelis, Halle became a vital center for Hebrew scholarship. The "Halle School" 

was further distinguished by the innovative use of cognate languages, especially 
Arabic and Syriac. to clarify Hebrew grammar. morphology, and syntax.21 As a stu­
dent at Hal1e, Johann David studied several cognate languages, gaining exposure to 
the works of the great Ethiopic scholar Hiob Ludolf and, for Arabic, Schultens. 

After initial hesitation, Johann David decided, finally, to join his father and become 

a scholar of Hebrew and Old Testament. It is not surprising that Michaelis, who had 

inherited a vibrant scholarly tradition, denied that he was in any sense a pioneer in 
Hebrew studies. In addition to innumerable smaller studies, Michaelis published 

two larger works on the Hebrew language: Hebrilische Grammatik (1745) and Beur­
theilung der Mittel, welche man anwendet. die ausgestorbene Hebriiische Sprache zu 
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verstehen (Judgment of the means by which to understand the dead Hebrew lan­

guage; 1757)." These two works will form the basis for this chapter. 

In the prefaces to both of these works, Michaelis disclaimed originality. He 

acknowledged influential predecessors like Schultens, who helped him to «use 

Arabic to discover what is hidden in the dead Hebrew language," as well as his 

own father. 23 Pointing to the abundance of Hebrew grammars already available, 

Michaelis justified the writing of his own by a desire to have a «convenient guide" to 

use in university teaching, one which reflected his own judgments and pedagogical 

style. The main shortcoming of existing grammars, according to Michaelis, was a 

disorganized or illogical presentation, not a gross deficiency in understanding.24 

Michaelis's substantive changes were modest, amounting to discrete, relatively brief 

discussions of "new" topics: Masoretic markings, Qere and Kethib, short and long 

vowels, and the method of finding root meanings.25 The grammar's most signifi­

cant innovation, according to Michaelis, was its presentation of the "indispensable 

theory of nominal forms" developed by Matthaeus Hiller (1646-1725) and Johann 

Simonis (1698-1768)26 Finally, Michaelis again denied originality in the preface to 

his Beurtheilung, the work in which he offered the most comprehensive version of 

his program for Hebrew study: 

No one who is occupied with Near Eastern languages can properly be 

unaware of what is stated here [Le., in this entire treatise]: if it seems 

strange to some, though, I gladly renounce any claim to originality. 

Others have shown us the way that I too am commending. Yet the way 

only became obscure because there were very many teachers of Hebrew 

whose reputations and followings might have suffered if the right 

method of study, long demonstrated by the greatest Christians and Jews, 

were to become known.27 

A polemical interest is discernible in this quotation, as Michaelis alludes to unnamed 

scholars who, like linguistic charlatans, cynically staked their livelihoods on novel 

theories about the Hebrew language. Roughly the first quarter of the Beurtheilung 
is devoted to criticisms of rival systems of Hebrew study, and these, in turn, shed 

further light on Michaelis's contexts and aims. 

Yet it is appropriate to begin with Michaelis's own key assumptions. Many of 

them can be discerned in a telling passage that contains the opening lines of Section 

1 of the Beurtheilung. It deserves to be quoted at length: 

It is the important question, worthy of serious, impartial investigation: is 

it possible for us at present to understand the Hebrew language reliably? 

Are we able to determine the meanings of its words and expressions with 

that high degree of probability which philologists tend to call "certainty"? 
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The language died out roughly two thousand years ago, and we have 

nothing more of it from the period in which it was alive than a single 

.. hook,. or, actually, a very modest collection of books, namely the Hebrew 

. Bible. Is it possible from this alone to learn a language with certainty? ... 

How many words [in the Hebrew Bible] occur but once? How few are so 

fortunately situated that one can, with certainty, learn their meaning 

from the context?28 

This important passage reflects two key assumptions. First, Michaelis assumed that 

Hebrew was a dead language and that it had been that way since before the Com­

mon Era. To emphasize "de~dness" in this way was to deny that Hebrew was a y~~al 

linguistic medium for any living community. And when Michaelis dated its death 

to «roughly two thousand years ago," he created a separation between ancient 

Hebrew and the religion of Judaism. It was Israelite and not Jewish Hebrew that 

counted. Whatever Hebrew remained in use from the late Second Temple period 

to the present, according to Michaelis, was no Hebrew at all. Michaelis called 

Rabbinic Hebrew a "Buro-Hebrew" that was enriched by Aramaic and Arabic loan­

words. He contended, above all, that it "Vas a medieval scholarly language and never, 

like a living language, «imbibed with mother's milk." It remained a written lan­

guage, subject to scholarly neologisms and caprices, which never entered into com­

mon life and was thus never learned «perfectly and readily." It was «(more than a 

thousand years removed" from the time when Hebrew was both a common and 

learned language and was thus only a degraded language: "What a dedine from the 

old and what a swarm of new meanings!,,29 Second, what remains of biblical 

Hebrew is only a modest, problematically small collection of texts. In order to 

reconstruct a dead language, one must have a large enough corpus with which 

to work. In the case of biblical Hebrew, the corpus is a corpse, and a partial one at 

that. For Michaelis, the most significant indication of its inadequate size is the 

formidable number of hapax legomena, or words that occur once in the Hebrew 

Bible. Since only a «few" are "fortunately situated" so as to be clear from context, it 
is necessary to enlarge the corpus, to extend artificially the field of data by consult­

ing cognate languages. 

The Beurtheilung bears further witness to Michaelis's program and its context. 

This is clear in the early sections, where Michaelis addressed his opponents. The 

first group that he addressed was the Jews. In the sixteenth century, Christians had 

to learn Hebrew from Jews, but instead of revering them simply as "first teachers" 

Christians lent them more credibility then they deserved, making Jewish teaching a 

principium cognoscendi in the study of Hebrew. Despite acknowledging the valuable 

contributions of medieval Hebrew grammars, in which Michaelis found "much 

that is good and true:' he did not judge Jewish teachings differently than he did the 
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work of Christian scholars.30 Michaelis argued further that the advantages which 

Jews were supposed to have had in the study of Hebrew amounted to very little. 

Hebrew was not, as some have thought, a "mother language" for them, as their 

Hebrew was tainted with European languages and subject to changes occurring 

under successive periods of foreign imperial rule and rootless wandering. More 

significantly, the Jews did not possess the spirit of the ancient Israelites: 

This people [i.e. the Jews], whose learning, untouched by the pleasant 

Muses, was scholastic to the highest degree, and who are now distant 

from the beautiful sciences, have not, for hund~eds of years, felt the 

impulses of that spirit which inspired the poets of old. They are distant 

from the golden age of the Hebrew language which yielded the songs of 

Moses, the poignant laments of Job and Jeremiah, the psalms of David, 

and the poetry of the prophets. 31 

Here Michaelis also introduced what became an important element in his program 

of study: the periodization of Israelite and Jewish history. A separation between the 

pre-exilic and subsequent periods, especially the modern Jewish one, allowed 

Michaelis to dispense with the latter. In suggesting that modern Jews were aestheti­

cally impoverished and centuries removed from a poetic tradition they no longer 

bore, Michaelis denied both that Jews had an advantage in Hebrew study and that 

their work was indispensable to it. Instead, the state of Jewish learning, according to 

Michaelis, was characterized by internal contradictions, guesswork, and appeals to 

oral tradition that do not count as legitimate proof in linguistic argument. Though 

he acknowledged that Jewish tradition has preserved the correct meanings of a 

number of ancient Hebrew words, he points to woefully imprecise botanical knowl­

edge to prove that much had been lost. 32 Thus Jewish learning deserved no special 

authority, and students of Hebrew should, as with any other source, consult it 

discriminately. 

The most common method of Hebrew study in Michaelis's day was what he 

called the Bohl-Gousset system, after its founders and chief representatives Samuel 

Bohl (1611-1639), onetime professor of theology at Rostock, and French scholar 

Jacques Gousset (1635-1704). By this method, one gathered all occurrences of a 

Hebrew word in which the meaning of the word was clear. From this, one posited a 

generalized "first meaning" (erste Bedeutung) and used this as a basis for determin­

ing its particular meanings in specific cases, with context being the chief aid in this 

task. Michaelis, referring to lexicons which sometimes contained a bewildering array 

of meanings for a single word, described Bohl's system as an understandable response 

to this poor state of affairs.33 Yet the method is deficient because "first meanings" are 

not general and abstract, as Bohl thought, but rather, Michaelis asserted, "simple and 

external." The real proof of its inadequacy, though, was in its practical inferiority to 
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Michaelis's comparative Semitic approach. For example, Michaelis indicated that the 

Hebrew root om had a variety of apparently incompatible meanings: "to be venge­

ful," "to regret:' and "to comfort." Faced with this, Bohl posited a broad meaning: "to 

change one's idea." Michaelis, though, asked why this word would be associated with 

these changes of mind and not others. What communicative value could such an 

abstract idea have had for early speakers? The confusion is dispelled, though, w~en 

one realizes that the single root om is the equivalent of two Arabic words, nahhima 
and nachhama, which shows that the Hebrew word is of two origins and thus has 

two separate meanings: "to breathe forcefully or deeply" (nahhima) and "to play, 

thus cheer up or comfort" (nachhama)." 
Gousset, in adapting Bohl's system, made a virtue out of ignorance, for he 

justified a wi1lful rejection of cognates on theological grounds, claiming loftily ih-at 

the Hebrew language "is a sun that needs no foreign light.,,35 In doing so, Gousset 

narrowed the study of Hebrew even more than Bohl had, for he did not even allow 

the positing of first meanings that were not attested in the Bible itself. Thus Hebrew 

was, for Gousset, a language to be "deciphered" with only the aid of its own internal 

resources, as all first and secondary meanings were said to be discoverable within 

the biblical text. 

Against Gousset and Bohl, Michaelis argued that proper nouns alone attest a 

"wealth of unused Hebrew root-words:' which suggests that the Hebrew language 

is much richer than expected. Moreover, the idea of deciphering a language of mod­

est size, let alone one that is potentially very rich, is mathematically impossible. 36 

Most devastating, though, was a series of empirical observations concerning the 

general behaviors of languages. Some words that are common in one language will 

be rare in another. A language may also lack a word for a certain thing or use a for­

eign word to signify it. Languages may have structural differences (e.g., Latin lacks 

definite articles where German has them). Languages may also have a preponder­

ance of synonyms or of words with several meanings. Individual writers are 

distinguishable, manifesting peculiarities of making characteristic errors. All of 

these factors render the prospect of deciphering any foreign language, armed merely 

with knowledge of one's own language, absurd. Finally, Michaelis asked with refer­

ence to a perpetual object of concern: how can this method yield the meanings of 

the numerous names for trees and plants in the Bible?37 

Another rival system, dubbed the "hieroglyphic:' was connected by Michaelis 

to pastor Friedrich Christian Koch (1718-1784), Caspar Neumann (1648-1715), and 

a certain Professor Engstr6m.38 It begins with the assumption that each letter of the 

Hebrew alphabet has a specific meaning and that the definitions of words are con­

structed from the meanings of the letters. The example that Michaelis gives is:J K or 

"father." ~, in such a system, stands for "activity" because it is the "soul of letters," 

and ::l suggests the image of a cube or three dimensions. These two come together 
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to signify"father" in the following way: <Cactivity" and "cube" recall a "space, out of 

which an inner impulse is spread." This image is identified with love, "for when love 

surges and seethes in the heart, one cannot avoid noticing it; by this love is a father 

known.,,39 Michaelis identified several assumptions that contributed to the plausi­

bility of the system: cabbalistic affinity for finding symbols in scripture: "Jewish" 

belief in the special character of Hebrew as a divine language that expresses "the 

essence of things"; and the notion that Hebrew is a changeless language that is also 

the oldest in the world. This led all too easily, for Michaelis, to the superstitious idea 

that Hebrew was not an ordinary human language but rather one that expressed 

mysteries and profundities in its very letters. 
If there was one idea associated with the "hieroglyphic" system that Michaelis 

found most troubling, it was the idea that Hebrew was an exceptional language 

subject to its own rules and methods of inquiry. This sort of exceptionalism, in his 

view, harmed theology by reducing the study of Hebrew to metaphysics, mystery­

mongering, and superstition:1O A close examination of the Hebrew language shows 

that it has features common to all languages. In this connection, Michaelis cited the 

existence of archaisms and defunct verbal forms (for example, the older form of 

the Qal perfect second person feminine singular 'n'tJp shortened to n?t!ip). Once 

exceptionalism is abandoned, the empirical difficulties of the hieroglyphic system 

become clear: nO real human language could develop in a way that would allow an 

inquiry based on symbolic letters to be of any use. Because languages are spoken 

before they are written, and as children's acquisition of language teaches 11S, sylla­
bles and not letters come first in linguistic development. It makes no sense to pro­

ceed as though the meanings of words were determined by letters.41 Far from being 

a changeless, primeval, and hieroglyphic language, Hebrew is a language like any 

other, bound to time and place and subject to ordinary vicissitudes. 

For this reason, Michaelis supported the use of other languages to improve 

knowledge of Hebrew. Yet, as he reported, not all languages are equally useful in this 

regard. Many of this contemporaries proceeded on the assumption that Hebrew 

was the oldest human language; as a result they clarified obscure words by compar­

ing them to similar sounding words in European languages, for example German 

Schilde ("shields") for 'tJ?tu (sille) instead of Wurfspiefie ("javelins"). Given the 

extreme diversity in the grammatical structure and sounds of words in existing 

languages, it would "require the greatest amount of etymological patience to derive 

them from a single language:,42 This scheme also invites haphazard comparison, 

gross speculation, and superficial examination. Comparisons must instead be 

informed by historical, geographical, and structural-linguistic factors. Michaelis 

discussed favorably the attempt of theologian Hermann von der Hardt (1660-1746) 

to derive Hebrew from Greek, or rather an early ancestor, "Scythian," thought to be 

prevalent in the eastern Mediterranean. Ultimately, though, Michaelis dismissed 
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the attempt on historical grounds: the climate and location of Scythia were too 

harsh to allow that the Scythians would have written epics or chronicles older than 

those in the Bible.43 More plausible, though still unsatisfactory, were attempts to 

clarify Hebrew by recourse to other Oriental languages such as Armenian, Persian, 

and Egyptian. But despite the fact that there are, for example, Persian loanwords in 

the Bible, the structures of the languages were too dissimilar. 
In Michaelis's view, the most important resource for understanding Hebrew 

was the use of cognate languages from the ancient Near East: "the still living Arabic 

language clearly belongs to this group, then the two dead languages for which we 

have many writings, Syriac and Aramaic, and then those for which we have less, 

Ethiopic, Samaritan, and finally Talmudic-but not Rabbinic.,,44 Along with other 

languages discovered after Michaelis's time (Ugaritic, Akkadian, Moabite, etc.), the 

group identified here still represents the languages that comprise modern compa­

rative Semitic philology. For Michaelis, Arabic was preeminent because it was the 

only language "still living:' Unlike Schultens, though, Michaelis consulted other 

Semitic languages as well in his lexicographic and exegetical work. To' explain the 

value of consulting these languages in the study of Hebrew, Michaelis compared his 

method to the attempt of a scholar to understand Gothic by drawing on Danish and 

Icelandic, or of a Ger~an speaker who finds he can communicate with people from 

Switzerland, Bavaria, and Swabia once he accounts for differences in pronunciation 

and inflection. Michaelis went as far as to deny that Arabic, Syriac, and the rest 

were separate languages at all. Rather, he referred to them as "dialects." 

That Michaelis overestimated the relatedness of these languages is clear.45 Yet 

this judgment raises an important question: why did he overestimate their close­

ness? Ignorance is not a sufficient explanation. Michaelis was an accomplished lin­

guist who wrote grammars and published chrestomathies in Arabic, Syriac, and 

Hebrew, in addition to countless specialized studies. He was aware of evidence in 

favor of and against his position."6 Mic~aelis was not simply defending a traditional 

or inherited position. Though Schultens and his teachers at Halle also advocated 

the use of Semitic cognates, Michaelis never hesitated to express disagreement with 

their work. He cherished his independence. Michaelis drew on his background and 

influences to advance a theoretical framework that was not self-evident to his con­

temporaries. Michaelis emphasized the closeness of Arabic to Hebrew because Ara­

bic was a living language with a large literary corpus. As he put it, "the dead Hebrew 

la~guage lives on in its relative Arabic." Michaelis, then, located Hebrew in a family 

of languages, as a "daughter" of "Canaanite" and as a "sister" of Syriac, Aramaic, and 

Arabic. This genealogical maneuver allowed him to overcome the paucity of extant 

biblical Hebrew and the troubling effects of hapax legomena. It also allowed him to 

experience Hebrew as a living language through its sister Arabic, while ignoring 

Jews, the most obvious living speakers of Hebrew. 
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The task of the Hebraist was not merely to understand Hebrew grammar, 

vocabulary, and syntax and to produce intelligible translations (though these were 

necessary) but rather to regain a sense of the full vitality and expressive power of 

biblical language, to come to know it as the actual language of a fully functioning 

society. Much was at stake in a historically minded recovery of language. In 1759, . 

Michaelis wrote for the Royal Academy of Sciences at Berlin a prizewinning essay 

on an assigned topic: the influence of language on opinions and of opinions on 

language." In it Michaelis articulated an underlying philosophy of language which 

takes as its starting point the fundamental arbitrariness of words. As Michaelis put 

it, "their laws are democratic: use is decided by the majority, and what is used 

becomes, as Horace has said, correct and standard."48 In this way, notions common 

to a group are embedded in language and exercise an undetected influence on 

speakers. Words become a repository of cultural information. Etymologies are "a 

treasury of sound reason, of sayings that escape even philosophers," even as lan­

guages as a whole become "a collection of the wisdom and genius of whole nations, 

to which each individual has made a contribution.,,49 The philologist, then, gains 

access not only to a group's texts but also to the ethos, the mind-set, and the collec­

tive wisdom of the culture. He encounters its history and its Geist. 
Propaedeutic work was aimed at removing barriers to this understanding. 

The ideal was to approximate the fluency of biblical authors for whom Hebrew 

was a umother language." To understand Hebrew in this way was to do so with 

naturalness, immediacy, and sensitivity to special vocabulary (especially botani­

cal), idioms, and rare meanings of common words.5o This, of course, was not pos­

sible for the modern scholar. Yet it was useful to keep this in view as a goal, an 

indication of what is required to understand a language fully and in ways that an 

ancient audience might have understood it. This sense was expressed throughout 

Michaelis's work both as a preoccupation with "mother language" and, failing this, 

a serious attempt at "thoroughness" (Grundlichkeit) and "certainty" (Gewifiheit). 

Thoroughness and certainty, then, were scholarly surrogates for the higher ideal of 

natural, native ability. By striving to understand Hebrew as a living language and 

not as a sacred, inert linguistic code, Michaelis opened the way for a naturalistic 

mode of inquiry amenable to scientific investigation. 

This mode of inquiry included "philosophical" principles, which Michaelis 

emphasized in the Appendix to Hebriiische Grammatik. The Appendix bears the 

title "Appendix, consisting of an attempt ,to determine what a thorough knowledge 

of Hebrew grammar requires" (An hang. Bestehend, in einem Versuch, dasjenige zu 
bestimmen, was zu grundlicher Erkentnij3 der Hebraischen Grammatik erfodert 
werde). It is a brief treatise of fifty-three pages that moves briskly through a straight­

forward argument. Michaelis argued that the grammarian must reckon above all 

with a single feature of human language: mutability. Hebrew owes its forms to a 
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long process of change, and the grammarian must not only recognize the meanings 

of various forms, he must also understand in a systematic way the changes which 

produced them: "I understand grammar to be nothing other than a system of rules 

according to which changes in the language take place.n51 Despite the fact that there 

is an unlimited number of possible changes that a language can undergo, the changes 

that one observes are, for the most part, regular, such that one can recognize p~t­

terns, posit the existence of "common principles," and bring these together system­

atically in order to create a' grammar.52 Michaelis qualified this procedure in an 

important way: in order for it to be properly thorough, the grammarian must "be 

in a position to prove that [the rules he has observed] are actually customary 

changes in our language:>53 Here Michaelis rejected exceptionalism. In order to 

understand Hebrew, one must know it as an ordinary language in terms of preserl't­

day experience, common sense, and universal human concepts {die allgemeine 

Denckungs-Art der Menschen)." 
No instance of linguistic change, however, is necessary. Therefore, grammatical 

rules cannot be predicted or reasoned deductively from first principles. They must 

be observed in the biblical text, "the only book that remains to us from the period 

in which Hebrew was alive.'>S5, This did not mean, however, that the grammarian 

should consult only the biblical materials. The paucity of linguistic data in the 

Bible, as we have seen, was axiomatic for Michaelis; thus it was necessary to draw on 

cognate languages, especially Aramaic, Syriac, Ethiopic, and Arabic, to develop 

more reliable grammatical rules. Recourse to these languages, which are closely 

related to Hebrew, allows the grammarian to discern rules not fully evident in the 

Bible: "Many rules that are difficult to discern in the Hebrew Bible occur in these 

languages clearly and more frequently."s6 The final step was to examine putative 

rules gathered from the Bible and cognate languages in the light of "philosophical 

grammar." By philosophical grammar, Michaelis meant a "science of possible lin­

guistic changes." This amounted to an inherently probabilistic system of rules that 

acknowledged physiological factors and, in Wolffian fashion, the law of noncontra­

diction and the principle of sufficient reason.57 

TWo examples illustrate the use of philosophical grammar and cognate lan­

guages in clarifying features of the Hebrew language. The form Tn"'" (yalfdtfkii "I 
have begotten you") in Ps 2:7 is difficult: the expected form, with an a-vowel (patah) 
and not an i-vowel (hireq) under the lamedh, is yaladtfkli. Michaelis points OUt that 

many commentators, noting the unusual pointing in a crucial line of a messianic 

psalm, understood the unexpected vowel to be an indication that "supernatural," as 

opposed to ordinary, human procreation is in view in the psalm. To which Michae­

lis replies: "one can hardly grasp what the replacement of A with I has to do with 

supernatural procreation." Citing the same unexpected I-vowel in suffixed forms of 

."., elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible (jer 2:27 and Num n:12), Michaelis invoked a 
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physiological factor: the higher position of the tongue required for the pronuncia­

tion of lamedh and daleth influenced the articulation of the vowel. Since the position 

of the tongue is higher when pronouncing the I-vowel than when pronouncing the 

A-vowel, the I-vowel replaced the A-vowel in suffixed perfect forms." Many ele, 

ments of Michaelis's method are clear in this example. He identified an instance of 

linguistic change and explained it in a way that accords with present-day linguistic 

experience. The rule he posited is not only possible but universalizable; that is, it 

was meant to apply to all instances of the same change in like circumstances. Finally, 

by invoking physiological factors, the explanation is also a positive example of the 

constraints that "philosophical grammar" can place on rule-making. 

A second example illustrates how cognate languages can also inform the rule­

making procedure. It begins once again with an unexpected letter: the preformative 

he in the Niphal infinitive (':>opil hiqqiitel). Why not rather a preformative nun? 

Michaelis noted, first of all, a regular correspondence between Arabic and Hebrew: 

where there is a pre formative he in the Hebrew C-stem (Hiphil), there is an aleph in 

the Arabic C-stem. Given an original Arabic N-stem infinitive >l:naqiitiilii, Michaelis 

suggested that this form was difficult to pronounce and that a prosthetic alif was 

added to the beginning to yield 'inqiitiilii. The Hebrew form, then, was the product 

of a similar change. An original but awkward >l:naqiitel received a prosthetic he and 

became >I: hinqiiteI, just as the Arabic form received a prosthetic alif and became 

'inqatalii. But in Hebrew, the assimilation of nun before a consonant is a regular 

change; thus, >I: hinqatel became hiqqiiteI.59 In this example, Michaelis drew on what 

he perceived to be a similar change in a cognate language. He posited a rule for this 

change (a prosthetic syllable is prefixed to a word that begins with two consonants 

joined by a shewa), which he then applied to the Hebrew form with appropriate 

modifications (use of he instead of aleph; assimilation of the nun). Though the data 

used to support the rule were drawn in this case from Arabic and Hebrew, the rule 

meets the same standard of sufficient reason, regularity. and observability. 

In approaching Hebrew above all as a dead, ancient. and poorly attested lan­

guage, Michaelis sought to overcome gaps in linguistic knowledge that result from 

these characteristics. In doing so, he rejected rival attempts to understand Hebrew as 

a language that was exceptional either for its sacred or hieroglyphic quaHties or 

for its ability to survive conquest and captivity via (Jewish) tradition. By dividing 

sharply between pre-exilic Israel, when the Hebrew language flourished, and subse­

quent periods, when it declined and finally died, Michaelis isolated the Hebrew lit­

erature of a distinct period and made it the object of his recovery efforts. But he 

insisted that the language of this period be understood in a lively and realistic way, 

as the vehicle of expression for a robust civilization of shepherds, poets, warriors, 

and kings. To achieve this, the modern scholar must attain a certainty and thorough­

ness in language study that comes from an understanding of philosophical grammar 
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and a mastery of Hebrew's cognate languages. The final and most important step, 

though, was to encounter the Israelites anew in related civilizations, to transform 

one's understanding by seeing precisely how the Hebrew language, despite succumb­

ing long ago to the fortunes of time and history, yet lived on in her Semitic sisters. 

Judaism and the Classicization of Hebrew Antiquity 

It was not only the Arabic language that interested Michaelis but also the way of life 

of the Arabs themselves. Arabic studies helped him to approach more closely the 

ideal of knowing Hebrew as a «mother language" while providing, at the same time, 

imaginative access to ancient Israelite society. Michaelis.regarded Arab culture as 

primitive and essentially unchanged from ancient times. It thus shed valuable light 

on the closely related culture 'of the Israelites: 

Had we not some knowledge of Arabian manners, we should very 

seldom be able to illustrate the laws of Moses, by reference to the law of 

usage. But among a race of people, living separate from other nations, 

and who have rarely been subjected to a foreign yoke, ancient manners 

have maintained themse1ves so perfectly, that, in reading the description 

of a wandering Arab, one might easily suppose one's-self in Abraham's 

tent.60 

Michaelis shared with his mentor Albert Schultens the belief that the peoples of the 

Arabian Peninsula, inhabitants of Arabia felix. preserved an ancient and traditional 

way of life because they were never successfully incorporated into the Persian. 

Greek, or Roman empires. Untouched either by war, imperial conquest, or trade, 

Arabian nomads endured as living relics out of their own forgotten past. a past 

shared by the pre-exilic Israelites. The systematic effort to interpret the Hebrew 

Bible ethnographically, in terms of present-day Arab language and culture, then, 

was one of the most distinctive features of Michaelis's program for Hebrew study 

and biblical interpretation. He is rightly seen as an innovator in this regard. 

Michaelis incorporated information from Near Eastern travel literature into his 

exegetical work, even translating and editing in 1776 the historical and geographical 

writings of the medieval Muslim writer Abulfeda (Abu al-Fida, 1273-1331). Michaelis 

is best known for the influential comparative six-volume work Mosaisches Recht 
(1770-1775), which shed light on biblical laws by comparing them, among other 

things, to Bedouin customs. Convinced of the importance of ethnography, Mich aelis 

convinced the Danish foreign minister, Count Bernstorff, to secure royal support 

for a scientific expedition to Arabia, which would shed light on biblical antiquities 

and Near Eastern languages.61 A state-supported scholarly enterprise, the foreign 
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expedition was the first of its kind. It was a highly publicized (and ill-fated) venture 
that earned Michaelis wide renown, bolstering his reputation as Europe's leading 
Orientalist and exemplifying the shift of biblical studies from exegetical theology 

d " h'l I fth· ,,62 into what Sheehan has aptly calle a Near Eastern p 1 0 ogy 0 mgs. 
In emphasizing the importance of ethnography and Near Eastern antiquities 

for the study of the Bible, Michaelis moved decisively away from what had been for 

centuries an obvious and important resource in biblical interpretation: Jews and 
Jewish literature. Christians had been learning Hebrew from Jewish teachers since 
the Middle Ages. What was a fairly obscure branch of learning associated with 

notables like Nicholas of Lyra or with the Spanish conversos, though, gave rise to a 

veritable Hebraic republic of letters throughout Europe in the decades after the 

Reformation. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, confessional disputes and 
theological polemics enlarged Christian appetites for Jewish learning, as Lutheran, 
Catholic, Reformed, and freethinking interpreters ransacked Hebrew philology, 
Talmudic tracts, and kabbalistic texts for ammunition in their attacks on one 
another. The uses and abuses of Jewish learning among these so-called Christian 
Hebraists were manifold.63 Even though Christian attitudes toward Judaism varied 
widely, however, the triumph of humanism and philology assured that Judaism and 
Jewish learning would remain, in one way or another, relevant. This situation lasted 
wen into the eighteenth century, as even Michaelis's native Halle suggests. For at 
Halle, the center for Orientalist scholarship, Francke's Collegium orientale theologi­
cum, existed side by side· with the Institutum Judaicum, a center for outreach to Jews 
that incorporated knowledge of Judaism into missionizing efforts.64 It is striking, 
then, that Michaelis, who became the most eminent Orientalist and biblical com­
mentator of his generation, flatly denied the relevance of Jewish learning to a his­
torical or philological understanding of the Old Testament. 

As we have seen, Michaelis took pains in his programmatic writings to mar­
ginalize Jewish scholarship, discredit rabbinic exegesis, and sever any connection 
between the language of the Old Testament and the degraded "Euro-Hebrew" of 

contemporary Jews. Frank Manuel has discerned in this effort a Protestant dispar­
agement of tradition, a German Lutheran desire to recover "the true Mosaic law, 
scraped of the encrustations of the benighted rabbis."" Pulled from the wreckage 

of Jewish interpretation, the "true Mosaic law," when compared favorably with 
Israel's ancient barbaric neighbors, shone forth in Michaelis's writings as a rational, 
humane, and progressive achievement. In this way, Michaelis defended the pres­
tige of the Bible against its cultured despisers by divorcing it from a benighted 

Judaism and explicating its uniqueness in historical and cultural terms. One con­
sequence of this "brazen reappraisal;' however, was a denigration of-the religious 
value of the Old Testament and thus of Judaism.66 In an important treatment of 
Michaelis's scholarship, Jonathan Hess has argued along similar lines that Michaelis 
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used an ethnographic approach to the Bible to isolate the Jews from their biblical 
forebears: 

[Michaelis J presents contemporary Jews as a dispersed group that 
fundamentally lacks a sense of its own history. Bound together only by a 

far-reaching network of Rabbinic perversions of Mosaic law, contempo­
rary Jews are neither authentically Oriental nor truly European, neither 
trustworthy remnants of ancient Judaism nor connected to the modern 
world.67 

In identifying the ancient Israelites with the Arabs and not with Jews, Michaelis, as 
Hess points out, also created separation between contemporary Jews and "t~ue 
Europeans." In this arrangement, the common ground that Jews and Christians 
shared for centuries, namely the Old Testament, effectively disappeared: it no longer 
belonged to Jews and, as a partial remnant of an extinct culture, it had no spiritual 
authority over Christians. Cutting them off from their biblical past and their 

Christian contemporaries, Michaelis stranded the Jews. 
This maneuver was not politically innocent. As Hess has shown, Michaelis's 

ethnography provided scholarly reinforcement to anti-Jewish attitudes and ideas. 
In 1781, Christian Wilhelm Dohm (1751-1820) published a short but ambitious trea­

tise entitled On the Civic Improvement of the Jews. In it, Dohm argued that it was.in 
Prussia's best interests to grant citizenship to the Jews, a small and poor segment of 
society, and to integrate them fully into society. The little book created a sensa­

tion.68 Michaelis opposed Dohm's proposals, writing an extensive review and pub­
lishing it in his own influential journal, Orientalische und Exegetische Bibliothek. 
Though Michaelis was highly critical of Dohm, Dohm was pleased to have a review 

from an eminent scholar. He paid Michaelis the compliment of publishing the 

review in its entirety in subsequent editions of the treatise. Michaelis thus became 
a key figure in the long, consequential debate begun by Dohm. Michaelis and Dohm 

agreed that contemporary Jews had fallen into a poor and degraded condition, 
bereft oflearning, sound morality, and social utility. Dohm believed that this was a 
result of centuries of oppression and poor living conditions in countries through­
out Europe and that, under better conditions, the Jews could be remediated. 
Michaelis denied that Jews could ever be fully integrated into society, citing a 
number of factors, including the Jews' dishonesty (jews, he noted, made up a dis­

proportionately high number of convicted criminals) and disloyalty (their ultimate 

desire is for a homeland of their own in Palestine, not equal status in a European 
nation). Above all, Michaelis feared that assimilation and inclusion of the Jews 
would weaken the military and economic power of the state. Jews could not become 

reliable soldiers because Sabbath and dietary laws would hinder full participation 

in fighting and training. He also believed that the physical and racial profile of Jews 
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made them ill suited for war. Among Jews, few, he wrote, are ''well-developed 

men."69 Instead of incorporating Jews into society, German governments would be 

better off, Michaelis argued, creating a colony on an island with a southerly climate 

where Jews could produce a useful crop like sugar. With his "vision of sugar island 

Jews," Hess argues, "Michaelis articulates a racial antisemitism that marks the ulti­

mate embodiment of German Orientalist fantasies of both intellectual hegemony 

and colonialist power:,70 

It is not surprising, then, that Michaelis has garnered attention as a purveyor 

of anti-Jewish attitudes and an anti-Semitic scholar. Anna-Ruth Lowenbruck, for 

example, has produced a thorough study of Michaelis's role in the histdry of mod­

ern anti-$.emitism.71 According to L6wenbruck. Michaelis broke new ground when, 

in his review of Dohm, he deliberately avoided theological arguments against the 

Jews. The issue for Michaelis was not the relation between "Jews and Christians:' 

as it had been framed for centuries. but rather the relation between "Jews and 

Germans.'>72 Michaelis did not enter the debate over the status of the Jews as a theo­

logian or religious partisan of any sort. Rather, he asserted that the Jewish question 

was in essence a political one?3 Thus, Michaelis based his anti-Jewish arguments on 

his own status as an expert on the history and nature of the Jewish people, "scien­

tific" factors having to do with race and climate, and issues of statecraft and govern­

ance. In doing so, he made the inferior status of the Jews a national question framed 

by objective considerations, one which superseded traditional, religious opposition 

to Judaism. Once the Jews, separated from their biblical heritage by Michaelis's 

Orientalism, were stripped of religious relevance, their status as a contemporary 

group had to be assessed in relation to the state. As the history of racial theory and 

German National Socialism demonstrates, this was a consequential development 

indeed. An early representative, then, of modern anti-Semitism, Michaelis occupies 

an important position on the trajectory sketched by Lowenbruck. Another scholar 

sees Michaelis's work in theological terms, as part of a larger Protestant movement 

to document (and perhaps facilitate) the "death ofjudaism."" And, finally, accord­

ing to Hess, Michaelis did not merely reflect an unconscious "deep-seated Jew­

hatred"; rather, he "epitomized a mode of colonialist thinking" in which Orientalist 

scholarship was activated to exercise "intellectual authority over the modern Arab 

world" and, at the same time, put "the ancient Israelites and contemporary Jews in 
their proper places:,75 

That Michaelis deserves a place, even a prominent one, in the histories of mod­

ern anti-Semitism, Lutheran anti-Jewishness, and Saidian Orientalism is clear. The 

question for this study, however, is the role that Michaelis's anti-Jewish attitudes 
played in his larger scholarly project. Though perhaps an exemplar of colonialist 

thinking, Michaelis's interventions in contemporary politics, as he indicated in the 

Dohrn affair, were tentative and occasiona1.76 Michaelis was not a pastor, and he 
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never held a position in the theological faculty. He had no role in any religious com­

munity that would have required or allowed him, in any formal or official capacity, 

to guide Christian relations with the Jewish community. Though his writings reflect 

a disparaging and even contemptuous attitude toward elements of Judaism and 

modern Jewish society, he had no programmatic interest in prescribing attitudes or 

policies regarding contemporary Jews. To say this is not to diminish or excuse 

Michaelis's anti-Jewish attitudes. It is rather to suggest that theoretical frameworks 

oriented primarily toward Michaelis's cultural chauvinism or his anti-Semitism 

have more to do with our interests in ideological critique than with the full range 

of aims and interests associated with Michaelis's scholarly project. Eurocentrism 
and anti-Jewishness, though real, do not ful1y encompass this. 

By contemporary reckoning, Michaelis's project seems disappointingly ordi­

nary: to offer a new understanding of the Bible. In discussing the celebrated Ara­

bian description, which was the culmination of. all his ethnographic inquiries. 

Michaelis was careful to point out that its goal, above all, was to obtain information 

that would aid biblical interpretation. In a 1762 document, Fragen an eine Gesells­
chaft gelehrter Manner, die auf Befehl Ihro Majestat des Koniges von Dannemark nach 
Arabien reisen ("Questions for a society of learned men who travel to Arabia by 

command of His Majesty the King of Denmark"), Michaelis drafted dozens of 

questions pertaining to botany, geography, language, and manners which the 

learned expeditioners were supposed to look i.nto while in the Near East. Michaelis 
was clear about their purpose: 

The questions are taken up almost entirely with the clarification of the 

Holy Scriptures. I can foresee that this will displease some and appear all 

too theological. But they will not take offense when I confess to them 

that it seems all-important to me to illuminate that which pertains to a 

true understanding of a book on which our entire religion is founded.77 

For a list of questions taken up with philological minutiae, the claim made by 

Michaelis here is grand. At stake in the expedition was a "true understanding of a 

book" that would allow scholars to explain the basis of "our entire religion" in a way 

that critics weary or suspicious of theology would find compelling. Though his 

concerns perhaps appeared "all too theological," the goal was to recover the ancient 

world of the Bible in a way that would supersede outmoded confessional under­
standings and allow it to speak to moderns. 

For a variety of reasons having to do with Michaelis's social, religious, and 

scholarly views, traditional Judaism, then, became a casualty of his project. 

The point here is that, for some of the same reasons, confessional Christianity 

became a casualty as well. Michaelis's attitudes toward Judaism,. though colored 
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distinctively by his views on race and politics, were of a piece with the broader 

realization that a scriptural Bible, one understood by the light of-particular reli­

gious traditions (whether Jewish or Christian), no longer had a place in modern 

intellectual inquiry. For academics like Michaelis, though, this did not mean that 

the Bible itself had become obsolete; it meant rather that a new approach to the 

Bible was needed. The point was not to create invidious comparisons between 

modern Jews and ancient Israelites. Rather, the centerpiece of his scholarly pro­
gram was the positive reevaluation of ancient Israel as a classical civilization. 

-Michaelis's rejection of Judaism and Christian confessionalism highlights the fact 
that his primary interpretive lens was historical and philological, or, more accu­

rately, civilizational. Though he retained theological interests throughout his life, 

Michaelis took pride in the fact that he never joined the theological faculty at 

Gottingen. One of his greatest scholarly projects, a new German translation of the 

Bible to replace the revered, "national" translation of Luther, was conceived in dis­

tinctly nonconfessional terms, as a nonchurchly Bible.78 Michaelis translated, as he 
put it, for all German-speakers: "Lutherans, Reformed, Catholic _ .. Socianans, even 

for those who did not believe in revealed religion.,,79 The extensive notes attached 

to the translation were designed to vindicate the antiquity. aesthetic richness, and 

cultural interest of the Bible. It thus amounted to a non theological apology for the 

relevance of the Bible. Michaelis sought consciously to avoid traditional constraints 

on interpretation in order to create the conditions for a neohumanistic encounter 

with ancient Israel. one characterized by philological rigor, philosophical interest, 

and aesthetic insight. 
As Gesner and Heyne had reformulated the study of ancient Greece and Rome 

in a new effort to reinvigorate modern life, Michaelis presented ancient Israel as a 

culture with its own distinct genius. By treating it as a classical civilization, he 

imposed a non theological framework on the biblical materials, which allowed him 

to investigate the ~istory and literature of the Israelites in a way that was at once 

profane and reverent. Michaelis consistently upheld the divine character of the Bible 

and the peculiar status of the Israelites as God's people. Yet this did not prevent him 

from inquiring into Israelite culture and society exactly as one would inquire into 

any other civilization. The Bible was simply a source of evidence for this inquiry. But 

the mode of inquiry was marked, above all, by the implicit assumptions that the 

study of ancient Israel was capable of enriching modern culture and that the Bible, 

ancient Israel's literary remains, contained ideas foundational to Western culture: 

monotheism, the immortality of the soul, the rule of law, and the quest for the sub­

lime. On this view, the Bible replenishes contemporary life by returning it, in part, to 

its sources. In this sense, Michaelis's Israel was classical. Israelite civilization was 

accessible to the humanist, the philologist, and the ethnographer. These possessed 

the skills and expertise to understand the Bible apart from confessional frameworks. 
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Michaelis was no different from Gesner and Heyne in attempting to understand the 

poets. sages. lawgivers. and chroniclers of the ancient past. 

The effort to restore ancient Israel as a classical civilization was expressed first 

of all in the attempt to reform the discipline of biblical studies and to import meth­

ods and standards from classical studies. As Heyne himself noted, Michaelis drew 

inspiration for this move from Gesner and Ernesti. Yet an awareness of classics' 

_ higher disciplinary standards is evident as early as 1745: 

It is certain that if all who undertake [the study of Hebrew] also had a 

comprehensive understanding of Latin and were as advanced in this 

mother language of scholars as one expects schoolchildren to be. then 

the scholarly world would remain free of many Hebrew fantasies. 8o 

The Beurtheilung, written in 1757, years after Michaelis arrived in G6ttingen. shows 

a deeper familiarity with classical st.udies and a desire to show their value for bibli­

cal studies. In this work Gesner is held up as a model for his careful differentiation 

of periods in the development of language, his appropriate concern for botanical 

lexicography. and for a wise use of empirical models of language acquisition~81 

Gesner and Heyne subordinated grammatical analysis and textual criticism to 

reading and interpretation, preferring to use handbooks, chrestomathies, and 

streamlined reader editions in their teaching. These reflected an instrumental view 

of language. according to which the mastery of Greek and Latin allowed access to 

the great minds and souls of antiquity. Like Gesner. who invented a method of rapid 
reading (kursorische Lektare) to facilitate the comprehension of the whole, and 

Heyne, who was famously impatient with grammatical. analysis, Michaelis focused 

on developing fluency, comprehension, and readerly competence. These were, in his 

view. connected with a rapid reading process not burdened by premeditation: 

The true interpretation is the one which occurs immediately and 

automatically to a reader who is competent in the language and yet has 

not seen the text before, one who reads quickly and in context. More 

often than not, he is incorrect who labors long over it.82 

Michaelis believed that the slow, plodding analytical method adopted by grammar­

ians was inferior to the fluent style of a skiUed reader guided by intuition and 

insight. He thus made kursorische Lekture an essential part of his program for the 

study of Bible and Near Eastern languages.83 

Michaelis was also concerned, like his classicist colleagues, to deflect accusa­

tions of pedantry and to emphasize the content of ancient literature. To this end, 

Michaelis recommended that aspiring Hebraists learn Arabic and Syriac, because 

curiosity about the exotic and extensive literatures in these languages would keep 

intere!t high. Similarly, he complained that familiarity with the contents of the 
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Hebrew Bible, coupled with bad habiis acquired by students who begin Hebrew 

prematurely, engendered a loathing for Hebrew studies.84 Gesner hru;:llodged a sim­

ilar complaint about the disgust (Ekel) that more traditional methods of Latin 

instruction produced in his students. Interestingly, Michaelis, who wrote grammars 

for four different languages, declared that he actually disliked grammar." This 

somewhat disingenuous claim may be understood as a reflection, late in life, on the 

virtues of his own pedagogy. It allowed Michaelis to imagine that he had succeeded 

in gaining the skills and knowledge of a grammarian without actually becoming 

one. By focusing on content, he gained technical knowledge as well. Like his neohu­

manist colleagues, Michaelis developed a rigorous philology but one ultimately 

focused on reading and comprehension. 
If classici~ts provided models of language instruction, they also provided 

models of scholarship. Throughout the Beurtheilung, Michaelis complained ihat 

philological work carried out by Hebraists could not meet the standards upheld in 

classical studies. In an important section on lexicographic method, Michaelis 

described a set of rules and procedures that distinguished between the primary 

meaning of a word-which was concrete and external-and its secondary mean~ 

ings, which were metaphorical or affective. He also claimed that primary meanings 

were simpler and rarer, while secondary meanings were more specific, technical, 

and common.86 Michaelis faulted Hebraists for spurning basic principles like these 

and refusing to learn from classics. 
The attempt to recover ancient Israel as a classical civilization also included an 

important historiographic concept taken from classical studies: the notion of a 

Golden Age. Michaelis introduced a clear if somewhat crude periodization of the 

history of Israelite Hterature. Its purpose was to evaluate the artistic achievements 

of Israelite civilization by identifying biblical authors who were sufficiently 

representative o( the literary genius of ancient Israel. He specified the content and 

parameters of Israel's Golden Age as follows: 

The languages of which I speak [i.e. Hebrew and Arabic J have already 

outlasted their Golden Ages by hundreds of years: now is not the time to 

seek ihe Muses among the Jews or Arabs. We do ihese peoples an 

injustice if we desire to judge their taste above all according to present­

day standards. The most beautiful monuments of Hebrew poetry were 

extant before the Babylonian calamity, and the periods of oppression 

between Joshua and Samuel themselves yielded sublime poetesses. But 

none among the Hebrew poets rises above Moses in taste or majesty; the 

books of Job and Isaiah are next after Moses, and David himself is a 

distant fourth after these three. Good taste and all the ornaments of 

language, though, perished in the Babylonian activity.87 
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Thirty-four years later, Michaelis circumscribed Israel's Golden Age in a similar 

way, but with the inclusion of Jeremiah and stronger emphasiS on the characteristic 

of beauty as a mark of the Golden Age: 

Before the Babylonian captivity the language has beauty. Job is a master­

work of poetry, and good poetry continues until the time of Jeremiah, 

whose- Lamentations, especially in the first chapter, are beautiful. But 

after the Babylonian captivity no further trace of the beautiful is to be 

found. Ifseems that the entire genius of the language changed under the 

Chaldeans. Even the writers who have great and beautiful images, both 

Daniel, who lived at court, and Zechariah, whose genius no reader can 

mistake, yet have, because of their forms of expression, nothing of the 

beauty that we admire in the ancients.88 

The crucial division for Michaelis was between the Hterature of pre-exilic Israel 

and literature produced after the Exile; indeed, it appears to be the only real bound­

ary in the scheme. The choice of the Exile as the great milestone in the history of 

Israelite literature is significant. It accords, first of all, with Michaelis's vision of 

irreversible decline that is supposed to have marked the history of the Jews from the 

time of the Exile to the present. Secondly, it shows the connectedness in Michaelis's 

thinking of literature on the one hand and the cultural and political fortunes of 

Israel on the other. That post-exilic Hebrew literature lacks beauty is certainly open 

to dispute, and there is, in any case, no necessary link between national calamity 

and the loss of "good taste" or "ornaments in language." It seems rather that the 

ability to produce what Michaelis considered good literature depended in some 

measure on the viability of the civilization from which it came. In the case of Israel 

(and later of Judah), the destruction of ihe capital, the loss of national sovereignty, 

and the effect of mass deportations weakened state and society to such a degree that 

they· could no longer sustain the conditions necessary for great artistic expression. 

Conclusion 

In turning to the poets of Israel's Golden Age, Michaelis hoped to encounter what 

he caned the "Near Eastern Muses" (die morgenliindischen Musen). He claimed that 

to read the Bible profitably and to appreciate its "sublime and beautiful poetry," one 

had to be aided by ihe Muses." Not only does this show Michaelis's debt to classical 

thought, it also indicates what was at stake in the appropriation of a classical Israel­

ite literature. It was not a Greek Muse or a universal human Muse that Michaelis 

identified but Near Eastern Muses. To understand the Bible, then, one had to reckon 

with the particular genius of the Orient. For Michaelis, it is this conception of a 
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classical, ancient Near Eastern Israel. and not the churchly construct of an excep­

tional, suprahistorical race, that ultimately opens the literature of the Hebrew Bible 

to the interpreter. The Muse is known in the Hebrew Bible; she allows the Hebrew 

Bible to be known. Michaelis's '(third culture" was not merely the Hebraic but rather 

the larger complex of Near Eastern thought and literature of which the Hebrew was 

only a part. He confronted the Hebrew language as the dead relic of an antique past, 

challenging the time-honored claims of traditionalists that what made the Bible the 

Bible was precisely its religious afterlife. Like Gesner and Heyne, Michaelis set 

himself the task of encountering classical civilization through a rigorous philologi­

cal propaideia that included a scientific examination of language. an emphasis on 

readerly competence. and the careful use of nontextual ancillary disciplines. And 

like the classicists. Michaelis connected the greatness of Virgil to the greatness of 

Augustus. The tiny kingdoms of Israel and Judah never sponsored a worldwide pax 
Israelita. Nevertheless, their brief periods of autonomy yielded the psalms of David, 

the poetry of Moses, and the lyrical power of the prophets-just enough of a liter­

ary trail, perhaps, to follow back to a classical past. 

5 

Lowth) Michaelis) and the 

Invention of Biblical Poetry 

Where private interpretation is every thing, and the Church nothing ... 
realities will be evaporated into metaphors. 

-Samuel Taylor Coleridge! 

American novelist William Faulkner declared famously that the "past is 

not dead." In fact, he added, "it isn't even past." In the eighteenth century, 

Europe's classical past was very. much a part of the present. Ancient 
Greece and Rome nourished the early modern social, political, and 

cultural imagination in manifold ways. Whether preserved carefully in 

humanist scholarship or invoked breezily by philosophes, the heroes, 

texts, and ethos of antiquity shaped art, literature, scholarship, and belief. 

Rome featured prominently in the works of French writers like Mon­

tesquieu and Voltaire, who praised the virtuous republic and decried 

imperial expansion.2 and in the enthusiasm of the· revolutionaries who 

believed that, like those who brought down Tarquinius Superbus, they 

could raise a republic from a fallen monarchy.' By the end of the 

eighteenth century, even the old rivalry between Greece and Rome 

seemed to have reappeared, as Goethe and the gebildete, philheUenic 

Germans watched Napoleon and the worldly, imperial-minded French 

gain world dominance.4 In his obsession with the proud, militaristic 

Romans, Napoleon fancied himself a Caesar and a Roman. In a certain 

sense, he was a Roman. Rome was the foundation of Europe: its laws, 

infrastructure, language. religion, and political boundaries. There was 

no escaping its influence. Even Hellenic G6ttingen attested the 
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enduring power of the Roman political and cultural gestalt. When the university 

opened to great fanfare in 1737, the French instructor Antoine Rougemont deliv­

ered an oration comparing the rule of George II to the pax Romana and promising 

that new Horaces and Virgils would arise from the fledgling Academie; his German 

counterparts, as we have seen, preferred to look to Athens.5 Ancient Greece 

reemerged powerfully in the academic, literary, and educational circles at Gottin­

gen, Weima'r, Jena, and Berlin. There neohumanists and philhellenists showed that 

modern culture had as much to do with Athens as with Rome. Their forays into 

Greek antiquity proved no less fruitful or consequential than earlier humanists' 

preoccupation with ancient Rome. In turning to the Greeks, though, the Germans 

were simply taking their part in an extended intramural debate concerning the 

appropriation of a shared European Greco-Roman antiquity. By Goethe's time, the 

classical afterlife of the Greek and Roman civilizations already stretched across five 

centuries of late medieval and early modern European cultural and intel1~ctua1 

history. 

The question for Enlightenment biblical critics, then, was the place and pur­

pose of ancient Israel on a landscape already crowded with ancient exemplars. 

Michaelis sought to make ancient Israel a classical civilization, but what did the 

Israelites have- to offer? They could boast no Plato, no Demosthenes, no Augustus, 

no Virgil of their own. To borrow from St. Paul, who was himself an "Israelite" con­

tending with Greeks and Romans, Israel appeared not to be "wise according to 

worldly standards ... not powerful ... not noble" (1 Cor 1:26). The Israelites had 

mattered, of course, because of their centrality to the Old Testament, which fore­

shadowed Christ and served as the foundation of Christian scripture. Just how the 

Old Testament did this and what, exactly, was its contemporary valence were among 

the divisive doctrinal issues that irenic interpreters were trying to avoid. To focus 

upon the Israelites principally as scriptural actors was to revive rancorous confes­

sional debates regarding typology and figuralism. Even apart from the context of 

Christian confessional debates, though, the Israelites dearly exemplified something 

not found in Greece and Rome: a totalizing vision of life ordered and sanctified by 

divine law. This is nowhere clearer than in a comparison of biblical and classical 

texts. To quote from Erich Auerbach's seminal discussion in Mimesis: "The Scrip­

ture stories do not, like Homer's, court our favor, they do not flatter us that they 

may please and enchant us-they seek to subject us, and if we refuse to be subjected 

we are rebels." The Old Testament, "fraught with background;' does not enrich our 

understanding of reality, it rather "seeks to overcome our reality:·6 Ancient Israel's 

mdst obvious bequest was not only moral law. narrowly construed, but a way oflife 

organized around a communal, historically rooted obedience to the divine will. Yet, 

by eighteenth-century Protestant lights, the New Testament offered moral teaching 

in a purer form than in the Old, and social realities were predicated on the unifying 
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power of the state, not ancient biblical narratives. To appropriate the Israelite legacy 

normatively, then, was unnecessary. Moreover, it brought one too close to Judaism.7 

The Jews were nothing to Michaelis and many of his contemporaries if not living 

examples of the stultifying and debilitating effects of a normative appropriation of 

the Hebrew Bible. If the Israelite contribution to modern culture could not be 

understood in theological or normative terms, then surely, they reasoned, the value 

of the Old Testament lay elsewhere. 

As we have seen, Michaelis gravitated toward the aesthetic, cherishing the hope 

that biblical interpretation would be absorbed into a new scholarly appreciation for 

a Near Eastern antiquity ruled by Oriental muses. lie shared the zeal for the <~beau­

tiful sciences," the deep preoccupation with taste (Geschmack), that characterized 

German literary and academic life of the period. Acknowledging the poor reputa­

tion of Near Eastern poetry, Michaelis sought to rehabilitate its image and make it 

appealing to Westerners. He commented on Arabic poetry and Syriac exegesis 

appreciatively, and he drew attention to striking images that he found.s For all of his 

efforts and good intentions, though, Michaelis lacked a clear understanding of what 

made this literature distinctively Near Eastern. His mind tended to work in the 

opposite direction, making what was strange or obscure in the Bible intelligible and 

familiar. Bridging gaps created by history and language was his strong suit;'isolating 

and articulating the specific genius of foreign cultures, as Herder complained, was 

not. Michaelis sensed that if ancient Israel were to earn a place among Europe's 

classical cultures, it would have to do so by its aesthetic. literary merits. Exactly 

what these merits were, though, Michaelis the philologist could not say. For this 

task, Michaelis needed t.he help of someone with keener poetic sensibilities. 

Robert Lowth and the Sacred Poetry of the Hebrews 

As a young university graduate on a tour of Europe, Michaelis traveled to England, 

where in 1741 he heard Robert Lowth (1710-1787) deliver the second in a series of 

lectures on Hebrew poetry. The experience was revelatory. When Michaelis encoun­

tered the work of Lowth, he found both an interpreter and an interpretive program 

that laid bare, with penetrating insight. the operation of poetic genius in the litera­

ture of the ancient Israelites. He wrote later that in Oxford he felt immediately that 

he was "bound to appreciate and love" Lowth.9 This encounter was the beginning 

of Michaelis's lifelong association with Lowth. It yielded, years later, the unusual 

picture of the proud Michaelis, the most learned man in Germany and 

the foremost Orientalist of his day, making himself the eager and humble annotator 

of Lowth, a seemingly dilettantish clergyman. To Michaelis and Lowth's consider­

able German following, Lowth was the discoverer of Hebrew poetry. Michaelis 
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was determined to bring his discovery to light, improve upon it. and introduce the 

scholarly world to Lowth and thus to Israelite poetic genius. 

When a thirty-year-old Lowth was appointed professor of poetry at Oxford in 

1741, he did not face the burden of high expectations. Past occupants of the poetry 

chair were not noted for grounq.breaking research, and the position was regarded as 

a "sinecure" or a venue for "general literary criticism.")O Lowth had only three weeks 

to prepare his inaugural lecture. Alluding to this unusual situation, the good­

natured Lowth nevertheless promised to "cheerfully embrace the opportunity" 

though it had corne "rather earlier than [he] could have wished.")) In spite of these 

inauspicious circumstances. the lectures were an enormous success. The opening 

lecture delivered by Lowth became the first of thirty-four on a single topic. given 

over the span of ten years. Taken together, the lectures mark a watershed in the his­

tory of biblical interpretation.1z Known collectively as De sacra poesi Hebraeorum 
praelectiones (Lectures on the Sacred Poetry of the Hebrews), the lectures were 

offered by Lowth at Oxford between 1741 and 1750.13 A clergyman known for wide 

classical learning and elegant speech, Lowth lectured in Latin. The Praelectiones 
divide into four parts: on poetry (Lects. 1-2); on meter (Lect. 3); on Hebrew poetic 

style (Lects. 4-17); and on different types of Hebrew poetry (Lects. 18-34). Exam­

ples of these types include prophetic, elegiac, didactic. lyric, hymnic, and dramatic 

poetry. After providing a detailed examination of Lowth's general comments on 

poetry from the first two lectures, I will move to a thematic discussion that ranges 

across the remainder of the lectures. 

Lectures 1 and 2 contain introductory remarks in which Lowth provides a gen­

eral discussion of poetry and its relation to religion. Lowth begins conventionally, 

by locating the study of poetry among the disciplines. Poetry, he claims, is superior 

to philosophy and history; it is the supreme liberal art: 

Thus far Poetry must be allowed to stand eminent among the other 

liberal arts; inasmuch as it refreshes the mind when it is fatigued, soothes 

it when it is agitated, relieves and reinvigorates it when it is depressed; as 

it elevates the thoughts to the admiration of what is beautiful, what is 

becoming, what is great and noble: nor is it enough to say, that it delivers 

the precepts of virtue in the most agreeable manner; it insinuates or 

insti1ls into the soul the very principles of morality itself.14 

The last characteristic of poetry, its efficacy as a medium of moral truth, 'is crucial 

for Lowth. Echoing Horace. Lowth says that poetry does not simply delight and 

instruct; it delights in order to instruct. 15 In doing so, it addresses the will, intellect, 

and emotions. The origin of poetry is in religion; as he puts it, its "original occupa­

tion was in. the temple and at the altar," Though religions vary in many respects, 

they all agree "that the mysteries of their devotion were celebrated in verse,',16 This 
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type of poetry was characterized by "the more violent affections of the heart:' a 

"vehemence of expression," and passionate language that is «pointed. earnest. rapid, 

and tremulous,',]7 What underlies this account is a developmental view of culture 

that makes religion the site of humanity's earliest attempts at expressive language. 

It also identifies raw feeling and uncontrolled emotion with this early stage, creat­

ing an image of a pure religious poetry imbued with primitive power. 

Lest his refined audience look contemptuously on such violent and tremulous 

language, Lowth informs them in Lecture 2 that this is precisely the kind of poetry 

one finds in the Bible. If religious poetry ranks first among poetic su~jects, he rea­

sons, then the religious poetry found in the Bible is surely the greatest of alr.'-The 

ancient Greeks may have claimed divine origins for their poetry, but Lowth dis­

misses them as «most groundless and absurd," Is it right, he asks, to pore over 

Homer, Pindar, and Horace while the literary a'chievements of Moses, David, and 

Isaiah "pass totally unregarded?" He continues: 

Or must we conclude that the writings of those men, who have accom­

plished o~ly as much as human genius and ability could accomplish, 

should be reduced to method and theory; but that those which boast a 

much higher origin, and are justly attributed to the inspiration of the 

Holy Spirit, may be considered as indeed illustrious by their native force 

and beauty, but not as conformable to the principles o( science, nor to be 

circumscribed by any rules of art?18 

This is a key passage, one that sets up Lowth's most significant methodological 

maneuver. If, as he argued in Lecture I, poetry is the highest of the arts, one deserv­

ing careful study, then the inspired poetry of the Bible a fortiori ought to receive 

greater attention. In this way, Lowth makes the doctrine of inspiration ensure the 

literary excellence and reinforce the prestige of the biblical writings. In Lowth's 

scheme, the unrefine~, expressive religious language described in the first lecture 

has become, by virtue of its presence in the Bible. the apotheosis of human lan­

guage. The proper response to biblical poetry, then, is study and analysis. If study of 

Greek poetry yielded proper "method and theory:' then one should expect no less 

of Hebrew poetry .. Hebrew poetics is also "conformable to the principles of science" 

and "circumscribed" by "rules of art." 

Lowth was sensitive to theological objections to this implicitly profane mode of 

biblical criticism. He had subtly shifted the purpose and method of biblical study on 

the basis of a belief in the "inspiration of the Holy Spirit." But the claim that "inspi­

ration" could be identified legitim~tely with literary excellence and critical acclaim 

was not self-evident to all. Christian tradition, from the patristic era onwards, taught 

that the chief function of the Hebrew Bible, the Old Testament, was to foreshadow 

the coming of Christ, to point ahead to His redemptive work, and to illuminate 
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the relation of God to the Church. The traditional scheme of Christian interpreters 

recognized four senses~the literal, the allegorical, the moral, and the anagogical­

according to which the relation of the Old to New could be worked out. In time, the 

allegorical came to predominate, whether in its Augustinian m<?ld or in the more 

qualified typologies of the Reformers. The result was that the Old,Testament was 

rarely understood on its own terms: its value lay in its churchly, Christological char­

acter. To seek in the Old Testament literary exemplars, "principles of science;' and 

"rules of art" was, in traditional terms, to distort its purpose and character. As Roston 

points out, traditional and critical modes of interpretation were not compatible; 

So long as the Old Testament was regarded merely as the harbinger of the 

New, as a dark prophecy pointing forward to the Christian Messiah, it 

could not be judged as the divinely inspired literature of the primitive 

Hebrews, wrought out of the vivid experiences of a nation almost 

obsessed by its consciousness of right and wrong. And until it was so 

regarded, it could not serve as a literary model for later poets seeking the 

more exotic writings of'oriental climes.'19 

To address this objection Lowth shifted attention away from the divine nature and 

telos of the writings, which, he acknowledged, ultimately place them beyond the 

reach of human criticism. Allowing that the Old Testament has a transcendent 

character, Lowth nevertheless maintained that the biblical writings have a striking 

effect on readers that is an essential element of their sacredness: 

It is indeed most true that sacred Poetry, if we contemplate its origin 

alone, is far superior to both nature and art, but if we would rightly 

estimate its excellencies, that is, if we wish to understand its power in 

exciting the human affections, we must have recourse to both ... Since 

then it is the purpose of sacred Poetry to form the human mind to the 

constant habit of true virtue and piety, and to excite the more ardent 

affections of the soul, in order to direct them to their proper end; 

whoever has a clear insight into the instruments, the machinery 'as it 

were, by which this end is effected. will certainly contribute not a little to 

the improvement of the critical art.20 

In this way, Lowth opens the path for an examination, a "right estimation" of 

Hebrew poetry that makes use, above all, of the "critical art." The sacredness of 

Scripture is precisely what qualifies it to function as an object of critical study. His 

goal was not to supplant a churchly exegesis. Rather. he hoped, like Michaelis. to 

develop a mode of interpretation that took full account of "critical art" and brought 

the study of the Bible into academic form. Lowth argued that this could exist along­

side theological interpretation by an academic division of labor between theology 
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on the one hand and poetics on the other. He does not deny that the Bible contains 

"the oracles of divine truth" but rather explains that, in his capacity of professor of 

poetry. it is his task to address the "youth who is addicted to the politer sciences and 

studious of the elegancies of composition.',21 He aims to navigate between two dis­

ciplines, careful not to "wander too much at large in the ample field of Poetry'~ and 

"imprudently break in upon the sacred -boundaries of Theology:'22 On this view, 

theological and literary interpretations are fully separable. The poetry of the 

Hebrews may stand alone as an object of study. In a subtle shift, the inspired words 

of the Old Testament have become for Lowth the sublime poetry of the Hebrews. 

Lowth was not an innovator in this regard. English writers, from Milt0:I1 to 

Dryden and Pope, had affirmed the literary excellence of biblical poetry.23 Unlike 

his precursors, though, Lowth offered a full, critical account of what made it unique 

and superior. The identification of parallelism, as we will see, was central to this 

account. Also important was the concept of the sublime. The eighteenth century 

was the century of the sublime in English literary criticism. The word was nearly 

ubiquitous in the works of reHgiously minded literary critics. In the lectures, Lowth 

emphasized the sublimity of Hebrew poetry, making it a by-product of divine 

inspiration.24 He devoted four lectures to the topic, acknowledging, at the outset, 

his dependence on (pseudo-)Longinus's Peri hupsous (On the Sublime). The 
Longinian concept of the sublime included five elements: grandeur of thought, 

passionate feeling, use of figures, noble and graceful expression, and dignified 

structure. The first two concern sublime nature, and the other three characteristics 

have to do with sublime expression.2S Lowth's definition of the sublime reflects the 

same dual emphasis on content and style, but he was more interested in the subjec­

tive effects of sublime styl~ on the reader: "that force of composition" that "strikes 

and overpowers the mind, which excites the passions ... not solicitous whether the 

language be plain or ornamented, refined or familiar."26 Charting the development 

of eighteenth-century conceptions of the sublime, Samuel Monk marked a clear 

shift from an objective understanding (whatever is grand or awesome) to a subjec­

tive one (whatever produces a feeling of sublimity). According to Monk, Kant finally 

brought clarity to a "century of fumbling aesthetic speculation" when he made sub­

limity entirely subjective, "not a quality residing in the object, but a state of mind 

awakened by an object.',27 Though indebted to the Longinian tradition. Lowth was 

close to Kant in his understanding of the sublime. The lectures do not deal with the 

. "great objects" of Hebrew poetry but rather with the way that the Hebrew poets 

attained an unrefined, overpowering "force of composition." 

Lowth stood at a point of transition between the neoclassical and preromantic 

periods of English literary criticism.28 Neoclassical canons, derived from' Aristotle, 

Horace, and Longinus, demanded strict meter and favored the use of witty circum­

locution to discuss topics of universal human interest. Their influence is evident, 
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for example, in the critical and poetic works of Pope, Dryden, and Addison. Pre~ 

romantic poetry, by contrast, made use of direct, heartfelt language to express emo­

tions connected with individual experience. It tended to be emotional, direct, and 

earnest where neoclassical compositions were impersonal, balanced, reserved, 

sophisticated, and allusive?9 The work of Thomas Percy, including his translation 

of Song of Songs (1763) and his Reliques of Ancient English Poetry (1768), and the 

rhythmic "translations" of Ossian (1765) by James Macpherson are preromantic 

examples from Lowth's context. Roston describes the transition from neoclassical 
to preromantic: 

Poetry was the gentleman's pastime, aiming at expressing general truths 

with charm and taste, often in the garb of classical mythology. The new 

road branching off from this was the road of passionate individualism, 

which scorned stylistic embellishments and demanded the language of 

the heart. It was a road in which nature was to become glorious and yet 

awesome, in which the broad daylight and the company of human 

society was often to be exchanged for mysterious darkness and romantic 

solitude.3D 

Just as Lowth himself was a transitional figure. one may observe the shift in sensi­

bility in the lectures themselves. Lowth begins with Horatian and Aristotelian 

assumptions about poetry.31 In Lecture 1 he illustrates his points exclusively with 

examples from ancient Greece (e.g., Aristotle. Aeschylus. Pindar) and Rome (e.g., 

Varro, Virgil, Cicero). While he was also aware early on that Hebrew poetry differed 

in important ways from classical poetry, the full import of this only became clearer 

to Lowth as the lectures, which were delivered over a ten-year period, progressed. 

Lowth's greatest assets were a strong foundation in neoclassical poetics. on the one 

hand, and, on the other, a Willingness to abandon this foundation when neoclassical 

conceptions proved ill suited to Hebrew poetry. The progressive realization that 

Hebrew poetry could not be adequately described according to neoclassical critical 

canons was a light that gradually spread over the lectures. It freed Lowth from for­

malism and allowed him to see the features of the psalms and prophetic oracles 

with new clarity. What emerged was a groundbreaking conception of what makes 

Hebrew poetry distinctive. The shift away from classical conceptions toward what 

he came to see as an authentically Hebraic one yielded insights into the character of 

biblical literature. I will look at four examples: meter, eloquence, figurative lan­
guage, and poetic genres. 

In Lowth's time, the idea of a poetry that failed to exhibit meter was inconceiv­

able.
32 

Lowth says this explicitly when he confesses in Lecture 3 that meter "appears 

essential to every species of poetry" and that it is "absolutely necessary to demon­

strate" that what we caU Hebrew poetry is "metrical in form.,,33 Though committed 
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to the existence of meter, Lowth was unable to identify a clear metrical scheme. He 

had publicly criticized an earlier attempt to scan Hebrew poetry: Francis Hare's 1736 

analysis of the Psalms.34 When Lowth spoke of the "shipwreck of many eminent 

persons" who had tried to identify meter, he was no doubt thinking of Hare. 35 None­

theless, several things suggested the existence of meter to Lowth: the presence of 

alphabetic acrostics. the use of "poetical particles;' and a "certain conformation of the 

sentences, the nature of which is. that a complete sentence is almost equally iilfused 

into every compound part, and that every member constitutes an entire verse."36 For 

all this, though, Lowth was forced to admit that an insuperable difficulty, in the~~nd, 

renders Hebrew meter totally obscure: uncertainty about the true pronunciati~~ of 

Hebrew. At this point in the lecture, Lowth shifts away from the question of meter to 

a more general-and more fruitful--observatio~ about Hebrew poetry. Instead of 

the carefully constructed, "copious, flowing, and harmonious" verse of the Greeks. 

Hebrew poetry is characterized by simplicity, "dignity and force:,37 

Second, Lowth's belief in the importance of eloquence in poetry led him in 

Lecture 4 to discover another essential attribute of Hebrew poetry: "sententious­

ness:' Just as Hebrew fails to exhibit a clear metrical scheme, it also fails to manifest 

classical eloquence. Instead, it is characterized by terseness. He notes that in Hebrew 

poetry tersely expressed sentiments are regularly ((amplified" by a second, comple­

mentary sentiment that echoes the first. The use of this ampHficatory technique 

distinguishes Hebrew from other poetry: 

Each language possesses a peculiar genius and character, on which 

depend the principles of the versification, and in great measure the style 

or colour of the poetic diction. In Hebrew the frequent or rather 

perpetual splendour of the sentences, and the accurate recurrence of 

the clauses, seem absolutely necessary to distinguish the verse: so that 

what in any other language would appear a superfluous and tiresome 

repetition, in this cannot be omitted without injury to the poetry.38 

The discussion of the ('recurrence of the clauses" in Lecture 4 foreshadows Lowth's 

most important discovery: paraUelism. In this quotation, Lowth establishes that in 

the repetition of clauses lies, somehow, the peculiar genius of Hebrew poetry. He 

defends blunt repetition, which would be "tiresome" by neoclassical standards, as the 

source of "perpetual splendour:' In Lecture 19, Lowth offers a full description of 

parallelism. There he revisits the religi?us origin of poetry, suggesting that Hebrew 

parallelisms developed out of ancient practices involving "alternate or responsive 

chanting" such as one finds in the acclam~tion of David by the women in 1 Sam 18:7 

and the choruses of men and women in Ex 15:20-21.39 A form consisting of a pair of 

lines, corresponding distichs roughly equal in length, became more or less standard. 

Lowth also posited a paraIIelismus membrorum or "parallelism of the members." He 
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claimed that individual words in the first distich had direct counterparts in the sec­

ond distich, with "things" answering to "things" and {(words" answering to "words" as 

if "fitted to each other by a kind of rule or measure."40 Finally, parallel lines, accord­

ing to Lowth, were related to one another in one of three ways: synonymously (the 

second echoes the first); antithetically (the second is contrasted to the first); and 

synthetically (the second complements the first). As Kugel has pointed out, Lowth's 

presentation of parallelism, including the three types of parallelism, has proven 

extraordinarily tenacious despite important flaws.41 From the time of~owth onwards, 

parallelism has been seen as the literary marker par excellence of Hebrew poetry. 

In discussing a third aspect of Hebrew poetry, the use of figurative language, 

Lowth again begins with neoclassical canons. Lecture 6 opens with an extensive 

quotation from Aristotle's Poetics. According to Aristotle, the proper use of figures 

requires ((perspicuity without meanness"; the poet should use terms neither too low 

and vulgar nor too grand and obscure. He should use them moderately to enliven 

his writing. taking care not to use too much figurative language. Figures should also 

not be sustained for too long, and an elegant variation of images should be 

employed.42 Lowth notes that the Hebrews violated Aristotle's canons, using "mean" 

images, making immoderate use of figures, and sustaining metaphors over vast 

poetic stretches. Hebrew poets, for example, use metaphors of "light" and "dark" 

readily and intemperately.4l Though they may offend dassical tastes, Lowth main­

tained that the Hebrew poets achieved by their intemperate use of figures an unmis­

takable perspicuity. They made their poetry bold, forceful, and clear. In examining 

figurative language, Lowth created a contrast that once again allowed the "genius" 

of Hebrew poetry to be made manifest. 

Fourth, Lowth employed classical headings to sort specimens of Hebrew 

poetry, for example, the elegy, ode, and idyllium. As we have seen, Lowth often 

began with classical categories and then gradually abandoned them. He did not 

force Hebrew poetry into classical genres. He posited equivalences where he could, 

identifying the elegy and the qinah didactic poetry with the meshalim, and the ode 

with the shiro Yet he found that two major neoclassical categories, the epic and the 

drama, were not truly represented in the Hebrew Bible. After carefully examining 

the book of Job and the Song of Songs, he concluded that Job was not a true epic 

and the Song not a true drama. And what was perhaps Lowth's most important 

category, prophetic poetry or nebu' ah, had no classical analogue at all. 
In these ways, Lowth worked to identify the peculiar, nonclassical genius of 

Hebrew poetry. His success had much to do with his background in classical poet­

ics. This enabled him to probe Hebrew poetry in a sensitive, thorough. and insight~ 

ful manner, and it provided him with a wealth of critical tools and concepts. Yet, in 

the end, Lowth was not beholden to neoclassical categories. Unlike so many English 

translators in the eighteenth century, he did not Hellenize or Latinize Hebrew 
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poetry. Neoclassical translators normally reserved the right, for example, to alter 

the style of the original language to conform to contemporary literary standards. 

This meant that biblical poetry, when translated, was inevitably made to suit neo~ 

classical tastes.44 Lowth, by contrast, considered it necessary to preserve the te~se, 
direct, and repetitive character of the Hebrew. Lowth was determined to under~ 

stand Hebrew poetry on its own terms and in a way that was psychologically pen­

etrating, historically sensitive, and culturally particular: 

[W]e must even investigate their inmost sentiments, the manner and 

connexion of their thoughts; in one word, we must see all things with their ·r~ .. 

eyes, estimate all things by their opinions: we must endeavor as much as 

possible to read Hebrew as the Hebrews would have read it ... hearing or 

delivering the same words, at the same time, and in the same country.45 

Here the full scope and central concern of Lowth's ambitious project are expressed. 

One must understand the literary characteristics of Hebrew poetry: parallelistic 

expression, use of bold figures, vivid style. profuse imagery, and language that is 

direct and unrefined. But historical knowledge and literary appreciation are 'not 

enough. One must enter imaginatively into the Hebrew past in order to penetr.ate 

the Hebrew mind. The psychic interior of the Hebrew poets, then, was the true 

touchston'e of Lowth's work. 

Lowth's quest to recover the ethos of Hebrew poetry was rooted in the sacred 

status of the Bible-. However, Lowth reanalyzed sacredness, making it the functional 

equivalent of a literary excellence capable of arousing feelings of sublimity. A sub­

jective understanding of sublimity allowed Lowth to identify in Hebrew poetry an 

unrefined, parallel path to the sublime. He saw in the raw, primitive, and tremulous 

effusions of the Hebrews a shortcut to the ultimate object of Longinian awe. Theirs 

was a path that led straight through the psyche, in effect tunneling under the royal 

road of Aristotelian balance and moderation. This brought the Israelites into focus 

as a primitive people closer to nature and more deeply in touch with the divine. 

Even before he introduced Lowth to the Germans, Michaelis was already deter­

mined to restore the Israelites as a people of flesh and blood. Lowth's poetics allowed 

him to restore their souls as well. 

Michaelis in English Context 

Lowth's Praelectianes, in the words of one historian, was "a British work whose 

influence upon the German Old Testament scholarship of its day has probably 

never been equalled.,,46 It influenced Old Testament scholars like Eichhorn, but also 

a wider circle of figures including Goethe, Mendelssohn, and Herder. Lowth's 
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renown in Germany had less to do with the lectures than with the form in which 

they reached German scholars. To them, the Praeleetioneswere not simply the words 

and ideas of Lowth. They were a compendium of biblical and ancient Near Eastern 

erudition organized around Lowth's lectures. It was' not Lowth alone, but Lowth 

and Michaelis, his formidable German editor, whose scholarly voice is heard in the 

lectures. Without Lowth's knowledge, Michaelis published the lectures in Germany 

five years after they were published in Britain. Michaelis mistakenly believed that 

Lowth had died and thus made nO effort to contact him before reissuing the lec­

tures.47 In publishing the lectures, Michaelis made an inexpensive edition widely 

available to Continental readers. Lowth's lectures had been published in their orig­

inal Latin at Oxford by the Clarendon Press in 1753, but the Clarendon edition was 

expensive: an impressive quarto volume, generously spaced with quotations in 

Hebrew, Greek, and Latin.48 Michaelis's edition, a more modest octavo, was pub­

lished at Gottingen and appeared in two installments, with volume one appearing 

in 1758 and volume two in 1761. 

Noted historian of scholarship Rudolf Smend has criticized the editorial work 

of Michaelis. Though he acknowledges the pivotal role that Michaelis played in 

introducing Lowth to German scholars, he claims that Michaelis, failing to under­

stand Lowth's objectives, merely used the Praeleetianes as a venue for his own work. 

Michaelis appended a long editorial preface, 139 editorial notes, and four extensive 

epimetra (appendices); together, they are the equivalent of about half of Lowth's 

text. Noting the scope of Michaelis's additions, Smend observes correctly that they 

do not always contribute to a "properly critical understanding of the text"; they 

seem instead to provide opportunities for Michaelis to "show off his own knowledge 

and thoughts.,,49 Smend notes with approval Michaelis's attempts to supplement the 

text with his knowledge of Semitic philology and to draw out the exegetical implica­

tions of parallelism. Yet he finds Michaelis's extensive notes on Job excessive, and he 

judges most of Michaelis's notes to be the unseemly additions of a pedantic know­

it_all.50 Smend divides author and editor in stark terms. Though "thoroughly appre­

ciative" of Lowth. Michaelis is "hostile and insensitive to all that is new in Lowth's 

work" and is hindered by an "embarrassing failure to understand the great thrust of 

Lowth's design." To Smend, Michaelis is "neither a poet nor a judge of art."SI 

The portrait of Michaelis as a man of great learning and a pioneer in biblical 

science, on the one hand, and a frustrated poet and aesthetician on the other was a 

common one.52 It is partly responsible for shaping the view of Michaelis as funda­

mentally out of touch with what Lowth was trying to accomplish in the lectures. 

This view has also found support in an unusual circumstance arising from the pub­

lication of the second edition of Lowth's lectures at Oxford in 1763. By this time, 

both volumes of Michaelis's edition had been published. Lowth notes, though, that 

he only received the Gottingen edition after the second edition had gone to press 
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Nevertheless, he took the opportunity in an authorial preface to acknowledge 

gratitude and admiration for the '~learned and ingenious" Michaelis, by whom the 

lectures were "greatly improved and illustrated:' He then informed the reader that 

he had taken the unusual step of issuing Michaelis's editorial preface, notes, and 

epimetra in a separate volume. He did this for two reasons. The first was to allow 

those who bought the first edition to benefit from the notes. The s~cond was to deal 

with the fact that Michaelis criticized Lowth in many of his notes. Lowth then 

"thought it better to submit them in this form to the judgment of the reader. 

than ... to divert his attention into a controversy. unpleasant. and probably fruit­

less.,,53 He respected Michaelis's erudition and appreciated his enthusiasm. Yet-he 

separated Michaelis's work from his own, and in the second Oxford edition he 

added the notes of a different Semitic philologist, Thomas Hunt (1696-1774), pro­

fessor of Arabic and also Regius Professor of Hebrew at Oxford. Smend calls the 

move "generous" yet "skillful;' because it allowed Lowth to avoid taking on Michaelis 

and to preserve good relations with his de facto German representative.54 It is true 

that Lowth was ambivalent toward Michaelis. The Gottingen edition was indeed a 

showcase for Michaelis. That Lowth and Michaelis differed on some points is clear. 

That Lowth had reservations about Michaelis's editorial work is very likely. But it 

does not follow from these observations that Michaelis, for his part, remained 

insensitive or hostile to Lowth's objectives, or that his work on the Praelectiones was 

merely opportunistic and self-serving. 

I maintain, rather, that Michaelis had dear insight into the true value ofLowth's 

work and that, as far as he knew, he was fully sympathetic to it. The argument 

requires that the influence of English thought on Michaelis be properly under­

stood. At twenty-four, Michaelis spent eighteen months in England (1741-1742). 

Scholars acknowledge that the trip was formative, but the exact significance of the 

trip and its connection to Michaelis's scholarship is not well understood. The con­

sensus is that Michaelis, raised and educated in a strict pietistic environment at 

Halle. finally threw off the bonds of conservative Lutheranism while in England, 

embracing critical and rationalistic ideas associated with deism and latitudinarian­

ism.55 If this is the case, Michaelis, at the very least, does not say so. In his autobiog­

raphy,.Michaelis discussed various aspects of time in England. Most important here 

are his comments on the transformation he experienced there: 

In England, my perspective on theology changed for the better ... 

Despite the fact that I was half-Pelagian in school. the doctrine of 

supernatural grace was pushed in such a way that I thought it biblical; if 

I had objections to it that were philosophical or, at least, came from my 

experience-which I suppose included religious emotions-I could find 

nothing that seemed to me supernatural. This changed entirely in 



118 THE DEATH OF SCRIPTURE AND THE RISE OF BIBLICAL STUDIES 

England, since I learned to explain the biblical texts, which were 

supposed to be speaking of supernatural grace, in a different way.56 

A semiconvinced Wolffian in his youth, Michaelis was no stranger to rationalistic 

theology or its Pelagian corollaries before coming to England. That English influ­

ences should suddenly have broken the spell of a Pietism to which Michaelis had 

been naively loyal seems unlikely. The issue rather was the presence of"supernatu­

ral grace" and how to "explain" it. 

Michaelis was known for basing the truth of the Christian religion on the his­

toricity of biblically attested miracles and for proudly denying that he ever needed 

or experienced in his own right the "inner witness of the Holy Sprit."s7 Despite his 

objective and empirical bent, Michaelis did not discredit the category of the subjec­

tive, but only the category of the supernaturally subjective. An interesting clue in this 

regard comes from a note that Michaelis appended to Lowth's twelfth lecture. In 

discussing the use of similes, Lowth cites Is 55:10-11 as an example of a "fuller and 

more diffuse" comparison by which "the divine grace and its effects are compared 

with showers that fertilize the earth."s8 To this brief interpretive comment, Michaelis 

attaches an extensive note on the meaning of grace. Michaelis does not reject the 

relevance of "grace" to this passage, even though the word does not appear in it. 

Rather, Michaelis aims to. strip grace of its explicitly Christian theological overtones 

and to show that it had for the Hebrew prophets a definite meaning: 

The passage of the prophet loses much of its poetical beauty if it be 

not rightly understood. He is not speaking of that grace, which the 

school divines treat of, and which has been celebrated since the time of 

Augustine in so many controversies, nor of the virtue and efficacy of the 

Gospel in correcting the morals of mankind, but of the certain accom­

plishment of the prophetic word.59 

In an irenic move, Michaelis leaps over centuries of confessional debate and seeks 

to establish a new meaning of grace. Drawing on parallel uses of the same likeness 

between rain and the unfailing character of the prophetic word (Deut 32:2; Ezek 

21:2; Mic 2:6j Job 29:22-23), Michaelis qualifies Lowth's discussion by emphasizing 

the conventionality of this simile, its significance as a kind of stock phrase in Hebrew 

poetry. Given, then, that the basic meaning of the simile is the utter reliability of 

prophetic utterance. its "gracious" character may then be understood in terms of 

God's faithfulness to Israel, His ability and intent to do for them what He promised, 

however unlikely or improbable His promises may seem. Thus Michaelis explains 

God's fidelity to the Davidic covenant (Is 55:3-5) as "the accomplishment of that 

perpetual and permanent grace which he had sworn to David, namely, that an eter­

nal and immortal King should sit upon the throne; and that he should rule and 
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direct the heathen:,60 Grace, for Michaelis) is "accomplished" when the prophetic 

word is fulfilled. Yet Michaelis does not leave it there. It is not his intent merely to 

give grace a definite historical meaning; rather, it is to show how a more concrete 

understanding of a previously vague notion can be reclothed in poetic language. 

The fundamental trustworthiness of the prophetic word becomes the subject of 

poetical elaboration: its effect on weary, defeated, and disillll;sioned hearers will be 

as "refreshing" and life-giving as rain which fertilizes the earth. The prophetic word 

is as likely to fail as rain is likely to return to heaven without watering the ground.61 

Michaelis's project is not naturalistic reduction; it is rather a kind of aesthetic criti­

cism. Michaelis's claim that he learned in England how to "interpret "superriat·ural 

grace" in a "different way;' far from attesting a newly found rationalism, indicates 

the beginning of a new sensitivity to the poetic dimension of Hebrew literatlJre. It 

was in England that Michaelis began to understand the power not of rationalistic 

interpretation but of aesthetic. 

Michaelis's sensitivity to currents in English literature and scholarship has 

received remarkably little attention.62 Most works on Michaelis acknowledge his 

contact with Lowth, but they rarely, if ever, place his interest in Lowth in the wider 

context of his enthusiasm for English literature, specifically poetry, novels, and 

criticism. The failure to recognize Michaelis's broader and deeper understandirig of 

English preromanticism has contributed to the view that Michaelis neither under­

stood nor appreciated Lowth. Yet, as will be clear, Michaelis sustained a productive 

interest in English works that spanned decades. 

Michaelis's formative experiences in England, including the learning of English, 

became the basis for extensive professional involvement with English literature and 

scholarship. In the eight years after his return from England, Michaelis's enthusiasm 

for Lowth and other English authors stimulated a number of translation projects. 

The first were Latin translations of English biblical paraphrases by tw'o authors: 

George Benson (Epistle of James; Halle, 1746) and James Peirce (Epistle to the 

Hebrews; Halle, 1747). He has thus been credited with introducing the genre of the 

biblical paraphrase into German scholarship.63 Next, Nlichaelis produced German trans­

la.tions of works from two leading lights of the English preromantics: Samuel Richard­

son (Clarissa, parts 1-4; G6ttingen, 1748-1749) and James Thomson (Agamemnon; 
G6ttingen, 1750). Michaelis also read Richardson's Pamela and was so inspired by it 

that he petitioned Frederick II of Prussia to found a university for women.64 

Apart from Michaelis's work on Lowth's Praelectiones, the most important evi­

dence of his contact with English scholarship comes from his dealings with Thomas 

Percy and Robert WOOd.65 Thomas Percy (1729-18n) was the author of the influen­

tial Reliques of Ancient English Poetry (1765) and an English translation of Song of 

Songs (1764). Percy's translation was marked by literalness, vividness, and a keen 

interest in the Song's ancient aesthetic. It drew heavily on Lowth's ideas. Though he 
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had not been introduced to Michaelis, Percy sent a copy to him and invited his 

comments. Lowth, Percy, and Michaelis interacted in a period when enthusiasm for 

a historical. aesthetic, and "Hebraic" approach to the Bible united scholars from 
England and Germany.66 

As Lowth showed the way toward a historical and aesthetic treatment of 
Hebrew poetry, sO Robert Wood (1717-1771), author of An Essay on the Original 
Genius and Writings of Homer (1769), produced an analysis of Homer that aimed to 

vindicate the artistic brilliance of Homer by placing his epic poetry in social, geo­
graphical, and historical context. Wood traveled to Greece and Asia Minor in order 

to see firsthand the natural environments which serve as the backdrop for the Iliad 
and the Odyssey. Throughout his Essay, Wood argues that Homer's epithets and 

descriptions are faithful representations of the natural environment, particularly as 

they manifest what he maintains was Homer's "Ionian" point of view. He judges 
Homer to be a faithful historian: 

Ifwe examine the Iliad, as a journal of the siege of Troy, stripped of 

its poetical embellishments, we shall find it, in general, a consistent 

narrative of events, related according to the circumstances of time and 

place, when and where they happened: our map of Troy is proposed as 

the truest test of this matter.67 

Wood is also concerned to show that the manners, religious ideas, and literary style 

of Homer are consistent with a primitive and illiterate society. which nevertheless 

enjoyed unparalleled closeness to nature. Interestingly, Wood offers as support for 
a primitivized reading of Homer the ethnographic study of Arabia, which, he 

claims, also illuminates manners and customs in ancient Aegean society. In terms 

reminiscent of Michaelis, Wood describes Arabia, unconquered and unchanged for 

millennia, as "a perpetual and inexhaustible store of the aboriginal modes and cus­

toms of primevallife.,,68 It is in proximity and fidelity to nature, moreover, that the 

genius of the uncivilized Homer consists. According to Wood: 

Poetry is found in savage life; and, even there, is not without ... magic 
powers over our passions ... [Homer's] business is entirely with Nature; 

and the language, which belongs to imperfect arts, simple manners, and 

unlettered society, best suits his purpose.69 

Gifted with the ability to imitate nature, Homer uses primitive poetry to convey 

events with directness, immediacy. and truth. Wood characterized the direct repre­

sentation of nature, which had been deemed by neoclassical standards to be low 
and vulgar, as "valuable realism!,70 Wood was typical of the midcentury shift in 

literary tastes, which increasingly acknowledged the ingenious quality of primitive. 

culturally specific, and unadorned composition. 
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Wood's new aesthetic, an affirmation of beauty and genius arising from his­

torical and natural immediacy, appealed to the Gottingen philologists. Like Percy, 

Wood knew Michaelis through Lowth's Praelectiones. He sent Michaelis a copy 

of the Essay, one of only seven copies made of this first 1769 edition. As WOO? 
explained, this initial printing was only meant for "particular friends" and was 

intended to prevent Wood from CClos[ing] the thread of the subject"while attending 

to other duties. Michaelis received it with gratitude and enthusiasm, and he began 

a brief correspondence with Wood in which he proposed a German translation. 

Wood agreed, but urged Michaelis not to share this hastily printed first edition with 

anyone, and to await the final version before proceeding with the translatiorl'. 

Michaelis replied that he had only showed it to two people. One of these was Heyne, 

who, upon reading it, was seized with wonder, exclaiming that all that he had felt 

about Homer was suddenly clear to him?' Despite Wood's pleas for discretion, an 

eager Michaelis went ahead with an anonymous German translation in 1773, pub­

lished at Frankfurt two years after Wood's unexpected dea.th in 1771. The ardent 

hope of Michaelis and Heyne for a German translation was fulfilled. An anony­

mous reviewer deduced that these two had been responsible for the translation, and 

Michaelis was forced to disclose the identity of the translator: his son, Christia,n 

Friedrich Michaelis.72 

These examples show that for more than two decades after his English sojourn 

Michaelis continued to be actively engaged with English scholarship. They repre­

sent only a fraction of Michaelis's continuous, lifelong contact with British think­

ers. Far from being a pedantic Orientalist insensitive to "all that was new" in English 

scholarship, Michaelis pos-sessed a clear understanding of the most important 

developments. Michaelis could boast broad and deep familiarity with several 

aspects of English literature-biblical paraphrases, political dramas, and sentimen­

tal novels. Through contact with scholars like Percy and Wood, Michaelis built a 

reputation as a scholar very much on the cutting edge of developments in pre­

romantic poetics and criticism. The gradual abandonment of neoclassical canons 

opened new possibilities in biblical interpretation for Michaelis. Lowth had begun 

admirably, steering conceptions of biblical poetry away from the ideals associated 
with the stilted, passionless formalism of the, earlier part of the century. However. it 

was one thing to escape Greece and Rome, but quite another to arrive fully in the 

ancient Near East. 

Michaelis, Lowth, and the Praelectiones 

Between 1753 and 1761, Michaelis was actively engaged with the Praelectiones. He 

published two reviews (1753 and 1754)7) and then. as we have seen, the lectures 
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themselves in two volumes that appeared in 1758 and 1761. Not everything in Lowth's 

work pleased Michaelis. The reviews and editorial notes show that Michaelis had 

misgivings. The first criticism CQncerns Lowth's ignorance of cognate languages, 

especially Syriac and Arabic. Michaelis found Lowth's contrasts between Greco­

Roman literature and Hebrew poetry helpful, but he believed that expertise in Near 

Eastern languages was necessary to a full and accurate understanding of the Hebrew 

language and the many obscure words that are found in poetry.74 Second, he found 

Lowth's position on meter puzzling. Why does Lowth affirm its existence when he 

admits that it cannot be identified? Given the uncertainty of Hebrew vocalization, 

Michaelis pointed out in a note to Lecture 3 that anyone looking for a system of 

meter was bound to invent-not discover-one. He made it clear that Lowth's real 

contribution lay in his identification of parallelism?5 Third, Michaelis worried 

about exceptionalism, the view that Hebrew poetry was not an ordinary human 

language but, as Lowth put it in Lecture 2, an "emanation from heaven ... from its 

birth possessing a certain maturity both of beauty and of strength.',76 To offset this, 

Michaelis used the editorial notes to reinforc,e and elaborate on attempts by Lowth 

to signal the historical development, cultural particularity, or ancient Near Eastern 

context of Hebrew poetry. Fourth, Michaelis deepened the separation between lit­

erary and theological modes of interpretation. Lowth, as we have seen, tended in 

this direction, but Michaelis differentiated them more sharply and pushed the liter­

ary into the foreground. Theologians, Michaelis claimed in the editorial preface, are 

actually at a disadvantage in interpreting the poetic sections of the Bible: 

Theologians tend to [judge the Bible incorrectly] and badly> though this 

is not the fault of their knowledge. It is rather because few among 

mortals and thus among theologians happen to be born with poetic 

genius. All may feel poetic beauty who are versed in poetic language, but 

few judge keenly and correctly, and for the most part only those can who 

are poets by nature: not critics, not grammarians.n 

In notes to Lecture 11, Michaelis denies the operation of a "mystical sense" in Hebrew 

poetry, claiming that it is fully intelligible according to "laws and principles" discov­

ered by Lowth, rules to which the Holy Spirit, moreover, has connned Himself.78 

Despite differences on these important issues, Michaelis did not write a refu­

tation of Lowth or create an alternative to it. Rather, he saw fit to join his ideas to 

Lowth's lectures. Michaelis drew attention to differences, but he did not regard 

these, in any strong sense, as true disagreements. Lowth had discovered something 

valuable, parallelism, but he seemed to Michaelis to grope after its true signifi­

cance. Michaelis believed that Lowth's analysis was the key to understanding Isra­

elite poetic genius. He thus used the editorial notes to shape Lowth's uneven 

understanding of this task into a coherent academic enterprise that was nontheo-
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logical, philological, and classically Near Eastern. The Gottingen edition of the 

lectures reads not like a single work but rather like the parallel works of two authors 

in search of Israelite genius. In this it resembled the reader editions and commen­

taries of Gesner and Heyne, which analyzed language rigorously .in order to 

encounter the genius or Geist animating a text. In the case of the Praelectiones, 
though, the neohumanistic ideal of a philology that serves aesthetics ·was realized 

by two scholars, not one. The merger of philology and aesthetics was essential to 

Michaelis's vision. Lowth's poetics allowed, for the first time, a compelling classici­

zation of Hebrew poetry that respected its special characteristics and did not force 

the Bible into a Ciceronian form. It also thrust Israelite poetic genius into the clas­

sical foreground, alongside refined Latinity and Greek sophistication. With appro­

priate help, it could become a genuine classical contender. 

By annotating the lectures, Michaelis aimed to keep Lowth's analysis from slip­

ping back into theological or neoclassical categories. Michaelis had the utmost 

respect for Lowth's poetic abilities. As Lowth's biographer has put it, Michaelis did 

not see him as a "churchman or even as a professor, but as a poet speaking about 

poetry.,,79 Michaelis praised Lowth's poetic abilities and Latin style wherever and 

whenever he could. He asked, ''Who can compare to Lowth in the discussio~ of 

Hebrew poetry?,,80 He declared in a review that only a boor or ignoramus could fail 

to appreciate Lowth's poetic translations of the Bible.8l And in the editorial preface, 

Michaelis likened Lowth to an "Oriental Orpheus" initiating the unfamiliar into the 

beauties of Hebrew poetry.82 This was high praise coming from a man who consid­

ered lack of poetic taste a grave deficiency for a biblical interpreter. 

At the same time, Michaelis believed that poetic taste was not enough. He 

pointed out that Lowth might be an excellent guide to Hebrew poetics, but he 

lack'ed an understanding of history and a knowledge of Arabic and Syriac.83 This 

prevented him from understanding Hebrew poetry in a fully authentic way. In the 

extensive editorial preface to the Praelectiones, Michaelis used 1 Cor 1-2 to argue for 

a non-neoclassical approach to the Old Testament. In this passage, St. Paul explains 

that the Christian gospel is "foolishness" and a "stumbling block" to those outside 

the church. By making Christ triumph through the cross, God chose what was fool­

ish in order to confound the wise, what was weak in order to overthrow the mighty. 

Like Christ's humble life and shameful death, the literature of the Old Testament is 

unappealing, even repugnant. To know the Israelites authentically was to perceive 

their lowliness, their modesty, their lack of culture. As we have seen, Michaelis 

believed that Israelite exceptionalism was a serious problem. Whether in the English 

or German context, the majority of biblical interpreters in the mid-eighteenth cen:­

tury subscribed, in one form or another, to the idea that Israel's status as the chosen 

people translated into some form of historical or intellectual advantage. They were 

considered. for example, to be bearers of the Ursprache, guardians of esoteric truths, 
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and the oldest and wisest among all civilizations. At the core of Michaelis's scholarly 

enterprise was the belief that exceptionalism was not only untrue, it was also coun­
terproductive. The modern study of the Bible depended upon the cultural appro­

priation of the Israelites as a veritable, if venerable, flesh-and-blood society. St. 

Paul's image of a lowly divine wisdom that overthrows the sophisticated wisdom of 

the world suited Michaelis's understanding ofIsraelite literature perfectly. As a his­

torian and Hebrew philologist, he knew the Israelites were lowly. He needed Lowth, 

however, to explain why Israelite literature was, at the same time, divine. This is why 

he refrained from criticizing Lowth too severely for neglecting historical back­

grounds and, instead, cast himself in such an eager, supporting role. 

Michaelis emphasized Israel's lowliness by contrasting its poetry with classical 

eloquence. Classical oratory, he argued, has no analogue in biblical literature. Poetry 

and oratory are fundamentally different. Poetry is innovative, concise. and elevated, 

while oratory is perspicuous. prolix, and common.84 Moreover, they arise in totally 

different circumstances: 

Eloquence, as I will show, is the daughter of free cities, which tends to be 

born late, in nations which are trained in all sciences. where skillful men, 

well versed in literary eloquence, plead copiously and hold forth on 

political matters. not with short propositions but in long orations, 

whether in the Senate or among the crowd; [eloquence] flourished at 
Athens and Rome,-where it is now extinct ... 85 

The Hebrews never had leisure enough to develop elegance. They lacked a republic, 

a forum, and, to a great degree, political autonomy.86 Their public figures, instead 

of providing "rhetorical meditations:' used "grave words." The result was a terse 

and forceful manner of speech that exhibits "a clear and doleful command of the 

language which pleases more than the more ornate eloquence of the Greeks."87 

Michaelis found it necessary to correct Lowth on this matter twice (Lectures 1 

and 10) and to emphasize that it was wrongheaded to expect eloquence from the 
Hebrews. 

In this way, Michaelis kept Lowth's analysis true to the Hebrews of history. 

Sometimes his contributions were broad and thematic (for example, poetry versus 

oratory). At other times, his contributions introduced ot clarified details that 

allowed him to evoke and elaborate a proper Near Eastern background. In reference 

to Lowth's translation of Ps 42 in Lecture 23, for example, Michaelis adds helpfully 

that "whoever composed this Psalm was expelled from the sacred city, and wan­

dered as an exile in the regions of Hermon, and the heights of Lebanon, whence 

Jordan is fed by the melting of perpetual snow."88 This setting, he shows, uniquely 

accounts for topographical and zoological allusions .within the psalm. Elsewhere, 

Michaelis corrects observations on Hebrew style. noting, for example, that Lowth 
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read too much into the syntax and abrupt shifts in verbal tense found in the famous 

lament of Job (Job 3).89 On a few occasions. Michaelis takes the opportunity to 

refine Lowth's presentation by clarifying differences and similarities between the 

biblical and classical traditions. for example, in Greek and Hebrew concepts of the 

afterlife.9o In an extensive epimetron after Lecture 11, Michaelis argues further that 

poetic images in Greco-Roman and Israelite literatures share a common Egyptian 

origin: the sun retiring into the sea to spend the night indulging its passions (Psalms 

19 and 139; the myth of Aurora), the deity riding in a thunderous chariot (Yahweh 

on the cherubim; the chariot of Jupiter), a paradise beyond the sea (Ps 90:10 ~~,d 
Deut 30:11-13; Elysium).91 Editorial contributions like these are spread throughout 

the lectures. They were designed principally to push Lowth "eastward" and keep his 

enthusiasm from sliding back into exceptionalism.,This does not mean that Michae­

lis was insensitive to Lowth's project. Rather, he wanted to preserve the value of 

Lowth's work by keeping it from excess and focusing it on the Near Eastern particu w 

larity of the Hebrews. 
The linguistic, historical, and civilizational background of Hebrew poetry. 

though, was not Michaelis's only contribution to the lectures. According' to 

Michaelis, Lowth's greatest discovery was the existence of Hebrew parallelism. In 

his second review (1754) of the lectures, Michaelis praised Lowth for having 

extended "a light for sacred interpretation:>92 Michaelis drew out its implications 

for exegesis in an epimetron placed after Lecture 19, the lecture in which Lowth 

offered his fullest discussion of parallelism. In the epimetron, Michaelis provides 

additional examples of how the recognition of parallelism, specifically of parallelis­
mus membrorum (in which specific words in one line correspond to counterparts in 

the parallel line), solves interpretive problems. Thus. when a Hebrew word or 

expression is awkward or unclear. one need only consult the meaning of its coun­

terpart in the parallel line to see how the word should be understood. The results 

can include minor modifications or large interpretive leaps. For example, Michaelis 

proposes a modest change in Ps 147:9, in which the literal translation of two paranel 

lines ("who giveth to the beast his food I and to the young ravens which cry") is 

adjusted so that "food" from the first line has a proper counterpart in the second 

line. The revised translation.is clearer: "who giveth to the beast his food I and to the 

young ravens that for which they cry.,,93 A more significant change is in view in Ps 

25:13. The first line, literally translated, is imprecise: "his soul shall rest in good." 

Nevertheless. a more precise meaning of "good" can be deduced with the aid of 

parallelism. By examining the counterpart in the parallel line, which reads, "and his 

seed shall inherit the land," one arrives at a clear understanding. A blessing on the 

descendants of the righteous man ("his seed" inherits the land) is meant in the 

second line; this refers to a blessing on the righteous man after he himself has died. 

"Good" in the first line must likewise refer to a blessing after death. It may thus be 
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interpreted as "his soul shall rest in happiness after the grave.,,94 In addition to hav­

ing exegetical value, parallelism played an important role in Michaelis's defense of 
the Bible against its classical despisers: 

How I wish they had followed sufficiently [Lowth's] easy way! 

Interpreters would have reached with ease true explanations of more 

difficult utterances freely, pleasantly, and without labor. Instead, ignorant 

and unskilled men fuss over these texts and maliciously condemn them 
as tautologies.95 

Parallelism saves Hebrew poetry from accusations of the cardinal neoclassical sin of 

tautology and shows that its genius lay not with metrical composition or witty cir­

cumlocution but in vivid conceptual correspondences. With Lowth's identification 

of parallelism, Michaelis had acquired the key necessary to unlock Israelite poetic 

genius and defend the sacred character of the Bible. As he recognized, respect for 

the Bible rose and fell with verdicts on its literary merit. Many polite readers became 

"ashamed to hold it as divine." This was not a trivial development: 

You ask, therefore: of what concern is it for sacred things such as Hebrew 

songs whether they are beautiful-compared to which no zealous human 

mind has produced anything better or more perfect-or misshapen, 

pompous, laughable, and vulgar? Of great concern indeed!96 

Unlike Lowth, Michaelis did not turn explicitly to the category of the sublime 

to mount a defense of the Bible's literary qualities. Michaelis was not afraid to use 

the word, and he certainly seems to have welcomed Lowth's characterization of 

Hebrew poetry as sublime. Yet his project was rooted in the historical and linguis­

tic contextualization of Hebrew literature. According to Michaelis, the historian 

(and not simply the literary critic) can discern what is truly admirable in Hebrew 

literature, namely ancient poetic genius. To be sure, there is some overlap between 

poetic genius and the sublime. Poetic genius may be equated, in a certain sense, 

with sublime style or a brilliant reflection of the sublime itself. Yet Michaelis 

understood the sublime not so much as Lowth did-as the subject ofliterary and 

psychological analysis-but rather as the historical manifestation of poetic genius. 

Comparative history sorts out the classical past. In rhetoric and philosophy, the 

Israelites cannot compare to the Romans and Greeks. But in poetry, the Israelites 

excel them both. Their genius compares favorably to the sophistication of classical 
antiquity: 

The graces of language elevate genius, whereas it is cramped by dryness; 

and most discoveries are rather the fruits of genius than the result of 

forced meditations or logical demonstration ... Genius, I say, is rendered 
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more lively and active by pleasure and beauty, whereas it is benumbed by 

abstractions and profundity.97 
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Thus, t4e Hebrew Bible has come down to us from a time and place when humans 

not yet "benumbed by abstractions" enjoyed a more vivid and more direct relation­

ship with the natural ,world. Michaelis complained that cultured critics miss the 

mark when they use "interpretive laws"better suited to "the explication of the work 

of some bloodless metaphysician" than to "poems of beauty.,,98 Like Wood, who 

attributed Homer's genius to his primitive environment and his ability to imitate 

nature creatively, Michaelis attributed the genius of the Hebrews to their a'ndent 

and simple society, their freedom from bloodless abstraction, and their closeness to 

nature. 
In this way, Lowth's notion of the sublime received, at Michaelis's hands, a 

clearer historical dimension. Lowth analyzed the mechanics of sublimity, and 

Michaelis set them in ancient context. In doing so, though, Michaelis did not 

attempt a historical relativization of the sublime itself. He rather believed in the 

"great similarity in the human mind throughout all the countries of the globe" and 

across the millennia, a similarity which included universal aesthetic standards.99 

The concept of the beautiful is one, but its cultural expressions are many. To inter­

pret Hebrew poetry correctly is to use historical and linguistic expertise to clarify 

obscure words, explain strange customs, and explicate background so that its beauty 

shines forth. Even Longinus, no mean critic in his own right, was forced to confess 

that Moses, despite the rough character of the Hebrew language, "yet produced 

much th.at could please Greek ears:,IOO 

Conclusion 

"Biblical poetry" was a successful eighteenth-century invention. Though there is no 

word for "poetry" in biblical Hebrew, as Kugel points out, the identification of bib­

licalliterature with poetry has always been "seductive:,IOI Before the age of Lowth, 

prophecy was not a subcategory of sacred "poetry"but rather, according to Christian 

tradition, a complex mosaic of images and foretelIings that ultimately pictured 

Christ. The psalms, though lyrical, were principally liturgical. They gave voice to 

the experience of the chosen people enduring the vicissitudes of a troubled but 

triumphant salvation history. To recast all of this material as "poetry;' however, was 

to offer a radically new fra.me of reference. As one scholar astutely observes, the idea 

of biblical poetry emerged precisely when theological definitions were receding to 

the margins of exegetical discourse. The concept allowed interpreters direct access 

to the Bible, independent of the "grand narratives" of the "canonical tradition.,,102 
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As a result, the point of contact between "biblical poetry" and the individual was 

not identity in a c0!l1munity of faith united by canon but rather faculties of aes­

thetic judgment. To Lowth and Michaelis, this only supplemented and reinforced 

the sacredness of the Bible. Yet their efforts show that the notion of canon was not 

actually necessary to a defense of the Bible or a belief in its divine character. For 

poetry, as a category, cuts across the canon, turning Moses, David, Solomon, and 

Isaiah from prophets and kings (or perhaps saints and sinners) into classical artists 

of the imagination. It is not difficult to understand how and why the concept of 

biblical poetry aided influential and far-reaching attempts to appropriate the Bible 

as an aesthetic resource. I03 As the first to offer a compelling explanation of what 

made biblical poetry distinctive, Lowth stood at the source and center of a new 

approach to the Bible as literature. Seeing a valuable opportunity in the promotion 

of Lowth's work, Michaelis introduced him to the German scholarly world, where 

figures like Herder, Mendelssohn, and Eichhorn, it seemed, were waiting to exploit 

Lowth's discovery. Michaelis's goal had been to commend Israel as a classical civili­

zation with a unique and important cultural contribution. With the publication 

and smashing success of the Praelediones, he seemed to have done precisely this. 

The prophets, once bearers of the sacred word, became ancient Israel's poetic gen­

iuses, figures represented in a literary corpus regarded increasingly as sublime. In 

the middle of the eighteenth century, they emerged, naked and full-grown, not 

from the head of Zeus but rather from the ruins of a dismantled canon shrouded in 

the mist of a venerable Hebraic past. 

6 

Michaelis, Moses, and the 

Recovery of the Bible 

Where tradition rationalizes itself, it has already ceased. 
-Max Horkheimer1 

It is a little-known fact that Michaelis, who denied ever feeling the inner 

witness of the Holy Spirit, received occasional visits from the Muse. 

When she appeared, he obeyed. In fact, he wrote, "it is a dangerous thing" 

to attempt to write poetry without being so "compelled.,,2 In'1762, 

Michaelis appended an original poetic composition to the second edition 

of his 1751 work on Ecclesiastes, Poetischer Entwurf der Gedanken des 
Prediger-Buch Sa/omons.3 The subject of the poem, however, was not 

Solomon. Entitled "Moses, der Anfang eines Gedichtes" ("Moses, the 

beginning of a poem"), it was supposed to have been the first part of a 

longer "heroic poem" (Heldengedicht) about the great Israelite leader.4 

The poem begins with an invocation of the Muse, also identified as the 

"friend" of Moses. As the scene opens, Moses is standing on the banks 

of the Nile moments before an encounter with Pharaoh. In an extended 

soliloquy, he"reflects on his Egyptian upbringing and the fearsome nature 

of his task before finally getting up his courage. When he confronts 

Pharaoh, he does so not as an obsequious courtier but rather as 

a sturdy shepherd. staff in hand, who draws near with "unbowed back" 

to warn Pharaoh against obstinacy. After disparaging Yahweh as a new 

and obscure deity with no prestigious temple and no place on the 

hallowed, secret walls of Egypt, Pharaoh cOQ.temptuously refuses to pay 

him heed. Unimpressed, Moses displays his own knowledge of Egyptian 
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religion and shows that it is confused, superstitious, and sclerotic. He then begins a 

passionate defense of Yahweh, in which he declares that his God is known simply 
from the natural order (Ihn predigt die Natur) and that the justice he demands in 

this case is merely a requirement of the universal morality imprinted on Pharaoh's 

own soul. "Justice;' Moses explains, can never be silenced: it rules the world. grows 

angry over the chains of the oppressed, and "menaces you from within." Moses 

promises a bloodbath if Pharaoh denies the Israelites justice, but he does not cher­

ish the thought, adding "only let me not see it!" An old but vigorous man, Moses 

defies Pharaoh to kill him then and there if he will not grant the request. Pharaoh 

simply departs confused and agitated, exclaiming that Moses' blood is too poor for 
his hands. 

This poem presents a clear image of Michaelis's Moses, one which bears a 

resemblance to the Moses immortalized in film by Charlton Heston and Cecil B. 

DeMille.s In Michaelis's poem, Moses is the champion of a just and rational mono­

theism. Having absorbed Egyptian learning, he is a "classically" trained but pro­

gressive leader. Though well versed in the ways of the Egyptians. he has long since 

exchanged the mysteries of their ancient wisdom for the rugged goodness and egal­

itarianism of the simple shepherd. Above all, he is characterized by conviction and 

compassion. Though a man of action, he is unequalled as an orator and an apolo­

gist. Though bold, he is sensitive and humane, even melancholy. This poem, which 

Michaelis. offered to the reading public in an uncharacteristically tentative way, 

reveals much about the appeal that Moses held for Michaelis.6 It illustrates some­

thing that is not immediately obvious in Michaelis's conventional, scholarly treat­

ments of Moses. In these works, Moses figures importantly in discussions of law, 

wisdom literature, and poetry. Yet nowhere does Michaelis offer a single, compre­

hensive discussion of Moses' significance. Instead, one gathers from scattered dis­

cussions that Moses was, for Michaelis, the embodiment of classical Israel and of 

what it had to offer. The "heroic poem" provides insight. ascribing aesthetic sensi­

tivity, political conviction, and philosophical acumen to Moses. For Michaelis, these 

traits cohered in Moses in a way that made him a paragon. Moses opened the pos­

sibility of a civilizational recovery of Israel much as Homer, Solon, Virgil, and Cic­

ero did for Greece and Rome. In Michaelis's scholarly corpus Moses appears as the 

supreme Israelite poet, the wise founding father of the Israelite state, and the sub­

lime moralist behind the book of Job. In recovering Moses, Michaelis hoped to gain 
access to the cultural treasury of the biblical world. 

To analyze this recovery, it is necessary to look at a range of materials. First, I 

will examine Michaelis's magnum opus, his six-volume Mosaisches Recht (1770-

1775), which was a massive discussion of the political and philosophical dimensions 

of Pentateuchallaws. Moses figures centrally in this work as a legislator and state 

builder, and Michaelis's exploration oflaw in the Hebrew Bible is organized around 
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the character and historical context of Moses. In looking at Mosaic law, as he does, 

with the "eye of a Montesquieu:' Michaelis sought to glean poHtical wisdom from 

it.7 I will also examine Michaelis's efforts to interpret the book of Job as a sublime 

moralistic fable. In his 1787 Einleitung in die gottlichen Schriften des Alten Bundes 
(Introduction to the di~ine scriptures of the Old Testament), Michaelis argues "that 

Moses was the author of Job, thus making Moses an ingenious moral philosopher 

as well as an exceptional statesman. This analysis, along with Michaelis's 1760 trans­

lation of Job, provides valuable insight into Moses' significance as a paragon of 

moral wisdom from classical Israel. To place these efforts in context~ I will begin 

with a brief look at selected aspects of the Moses discourse in the sixteenth, seven­

teenth, and eighteenth centuries. 

Moses in Early Modern Thought: A Brief Overview 

When Michaelis turned his attention to the manifold legacy of Moses, he stood 

within a long and distinguished tradition of humanist attempts to come to terms 

with the cultural and, more commonly, political significance of the Hebrew Bible. 

Moses in particular was revered as a paragon of the biblical tradition, inspiring 

artists, reformers, and leaders. One need only think of Michelangelo's monumen­

tal sculpture for Pope Julius II or Savonarola's prophetic pretensions to appreciate 

the powerful appeal of Moses. As one scholar has said of the Italian Renais­

sance: "Moses was part of a fabric of general understanding that bordered on the 

obvious ... [hel was part of the mind-set, a polyvalent-and one is tempted to say, 

omnipre'sent-cultural icon:' He was a "magician, mystic, warrior, lawyer, saint, 

liberator, theologian. artist, philosopher, and symbol" as well as "the inventor of 

confession, of poetry, of history, and of law:,8 In the early modern period, many 

began to explore Moses' identity not as the founder of a special nation but as a par­

ticular nation's special founder. The Pentateuch became a resource for the study of 

leadership, political change, and statecraft. Biblical narrative was often stripped of 

its specific theological content and generalized to apply to contemporary political 

situations. Egypt stood for any national, oppressive circumstance and Canaan for 

its desirable opposite. Moses the prophet of Yahweh was identified with any vision­

aryable to bring his followers from one state to the other.9 

The most influential political interpreter of Moses in the sixteenth century was 

Machiavelli." Though he did not devote any specific works to Moses himself, his 

writings, especially the Discourses on Livy, contain numerous references to him. 

Machiavelli appears to have been a sensitive and informed reader of the Bible, with 

a deep affinity for Moses' own political sensibilities. For example, the man who 

forsook wealth and privilege to deliver his people, who boldly defended his 
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countryman (Ex 2:11-12), and who refused to let his people be destroyed (Ex 32:9-

14) is a man that Machiavelli could understand. Moses, in light of these three epi­

sodes. might be seen as one who, like Machiavelli, exemplified devotion to the 
nation. one who "loved his patria more than his own sou1:,10 More importantly for· 

Machiavelli, though, Moses succeeded in reinforcing decisive political action with a 

robust and worldly religion oriented toward the success of the state. In an apparent 

reference to the episode of the Golden Calf (Ex 32), Machiavelli describes the polit­
ical calculation behind Moses' violent purging of the idolaters: ''Anyone who reads 

the Bible intelligently will see that, in order to advance his laws and his institutions, 

Moses was forced to kill countless men, who were moved to oppose his plans by 
nothing more than envy."11 Machiavelli's Moses also secured military advantages by 

teaching the Israelites that defeat was not an option and that Yahweh is a warrior 
that fights for Israel (Deut 3:21-22).12 In this way, the religion of Moses was well 

suited to forceful military action, bold foreign policy, and practical and decisive 
leadership. 

Moses also played an important role in the work of Spinoza. Spinoza is per­
haps best remembered for his attack on the traditional belief in Mosaic authorship 

of the Pentateuch. He wrote in the Theological-Political Treatise (ITP) that "it is 

clear beyond a shadow of a doubt" that it was not written by Moses and that it is 
"contrary to reason" to think that it was.13 Spinoza built a case against Mosaic 

authorship by looking carefully and critically at the original Hebrew text and dis­

cerning a number of passages that reflected a perspective that was non-Mosaic.'4 

Though Moses had no significance for Spinoza as an author or literary figure, 

Spinoza held that Moses was a true prophet, the only one, in fact, who communi­

cated directly with God. This was a mark not only of Moses' special significance but 

also of his extraordinary powers of cognition. IS On the whole, biblical prophecy for 

Spinoza was an imaginative faculty characterized by dreams, visions, and like­

nesses. It was therefore of a lower order than the intuitive apprehension of true 

principles one finds in Moses. This is how Spinoza understands biblical verses that 
single out Moses and describe him as the only prophet who hea"rd God's voice 
directly (Ex 33:11). By this token Moses was, for Spinoza, something more than the 
shrewd, patriotic Moses of Machiavelli. 

In chapter 17 of the TTP Moses' full significance comes into view. In this 
section, Spinoza sketches a theory of the state based on the idea that successful 

governments depend on the voluntary relinquishment and wise management of 

natural freedoms that individuals surrender to: their civic leaders. Without the sur­
render of these freedoms by the people, states cannot maintain control; without a 

government that rules justly, though, individuals cannot flourish. This understand­

ing of government allows Spinoza to analyze the early history of the Hebrew nation 

in a way that, interestingly, vindicates Moses at the expense of the biblical God. 
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According to Spinoza, the Hebrews who escaped from Egypt organized themselves 
into a pure theocracy: all agreed to live under God's direct rule. Yet upon hearing 

the terrible words of God at Sinai, the Israelites cried out. They begged to have 

Moses mediate God's rule to them, because they could not bear God's voice (Ex 

20:18). At this point, Spinoza explains, they "abrogated the first covenant, making 

an absolute transfer to Moses of their right to consult God and to interpret his 
decrees."16 Moses then became an absolute ruler. He proved extraordinarily wise, 

creating a republic that preserved the democratic ethos of the original theocracy. 

Moses ordered the creation of a tabernacle, a dwelling place for God. that would be 

funded and built by the tribes and belong to all. He took away that time-honor~'d 
tool of statist oppression, the standing army, and set up a militia, again drawn from 

al1 the tribes. Finally, he effected a separation of powers. The priests had access to 

divine counsel in the sacred tent, but military power belonged to "secular" leaders 

like Joshua. The people, for their part, were unified admirably under this theocracy. 

Moses cultivated forms of piety that predisposed the people to accept the claims of 

the government upon their freedoms and loyalties. They were taught that foreign 

nations were enemies of God, and the arbitrary but powerful requirements of the 

ceremonial law bred in them strong habits of obedience.17 Laws prescribing 19ve.of 

neighbor and economic restraint (e.g., Jubilee years, prohibitions of usury) encour­

aged harmony, solidarity, and charity within Israelite society. Spinoza regarded this 

arrangement, in which religion functioned to unify and strengthen an egalitarian 

society, as ideal. Moses was its architect. 

The theocratic Israelite republic did not endure. IS On the basis of a willful 

misreading of the Golden Calf incident (Ex 32), Spinoza attributes the decline of 

Israel to the vengeful, capricious character of the biblical god. Prior to the incident, 

he explains, Moses had entrusted religious leadership to firstborn sons throughout 

the tribes (Num 8:17). But after witnessing the idolatrous behavior of the Israelites. 

the biblical god lashed out against the people with the aid of sword-bearing Levites. 
He then stripped the firstborn of their ministry and made the Levites the priests of 

Israel, requiring that the people support them with gifts and offerings associated 
with the "redemption" of the firstborn. The installation of a priestly class had disas­

trous results. The Levites became living reminders to the Israelites of their "defile­

ment" and "rej~ction" by the biblical god. Spinoza characterizes the Levites as fault­
finding nuisances and self-righteous. censorious "would-be theologians:' The 

people, for their part, resented and rebelled against the priests, throwing the whole 

society into chaos and disorder. When a monarchy was introduced to stabilize the 

state, power struggles only took new forms: between ling and Levite, for example, 

and between king and prophet. Though it was Moses and not God in Ex 32 who 

rallied the Levites and executed idolaters without explicit instructions to do so, 

Spinoza attributes the rise of the Levites and the concomitant decline of Israel to 
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the vengefulness of the biblical god. In this way, he makes the biblical god the author 

of priestcraft and political disorder while saving the reputation of Moses as a phi­

losopher attuned to the wisdom of the true God. Spinoza's Moses harnessed power­

ful religious impulses and kept dangerous social forces in check by creating a free 

and equal society held together by piety and common morality. He demonstrated 

how religion could serve noble political ends. 
In the eighteenth century, the "Moses discourse" took an important turn. 

Commentators remained focused, like Machiavelli and Spinoza, on the politics 

and statecraft of Moses, but they turned increasingly toward Egypt to explain the 

origins, character, and ethos of his innovations. Jan Assmann's excellent account of 

this period moves across a range of English and German figures fascinated with 

Moses' shadowy Egyptian background.19 John Toland, for example, seized upon 

this background in an attempt to offer a radical reconstruction of the Mosaic rev­
elation. Relying heavily on what extrabiblical sources he could find, Toland fol­

lowed Strabo, the Greek historian and geographer. in making Moses an actual 

Egyptian priest.2o Yet, to Toland, Moses was also an iconoclast who invented a non­

ceremonial. pantheistic natural theology, a pure religion of nature. To this, reli­
gious innovation, Moses added another: the name of a God who "necessarily 

exists" (Toland's understanding of the name "Yahweh") and whom Moses could 

invoke to sanction and enforce his own law code.21 Another English figure, William 

Warburton (1698-1779), the idiosyncratic bishop of Gloucester, created a Moses 

controversy in the middle of the century with his Divine Legation of Moses Demon­
strated (1738-1741).22 Warburton sought to defend the "divine origin of the Jewish 

religion" by meeting an objection that critics used to denigrate the Bible. If suc­

cessful governments in the ancient world depended on a d9ctrine of rewards and 

punishments in the afterlife to promote moral and lawful behavior in this life, how 

can the Mosaic law (of all laws! ) be taken seriously when it makes no mention of 

the afterlife? Warburton believed that the Egyptians had perfected a religious con­
ception of the afterlife divided into esoteric knowledge available only to political 

and religious leaders at the highest levels and an exoteric teaching on future 

rewards and punishments conducive to public morality. The "double doctrine" 
allowed leaders to reinforce their authority by cloaking themselves in awe and 

mystery. As a man close to the source of this wisdom, Moses created a public, exo­

teric legislation that associated lawfulness and lawlessness with rewards and pun­

ishments. Yet. as a prophet, he received esoteric knowledge of an "extraordinary 

providence" by which God would reward and punish the Israelites in this life in 

order to reinforce and validate the Mosaic legislation. Warburton defended Mosaic 

law, and thus the credibility of the Bible, in terms of the philosophical validity and 
Egyptian background of Moses' approach to governance. Toland and Warburton, 

figures on different sides of eighteenth-century debates concerning the role of the 
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Bible in contemporary society, nevertheless believed that the relevance of Moses 

could not be properly evaluated without due attention to his philosophical out­

look and Egyptian identity. 
The Egyptological inquiries of English critics stimulated German thinkers also 

interested in Moses' religious innovations. For many of them. the key point of connec­

tion between Egyptian religion and Mosaic monotheism was a secret pantheism like 

the one identified by Toland. Beneath the surface of a public and popular Egyptian 

religion, then, lay an esoteric belief in the divine "One~and-All." Karl Reinhold, for 

example. suggested that Moses'''new'' religion was merely the attempt to declare the 

esoteric Egyptian belief publicly and to initiate all Israel into its mysteries at Sinai._ 

Similarly, Friedrich Schiller asserted that Moses, discovering that the god of reason 

and enlightenment lay at the heart of Egyptian religion, dared to proclaim a sub­

lime and abstract god to the Israelites. This contributed, as Assmann shows, to the 

revival of "cosmotheism'; in the mid to late eighteenth century. Lessing used the 

cosmotheist slogan, hen kai pan (One-and-AlI), to represent the ideas that God is 

essentially anonymous and that all religions are ultimately translatable because 

they all testify in their core convictions to the superiority of a single divine essence.
23 

Goethe also understood the Mosaic law as an elaborate fiction-but as one created 

by Moses to foist a violent. revolutionary, and nationalistic agenda on the Israelites. 

Goethe surmised, based on his critical reading of the Pentateuch, that instead of 

dying peacefully on Mt. Nebo, Moses was assassinated by Joshua and Caleb in the 

.. wilderness for his efforts.24 

Michaelis was not as enthusiastic as his German contemporaries about the 

esoteric or fictive character of Mosaic religion. He was.a more conventional 

Lutheran on this score: what secret religious insights Moses may have afforded 
were ultimately fulfilled and superseded by the New Testament.25 Michaelis's 

work on Moses rather recalls the earlier, more political studies of Machiavelli and 

Warburton. The point here is that the early modern "Moses discourse" among 

humanists, critics, and philosophers was already deep and vigorous by the time of 

Michaelis. Michaelis's contribution was to bring this type of discourse on Moses­

philosophical, political, cultural. Egypt?logical-into a philological framework, to 
carryon this kind of conversation within the framework of biblical scholarship. 

Michaelis complained that philologists had only been occupied in a narrow way 

with the language of Mosaic law "as a branch of Hebrew antiquities" and that non­

philologists (e.g., lawyers and philosophers) did not discuss Moses learnedly.26 The 

key, then, was to establish philologically who Moses was and what he wrote and 

then to proceed, from this basis, to a broader consideration of his contemporary 

significance. 
This effort was complicated by the 1753 anonymous publication of a French 

treatise that gathered numerous arguments against simple Mosaic authorship of 
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Genesis and proposed instead that Moses composed this book from older written 

sources. The full title of the work was Conjectures sur les memoires originaux dont it 
paroit que Moyse s'est servi pour composer Ie Livre de la Genese. Its author was later 

revealed to be Jean Astruc (1684-1766), personal physician to Louis XV.27 Astruc 

published his work reluctantly and anonymously, fearing it would be used by others 

to diminish the authority of the Pentateuch. A loyal Catholic. Astruc did not want 

to encourage "false and dangerous" errors at odds with the "love of Truth and Reli­

gion.,,28 Nevertheless, Astruc was convinced that a cogent analysis of Moses' sources 

would be neither novel nor subversive. After all, such an analysis would only bring 

clarity to the traditional opinion that Moses was responsible for the creation of 

Genesis and the Pentateuch as a whole. Astruc was "inspired by the completely 

conservative desire to make intelligible what he regarded as firmly established fact;' 

namely that Moses wrote from sources.29 In the preceding century, Richard Simon 

had used a theory of sources to neutralize Spinoza's literary-critical denigration of 

the Bible. Like Simon, Astruc stripped Moses of a meaningful authorial role pre­

cisely in order to defend him. Both severed the gangrenous limb of Mosaic author­
ship in order to save the whole body of biblical authority. 

To Astruc, Moses was the keeper of earlier documents, the memoires. Moses 

had ~t his disposal twelve written documents. two major and ten minor ones, which 

he organized into four distinct columns. His two main sources, A and B, main­

tained an unvarying preference for a particular divine name: Elohim in the A source 

and Jehovah in the B source. The use of divine names as a source-critical criterion 

was the cornerstone of his theory, an innovation that would become. through the 

work of Eichhorn, the basis for modern Pentateuchal criticism.3D The bulk of the 

Conjectures is simply a division of Genesis (and Exodus 1-2) into the four putative 

columns. Astruc aimed to reproduce, line by line, the very documents that at one 

time lay before Moses. To this synopsis he added several remarques describing the 

advantages of his system. It explained away many infelicities: the puzzling alterna­

tion in the use of divine names, troubling repetitions in the narrative. and discrep­

ancies in the chronological perspectives of the narrator (antichronismes). The 

sources that Moses inherited not only used different names for God, they also orig­

inated in different time periods. The source divisions thus saved Moses from charges 

of negligence and stupidity. Can it be imagined, Astruc asked, that Moses is respon­

sible for faults, repetitions, and bizarre variations which are better and more natu­

rally explained by the existence of multiple underlying sources?31 Astruc's Conjec­

tures was an apologetic work. It was not simply a vague, skeptical discussion of 

Mosaic authorship. Rather, it was a clear, constructive, and highly detailed presen­

tation of Pentateuchal sources calculated to deflect criticism of the Bible. It was 

intended to acquit the biblical text of anachronisms and irregularities by showing 

that the reader of Genesis is actually dealing with disparate texts. How these came 
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together to form Genesis-when Moses did not intend to join them in this way-is 

not entirely certain. Clearly aware that he had come to a weakness in his theory, 

Astruc guessed that some kind of scribal negligence or mistake was to blame for the 

disordered appearance of Genesis.32 The blame, then, lay with unnamed copyists. 

Moses remained, for Astruc, the revered Auteur whose unique wisdom. education, 

and political experience demanded the highest respect.33 

Michaelis and Mosaic Authorship 

If Astruc's reassignment of blame was a victory for Moses. it was almost surely a 

Pyrrhic one. By conceding the "disorder" (desordre) of Genesis, he assured that the 

authorial activity of Moses. even if affirmed, was rio longer manifest in the biblical 

text. Screened from readers by centuries of editorial activity, Moses was no longer 

accessible. The source-critical theories of Simon and Astruc amounted, then, to a 

functional denial of Mosaic genius. More than anything else, it was this functional 

denial that determined Michaelis's rejection of Astruc's literary criticism. Where 

earlier thinkers like Machiavelli remained confident that the Pentateuch was a liter­

ary reflection of Moses, the questions raised by Simon and Astruc effectively headed 

off, or at least complicated to a high degree, any attempt to -recover Moses'literary 

persona, his voice, his mentality. his genius. 

Michaelis. then, called the alleged "disorder" of Genesis into question. In his 

Einleitung, Michaelis called Astruc's negative characterization of Genesis "exagger­

ated" and "conjectural" before beginning an extended, cumulative argument for the 

literary merit and coherence of the Pentateuch.34 He dampened critical zeal by 

showing that the supposed footprints of multiple sources and later editors were, for 

the most part, thoroughly ordinary features of any text and entirely to be expected 

from an ancient literary work. The alternation of divine names, then, is arbitrary 

and stylistic, compatible with a writerly interest in elegant variation.35 Repetitions 

must not be treated as "offensive" or contemptib~e in such an old book. since they 

are a product of a more primitive time (die Kindheit der Welt) when repetition was 

thought to be useful, necessary. and pleasant. Homer, that great imitator of nature, 

made frequent use of repetition, and Virgil, in his own artful imitation of antiquity, 

did the same.36 Similarly, the anachronisms that Astruc discovered are simply a 

result of Astruc's own failure to recognize that ancient storytellers organized their 

material topically and not chronologically, according to Sachordnung and not 

Zeitordnung.37 However, it is important to point out that, for Mic.haelis, Moses was 

not the author of the entire Pentateuch. He acknowledged, for instance, that Josh­

ua's editorial hand is occasionally evident (as presumably in the account of Moses' 

death). He also recognized a variety of older sources at Moses' disposal: ancient 
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fragmentary reports (e.g., the battle of the kings in Gen 14), folktales (e.g., the ety­

mology of Eve's name in Gen 3:20), and national songs (e.g., Num 21:27-30).38 

Unlike the extensive memoires used by Astruc's Moses, these sources do not amount 

to a very high percentage of the Pentateuch. 

Michaelis went on to describe how Moses used earlier materials. He denied 

emphatically that Moses was simply the "poor antiquarian" (armlicher Brocken­
sammIer) that Astruc made him out to be. Moses was not compelled to incorporate 

every fragment and include in his work everything that he knew. Rather. he was a 

wise and discriminating author who wrote with a view merely to what suited his 

purpose.39 Moses, in other words, gave every evidence of being a true historian. 

Though he knew a great deal about the Moabites and Ammonites, for example, he 

left out irrelevant data and offered only pertinent information (Deut 2:10-11,19-21). 

When he included an older document, he glossed unfamiliar place names, as when 

he pointed out that Kiriath-Arba and the cave of Machpelah are both in Hebron 

(Gen 23:2,19). And when he incorporated an older story, he did so because the 

vocabulary rang true. Like a good historian, though, he diligently explained unfa­

miliar words (e.g. glossing raham with hamon in Gen 17:5). Yet, in most cases, the 

Pentateuch evinced a unique stylistic coherence that showed that Moses did not 

slavishly copy old documents but rather wrote as a historian would, drawing on 
source material in an orderly, intelligent, and purposeful way. 

Michaelis's real case for Mosaic authorship, though, went beyond philological 

arguments or historiographical analysis. It stemmed from a fundamental commit­

ment to the utility of the Bible. Mosaic authorship was ultimately to be vindicated by 

Michaelis's own successful attempts to encounter classical Israel paradigmatically in 

the person and writings of Moses. Michaelis's case rested on what he believed to be 

an overwhelming impression of historiographic intent, individual genius, and liter­

ary unity that reached across the Pentateuch and included Psalm 90: 

The books do not at all seem to me [to have come from secondary 

writersJ but rather to be the work of one and the same man whom we 

know from these books and Psalm 90 to be a sublime poet, and, at the 

same time, whom we know from Deuteronomy to be a good orator for 

his time: why shouldn't the man also have written the historical and 
prosaic parts of his books? 

Michaelis went on to include the book of Job among Moses' compositions, 

rounding out an expansive understanding of Moses' intellectual and literary 
character: 

If the book of Job is also from him, as seems to me for the above reasons 

to be most probable, then he was not merely the best writer we have 
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among all the Hebrews but also a scholar of very wide learning: would 

such a one have needed or even thought it necessary to enlist the help of 

another writer?40 

Moses, then, embodies everything one might expect from classical literature: sub­

lime poetry. good oratory, scholarly expertise, individuality. 

The encounter with Astruc is instructive. Michaelis resisted Astruc's source 

criticism not because he denied that older sources were used in the composition of 

Genesis. Michaelis was sensitive to diachronic distinctions within the biblical cor­

pus, especially as revealed in the use of archaic language and rare morphology.:He 

departed from traditional, dogmatic defenses of Mosaic authorship and disdained 

dictational theories of inspiration. Rather, Michaelis's defense of Mosaic author­

ship was staked on the exemplarity of Moses. Without a real, full-bodied paragon 

like Moses, the project to create a classical Israel fails-much as classical Greece 

would be diminished by the denial of Homeric genius. Richard Popkin has pointed 

out that, it:l the early modern period, Mosaic authorship was important because it 

guaranteed the truth of the text.41 If this statement is true in Michaelis's case, it does 

not simply mean that, for him. the Pentateuch is factual and trustworthy because it 

was written by or dictated to a great prophet of God. Rather, it means that a deeper 

confrontation with the "truth" of human creativity is facilitated by an identification 

of the Pentateuch with a single individual. By attributing the Pentateuch, Job, and 

Psalm 90 to a single person, Michaelis made it possible to understand this literature 

in a coherent way and to recognize the potential for poetic genius, political skill, 

and scientific expertise, both in the human individual (via a classical paragon) and 

in a human individual (the historical founder of Israel). Historical and humanistic 

inquiry converged powerfully in Michaelis's recovery of Moses. 

Authorship and authority were linked for Michaelis. He connected the denial 

of Mosaic authorship to an undesirable denigration of the Bible's cultural and 

intellectual authority. Without a clear sponsor. the Pentateuch, the foundation of 

the Bible, threatened to come undone, to show itself a poorly edited collection of 

.. literary-historical accidents. Thus Michaelis did not join contemporaries in ques­

tioning the legitimacy o~ the traditional concept of authorship, which, according to 

Harold Love, assumed "a unitary historical author with total responsibility for the 

inherited texf,42 In. defending the traditional conception, though, Michaelis was 

not actually defending tradition. His interest was in the practical value of having a 

renowned, ingenious author at the center of his classicizing project. He understood 

that it would be impossible to maintain that a "coherent, elaborately integrated 

work of art" like the Pentateuch could have "arisen from a prolonged process of 

collective composition:,43 An artful and coherent Pentateuch was more attractive to 

him than a critically dissected one. In the eighteenth century, scholars of classical 



140 THE DEATH OF SCRIPTURE AND THE RISE OF BIBLICAL STUDIES 

and biblical literature experienced a tension between the critical impulse to analyze 

ancient literature, to break it apart in an attempt to set forth its textual history, and 

the interpretive impulse to articulate its cultural significance as a coherent and 

credible corpus. Love associates the two impulses with the time-honored categories 

of "splitters" and "lumpers:' His description of"lumpers" is also an apt characteri­
zation of Michaelis's approach to the Pentateuch: 

Lumpers like to make connections and to compose wholes. Characteris­

tically, they will be alert for evidence that allows new work to be added to 

an authorial corpus and less concerned with anomalies that challenge the 

additions-indeed, they may argue, like the critics of ancient Per-gamon, 

that ano~aly and a certain level of inconsistency are the natural condi­

tion of an author's lifework ... The lumper wil1100k for features that 

characterise the work of 'Homer' and will try to gather as 'much material 

as possible under that broad umbrella while the splitter searche~ for 

inconsistencies within the work as evidence for collaborative composi­
tion.4~ 

This distinction, as Love shows, helps avoid a teleological presentation of scholarly 

types (e.g., a story of the inevitable triumph of splitters over lumpers) anddarifies 

their potential for conflict and cooperation. It also helps explain why Michaelis, 

who was intent on recovering a useful and coherent portrait of Moses, could not be 
moved to credit the conjectures of Astruc. 

The following sections examine Michaelis's portraits of Moses as a lawgiver 

and as a moralist. With the aid of comparative Semitic philology, Near Eastern his­

tory, and ethnography, Michaelis developed parallel understandings of Moses as a 

political and philosophical paragon. He believed that Moses absorbed Egyptian 

learning in his youth but reached a nadir in midlife when he was forced to flee 

Egypt. In his Midianite exile, Moses became a kind of moral philosopher, eventually 

clothing his reflections in the sublime poetry of the book of Job. Still vigorous in 

old age, Moses once again became a man of affairs, this time the founder of a nation. 

Though one finds in his scholarship on Moses no explicit refer~nce to Plato's Repub­
lic, the notion of a philosopher-king was, perhaps, not very far from Michaelis's 
mind. 

Moses the Lawgiver 

In his massive six-volume Mosaisches Recht, Michaelis treats an astonishing variety 

of ancient Israelite legal topics, including constitutional law, property rights, crimi­

nallaw, divorce, public festivals} judicial procedure, and a theory of punishments. 
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When Alexander Smith translated the work intp English in 1814. he had difficulty 

deciding upon a suitable translation for the title. In the end, he decided, appropri­

ately, to avoid a literal translation like Mosaic Law or Mosaic Jurisprudence and to 

follow the advice of Herbert Marsh in calling it Commentaries on the Laws of 
Moses.45 This title captures well the character of a work organized around topical 

discussions of Pentateuchallaws. Michaelis's interpretive procedure in this work is 

always the same: to use his erudition to make the underlying logic of the law intel­

ligible and appealing to modern readers. The work reads like the notes from a pri­

vate tutorial on statecraft and jurisprudence conducted in Moses' own study fo~ the 

benefit of modern students. Michaelis did not venture an explicit, comprehe~~ive 
analysis of Moses as a lawgiver or political philosopher, for he discerned no over­

arching system in the Pentateuch.46 Rather, he emulated Montesquieu and his 1748 

The Spirit of the Laws by providing philosophical commentary on the laws them­

selves.47 In doing so, he deliberately avoided theology. The foundational principle 

of the Mosaisches Recht is that Old Testament law has no claims to moral or reli­

gious normativity. It is to be understood as a legal code designed for a particular 

people in a particular time and place: "God never meant [the Mosaic law] tO'bind 

any other nation but the Israelites.,,48 Once critically evaluated, it had value.as a 

historic and philosophical resource, but it was not to be incorporated directly into 

modern legal systems. Many European nations continued to treat the Mosaic law as 

a relevant authority for civil law well into the eighteenth century (for example Swe­

den).49 Michaelis's analysis, though, was based on the idea that the Mosaic law is 

only i~telligible in the ancient Israelite context, apart from which it simply makes 

no sense. Once this context is understood, a clear picture of Moses emerges from 

the context. Michaelis underscores five points. He insists that Moses be understood 

1) in terms of his Egyptian background; 2) as guided by an essential conservatism; 

3) as oriented toward pragmatism; 4) as eudaimonistic with respect to political and 

ethical questions; and 5) as inclined toward a basically irenic social agenda. Michae­

lis's Moses, in short, resembles precisely the kind of leader that Georgia Augusta, in 

a context far removed from ancient Israel, aimed to produce. 

Though the book of Exodus does not give any explicit indication that Moses 

received an Egyptian education. it was common, as we have seen, for early modern 

interpreters to assume that he was "ethnically Hebrew and culturally Egyptian."so 

In this. Michaelis was no different. Christian interpreters throughout the ages were 

encouraged in this view by the statement of St. Stephen in the New Testament that 

"Moses was instructed in all the wisdom of the Egyptians" (Acts 7:22). Michaelis 

went out of his way to explain that this verse had no role in compelling his interest 

in Moses' Egyptian background. Rather. it was the consensus of ancient sources 

that Moses was a kind of natural philosopher (Naturkenner)-a consensus. more­

over, confirmed by Michaelis's own reading of the Bible.51 The verse from Acts, 
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then, was unnecessary: the Pentateuch was replete with evidence of Egyptian learn­

ing. This would seem to be a strange claim, though, given that the nature of"Egyp­

tian learning" was not adequately understood before Champollion's decipherment 

of hieroglyphics in the 1820S. Furthermore, the Pentateuch and the book of Job 

manifest few explicit references to Egyptian history and culture.52 And unlike many 

of his contemporaries, Michaelis did not posit an esoteric Egyptian monotheism. 

Why, then, did Egypt matter to a correct understanding of Moses? In Michaelis's 

view, Egypt was identified with three things: a successful geopolitical state, deep 

knowledge of the natural world, and aesthetic insight. The Egyptians had risen 

above their barbaric neighbors to produce a stable, powerful, and self-sufficient 

state organized around agriculture and the wise use of its own resources. Thus the 

Egyptians, according to Michaelis, did not practice nomadism or depend on for­

eign trade for their survival.53 Michaelis's Moses, similarly, strove to help Israel 

civilize its nomadic ethos and become a stable, self-sufficient nation. Hess has 

shown persuasively that Michaelis's admiration for Egypt was influenced by his 

disdain for colonies, empire-building, and an excessive reliance on foreign trade.54 

A contemporary interest is clearly evident in this heartfelt wish to know more about 

Egypt: 

If we but knew more of the comprehensive, and far-extended legislative 

knowledge of this people ... our own political system, so far at least as 

connected with agriculture, and as directed to the peaceful increase of 

our internal strength as a nation, might receive material improvement.55 

Michaelis regarded Moses, whom he describes as having been "raised at court;' as 

one who knew how to create a successful state. Thus the Pentateuch may be read as 

a charter for a new nation, conceived by Moses in Israel's founding period and 

reflective of Egyptian political expertise. 

Michaelis's Moses was too wise to think that a simple borrowing of actual 

Egyptian laws would serve the Israelites well. The two societies were fundamentally 

different, and the Israelites still followed "an ancient traditionary law" that was 

"principally nomadic" in character.56 It fell to Moses to modify and incorporate 

existing customs into a framework more conducive to the just, stable, and rational 

society that Israel was supposed to become. A prudent recognition of the power 

and force of custom Uus consuetudinarium), then, compelled Moses to legislate 

conservatively, that is, with due respect for Israel's deep-seated nomadic ethos. 

Michaelis traces this' ethos back to Abraham, Isaac) and Jacob; he does not, however, 

explain how this ethos remained strong through four hundred years of settled and 

enslaved life in Egypt. This oversight may be explained, in part, by Michaelis's 

enthusiasm for ethnography, by the fact that Michaelis, as we saw in chapter 

4, regarded the wandering Arabs of his day to be the true heirs of the ancient 
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Israelites. He believed that parallels between the two provided the best hope of 

understanding ancient Israelite society. The Mosaisches Recht is characterized, then, 

by a distinct dialectic that Michaelis set up between the wisdom of the civilized and 

centralized Egyptians and the vibrant social tr,aditions of the hot-blooded, ro~tless 

Hebrews. 
An interesting example comes from Michaelis's discussion of the "avenger of 

blood" (Heb. go,.l haddam) in Articles 131 to '37. Michaelis begins with Hebrew 

philology. Ignoring the Masoretic vowel points, he cites an alternative (passive) 

pointing of this phrase in the Samaritan Pentateuch ("~Oj Num 35:21) as evidence 

for the conjecture that the verb ga'ai originally meant "to pollute" or "to '"Stain:' 

Thus the go'ei ("redeemer") was really the ga'al (<<the stained"), and the ga'al 
haddiim was really "the blood-stained one." The relative of a murder victim was 

thus understood to be "stained with blood" until he had avenged the death of his 

relation.57 Only secondarily did the verb ga'al come to have a more general mean­

ing "to redeem" which was then extended to other matters such as the redemption 

of land (e.g., Lev 25:25-28) and a widowed relative (as of Ruth and Naomi in the 

book of Ruth). 
According to Michaelis, the Hebrew blood avenger, the one "staine~ with 

blood:' has an exact parallel in the tha'jr, the Arab blood avenger. Drawing on Ara­

bic literature, the Quran, and travel accounts, Michaelis described in detail how in 

Arab culture the relative of a murder victim is under a solemn obligation to avenge 

the death of a kinsman, that he risks being shamed and despised in the highest 

degree if he does not, and that he gains the highest praise and honor if he does. 

Though necessary and reasonable in a state of nature, Michaelis argues, the practice 

of blood vengeance is intolerable in civilized society, because it contains no protec­

tion for those falsely accused and often sets off murderous -feuds between families 

in cases when the culpability of one killed by a thii'ir was not acknowledged by his 

own kin. At the time that Moses set forth his law, the go'el haddiim was already a 

settled institution. This is evident, Michaelis proposes, because Moses nowhere 

defines or introduces the idea; he simply takes its meaning for granted. Though 

blood vengeance is uncivilized, Moses could not have outlawed it entirely, since it 

was deeply ingrained in Israelite life and society. Thus Moses appointed six cities of 

refuge (Num 35:9-35; Deut 19:1-10) to which murderers could flee. This brilliant, 

nonrevolutionary maneuver was intended to civilize blood vengeance. By designat­

ing a safe place for an accused murderer, it allowed time for a proper investigation 

to take place, with the result that the go'el would be less likely to kill an innocent 

man, the accused would enjoy a kind of due process, and feuds would be headed off 

by a public declaration _of guilt or innocence.58 In this way, Michaelis's Moses 

showed a conservative attitude toward the jus consuetudinarium, one balanced by' 

prudent efforts to encourage a just, rational, and lawful society. 



144 THE DEATH OF SCRIPTURE AND THE RISE OF BIBLICAL STUDIES 

In addition to being respectful of tradition, the Moses of the Mosaisches Recht 

was fundamentally pragmatic. Moses set forth laws that were best for Israelites in 

their place and time. To assume that the authority of the laws extended beyond that 

place and time was fundamentally mistaken. Much like Montesquieu, Michaelis 

examined laws in terms of culture, climate, and geography. A study of the relation 

between the Mosaic laws and environmental factors shows that Moses gave laws 

that were pragmatic and well suited to the circumstances of the Israelites. The tem­

perate' climate of the eastern Mediterranean, for example, allowed Moses to pre­

scribe a Sabbath law that prohibited the kindling of fire and the harvesting of grain 

and was yet humane. What effect would such a law have in Norway, Michaelis asks, 

with its long, harsh winters and its short, rainy harvest seasons? The law against 

usury was also pragmatic. Canaan is well situated for international trade, but Moses 

severely limited commercial activity by outlawing usury. The Israelites were forced 

instead to rely on agriculture, which made them self-sufficient like the Egyptians 

and allowed them to profit from having trading nations nearby (e.g., the Phoeni­

cians) that needed their grain and wine.59 Other laws that appear to be purely reli­

gious were actually given by Moses for practical ends. This is the case with laws 

concerning unclean animals. Some societies, for example, will eat horsemeat while 

others will not; the horse is "clean" in one culture and "unclean" in another. Moses 

used existing notions of clean and unclean animals to his own purposes. Because it 

is important for a fledgling nation to cultivate unity, it is also important that it 

protect its identity and integrity-especially when surrounded by hostile neigh­

bors. In light of this circumstance, Moses converted customs into <'immutable laws." 

By restricting certain foods, Moses made it difficult for Israelites to socialize with 

non-Israelites, thus preventing the Israelites from interacting too closely with their 

neighbors and being infected either by their idolatry or by their vices.60 

Other laws aimed to promote human happiness. Michaelis took on his theo­

logical critics when he claimed that Mosaic law was based on a eudaimonistic "uni­

versal principle" of political and moral governance: 

If to any of my readers the principles already laid down should appear 

offensive and repugnant to the idea of a law given by God, the cause is to 

be sought in their not duly attending to the connection and limits of 

morals and politics. It is the business of both to promote human happi­

ness, and both alike admit this universal principle, from which all their 

particular precepts flow-Endeavor to extend happiness as far as possible.61 

Michaelis is not on particularly solid ground in stating that a universal notion 

of human happiness is the telos of biblical law. He offers no direct evidence for 

this, textual or otherwise. His argument depends on the cumulative effect of his 

eudaimonistic interpretations of laws, which characterize Moses as a lawgiver 
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fundamentally interested in human happiness. For example, Michaelis explains the 

three great annual feasts prescribed by the Pentateuch (Passover, Pentecost, Taber­

nacles) primarily as occasions for recreation, fellowship, and the refreshment of 

laborers. "Every individual;' he explains, should "taste also the pleasures of life;' 

with even the slaves and poorest people included in the prescribed festiva1s.
62 

A 

more sophisticated example comes from 1y1ichaelis's exposition of the biblical 

injunction against boiling a kid in its mother's milk (Ex 23:19, 34:26; Deut 14:21), a 

law which he says has suffered more at the hands of commentators than any other 

law. Even the most acceptable of the traditional explanations (that such an act 

would be cruel and abusive) still seems implausible to Michaelis. For, he asks,..'~'how 

came the Israelites to hit upon the strange whim of boiling a kid in milk, and just in 

the milk of its own mother?" Michaelis's interpretation begins with a geographical con­

sideration. Palestine is the best country for the cultivation of the olive tree. Egypt, how­

ever, does not have olive trees, and Egyptians must therefore use butter in their cooking. 

In order to encourage the Israelites to stay in P~estine and be content there, Moses for­

bid them from preparing their meat in Egyptian fashion. Michaelis interpreted "milk" 

in this law as butter. He disliked buttery dishes and complained of their constant use in 

German cooking. He saw in the biblical law, then, an attempt on Moses' part to wean the 

Israelites from food prepared in this way and to help them appreciate their homegrown 

products.63 These brief examples show that Michaelis's Moses was not only conservative 

and practical; he was also interested in the Israelites' happiness and enjoyment. 

The apparent humaneness of Mosaic legislation is evident, finally, in its foun­

dational commitment to a philosophical monotheism. Michaelis regarded mono­

theism as a basic principle of the Mosaic legislation and the new Israelite state. In 

imposing monotheism on the Israelites, Moses required them to resist and contra­

vene the conventional wisdom (sensus communis) of the ancient world. Polytheism 

was self-evident to Greeks, Romans, Egyptians, and Canaanites; alternative belief 

systems were more or less inconceivable.64 The allegiance to Yahweh that Moses 

required set the Israelites apart and served two additional purposes. First, theirs was 

a civic monotheism: allegiance to Yahweh was the source of Israelite identity and 

the logical response to Israel's emergence from slavery in Egypt as a people under 

Yahweh's leadership. It was a national identity marker derived from a shared his­

torical reality. This particular understanding is evident in Michaelis's paraphrase of 

the first commandment: 

In case you stupidly believe that there are several gods who can hear 

prayers and reward sacrifices: I alone am the one who freed you from 

slavery in Egypt, who made a people out of poor slaves, who am the 

founder of your state. In this state, no other god besides me should be 

worshipped.65 
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Second, monotheism was, in Michaelis's view, the most rational belief system. A 

monotheistic cult-indeed any monotheistic cult-functions pedagogically to 

encourage human flourishing. One need not have faith in revealed religion to see 

that the institution of a state-sponsored monotheism is a boon for any people; one 

need only be an enemy of superstition and fraud.66 In this way, Michaelis's Moses 

was less a convinced Yahwist than a philosophical monotheist. 

Michaelis, however, was careful to point out that Moses did not actually legis­

late belief. He did not require the Israelites to espouse any particular theological 

doctrines, such as a belief in a future Messiah. Instead, he instituted a monotheistic 

cult and made claims only on the kind of formal worship that the state would rec­

ognize. He understood monotheism as a philosophical doctrine and not as a reli­

gious identity. Thus he distinguished sharply between a reasonable, state-sponsored 

monotheism and the different, altogether unwise attempt to compel belief in reli­

gious particulars-as when European rulers foolishly made it "the goal of the state 

to uphold many doctrines, true or false, of the Reformed, Lutheran, and Catho­

IiC."67 In a display of religious restraint, Michaelis's Moses also refrained from 

invoking a metaphysical basis for any of his prescriptions. Echoing Warburton, 

Michaelis noted that Moses connected lawlessness only to punishments in this 

world and not in an afterlife. He also departed from Egyptian practice in refusing 

to spiritualize civic laws. 

In these ways, Moses pursued an irenic social agenda. Like Mtinchhausen, the 

founder of Georgia Augusta, who feared sectarianism and deemphasized theologi­

cal particulars, the Moses of the Mosaisches Recht was too wise to believe that strict 

ideological purity was necessary, achievable, or desirable. Both M tinchhausen and 

Michaelis's Moses also agreed that whatever common belief was prescribed had to 

be basic, general, and intelligible to reason. Its primary benefit was social cohesive­

ness. According to Michaelis, Moses the lawgiver worked in a pragmatic, conserva­

tive way to make ancient Israel a rational, tolerant, and happy society. To readers of 

the Mosaisches Recht this program would have seemed familiar. The goals of states­

men and reformers in the age of Aufklarung were to subordinate churchly interests 

to civic ones and to use the university to produce "educated servants of the state," 

"tolerant churchmen," and men "able to meet the high demands of rationality.,,68 To 

a philological philosophizer like Michaelis, these were educational goals, as it were, 

straight out of the Bible. 

Moses the Moralist 

Faced with the task of producing a new German translation of the Bible, Michaelis 

chose to begin not with Genesis but with the book of Job. The tra:nslation of this 
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book, along with accompanying "notes for the layperson;' appeared in the'first of 

thirteen volumes. In the 1769 preface to the translation project, Michaelis explained 

that Job was the oldest of all the biblical books.69 This was a common and relatively 

unproblematic scholarly opinion at the time, and Michaelis neither explained nor 

defended it. The second reason for beginning with Job was that the book, taken as 

a whole, contains two doctrines that form the basis for any religion: the immortal­

ity of the soul and the existence of an afterlife containing rewards and punishments 

for one's conduct in this life. According to Michaelis, other parts of the Hebrew 

Bible only hint at answers to these questions. What few references to them can be 

found in the Psalms, Pentateuch, and prophets would not be sufficient by th.em­

selves to answer these central religious questions. It would be far better to address 

them early in the canonical ordering, and to do so explicitly. For Michaelis, Job was 

not simply the oldest book in the Bible. By virtue of its teaching on the soul and the 

afterlife, it was also the foundational one. 

An earnest belief in the importance of the book of Job would have been entirely 

unremarkable in the eighteenth century. In the middle of the century, England 

played host to a "Job controversy;' that placed" the interpretation of the book at the 

center of a heated and intricate debate between Whigs and Tories, philosophers and 

literary rnen.70 Jonathan Lamb, in his insightful study of this period, locates Job in 

a larger discourse about an aesthetic and political representation, where the biblical 

figure functioned as a trope signifying the "disturbance of representational tech­

nique;' "the agitated and complaining voice" of the individual, and the "power of 

this complaint, unabated by orthodox interpretation and unocculted as delinquent 

nicety.,,71 By interpreting the book as national allegory composed after the Exile, 

Bishop Warburton turned the book of Job into dramatization of Jewish national 

redemption. His great opponent in this debate, Bishop Lowth, insisted on the his­

toricity and individuality of Job's suffering. For Lowth, parallelism bore additional 

, witness to the raw, undigestible emotional force of the book. Lowth and other 

opponents of Warburton read the book as an "interruptive and excessive narrative 

of personal affliction" that shows how the integrity of the individual can "achieve 

sublimity in the vacuum of all regulatory systems."n German thinkers also wrestled 

with the normativity of Job.73 If it were merely an ancient tale, it would simply be 

one of many. If it were merely a sympathetic exploration of human suffering, it 

might well be superseded. Herder's response was to attend both to the historical 

situation and to the section of universal, psychological terrain illuminated by 

Hebrew literature. Herder presented the Old Testament as a coherent body of lit­

erature that expressed the particular genius of the Israelite Volk. For Herder, the 

normativity of the Hebrew Bible, its value as a guide to modern life, lay not in its 

doctrines but rather in a Hebraic model for developing an authentic literary cul­

ture: through "differentiation and emulation, Hebrew poetry would be transfigured 
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into an exemplar of German national literature:,74 The book of Job was ground 

zero for this attempt. Unlike Herder and Warburton, Michaelis did not see the value 
of Job in its status as a piece of national literature. Instead, it was the foundation for 

his philosophy of religion. What distinguished Michaelis from other philosophi­

cally minded interpreters, though, was his commitment to philology. Hebrew lan­

guage and antiquities were a natural point of departure for him, and they brought 

Michaelis once again to the figure of Moses. 

Michaelis believed that Moses was the author of the book of Job. His reasons 

for believing this fell into two categories. The first concerns Moses' unique history 

and cultural background. Michaelis argued that several details in the book of 

Job require deep familiarity with Egyptian culture and natural history. The book 

mentions African animals such as the elephant (40:15-24) and the crocodile (40:25-

41:26). It also describes commercial activities for which Egypt was known: papyrus­

making (8:11-12) and gold-mining (22:24-25; 28:1-28). There are allusions to prac­

tices that began in Egypt and only spread to west Asia centuries after (Michaelis 

believed) the book of Job was written. These include the use of horses in battle 

(39:19-25) and the creation of sacred burial complexes (Michaelis translates khora­

vot in 3:14 as "mortuary shrines" not "ruins").75 The book also shows familiarity 

with the geography of greater Arabia. Since the book was certainly composed in 

Hebrew, only an Israelite who was raised in Egypt and who lived in Egypt's eastern 

desert could have written the book. Also noteworthy is the fact that the book shows 

no real familiarity with Palestine. For Michaelis, these circumstances point clearly 
to Moses. 

A second category concerns literary evidence. Michaelis identified many con­

cepts, poetic images, and vocabulary common only to Job, the Pentateuch, and 

Psalm 90. Since he believed that Moses was the author of the Pentateuch and Psalm 

90, then special vocabulary also found in Job would naturally signal Mosaic author­

ship of Job. Michaelis's list of parallels is very extensive, but a few examples will 

suffice here. Common poetic images include a description of very ancient times as 

the time "before the hills or mountains were born" (Job 15:7 and Ps 90:2), of the 

abode of the dead as an island beyond the sea (Ps 90:10; Deut 30:13; Job 26:5), and 

of human vitality as coming from the breath of God (Job 27:3 and Gen 2:7). Rare 

vocabulary common to Job and other Mosaic writings include shekhin "boils" (Job 

2:7; Ex 9:10-11; Deut 28:27,35; Lev 13:18-20), 'akhu "reed grass" (Job 2:7; Gen 41:2, 

18), 'alumim in the sense of "hidden sins" (Job 20:11; Ps 90:8), and qadim in the 

sense of "eastern storm wind" (Job 27:21 and Ex 14:21). Because Michaelis believed 

that Moses wrote the book of Job at midlife, years before he returned to EgypJ and 

brought the Israelites to Sinai, it did not trouble him that there are no references 

to the Mosaic law in the book of Job. Michaelis nevertheless discerned interesting 

parallels between the Mosaic law and the morality of the book of Job. He saw a 
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connection between an implicit condemnation of those who strip their debtors by 

taking clothing in repayment (Job 22:6; 24:3,7-9) and laws against taking a neigh­

bor's cloak as surety for a loan (Deut 24:10-13 and Ex 22:26-27). Michaelis also 

related an unfavorable description of those who abuse servants by withhol~ing 

food (Job 24:10-11) and the law against muzzling the ox while it treads out the grain 

(Deut 25:4).76 Finally, for good measure, Michaelis mentioned that he had the sup­

port of tradition.77 

Mosaic authorship was crucial to Michaelis's interpretation of Job. Equally 

i'mportant was his understanding of the book's genre. As the Warburton c.ontro­

versy indicates, there were two main options. Either the book was seen as a"irue 

story of a historical figure, or it was a moralistic fable. It pained Michaelis a little to 

break ranks with his colleagues and teachers-Albert Schultens, Robert Lowth, and 

his own father-but he was convinced that the book could not be read profitably as 

a true story.78 If it were a transcript of actual conversations, how could one decide 

with certainty what the central idea (Meinung) of the book was? How could one 

distinguish the true ideas from the false ones? When classical writers like Cicero 

create fictional conversations, one is able to extract from them the author's opin­

ion.79 Michaelis thus assumed that fictionalized dialogues manifest the Tende~z of 

the author in a more or less straightforward way. A transcript of actual dialogues, 

though, does not allow the reader to draw out a single. coherent meaning. It is a 

literary orphan. By making the book of Job a moralistic fable, Michaelis treated it 

as a unified literary creation with a particular message. Just as Michaelis could not 

see the value of an authorless, fragmented Pentateuch, he was not willing to sacri­

fice Job's philosophical contribution on the altar of literary criticism. 

According to Michaelis, Moses wrote the book of Job when he was a stateless 

exile in the land of Midi an. At that point, he had fallen far, from prestige and power 
at the Egyptian court to a liminal existence in the desert. The vicissitudes of his life 

to that point presumably prompted reflection on the meaning and consequences of 

piety. for Moses' good deeds to that point had apparently not gone unpunished. He 

thus wrote the book of Job as a moralistic fable reflecting on th~ problematic rela­

tion between piety and prosperity, wickedness and misfortune. Michaelis's concise 

summary of the book's moral philosophy is worth quoting at length: 

Fortune and misfortune, even those that are most intense and last one's 

whole life, are not apportioned in this life according to what one 

deserves. Often one sees that the virtuous prosper and the wicked suffer 

misfortune, but often one sees the exact opposite: the virtuous suffer 

external misfortune until the end of life as the most wicked live the 

happiest possible lives, peaceful and respectable until the end. The stage 

of divine justice is not in this world; we believe in it but see it not: there 
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is a life after death, full of rewards and punishments and including a 

bodily resurrection, and in this future world the virtuous will prosper 
and the evil suffer.so 

In Job's world (and in our own), fortune and misfortune are not apportioned justly. 

According to Michaelis, Moses responded to this state of affairs by affirming that 

the "stage of divine justice" is not in this world but in the next. In doing so, he safe­

guarded both justice and morality. The conduct of the individual, however unfairly 

repaid in this world, is nevertheless warranted by future, justly distributed rewards 

and punishments. The doctrine of future punishments and rewards in the hook of 

Job serves as a counterpoint to Michaelis's portrait of Moses as an irenic legislator. 

The Mosaic law was wise, Michaelis argued, because it did not overreach religious 

boundaries and compel belief in any doctrine. Recognizing that belief in divine 

judgment was nevertheless essential to morality and civic order, Michaelis attrib­

uted this belief to Moses by virtue of his philosophical insight as the author of Job. 
He was, in short, the consummate leader. 

But does the book of Job, in. fact, teach that the soul is immortal and that it will 

stand on the "stage of divine justice" in the next life? Though Michaelis insisted that 

it did, he was forced to resort to inventive translation to make his case. By his read­

ing, Job stood against his friends in maintaining that justice is only meted out in the 

next world. Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar all tried in different ways to convince Job 

that God's governance of this world includes just deserts and that Job's suffering 

must therefore correspond to some sin on his part. Job, though, refused to allow 

that there was a necessary connection between one's moral state and his lot in this 

life. The linchpin to Michaelis's argument is "Job's famous statement in chapter 19. 

Michaelis called this verse ((the golden confession of [Job's] certain hope in a resur­

rection and in an effusive blessedness in a future life."SJ Michaelis translates verses 
25 through 27 as follows: 

I know that my savior lives! Someday, another "I" will arise from 
the dust, 

My skin, this food for boils, will be different; And I will see God 
out of my own body, 

I will see him for myself, My eyes, and not a stranger will see him.s2 

The key verse is 19:25b: "Someday, another Twill arise from the dust."83 In Michae­

lis's translation, it reads like a clear declaration from Job that, because of a living 

savior (19:25a), he will rise (aufstehen) from the dead in his own physical body in 

order to face God's judgment. 19:25b presents problems to any translator, but 

Michaelis, in fashioning a ugolden confession" from this verse, was unusually ten­

dentious. The verb in 19:25b (C1p') is third person singular (lit. "he/she/it will 

arise"). Yet Michaelis makes this verb correspond to the subject of the first-person 
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verb ('nlil") in 19:25a (lit. "I know"), with the result that Job awkwardly refers to 

himself in the third person. A second problem is the word 'P,nN (lit. ulatter" or 

«last"). Michaelis appears to have translated it twice: adjectivally in the sense of a 

related but different word"'il1N (lit. "another") and adverbially as dereinst ("some­

day"). He then supplies a subject not found anYwhere in the verse (Ich) and creates 

the clause: "Somed~y another T will arise." Finally, Michaelis translates the fairly 

unproblematic 1t1S1?P (lit. ((upon the dust" or ('upon the earth") as 'Jrom the dust" 

(aus dem Staube). By making a series of questionable maneuvers, Michaelis placed 

in Job's mouth a bold confession of faith in a future bodily resurrection. 

Unfortunately for Michaelis, this confusing verse is the clearest reference iii"the 

book to any expectation of resurrection and vindication after death. The other 

verses that he adduced rely on readings that are even more speculative than the one 

underlying his translation of 19:25b.84 If Michaelis seems cavalier, it is partly because 

he regarded the willingness to take certain exegetical liberties as a mark of intel­

lectual freedom. In this, Luther was his model. Perhaps Michaelis drew inspiration 

from the fact that Luther's own translation oOob 19:25 (UI know that my savior lives 

and that he will awaken me from the earth in the hereafter") was a nonliteral, clearly 

Christianized rendering of the Hebrew. In his preface. to the Deutsche Obersetzung, 
Michaelis praised the Reformer, above all, for exercising natural powers of judg­

ment and a certain "freedom of thought" that allowed him to escape the taint of 

two particular "Jewish prejudices": that the consonantal text is perfect and that the 

Masoretic pointings are correct.85 Luther was able to produce an intelligent, authen­

tic German translation precisely because he rejected these two beliefs. Instead of 

offering a literal translation that was slavishly true to defective texts, Luther pro­

duced a Bible that was instead the work of a ufree spirit" alive to the meaning of the 

biblical text.86 Ranging across the linguistic ruins of an old philosophical fable, 

Michaelis's Own free spirit found the true faith of Moses and the key to a rational 

and morally satisfying religion. 

Conclusion 

In his effort to provide a paragon of classical Israel, Michaelis delivered a Moses 

who was no longer recognizably Israelite. In one sense, this was an ironic result. As 

we have seen, Michaelis constantly insisted on the need for erudition and knowl­

edge of the geographically, historically, and linguistically particular. His treatments 

of Moses bristle with philological detail; they are strewn with ancient Near Eastern 

antiquities. This learning, however, never coalesced into a clear image of a distinct 

Israelite leader. Rather, Michaelis used his scholarship to make Moses into an 

abstraction, a vessel for philosophical doctrines, whose identity and significance 
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transcended Israel altogether. Thus, Moses' worship of Yahweh became a sane, 

rational, and irenic monotheism. Cultic laws became examples of a universal eudai­
monism. The book of Job, revered by Lowth and the English preromantics for its 
tenacious particularity, became, in Michaelis's hands, a philosophical fable teaching 

general religious truths like the doctrine of future rewards and punishments. It is 

tempting to characterize Michaelis, who seemed to have one foot in the "philo­

sophical" eighteenth century and the other in the "historical" nineteenth century, as 

a transitional figure. 

The temptation should be resisted. It is clear that Michaelis projected Enlight­

enment values onto his reading of the Bible. Yet he was not groping after irreducible 

historical particulars by employing philosophical frameworks, as the characteriza­

tion above suggests. The reception of Homer provides a useful parallel. In her valu­

able study of Homer in the eighteenth century, Kirsti Simonsuuri chronicles the 

development of notions of Homeric genius. She observes a shift from neoclassical 
admiration of Homer as the "traditionally eminent poet" to a dominant form of 

Homeric criticism, at the end of the eighteenth century, based on the notion that 
"Homer" was the "collective voice of a tribal society."s7 As Homer's traditi~nal 

authority declined in this period, his identities as a primitive bard, an ingenious 

poet close to nature, and an organ of an ancient vox populi came into clearer focus. 

It was a shift from universal to particular. Michaelis's younger contemporaries, 

Herder and Schiller for example, staked a-great deal on particularity. They made it 

the basis for a new kind of cultural authority. Moderns ought to imitate the ancients, 

they believed, but they should do so formally and not materially, respecting them as 

authentic embodiments of specific cultures rather than as trustworthy bearers of 
timeless truth. On this view, the Germans must imitate the Greeks in order to 

become better Germans. 

As we saw in chapter 3, Gottingen neohumanists did not share these anxieties 

about cultural self-possession. A greater degree of confidence in the stability of 

their own cultural identity and in the value of their religious inheritance yielded a 

different environment for the study of the past. Michaelis understood the allure of 
particularity but saw it, ultimately, as a component of a rooted cosmopolitanism. 

He could embrace and advance new research on the ancient context of the Bible 

without feeling compelled to surrender to its vision of life. At the same time, 

it seemed obvious to him as a Western intellectual that the Bible had enduring 

value. By recovering Moses as a classical figure, Michaelis balanced the demands 

of Wissenschaft for a critical, historical engagement with his subject against the 

deep commitment to theological irenicism and social utility required by his uni­

versity context. That his Moses was no longer recognizably Israelite does not mean 

that Michaelis backslid unwittingly (as many eighteenth-century polymaths 

are said to have done) from history into philosophy, from particularity back into 
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universality. The question for Michaelis was not an idl~ inquiry into who Moses was 
as a historical individual. His question was larger and more interesting. He wanted 

to know whether Moses and the Bible as a whole were capable of bearing the full 
weight of Western culture. Michaelis sensed that for a historical figure, even one as 

great as Moses, to bear such a burden, it was not enough to be strong and wise. He 

also needed deep roots In a classical past. 



Conclusion 

Can one know the past if one does not even understand the present?­

And who will take the right concepts from the present, without knowing 
the future? 

-Johann Georg Hamann. Kleeblatt 

Hellenistischer Briefe ('762) 

Few things about Michaelis's scholarly project are more interesting than 

this: its methods lived on well into the modern era even as its principal 

ideal, the recovery of a classical Israel, did not. As a German university 
professor. 3n expert on the ancient Near East, and a lifelong Lutheran. 
Michaelis balanced a variety of interests and loyalties: some complemen­

tary. many conflicting. Taken together, they lend vitality to a complex 
image of a scholar of the Bible forging a new path at the postconfessional 

Enlightenment university. Refracted one way, it is the image simply of 
another half-forgotten figure in an eighteenth-century landscape already 
crowded with brilliant minds. Seen another way, though, it is a reflection 
of a brief but consequential moment in which Western biblical interpre­

tation suddenly seemed to lurch back to life and, unexpectedly, regain its 
feet. How and why it did so is an important question, one that, as we 
have seen, has a good deal to do with Michaelis and the University of 
Gottingen. Much of what Michaelis tried to do came to naught. Other 

aspects of his legacy proved durable and decisive. Nevertheless, when 
seen in its broadest outlines from our twenty-first-century vantage 
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point, Michaelis's project must ·be judged a clear (but qualified) success. In what 

follows, I will explain these judgments. 

The fading discipline of "classics" still belongs to Greece and Rome. One rea­

son that Michaelis failed to make Israel a classical civilization on a par with Greece 

and Rome is that his reconstruction of ancient Israel did not, even in his lifetime. 

stand up to the demands of the newer critical science. The most eloquent witness 

to this fact is Michaelis's own student and successor at Gottingen, J. G. Eichhorn. 
To Eichhorn, Michaelis was a father of German biblical criticism and a pioneer in 

the use of "ancillary" disciplines like ethnography, geography, and comparative 

Semitic philology to interpret the Bible. With the publication or"Michaelis's anno­
tated translation of the Old Testament, Eichhorn believed, "a new period of biblical 

exegesis began:'] After training scores of scholars in the art of research and teach­

ing to full lecture halls year after year, Michaelis became, according to Eichhorn, "a 

true teacher of Europe.',2 Yet Eichhorn also notes in his retrospective on Michae­

lis's life that he outlived his influence, lingering on while his research, contribu­

tions. and even his assumptions became passe. The chief reason for this, according 
to Eichhorn, was that Michaelis's Israel, in the end~ was only a figment of historical 

imagination. Michaelis's commitment to the classical venerability of Israel hin­

dered his project. His work was characterized by contradictory impulses to recover 

the historically primitive and to revere it, at the same time, as wise. The evidence, 

for example, did not support Michaelis's vision of Moses as a "poet-philosopher" 

with "comprehensive knowledge of the natural world" and a "wealth of additional 

learning." Eichhorn, who seized enthusiastically upon Astruc's source-critical 

approach, denied that the historical Moses was accessible to the biblical reader in 

any straightforward way. Moreover, proper historical understanding required the 

recognition of a more fundamental disjunction between the intellectual world of 
the primitive, Oriental past and modern sensibilities of truth. science, and knowl­

edge. Without clear evidence for the reconstruction of Israelite natural and politi­

cal philosophy, Eichhorn favored a presumption of difference, not similarity. 

Attempts to connect ancient Israelite thOUght with developments in modern phi­
losophy. for example, were bound to involve anachronism and distortion. 

Eichhorn was not the only member of his generation to find Michaelis's 

historical sense lacking. J. G. Herder complained that Michaelis, the learned Oriental­

ist. did not really understand Oriental culture: he did not grasp its spirit. Michaelis's 

numerous researches merely amounted, in Herder's judgment. to a lifeless and inco­

herent collection of information. In the end. Michaelis manufactured a senseless 

"Near Eastern mythology" comprised of amusing images.and catalogs of parallel 
passages from ancient sources. He offered mere "notions" that failed to convey the 

"context, value, sense. and understanding" of the Israelites. Michaelis, for all his 

learning, simply did not possess what Herder called the «feel of the Orient:,3 To 
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Herder, the Mosaic law expressed a form. an ideal of national life connected to an 

irreducible cultural whole. For Herder, the specific laws <'embrace the whole char­

acter and mode of thinking of the nation" and "all the peculiar qualities of 

the country." History, geography, language. and especially poetry formed a seam­
less nation·al culture. To understand the Israelites one must recognize that every­

thing connects to everything else: "their law, every season of the year, every fertile 

spot and watered glen, but still more their religious worship, with its festivals and 

ceremonies." From this, Herder maintains, flows "the genuine national spirit of 

the Psalms and Prophets.,,4 The laws of Moses cannot be isolated from one 

another, analyzed in terms of modern philosophy, and reconstructed simply":.\as 
"good European common sense:,5 The touchstone of Herder's understanding of 

Israel was its poetry, which expressed a deep connection to the land and a rugged, 
natural, and unaffected faith in Yahweh. Though it was Michaelis's scholarship that 

first allowed Herder and his generation to see ancient Israel in this light. Herder 

believed that Michaelis had not gone far enough. Michaelis's knowledge of the 

ancient world allowed him, perhaps, to see something of the ancient Moses, but it 

did not illuminate the Israelite people. Michaelis thus created an enlightened Moses 

at the expense of a benighted Israel. To Herder, Moses' greatness lay precisely in 

his ability to create laws that expressed the genius of the Valk, the theocratic ideal 

at the heart of ancient Israelite cultural identity. Michaelis's erudite rationaliza­

tions of Mosaic laws did not penetrate this ethos. Divorced from a nationalistic 

conception of poetry, Michaelis's explanations, in Herder's judgment, failed to 

yield a convincing picture of the "Oriental who feels the veins of his tribe." Instead, 

they "loaned" to Moses mere "commonplaces" that were "alien to that people, 

that time, that lawgiver:;6 
Herder's own work on language, philosophy. and history show that in the last 

quarter of the eighteenth century, the atmosphere was changing. In the German 

lands. the enthusiasm for Orientalistik generated by Michaelis proved to be the 

undoing, ironically, of his classical project. The movement toward distinctness and 

cultural incommensurability -that was exemplified by Herder emerged from the 

edifice of biblically oriented ancient Near Eastern scholarship that Michaelis built 
at the university. At the center of Michaelis's work was a denial of the theological 

exceptionalism that tended to characterize earlier, confessional interpretation of 

the Old Testament. Michaelis's Israelites became flesh-and-blood denizens of 

antiquity just as European intellectuals were turning to the ancient world to recover 

cultural resources outside the Christian tradition. It was precisely because Michae­

lis and others succeeded in embedding the Bible in this antiquity that their succes­

sors. the vaunted generation of Goethe and Herder. possessed the confidence and 

critical tools to leave the Christian tradition behind and fan out into the wider 

Mediterranean-especially Greece and Egypt-and points east, notably Persia, 
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Babylon. and India. Within d~cades of Michaelis's greatest achievements. a new 

Orientalism inclined toward "cultural radicalism." the destruction of "Western 

self~satisfaction," and the diminishment of Christianity began to take shape.7 The 

study of Arabic, for example, had long been regarded principally as a' help to 

Hebrew philology. Yet figures like Johann Jakob Reiske, who grew up at Halle but 

later gave up on the Bible, showed that "ancillary" disciplines no longer needed 

theological justification. Toward the end of his life in 1774 he declared that, as a 
"martyr" of Arabic literature. the «so~ca1led holy philology" associated with the 

Old Testament was entirely a matter of indifference to him.s The shift is also appar­

ent in the career of Friedrich Schlegel, who studied with Michaelis at Gottingen in 
the heyday of Hebrew Orientalism. After his studies, Schlegel left for Jena and 

immersed himself in Greek literature in the 1790S. Early in the nineteenth century, 

though, he played an important role in the rise of Sanskrit studies, which by that 

time had begun to eclipse Hebrew as the oldest and most venerable Eastern lan­

guage. As his scholarship matured, he struggled to locate ancient Israel in the his­

tory of world literature; he tried vainly to support a vestigial attachment to the 
sacredness of Hebrew. Yet even Schlegel's modest efforts in this regard exceeded 

those made by his contemporaries who, after 1800, gave up on Hebrew altogether.9 

The frontier of Orientalism moved east, stranding ancient Israel and its small lin­
guistic corpus in a disciplinary no-man's-land. 

Classical Israel also faced competition on its western front. As we have seen. 
German philhellenism became a powerful movement in the final quarter of the 

eighteenth century. Unlike the pacific neohumanism of Gesner and Heyne, the fer­

vid idealism of Goethe's circle propelled its members outward into new institutions 

and endeavors designed to overcome traditional Christian culture. Fichte and 

Schelling. in particular, argued that the content of the theological tradition had to 

be reanalyzed in historical and philosophical terms in order to be readmitted to the 
university.lo Wilhelm von Humboldt. perhaps the most ardent of the philhellen­

ists, was tasked with organizing the new university at Berlin in 1809. He decided 

ultimately to keep theology and the other humanistic disciplines housed in separate 
faculties. In this arrangement, history, philosophy, and classics became the center 

of gravity for Humboldtian WissenschaJt, leaving a (Michaelian) scientific study of 

Israel on the margins. Moreover, the classical image that Israel briefly enjoyed gave 

way. in the early nineteenth century, to its older, more familiar Judaic one. Largely 

because of Schleiermacher's influential reformulation of Protestant faith, the study 

of the Bible retained a place in academic theology-yet Schleiermacher's religion, 

with its negative attitudes toward Judaism, assigned no value to an ancient Israel 
understood on its own terms. The German rei~vention of a non-Judaic Christian­

ity on the one hand and the philhellenism of Berlin luminaries like Humboldt and 
Wolf on the other left little room for a classical Israel. These' two movements also 
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coincided, as Sheehan has shown, with a resurgence of anti-Jewish cultural preju­

dice: "If Christianity was an expression of German culture, Judaism expressed the 

culture of the Jews:']] Michaelis's classical Israel was an academic casualty of these 

developments. In the end, though, even Greece and Rome ceased to be classical. 
The scientific, highly s'pecialized study of antiquity that developed at German uni­

versities in the nineteenth century gradually undermined belief in the normativity 

of classical aesthetics and moral philosophy.lZ As Grafton puts it, classical philology 
"tended inevitably to fall apart into an increasing number of sub-disciplines:' and 

as the century wore on, professors "tended to lecture more and more about less and 

less:']) 

As the foundation for Jewish and Christian. scriptural canons, the Old Testament 

held sway over vast cultures and territories for millennia. But as the remnant of a 

classic Eastern civilization, it held the interest of scholars for only a few decades. 

Michaelis's Israel was an unstable scholarly creation. It was old and exotic enough 

to stimulate a kind of romantic primitivism. but too traditional to sustain Euro­

pean tastes for the Oriental. It was familiar enough to warrant the close scrutiny of 

~ classical civilization, but on this score too distant from the springs of modern 

cultural identity; Greece and Rome proved closer. It was venerable enough to be a 

plausible part of religious scholarship, but too impoverished theologically to sus­

tain an actual community of faith. In what sense, then, did Michaelis's project 

endure? For a variety of reasons, the Israelite classical project did not succeed in 

exactly the aesthetic, philological, and historical form that Michaelis gave to it. It 

nevertheless paved the way for three ways of understanding and appropriating the 

Old Testament: as part of a cultural Bible, a scriptural Bible, and, finally, the aca­

demic Bible. Michaelis's legacy includes vital contributions to the first of these, the 

cultural Bible. But his true significance lies with the other two. It was Michaelis who 

made the academic Bible a viable alternative to the scriptural Bible in the context of 

the university. 

Jonathan Sheehan has shown what, precisely. was involved in the cultural 

transformation of biblical authority in the second half of the eighteenth century. 

According to Sheehan, the various "Enlightenment Bibles" were drawn from fields 
to which Michaelis made important contributions-history, poetry, pedagogy, and 

moral philosophy. These coalesced in the nineteenth century into a "cultural Bible" 

d "I . ,,14 Th .. that may, with justice, be called a mo ern European c asslc. e surpnsmg 

durability of the modern cultural Bible is an interesting and important story. Yet, 

from a late or postmodern perspective. it is a story that seems less relevant than it 

once did. On the one hand, the powerful resurgence of religious traditionalism in 

contemporary life has strengthened devotional and churchly reading, which is 

oriented toward the Bible as scripture and not merely as cultural material. On the 
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other hand, the alienation of the Bible from public life and the rise of ideological 
multiculturalism call the viability of the Bible as a western "classic" into question. IS 

Northrop Frye compared the Bible to the "great Boyg" of Ibsen's Peer Grnt, liken­
ing it to a massive sphinx that dominates our cultural heritage. The comparison 

was already less apt in 1982 when The Great Code was published than in the 1940S 

when Frye first confronted the Bible's hold over the imagination of William Blake. 16 

And though the image surely captures the experience of a scholar trying to uncover 

the architecture of the Western literary tradition, encountering the cultural Bible in 

recent times has been less like coming up against a great Boyg, inscrutable and 

inevitable, and more like a chance meeting with a distant relative whom one may 

or may not see again. 
In light of this, it is appropriate to examine whether the critically reconstructed 

Bible of Michaelis and others retains significance: more specifically, on religious 
grounds. The most fundamental question that one can address to Michaelis's bibli­

cal project is whether the Bible-given its particular shape, contents, and 

afterlife-can be fully comprehended in cultural categories. This question occu­

pied one of Michaelis's earliest and strongest critics, Konigsberg thinker Johann 

Georg Hamann (1730-1788), the enigmatic "Magus of the North" and father of 

Sturm und Drang. Though Hamann moved in avant-garde literary circles as a 

young man, he underwent a religious conversion and subsequently became a critic 

(though also a friend) of Kant, eventually earning a place among the well-known 

opponents of Enlightenment. He mentored Herder and inspired the generation of 
Goethe, but-and I take this to be a significant fact-he never held a university 

post. In Hamann's view, Michaelis embodied a mode of criticism that was predi­

cated on a fundamental misunderstanding of what the Bible is. For Hamann, bibli­

cal interpretation derived its importance from the divine origin of the Bible. 

Hamann was shattered by the idea of divine authorship. He opened his essay on 

biblical interpretation with the exclamation, "God, a writer!" (Gott ein Schriftstel­
lerI).17 He held this belief while fully aware of developments in biblical criticism. 

Hamann read Hebrew and Arabic, and his Latin and Greek were better still. His 

personal library was stocked with classical philology and Near Eastern reference 

works, including those of Michaelis. He possessed a sophisticated understanding of 
the historical and linguistic rootedness of the Bible, its characteristics as an artifact of 

human culture. Yet all of this erudition, Hamann believed, did not create bridges of 

understanding between the Bible and the modern Christian as Michaelis believed 

they did. On the contrary, erudition threw them down. AnCient Israel, illuminated by 

modern scholarship, did not swell in dignity and classical grandeur; it rather shrank 
into an alien, linguistically saturated pa~adox. Its stories do not exemplify accepted 

principles of human life. Instead, the Bible delves into the strange and irrational, con­

sistently confounding the senses and drawing the reader into a "nature in reverse.,,18 
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The cultural overlay of the Bible, when scrutinized by scholarship, shows the human 

character of the scriptures to be deliberately low and base. It is like the dirty rags 

used to pull Jeremiah from the well (Jer 38:11-13), the spittle formed by Jesus to heal 
the blind man (John 9:6), and David's pretended insanity in Gath (1 Sam 21:13-15).19 

The fact that these things served useful purposes, rather than transforming their 

lowliness, only highlights the extraordinary nature of the uses to which they were 

put. So it is with the Bible. One must not attend to historical and linguistic minu· 

tiae in these passages but rather cultivate perception of the divine truths to which 

they paradoxically point. The low, strange character of the biblical materials cannot 

be understood, let alone commended, apart from a·belief in their use-in a'di'(~pe 

economy of meaning. Michaelis' philology, in Hamann's view, ultimately amou~ts 
to a theologically impotent preoccupation with the debased, external forms of 

scriptural realities. 

In 1762, Hamann published a collection of ironic, allusive essays. In one of 

them, ''Aesthetica in nuce" (Aesthetics in a nutshell), Hamann attacked the futility 

of Michaelis's interpretive method from several angles. Hamann's overarching 

strategy was to question the internal coherence of a method that contextualized the 

Bible purely in human terms. An important impulse in contextualization is the 

softening of difference. Israelites, once contextualized, become, in effect, a subset of 

the Canaanites, one of many ancient Near Eastern societies. Yet, in the Bible, Israel­

ites and Canaanites were mortal enemies who dashed violently. Hamann uses this 

dichotomy to suggest a distinction between philological contextualizers, the 

pro-Canaanite party, and spiritual readers, true Israelites. Hamann sets the scene 

this way: 

Not a lyre! Nor a painter's brush! A winnowing-fan for my Muse, to clear 

the threshing-floor of holy literature! Praise to the Archangel on the 

remains of Canaan's tongue!-on white asses he is victorious in the 

contest, but the wise idiot of Greece [Le., Hamann himself1 borrows 

Euthyphro's proud stallions for the philological dispute.2o 

He casts Michaelis ("the Archangel" is a reference to St. Michael) as a Canaanite 

champion who rides into battle to cheers spoken in the "remains of Canaan's 
tongue." Hamann goes out to meet him. but not with "lyre" or "painter's brush"; 

instead, he bears a "winnowing fan" to "clear the threshing·floor of holy literature." 

That is, he will not vindicate the Bible by resorting to a demonstration of its aes­

thetic superiority (via the "lyre" or "painter's brush"). Rather, he will appear like 

John the Baptist who announced that the one to come was about to clear the thresh­

ing floor ~Y winnowing the chaff (Matt 3:12). As a more specific frame of reference 

for this confrontation between Canaanites and Israelites, Hamann draws attention 

to Judges 5, the Song of Deborah that celebrates a miraculous Israelite victory over 
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the Canaanites. He places Michaelis on the "white asses" mentioned in Jud 5:10, and 

he takes the opening epigraph (Iud 5:30) of the essay from this biblical poem. 

Hamann quotes the last part of Jud 5:30 in untranslated, unpointed Hebrew; in 

English it reads as follows: "spoil of dyed stuffs embroidered, two pieces of dyed 

work embroidered for my neck as spoil" (NRSVj italics added). In this part of the 

song, the mother of the Canaanite general Sisera waits for the return of the victori~ 

ous army, staring out her window and imagining the spoil that her son will bring 

her. The spoil she imagines will be beautiful fabric, both dyed and embroidered. It 

is a poignant scene because, as the biblical reader knows, Sisera and the Canaanites, 

defeated and killed by the Israelites in Judges 4, will never return. The epigraph, 

then, subtly compares philologists like Michaelis to Canaanite despoilers in search 

of beauty. The Bible, though, does not reward those who come to it in search of 

aesthetic satisfaction. It cuts against the grain of the ancient world, defeating the 

"Canaanites" who try to colonize it and make it part of a generic Levant. 

Playing on the title of Michaelis's 1757 treatise on the "dead" Hebrew language 

and his sponsorship of the Niebuhr expedition to Arabia, Hamann asks whether 

philology and ethnography can really deliver an adequate understanding of the 

Bible: 

Nature and Scripture then are the materials of the beautiful spirit which 

creates and imitates ... But how are we to raise the defunct language of 

Nature from the dead? By making pilgrimages to the fortunate lands of 

Arabia, and by going on crusades to the East, and by restoring their 

magic art. To steal it, we must employ old women's cunning, for that is 

the best sort. Cast your eyes down, ye idle bellies, and read what Bacon 

has to say about the magic art. Silken feet in dancing shoes will not bear 

you on such a weary journey, so be ready to accept guidance from this 

hyperbole.21 

Though Michaelis planned and conceived the dangerous and ultimately disastrous 

expedition to Arabia. he never left the comfort and safety of Gottingen. Here 

Hamann points out the hypocrisy: the scholar's "silken feet" are more used to 

dancing in polite society than to rough journeying. The deeper problem, though, is 

with the very idea that ethnography and comparative philology can replenish bibli­

cal language. In Hamman's view, Michaelis's Arabian expedition is a "pilgrimage" or 

"crusade" to the East that relies on "cunning" to extract bits of linguistic knowledge. 

Though conceived as a scientific expedition, the trip, for Hamann, was a quasi-reli­

gious, even magical attempt to find the key to biblical language. Can the name of a 

biblical plant here and a bit of biblical geography there make the word of God 

accessible to humankind? Hamann points to Bacon -to correct this way of thinking. 

In a footnote, Hamann cites Bacon's definition of magic as the exploitation of 
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correspondences between the "architectures and fabrics of things natural and 

things civil.,,22 For Hamann the natural and civil orders stem from a single divine 

source. The failure of phi1ologists and ethnographers even to see the truth in the 

."magic" to which they aspire makes them superstitious thieves. 
In yet another passage, Hamann addresses Michaelis as a "Master in. Israel;' a 

"Most Worthy and Learned Rabbi:>23 This is an allusion to' John 3:10, where Jesus 

converses with Nicodemus, a respected Jewish teacher and leader. As their conver­

sation progresses, Jesus chides Nicodemus for being a "teacher of Israel" who does 

not possess even a basic understanding of spiritual realities. In the Nicodemus pas­

sage of the "Aesthetica;' Hamann argues that language operates both in a natuiiil 

sense and in a spiritual one. 

Do the elements of the ABC lose their natural meaning, if in their 

infinite combinations into arbitrary signs they remind us of ideas which 

dwell, if not in heaven, then in our brains? But if we raise up the whole 

deserving righteousness of a scribe upon the dead body of the letter, 

what sayeth the spirit to that? Shall he be but a groom of the chamber to 

the dead letter, or perhaps a mere esquire to the deadening letter? God 

forbid!24 

If words signify intellectual or divine realities that extend metaphorically beyond 

their "normal" range, no one doubts that they can retain a natural meaning as well. 

Similarly. if biblical language can be shown to have a "natural" referent, then it is 

also capable of retaining a spiritual meaning at the same time. Interpreters who 

discover the natural dimension of biblical language are not thereby warranted in 

denying that it also operates spiritually. To abandon or subordinate the spiritual 

would be to place the whole value of the Bible on what Hamann believes is its least 

deserving part: "the dead body of the letter."2.5 Like Nicodemus, Michaelis ought to 

understand this but does not. As Hamann points out, Michaelis has "copious 

insight into physical things" like climate, weather, and geography. Yet he fails to 

realize that the "wind" blows where it wants.26 In saying this, Hamann quotes from 

John 3:8, where Jesus tells Nicodemus that the wind, like the spirit, is unpredictable. 

The word for "wind" and "spirit" is the same in Greek; this .allows Hamann to play 

on the fact that Michaelis knows about pneuma ("wind") but remains ignorant of 

pneuma ("spirit"). 
Hamann saw many things dearly and accurately. With mordant wit, he showed 

that Michaelis's approach to the Bible was not consistent with a scriptural herme­

neutic based, above all, on the authorial role of God. What he perhaps did not see 

was that this inconsistency was intentional. There is too much arrogance, too much 

condescension in Hamann's sarcasm to permit the conclusion that Hamann under­

stood Michaelis's interpretive mode to be the serious, clear-eyed. and deliberate 
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circumvention of confessional interpretation that it. in fact. was. For Hamann. the 

most troubling feature of Michaelis's project was not simply its profane. rationalis­

tic bent but rather its growing cultural authority. Hamann recognized Michaelis as 
a philological champion, a respected teacher with broad influence, and a member 

of polite society. Michaelis was, at that time. a rising star at what was fast becoming 

Germany's most renowned university. Hamann, from his decidedly nonacademic 

vantage point, discerned that the new irenic mode of reading, despite what he 

thought were its foolish pretensions, was becoming a dominant one. As this brief 

discussion of the "Aesthetica" shows, Hamann did not believe that its conceptual 

frameworks-aesthetic, philological, and scientific-actually did justice to what 
the Bible, fundamentally, was and is. And he resented the fact that those who 

employed it, Michaelis above all, were in a position to shape the future. 

In the future that Michaelis envisioned, it is the academic Bible. and not the scrip­

tural one, that shapes culture. Michaelis created the academic Bible in the first place 

by ge~erating new conceptual frameworks for biblical interpretation. In order to 

interpret the Bible. one must have a point of reference outside the passage he or she 
is interpreting. Biblical texts can only be interpreted in relation to something else: a 

concept, a question. a belief, a historical reality. Convinced of the fundamental 

unity of their canonical Bibles, rabbinic and patristic interpreters, for example, 

read biblical verses in light of other biblical verses in order to generate or illuminate 

meanings that reach across scripture as a whole. Similarly, confessional interpreters 

study the Bible in light of creeds. councils, and catechisms, applying theological 

judgments expressed there to the exegesis of specific passages. When they read the 

Bible as scripture, they draw interpretive contexts from traditions. rules, or con­
cerns that flow from their specific religious identities. To men and women of the 

Enlightenment, though, it was precisely the particularity and incommensurability 

of these religious identities that had led to war. fraud. and superstition in mod­
ern life. As impediments to the kind of moral, irenic, and happy society that 

Enlightenment figures hoped to create, they had to be disallowed. To cameralists like 

Mtinchhausen and loyal professors like Michaelis, the goal was social transforma­
tion, and the university was the engine of that transformation. 

Michaelis succeeded. then. in creating frames of reference that allowed profes­

sors and students to engage the Bible and employ interesting frameworks not 

dependent on religious identity. To name these frameworks is to mark how deci­

sive his work was in this regard. Though archaeology had not yet come into its own 
as a scientific discipline, Michaelis and Heyne had begun to show that a full under­

standing of ancient literature could have as much to do with geography, climate, 

numismatics. and sculpture as with explicitly theological resources. Michaelis was 

the first biblical scholar in Germany to make extensive use of travel literature and 
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contemporary ethnography. unraveling linguistic questions, investigating biblical 

botany and zoology, and integrating knowledge of Near Eastern customs and 
societies into biblical interpretation. Though not a pioneer in the use 'of Hebrew's 

cognate languages (what Schlozer would later call "Semitic" languages), Michaelis, 

through his widely used grammars and innumerable specialized studies, did more 

to carry the field forward in the middle decades of the eighteenth century than any 

other German scholar. Some, like Reiske and. before him, Albert Schultens, were 

better Arabists. Many were better, certainly, in Talmud and Rabbinic Hebrew, 

though in knowledge ofSyriac and Ethiopic Michaelis perhaps stood out. Yet it was 

his mastery of all these languages, his successful efforts to clarify their relati6ns~to 

one another, and his clear demonstration of how to use them in biblical exegesis 

that put the modern discipline of comparative Semitic philology in his debt. From 

the English Michaelis absorbed new approaches'to critical philology and poetics, 

which he subsequently introduced into German scholarship. Benjamin Kennicott 

stimulated his interest in textual criticism, modeling new methods for the collec­

tion and comparison of variants across a wide array of ancient versions. Under this 

influence Michaelis became an enthusiastic and undisciplined textual emender. 

Ultimately it fell to Michaelis's student Eichhorn to bring German textual criticism 

under control, but Michaelis's mediating role in this case should not be dim'in~ 
ished. Finally, Michaelis deserves credit for putting Lowthian poetics on the Euro­

pean critical agenda. Because Michaelis showed that Lowth's insights could 

successfully withstand and, indeed, assimilate Near Eastern erudition. the category 
of "biblical poetry" gained a currency that it retains to the present day. The growth 

and unification of these disciplines-ethnography, history, comparative Semi tics, 

textual science, and biblical poetics-constitute the durable legacy of Michaelis. 
Anyone who has studied the Bible at a modern university will recognize the success 

of Michaelis's methodological achievement. In his lifetime. the study of the Bible 

found a new home in the philosophical faculty. Theologia exegetica became "bibli~ 

cal studies:' Under Michaelis's leadership, the university became the host of a new 

interpretive mode that at the time seemed as rigorous. coherent. and totalizing as 
traditional and confessional modes had been for centuries. The scattered researches 

of earlier skeptics and freethinkers, though every bit as critical, did not coalesce 

into a compelling interpretive program until unified at the university. Guided by 

methods.and assumptions that reinforced the statism and irenicism of the Enlight­

enment cameralists, the new discipline of biblical studies allowed practitioners to 

create a post-confessional Bible by reconstructing a pre-confessional Israel. 
Yet it would be a mistake to think of these methodological innovations col­

lectively as "historical criticism" of the Bible or, worse, as the "historical-critical 

method" of biblical study. These remain the most common ways of referring to the 

tradition of modern biblical criticism nOW established at universities and seminaries. 
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The fact that these labels are prevalent shows that contemporary ways of thinking 

about the modern study of the Bible have been shaped to a great degree by ques­
tions that only really gained urgency and paradigmatic proportions in the nine­
teenth century. These came to the fore in debates concerning the historical Jesus, 

the reliability of biblical prehistory vis-a.-vis geology and biology, the implications 

of Wellhausian source criticism, the Lagardean quest for the Urtext, the researches 

of the religionsgeschichtliche Schule (History of Religions School), the challenges of 
pan-Babylonianism, the results of "biblical archaeology:' and so on. It is important 

to remember that modern biblical criticism had already taken definitive shape long 
before questions of history, historicity, and historicization came to occupy, indeed 

dominate, the attention of critical interpreters and their churchly interlocutors. 

This is not to say, of course, that historical questions were unimportant in the 

eighteenth-century Enlightenment context. As we have seen, and as intellectual his­
torians like Peter Hanns Reill and, more recently, Michael Carhart have shown, the 

historical reflexes of the Au/klarer were strong and well exercised. In Michaelis's 

time, the ancient context of biblical language and literature was already a natural 

place to work out the significance of the moribund scriptural Bible for modern 

society. Yet, as this study and Jonathan Sheehan's before it have shown, history was 

only one dimension of a broader cultural recovery that included aesthetics. moral 

philosophy, and political theory as well. This indicates. at the very least, that "his­

torical criticism" and modern criticism are not coterminous. 

Historical questions. then, do not bring us to the core of the modern critical 
project. Historical critics once believed that unfettered inquiry would produce 

compelling truths about the history of the Bible that would ultimately guide theol­

ogy and religion away from tradition and toward reconciHation with science and 

philosophy. To a great degree, then. debates between modern biblical critics and 

traditional readers have been staged in the courtroom of history. They begin, typ­

ically, with the historical veracity of the Bible and then radiate outward. Consider 

the following progression. What does modern historical science, informed by 

epigraphy. comparative philology. paleontology, and archaeology, reveal about 
the truth of the Bible and the people and events behind it? How, if at all, can the 

results of modern scholarship, once established, be coordinated with traditional 

beliefs about the Bible? What becomes of the doctrine of inspiration if the two are 

not compatible? What are the implications of these questions for larger notions 

concerning God and humankind, faith and reason, and science'and religion? How 

do they bear on the choice among religious options oriented toward liberalism. 
conservatism, traditionalism, and fundamentalism? And so on. The point here is 

that. despite the fact that modern biblical criticism seems fundamentally con­

cerned with history, historical inquiry has served as a way to engage larger moral 
and religious questions. 
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Now that historical criticism proper has succumbed to a form of late modern 

fatigue, we see with new clarity that historical questions have always been epiphe­

nomenal. As I indicated in chapter I, biblical studies have entered a period of crisis 

having to do, among other things. with methodological disarray, lack of consensus 

on key questions. the triviality of a great deal of historical scholarship, and a prob­
lematic relation to the Bible's religious readership.27 It is not surprising that prom­

inent scholars seeking to clarify the nature and purpose of the discipline have 
begun to jettison historical criticism. John Barton. for example, has proposed that 

modern criticism be divorced from historical criticism and understood in terms of 

its Renaissance humanist roots.28 Barton argues that the discipline ought to'he 
called simply «biblical criticism" in order to reflect its essential nature as a first­

order literary operation aimed at making sense of the biblical text, whether this 

sense-making involves the familiar historical contextualizations or not. Barton 

believers, furthermore, that the literary operations of biblical criticism are simply 

expressions of intellectual attentiveness necessary to the reading of any text and 

that they are, therefore, religiously neutral or, more accurately, that they are read­

erly operations that logically precede religious judgments. By conceding the 

failures of historical criticism, Barton offers a way forward. Despite the fresh a~d 
incisive quality of many of his observations. though. his larger thesis is not persua­

sive. It is one thing to shed the historicism of modern criticism, but quite another 

to shed its modernity. Barton wants to avoid responsibility for modernist episte­

mologies by identifying the discipline with a "biblical criticism" that he discerns in 
ancient, medieval, and Renaissance interpretation.29 Whatever is gained by reduc­

ing biblical criticism to a timeless intelle,ctual procedure, though, is offset by a 

significant loss of historical perspective. The similarities that are uncovered across 

periods are real but trivial. To argue for a timeless biblical criticism is to suggest 

that vast changes in the assumptions. social contexts, and institutional realities of 

biblical interpretation are ultimately superficial. Julius Africanus, Richard Simon, 
and Robert Lowth may share certain readerly impulses, but more is lost than gained 

in designating them all simply as "biblical critics." Finally, Barton is conscious of 

the work of Brevard Childs. Childs argued that modern criticism, preoccupied 

with the speculative prehistory of biblical texts, fails to account for the aspects of 

the Bible about which we actually know the most: the religious' afterlife of texts 

and their assimilation into the canons of communities of faith. Barton believes 

that critical attention to the literary contours of the text itself, though, must oper­

ate prior to and independently of the Bible's religious Nachleben.
30 

In maintaining 
this, Barton simply reaffirms commitment to the modern textual hermeneutic 

that grew out of the Reformation controversies (see chapter 1). He does not over­

turn Childs's point that the "text" which Barton hopes to honor is not a text at all, 

but rather, on historical grounds, a canon of scripture formed and transmitted by 
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communal, traditional reading practices at odds with Barton's methodological 
individualism. 

Another prominent biblical scholar, John Collins, has also abandoned historiw 

cal criticism, though he has not admitted to doing SO.31 In a 2005 volume containw 

ing lectures from the previous year, Collins's purpose was to assess the relation of 

postmodern biblical criticism (including deconstructionist, feminist, liberationist, 

and postcolonial interpretation) to historical criticism. By arguing that postmodw 

ern interpretive strategies can be fully assimilated into modern biblical criticism 

(which Collins calls "historical criticism"), Collins aims to redeem the discipline 

from irrelevance and defend it from methodological supersessionism. In his judg­

ment, postmodern interpretation is only an extension of historical criticism,despite 

the fact that postmodernists programmatically deny the objectivity, knowability, 

and truthfulness of history. Postmodern criticism and historical criticism are ulti­

mately compatible, in Collins's view, because the real value of historical criticism is 

its usefulness in structuring a nonconfessional mode of discourse. As Collins says, 

the "historical focus has been a way of getting distance from a text, of respecting its 

otherness"; it allows "participants" to structure a "conversation" about the Bible 

according to academic rules.32 Postmodern methods may ignore, deny, or even 

demonize historical research, but they are just as useful in structuring academic 

conversations. As a result, Collins concludes, they are an asset to "historical criti­

cism." What is left of Collins's method after this engagement with postmodernism 

is not historical criticism but rather academic criticism. The point here is not to 

denigrate Collins's maneuver but rather to benefit from the astute observations 

behind it. After all, the realizations that questions of social location and of the polw 

itics of inquiry are actually the most urgent ones in contemporary "historical criti­

cism" and that these comport nicely with postmodern critiques of conventional 

scholarship constitute a genuine and important insight. 33 

With the recent pronouncements of Barton and Collins, we have moved beyond 

the "historical" nineteenth century and returned, I believe, to the eighteenth. Bibli­

cal scholars at the Enlightenment university were employees of the state charged 

with creating a way of studying the Bible that would allow it to nourish a common 

life on new principles. They set aside the scriptural Bible, bound as it was to the 

confessional identities that had torn Europe apart. In a decisive moment, Michaelis 

lent his talents and energies to the creation of a new academic Bible keyed to the 

unifying power of the postconfessional state. In doing so, he showed that academic 

criticism could not only generate new interpretive frameworks, it could also prow 

vide the study of a textualized Bible with a hospitable place-the philosophical fac­

ulty of the university-and a useful social purpose-the reinforcement of religious 

irenicism. Michaelis revivified the Bible in order to enrich and shore up a social and 

cultural order based on a generic, progressive Protestantism. Like Michaelis's, 
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Collins's principal academic interest is ultimately a moral one. He wants to protect a 

version of academic freedom and to fight fundamentalism by using scholarship to 

defeat religious certitude.34 Michaelis and Collins both have serious moral projects, 

and both believe that these are integral to scholarship itself. It is not surprising that 

Collins sees himself as an heir, most of all, of the Enlightenment.35 That he does so 

as a biblical scholar fully committed to history and philology while disdainful of 

confessional interpretation is a testimony to the durability of Michaelis's legacy. 

What, finally. of the scriptural Bible? In this story, it has been the shadowy counw 

terpart to the academic Bible forged during the Enlightenment. Though perhaps 

only a shade, it has lived on in religious communities as long as men and womel'fhave 

revered its authority. A full account of the relationship between the scriptural Bible 

and its counterparts is beyond the scope of this work. In conduding this study, 

though, I would like to offer a brief reflection. r believe that the scriptural Bible and 

the academic Bible are fundamentally different creations oriented toward rival inter~ 

pretive communities. Though in some ways homologous, they can and should func­

tion independently if each is to retain its integrity. While it is true that the scriptural 

reader and the academiC interpreter can offer information and insights that the other 

finds useful or interesting, they remain, in the end, loyal to separate authorities. I 

grant the moral seriousness of the modern critiCal project and, to a modest degree, 

the social and political utility of the academic Bible. I also grant the intellectual value 

of academic criticism. A rational, irenic study of the Bible supported by state resources 

and disciplined by academic standards cultivated across a range of fields has pro­

duced, in a relatively short time, an astonishing amount of useful information. It has 

become dear, though, that academic criticism in its contemporary form cannot offer 

a coherent, intellectually compelling account of what this information is actually for. 

What critics like Collins have done as a result is to shift the rationale for modern 

criticism away from the intellectual and back toward the social and moral. There is 

value in the social and moral by-products of academic criticism, in things like toler~ 

ance, reasonableness, and self-awareness. The problem is that these rather thin, pale 

virtues seem only thinner an·d paler when compared to the classic virtues associated 

with the scriptural Bible: instead of bland tolerance, love that sacrifices self; instead of 

an agreeable reasonability, hope that opens the mind to goodness and greatness that 

it has not yet fully imagined; and instead of critical selfwawareness, faith that inspires 

and animates the human heart. Academic criticism tempe~s belief, while scriptural 

reading edifies and directs it. In this sense, they work at crosswpurposes. Yet each 

mode presumes the value of knowledge. Perhaps the two are closest, then, when in 

that brief moment before thought recognizes itself, the mind wavers between words 

that have suddenly become strange, and knowledge is a choice between knowing 

what the text said and knowing what the words might be saying. It is a choice, at such 

a moment, between the letter that has been revived and the letter that never died. 
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28. Astruc. Conjectures sur ia Genese. 123-24. 
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31. John J. Collins. The Bible after Babel: Historical Criticism in a Postmodern Age 
(Grand Rapids. MI: Eerdmans, 2005). For a mare extensive discussion of this book, see 

Michael Legaspi, "What Ever Happened to Historical Criticism?" Journal o/Religion and 
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