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Editors’ Foreword 

The International Exegetical Commentary on the Old Testament (IECOT) offers a multi-perspectival interpretation of the books of the Old Testament to a broad, international audience of scholars, laypeople and pastors. Biblical commentaries too often reflect the fragmented character of contemporary biblical scholarship, where different geographical or methodological sub-groups of scholars pursue specific methodologies and/or theories with little engagement of alternative approaches. This series, published in English and German editions, brings together editors and authors from North America, Europe, and Israel with multiple exegetical perspectives. 

From the outset the goal has been to publish a series that was “international, ecumenical and contemporary.” The international character is reflected in the composition of an editorial board with members from six countries and commentators representing a yet broader diversity of scholarly contexts. 

The ecumenical dimension is reflected in at least two ways. First, both the editorial board and the list of authors includes scholars with a variety of religious perspectives, both Christian and Jewish. Second, the commentary series not only includes volumes on books in the Jewish Tanach/Protestant Old Testament, but also other books recognized as canonical parts of the Old Testament by diverse Christian confessions (thus including the Deuterocanonical Old Testament books). 

When it comes to “contemporary,” one central distinguishing feature of this series is its attempt to bring together two broad families of perspectives in analysis of biblical books, perspectives often described as “synchronic” and “diachronic” and all too often understood as incompatible with each other. Historically, diachronic studies arose in Europe, while some of the better known early synchronic studies originated in North America and Israel. Nevertheless, historical studies have continued to be pursued around the world, and focused synchronic work has been done in an ever greater variety of settings. Building on these developments, we aim in this series to bring synchronic and diachronic methods into closer alignment, allowing these approaches to work in a complementary and mutually-informative rather than antagonistic manner. 

Since these terms are used in varying ways within biblical studies, it makes sense to specify how they are understood in this series. Within IECOT we understand “synchronic” to embrace a variety of types of study of a biblical text in one given stage of its development, particularly its final stage(s) of development in existing manuscripts. “Synchronic” studies embrace non-historical narratological, reader-response and other approaches along with historically-informed exegesis of a particular stage of a biblical text. In contrast, we understand “diachronic” to embrace the full variety of modes of study of a biblical text over time. 

This diachronic analysis may include use of manuscript evidence (where available) to identify documented pre-stages of a biblical text, judicious use of clues within the biblical text to reconstruct its formation over time, and also an examination of the ways in which a biblical text may be in dialogue with earlier biblical (and non-biblical) motifs, traditions, themes, etc. In other words, diachronic study focuses on what might be termed a “depth dimension” of a given text – how a text (and its parts) has journeyed over time up to its present form, making the text part of a broader history of traditions, motifs and/or prior compositions. Synchronic analysis focuses on a particular moment (or moments) of that journey, with a particular focus on the final, canonized form (or forms) of the text. Together they represent, in our view, complementary ways of building a textual interpretation. 

Of course, each biblical book is different, and each author or team of authors has different ideas of how to incorporate these perspectives into the commentary. The authors will present their ideas in the introduction to each volume. In addition, each author or team of authors will highlight specific contemporary methodological and hermeneutical perspectives – e.g. gender-critical, liberation-theological, reception-historical, social-historical – appropriate to their own strengths and to the biblical book being interpreted. The result, we hope and expect, will be a series of volumes that display a range of ways that various methodologies and discourses can be integrated into the interpretation of the diverse books of the Old Testament. 
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Author’s Preface

In my first article on the topic of this commentary, I compared the chapter 4 of Esther’s Masoretic text with the Greek Alpha text. I already argued that MT resultes from a major rewriting of a shorter Hebrew text similar to AT. One year later, following observations made by other scholars, I argued that the way in which the book of Esther describes the Persian empire is very similar to the one we found in Greek authors like Herodotus or Ctesias1. These basic arguments laid the foundations on which this commentary has been built during more than 10 years of research.

When Adele Berlin, the editor of this commentary, asked me to write the commentary on Esther for the new IECOT series I was really proud to receive such an offer from the author of one of the best commentaries on Esther2. However I had already started to write, in French, a commentary for the CAT series of Labor et Fides3. We decided to adapt the CAT commentary to the IECOT series and to translate it. 

I would like to address a warm thank you to Adele Berlin for the long editorial work she did. She helped me very much to adapt the commentary. Carmen Palmer did high level work as the English translator. Furthermore, I would like to thank others. My colleagues and my students of the Faculty of Theology of the University of Geneva, my colleagues from the Institut des sciences bibliques of the University of Lausanne. They all gave me many opportunities to have many interesting discussions on Esther. My assistants Georgette Gribi, Claire Sybille Andrey, Chen Bergot and Axel Bühler helped during the writing of the commentary.

Finally, I thank my wife Claire and my two children Matthieu and Jérémie for their constant support and affection. 

 

Jean-Daniel Macchi

Geneva

January, 2018





Introduction

While for Jews, the Esther scroll is a veritable best seller, read every year on the carnivalesque festival of Purim, in Christian circles this work is relatively unfamiliar.

We can see the book, first of all, as a short historical novel with a well-constructed plot that clearly distinguishes good and bad. The characters are types, serving a “psychological” function that sometimes plays out in a delicious manner. Suspense, humor, and irony are not lacking, and neither are sex and violence. 

But beyond this first simple glance, this work raises interesting and challenging questions: Why do such different versions of Esther exist? In what historical context was it composed and what does it say about ideas circulating at that time? How can we understand themes that, despite their fictionalized treatment, are in reality tragic and raise questions that still seem very contemporary?

The Text The book of Esther, like most biblical books, is not the work of a single author, but the result of authors and successive editors over the course of time. They sought to transmit the traditions and foundational narratives of their community by reworking, correcting, and contemporizing them. 

We have several different forms of the book of Esther: the Hebrew Masoretic Text (MT), which is part of the Jewish and Protestant Bibles, and two ancient Greek translations that are considerably longer. One of these, the LXX, is canonical in Catholic and Orthodox Bibles. 

This commentary considers the textual diversity of the work and highlights how it was produced. It first discusses the editorial process that resulted in the Masoretic form of the work. According to the hypothesis developed here, one of the Greek textual forms – the Alpha Text (AT) – is the translation of a Hebrew Proto-Esther which, reworked mainly by proto-Masoretic editors, became the MT. Then, after the commentary on the Hebrew text, the commentary presents the supplemental sections that are part of the Greek texts. 

History of Ideas The book of Esther provides fascinating information on the thought of ancient Judaism. It emanated from Jewish groups profoundly marked by the dominant culture of the Hellenistic world.

According to our hypothesis, the oldest literary stratum was developed by diaspora Jews living in an urban Hellenistic context in Ptolemaic Egypt in the third century BCE. The main proto-massoretic editing reworked this text in the 2nd century in Judea after the Maccabean conflict between traditional Jewish circles and Hellenistic tyrants. 

The book of Esther is sensitive to Hellenistic culture and in dialogue with it. The authors and the editors put into play a novelesque plot situated in the ancient Persian Empire. They describe this empire in a fashion very similar to the way the Greeks represented this distant and powerful oriental empire. At a moment when the Greek world took pleasure in composing narratives set in Persia, whether “Persica” or large historiographies, the Jews composed their book of Esther by using the same codes as Greek literature about Persia.

The Jews who conceived Esther show simultaneously their profound cultural similarity to the Greeks, as well as the tensions opposing them. This “dialogue” with Hellenistic culture is often benevolent, notably when the book shows that the Jews share with the Greeks the ideals of liberty, courage, and fidelity to their god(s). It is also sometimes very harsh, in particular when it denounces the tyranical diversions of Hellenistic sovereigns of whom Antiochus IV is the archetype, in ironizing upon the functioning of the Persian Empire.

Themes The book of Esther evokes problems of identity that may seem familiar to immigrants or their descendants, to people within marginalized communities, or simply to those whose convictions are different from a “majority” from which they feel foreign. Indeed, this narrative stages characters who, in a world marked by a culture different from their own, are at first tempted to conceal their identity before being obliged to reveal and defend it. 

The oppression of minorities in general, and of Jews in particular, probably constitutes the central theme of this work, which in view of European history in the twentieth century seems prophetic. In just a few verses placed on the lips of the wretched Haman (3:8-9), the narrative denounces a discriminatory and terrifying rhetoric, consisting of a critique of the so-called harmful nature of the customs of people who have been dehumanized, and who are presented as dangerous “foreigners.” Then the consequences of the almost light and naive approval by the royal power of this discourse of exclusion are put into action over a long period, showing how difficult it is to stop the mechanics of genocidal horror once they have been engaged. Without doubt it was, it is, and always shall be urgent to combat from its inception any exclusionary discourse. 

Through the different attitudes of its heroes, the narrative also evokes strategies of resistance. Mordecai first faces his enemy with dignity and pacifism: he does not attack him, but instead has the courage to remain loyal to himself and to refuse obstinately to prostrate himself. Esther uses with cunning courage and intelligence the few powers at her disposal to convince the sovereign to enforce justice and to not let horror persist. Finally – and it is here that one aspect of the work offends the sensibilities of certain readers – when justice and legal action are unable to stop the terror, it seems that war must ensue. The authors of the work assuredly knew quite well that war is always terrible. They only legitimate the one at the end of the book because it is a matter of self-defense against genocidal aggressors and because there are no other solutions.

Though allusions to divine action as well as to Jewish rituals are hinted at in the book of Esther, God is not directly mentioned. The editors wish to address a theological message. They seem to invite the readers to ponder whether to identify divine intervention behind this or that event and especially whether God works through the actions of women and men.


A.  Textual Forms and Editorial Stages

The book of Esther is attested in very different textual forms. The content of the Hebrew Masoretic Text (MT) differs considerably from the ancient Greek and Latin translations, which contain six long supplemental sections – henceforth, “Additions A to F.” These additions add a dream of Mordecai, prayers, and the contents of decrees. Additionally, two fairly different ancient Greek translations coexist, the LXX and the Alpha Text (AT). In the parts of the narrative that they share with the Masoretic Text – henceforth the “common narrative” – the Greek version of the LXX is fairly close to the MT while the Alpha Text is much shorter. The Latin translations also present certain distinctive features. The Old Latin (OL) differs from the Hebrew and Greek texts of Esther in both the “common narrative” as well as the additions. The Vulgate starts with a Latin text fairly loyal to the MT, but ends by appending the six additions.


1.  Accounting for the Textual Diversity of Esther in this Commentary

In a critical commentary on the book of Esther, the diversity of the textual witnesses raises two questions: what textual form is the object of the commentary? And, how can one account for the textual diversity and the complex writing process of the work?


The Hebrew Masoretic Text as the Primary Form Discussed The Hebrew Masoretic Text (MT) is the basis of this commentary. It is the only textual form attested in the original language. The other ancient textual forms of the work are direct or indirect translations from Hebrew originals, with more or fewer variants from the MT. 



The Other Textual Forms The non-Masoretic textual forms of Esther, particularly the two primary Greek versions, merit attention. The LXX reflects the text of Esther privileged within the Catholic world. As for the AT, it gives us a better understanding of the editorial steps of the MT, since outside of the six additions, it probably constitutes the translation of a Hebrew text – the Proto-Esther – more ancient than the Masoretic Text. 

This commentary will integrate the non-Masoretic textual forms in the following fashion. In the “common narrative,” the most significant variants in the LXX – as in the OL and the Vulgate – will be analyzed in the textual notes on the MT. In addition, after the main commentary, a separate chapter will be dedicated to the six additions in the LXX, the AT, and other versions.

The AT will be discussed in sections dedicated to the editorial process of the work, at the end of the commentary on each chapter. A translation and an analysis of Proto-Esther, based on the AT, will be presented before comparing the content of this proto-Masoretic text to the MT, in order to highlight the work of the editors who rework it to produce the text of the Masoretic family.




2.  The Textual Witnesses


2.1.  The Hebrew Masoretic Text (MT)


The MT of Esther appears in several large codices from the Middle Ages. Since the beginning of the twentieth century, the critical editions of the Hebrew Bible reproduce the text of the Codex Leningradensis (B 19a Russian National Library) which dates to 1009 CE. BHS and BHQ do likewise.1 The limited number of textual variants in Leningradensis and in other large Masoretic manuscripts show that the Tiberian text of this book is well stabilized.

The Masoretic Text presents a fairly ironic view of the Persian world. It introduces the unusual feature of not explicitly mentioning divine action.




2.2.  Esther at Qumran?

The manuscripts found at Qumran do not contain any fragments from the book of Esther.2 This surprising observation must be nuanced insofar as several passages in Qumran manuscripts contain phraseology that seems reminiscent of Esther.3 The absence of citations of Esther at Qumran could indicate that this book was set aside4 or could simply result from the chance nature of the discoveries.5 

Although the Masoretic textual form is not attested at Qumran and the oldest Masoretic manuscripts date to the Middle Ages, it is evident that the Masoretic text type was widely known in antiquity, as shown by the midrashic and targumic materials, as well as the Greek, Syriac, and Latin translations.




2.3.  The Majority Greek Text of the LXX


The LXX of Esther appears in the large uncials, in a fragmentary fashion in Papyrus 967 (third century CE) and in about thirty minuscule manuscripts. The edition of R. Hanhart6 uses the sign ο’ for the majority Greek text. The manuscript tradition of the LXX of Esther is not entirely homogeneous. It is generally considered7 that Vaticanus and Pap. 967 present the oldest text, that the primary minuscules give evidence of two minor revisions, and that a Hexaplaric revision is attested by someone correcting Sinaiticus as well as by some additional witnesses.8

In the sections that parallel the Hebrew text, it is generally agreed that the LXX constitutes a relatively free translation of a Hebrew substratum that is close to the MT.9 That said, several variants between the MT and the LXX imply that the Hebrew substratum used by the LXX translators was not completely identical to the Hebrew that gave rise to the consonants of the MT. Glosses were also made on a Hebrew text after the LXX had been translated.10 

The presence of the six additions (A to F) is the most significant difference between the Masoretic tradition and the LXX. These additions almost always appear in the Greek versions of Esther and in versions dependent upon them.11 They contain a total 105 verses that add to 167 verses with parallels in the MT. The six additions introduce a whole series of elements absent from the MT. By means of the narrative of Mordecai’s dream (Add. A1) and its interpretation (Add. F), the description of Esther’s and Mordecai’s prayers (Add. C), and the development of the episode of Esther’s arrival before the king (Add. D), they stress the theological dimension of the events, explicitly evoking divine action and the piety of the Jewish protagonists. Moreover, the contents of the decree of annihilation of the Jews and the counter-decree (Additions B and E) aim to denounce an anti-Semitic discourse. Furthermore, they demonstrate the loyalty of the Jews to the empire, found in the narrative of the first scheme to be carried out by the eunuchs, and unravelled by Mordecai (Add. A2). A colophon (F,11) specifies the identity of the author of the manuscript and its date.




2.4.  The Minority Greek Text, the Alpha Text (AT)


The Alpha Text, a Greek version very different from the LXX, is preserved in four manuscripts dating between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries CE.12 This minority text was sometimes described as “Lucianic.”13 Hanhart’s critical edition and several others14 thus use the siglum L. The title “Alpha Text,” used more frequently by recent authors, is preferable. 


The numbering of the verses in the AT varies according to different authors.15 The present commentary will use the following system adapted from Hanhart. 



	MT
	ø
	1:1-3:13
	ø
	3:14-4:17
	ø
	5:1-2 
	5:3-7:10
	8:1-12
	ø
	8:13-10:3
	ø



	LXX
	A
	1:1-3:13
	B
	3:14-4:17
	C
	D 
	5:3-7:10
	8:1-12
	E
	8:13-10:3
	F



	AT
	A
	1:1-3:13
	B
	3:19-4:12
	C
	D 
	5:13-7:14
	7:15-21
	E
	7:33-52
	F







In 1:1-3:13 + 3:19-4:12 + 5:13-7:14 the AT corresponds fairly well to the Masoretic narrative of 1:1-7:10 and to its translation in the LXX (1:1-3:13 + 3:14-4:17 + 5:3-7:10LXX). One can thus speak of a  “common narrative” since these three texts recount approximately the same story. However, although the AT’s narrative sequence is very similar to the MT/LXX, it is a little shorter. Sentences and parts of sentences in the Hebrew MT have no equivalent in the AT, while in the rest of the cases the AT seems to be a literal translation of the MT. Besides the numerous parts of verses absent from the AT,16 the totality of vv. 1:17-18, 22; 2:10-16, 19-23; 3:12-14; 4:5-8a from the MT have no equivalent in the AT. Outside of the additions, passages in the AT without equivalent in the MT are rare, appearing only in Chapters 6 and 7 (6:4-6a, 13-18; 7:2, 4b-7, 14). Between 1:1 and 7:14, the AT is approximately twenty-five percent shorter than its parallel in the MT, and several motifs in the MT are absent from it. The necessity to conceal one’s Jewishness from the foreign court (vv. 2:10-11, 19-20MT) does not figure in the AT, and the absurd character of certain customs and of the functioning of the court is much less accentuated. It should also be noted that the verses or parts of verses in the AT that present a strict parallel with the MT are reproduced in a very different manner than in the LXX, so that a direct dependence in these sections of one Greek text upon the other is difficult to defend.17 

Contrary to what appears in the common narrative, the AT presents Additions A-F in a Greek form close to that of the LXX, which implies that in these sections, the Greek texts depend directly upon one another.18 

The conclusion of the AT does not introduce the same special features as those in the “common narrative.” In 7:15-21, 33-52AT the events in Chapters 8 to 10 of the MT are recounted in a much briefer and fairly different fashion (the irrevocability of the laws does not explain the massacre of the enemies). Several doublets appear.19 Concerning parallels with the other textual witnesses, one can see that only vv. 7:15-16 and 33-34 present constructions similar to the MT (8:1-2, 5, 8, 10) and that it is only thematic similarities that bring 7:17-21AT close to 9:6-15MT and 10:1-3MT. Finally, the rest of the conclusion of the AT presents Greek phraseology very close to that of the LXX. 7:35-38AT is close to E,17-19LXX and 7:39-52 presents a text that is shorter than 8:15-10:3LXX, but contains Greek constructions that are very close. 

To summarize, in the “common narrative” in 1:1-7:14AT, the AT corresponds to the general order of the MT, while presenting a shorter text, in which the Greek does not seem to have a direct connection to the LXX. With regard to the six additions, the AT is close to the LXX. Where the conclusion of 7:15-21, 33-52AT is concerned, it is heterogeneous: some verses (15-16, 33-34) recall what takes place in the common narrative; others are connected very indirectely with what appears in the MT-LXX (7:17-21); and what remains (7:35-52) is briefer than the text of the LXX of E,17-19 and 8:15-10:3LXX, but the Greek within it contains phraseological connections to the LXX.




2.5.  Flavius Josephus


In his Antiquities (11.184-296) Flavius Josephus reports the episodes described in the book of Esther.20 His narrative corresponds in large part to the contents of the MT/LXX. The additions are only partially found in Josephus. Additions B, D, and E are present in a form close to the LXX/AT, the contents of Addition C are only briefly reported, and Additions A and F are absent. 

It is not clear which biblical text Josephus relied upon for his recounting of Esther.21 His paraphrasing and rewriting of biblical sources seem to depend upon a Vorlage that corresponds to either the LXX or the MT or both of these witnesses.22 The primary elements that distinguish the AT from other textual witnesses are not evident in Josephus.23 

Josephus’s rewriting has several characteristics.24 Esther and Mordecai live in Babylon, and Esther comes from royal origins (Ant. 11.185, 198, 204). Vashti’s refusal is explained by a Persian prohibition (Ant. 11.191, 205-206). The king remains very much in love with Vashti after having repudiated her (Ant. 11.195). The gathering of the young women only involves four hundred women (Ant. 11.200). Mordecai reacts with panache when Haman comes seeking him (Ant. 11.257-258). The eunuch sees and finds out about the gallows (Ant. 11.261). The drawing of lots is omitted as well as the thirty days of Esther’s lack of summons. Finally, Josephus, as in the LXX, presents the motif of divine action and emphasizes the Jews’ piety (Ant. 11.227-233, 237, 268). 

Josephus’s account shows that the textual complexity of Esther and its traditions were still important at the end of the first century CE. 




2.6.  The Old Latin (OL)


The Old Latin (OL) text of Esther is attested in approximately twenty manuscripts from the end of the eighth to the fifteenth centuries CE.25 Haelewyck’s critical edition26 shows three primary families, of which the closest to the original OL, (R), is attested in MS 151. 

Like the LXX and AT, the OL differs from the MT by the presence of “additions.” There are an entire series of relatively minor differences in Additions B, D, E, and F between the OL and the Greek witnesses. OL does not present the second part of Addition A, thus avoiding the doubling of the description of the eunuchs’ plot in 2:21-23. The prayers of Esther and Mordecai in Addition C are shorter. And, a prayer of the Jews (Addition H) which introduces themes figuring in the parts of prayers of Esther and Mordecai, absent from the OL (C,3-5 and 17-21), appears at the end of Chapter 3 in the OL.27 

Aside from the additions, the text of the OL is much more akin to the LXX/MT than to the AT. The sections of the LXX/MT without parallel in the AT are most often attested by the OL, while practically none of the distinctive features of the AT appear it in.28 Moreover, the OL insists upon certain theological themes. In Chapter 4, it reports in detail the fasting ritual, and in Chapter 6, it emphasizes even more than the LXX that God is at work behind the salvific events reported.29 The most significant difference between the LXX and the OL concerns the vindictiveness of the work’s conclusion, which is largely absent from the OL. The massacre of the enemies of the Jews is not reported at all. The OL does not contain an equivalent to 9:5-19 in the LXX/MT. In the OL, Haman’s missives are annulled by the decree sent by Esther and Mordecai (8:8ff.), whose contents are reported in Addition E. 

To know whether the OL constitutes a translation that revises a Greek text close to the LXX, or whether it translates a lost Greek text, remains under discussion. But it is clear that the OL does not have the characteristics of the AT and that it must therefore be close to the lineage of the LXX. 




2.7.  The Vulgate


At the start of the fifth century CE, the Vulgate, Jerome’s Latin translation, undergoes a radical change in relation to the Old Latin text. The content of Chapters 1:1-10:3 in the Vulgate corresponds closely to some liberties taken in the MT.30 The six additions are relegated to the end of the text appearing in the chapters between 10:4 to 16:24 (Add. F = 10:4-11:1; A = 11:2-12:6; B = 13:1-7; C = 13:8-14:19; D = 15:4-19; E = 16:1-24). In the Vulgate, the Latin translation of the additions seems to have been based upon a form close to the LXX.31 The Vulgate thus introduces a “hybrid” text that depends upon the MT for 1:1-10:3, but upon the LXX for the additions. 




2.8.  Other Ancient Versions


The textual tradition of the Syriac version of the Peshitta is relatively homogeneous and deviates little from the MT.32 The Aramaic textual tradition preserved two targumic texts (Tg. Esth. I and II), both dependent on a textual form close to the MT that is largely paraphrased and developed in a midrashic way. The Coptic-Sahidic, the Ethiopic, and the Armenian versions depend in large part upon the Greek text of the LXX.33 






3.  The Work’s Editorial Process

The major differences between the MT, the two Greek translations (LXX and AT), and the Latin translations call for an inquiry into the origin of these textual forms and their dependents. 

Some points seem certain. Outside of the six additions, the LXX constitutes the translation of a Hebrew original very close to the MT,34 and must be dated based upon its colophon to the end of the second or beginning of the first century BCE.35 The six additions absent from the MT did not comprise part of the original narrative but were introduced at a late stage in the work’s evolution. 

Other points are debated (see below): the relationship between the Alpha Text (AT) on the one hand, and the MT and the LXX on the other hand; whether the original form of the narrative contained the narrative thread that we know; the origins of the additions; and, the origins of the Old Latin (OL).


3.1.  The Alpha Text (AT), a Late Revision Dependant upon the LXX and/or the MT

One current within Esther studies considers that the AT results from rewriting from within the majority tradition reflected by the LXX and the MT. In the “common narrative,” the AT is significantly shorter than the LXX and the MT, which implies that the editor of the AT abbreviated the work. 

The first research on the AT deemed it the fruit of a Lucianic revision from the Greek Old Testament.36 Today this opinion is largely rejected, since the characteristic traits of the Lucianic revision are absent from the AT.37 The differences between the AT and the LXX go well beyond a simple revision, so that the scholars who think that the AT depends upon the LXX generally see in it a heavy reworking.38 K. de Troyer, in an important monograph,39 analyzes the final part of the AT and its parallels in the MT and the LXX, and concludes that the AT of 7:14-41 constitutes a rewriting based exclusively upon the LXX of 8:1-17. De Troyer dates this rewriting to 40-41 CE in the era of Agrippa.40 In her conclusions, de Troyer extrapolates deductions from the comparison between 7:14-41AT and 8:1-17LXX onto the remainder of these two texts of Esther to make the ensemble of the AT into a rewriting of the LXX. This extrapolation poses a problem, as it explains poorly the fact that, in the conclusion of the text and the additions, the AT often uses Greek formulations identical to those in the LXX, but in the rest of the book, the AT does not seem to take its Greek formulations from the LXX. 

Consequently, some scholars think that the AT is a new translation of a Hebrew text that is close to the one used by the translators of the LXX, thus of the MT in the “common narrative.” A. Lacocque41 reckons that the primary differences between the AT and the contents of the MT – primarily the “minuses” of the AT – can be explained by an apologetic desire of the AT translator to correct a textual form that is close to the MT, to render the narrative more acceptable to a non-Jewish readership. His argument, based primarily on the different themes accented in the AT and the MT, does not explain why the LXX and the AT do not seem to show a mutual dependence, apart from in the conclusion of the work and in the additions. According to E. Tov,42 the AT is a revision of the LXX, produced by using a Hebrew text different from the MT. This text would have remained relatively close to the MT in the “common narrative,” but a Hebrew form of Additions A, C, D, and F would have been added to it and its conclusion would have been abridged. 




3.2.  The Alpha Text Reflects a Pre-Masoretic Hebrew Proto-Esther


A major current within Esther studies considers the AT to be a translation of a Hebrew text older than the MT, a text which we will call henceforth “Proto-Esther.” This Proto-Esther would have been significantly shorter than the MT in the body of the narrative (Chs. 1-7) and lacking the conclusion describing the massacre of the enemies of the Jews and the institution of Purim. It would not have contained the additions. The MT would have resulted from editorial work based upon this Proto-Esther. This is the model that we favor. 

Since the middle of the twentieth century, several scholars have made primary observations in support of this model, to wit that outside of the additions and the conclusion, these two Greek witnesses are too different to constitute recensions, one directly dependant upon the other. It is thus a matter of independent translations of two Hebrew Vorlagen similar only in part. Torrey43 considers that Chapters 1-7 of the AT translate a Semitic text that constitutes the oldest known form of the narrative.44 Moore45 emphasizes that the few “pluses”46 and the numerous “minuses” of the AT, in relation to the MT/LXX, presuppose a Hebrew ancestor that is older than the MT. Cook47 extends Moore’s reflections, but prefers to conclude that the translator of the AT of Chapters 1-7 would have worked with a Hebrew text close to the MT, from which he would have omitted a series of sections.48 

Clines49 takes up these various observations and develops a model in which the Hebrew Vorlage of Chs. 1:1-7:16 of the AT was a text close to the oldest text of Esther pre-MT (the “Proto-Esther” in our terminology). The pre-MT would have developed in two stages before reaching a form close to the MT. First, the body of the text would have been restructured, in particular with the insertion of a whole series of “pluses,” and then Chapters 9 to 10 would have been added to them. The LXX would have translated the textual form close to the MT, while the AT would have translated a textual form close to the pre-MT. Fox50 extends the work of Clines, resulting in a similar model. The proto-AT, a Greek text extending from Ch. 1:1 to 7:38AT, would have translated, by making a few changes, an original Hebrew described as “Proto-Esther.” Editors would have reworked this Proto-Esther to create the MT. As for the proto-AT, it would also have been reworked from the LXX, the six additions in particular being added to it to become the AT. The theses of Clines and Fox are globally accepted and followed by several commentaries, articles, and monographs.51 

Jobes,52 based on statistical data, deviates slightly from Clines and Fox. She thinks that, outside of the six additions, the AT is the translation of a Hebrew text fairly close to the MT53 even regarding the conclusion of Chapters 8 to 10. According to her, after the first translation underlying the AT, at the end of the Persian era, this Greek text would have developed autonomously and the six additions would have been added to it. In parallel, the Hebrew text would have evolved a little. The LXX would have been produced during the Hasmonean era: a Greek translation conforming more closely to the Hebrew would have been developed and the six additions would have been added to it from the AT.

According to Kossmann’s model of the editorial history,54 the MT is a rewriting of a Hebrew text – Kossmann writes of a proto A – of which the AT of Addition A,11-16 and Chs. 1:1-7:41 (without the other additions) is the Greek translation. The rewriting that resulted in the MT would have emphasized the themes associated with Judaism – by introducting, notably, the motif of a counter-decree permitting the Jews to defend themselves – and introduced Purim, its date, and the festivities associated with it. This aspect of Kossmann’s model is fairly close to Clines and Fox.

Dorothy’s editorial model is not incompatible with the existence of a proto-AT (called proto-L by Dorothy). This proto-L is, however, situated within a model that supposes a secular Semitic Vorlage would have been the source for what became the MT and that a reworking aiming to introduce religious “motifs” would have served as Vorlage to the Greek texts of Esther.55 The model imagined by Fried56 is fairly close; it supposes that the Vorlage of the AT, called “proto-AT,” was lightly reworked from an older text of Esther called “pre-proto A.” The references to God would have been added in the Vorlage of the AT, and the original conclusion corresponding to the MT of 9:1-5, 20, 21a, and 22 would have been removed. Haag also reconstructs a pre-Masoretic layer, without relying on the contents of the AT. He also reconstructs three subsequent editions.57 

The arguments developed in the present commentary favor a model close to Fox’s. Contra Jobes, this commentary considers that a Proto-Esther close to the MT is unlikely. Finally, in our opinion, reconstructing a Proto-Esther different from the Vorlage of the AT and the MT makes the model needlessly complex. 




3.3.  Narrative Source Divisions


The complexity of the Esther narrative can give the impression that several independent plots were generated. Indeed, Haman seeks, on the one hand, to eliminate the Jewish people by decree, and, on the other hand, to have Mordecai hanged. He faces two distinct opponents who vanquish him in different manners: Esther, during the banquets, and Mordecai, because the king remembers that he had denounced a plot. The narrative of Vashti’s eviction could seem loosely attached to the narrative thread of the chapters that follow it and seems in any case to be unnecessary for their logic. These observations led several exegetes to defend the opinion that Esther is a blend of initially independent narratives. 

Cazelles58 distinguishes between a liturgical source associated with Purim and a narrative about political problems that treats Mordecai’s victory over Haman. Lebram59 situates in the Maccabean era the fusion of an ancient Persian legend about a Jew who saves her people and a narrative of Palestinian origins about Mordecai and Haman. Bickerman60 considers the book of Esther as the combination of two court narratives, one setting the queen against a courtier and the other placing two courtiers in conflict with one another. Bardtke61 identifies three anterior traditions, one containing the narrative of Vashti, another playing out a conflict between the Jew Mordecai and the Persian official Haman, and a final one about Esther’s defense of her persecuted people.

The debate about the history of the texts of Esther necessarily intersects with the debate about antecedent source texts. Indeed, if the MT is the fruit of an editorial reworking based on a Proto-Esther, the identification of different prior narratives must be made on the basis of a Proto-Esther. Quite logically, Clines thus reworks Cazelles’s proposal and admits its relevance to the proto-AT (= Proto-Esther) that he reconstructs.62 

Kossmann goes even further.63 After having defended, as does Clines, the existence of a pre-Masoretic proto-AT, she supposes that this text is also the fruit of a re-elaboration of a “pre-Esther.” According to Kossmann, this pre-Esther would have been conceived on the basis of three brief earlier narratives: a history of Vashti (the nucleus of Chs. 1-2 in the AT); a narrative involving Haman and Mordecai (the nucleus of Add. A and of Ch. 6 in the AT); and a narrative involving Haman, Mordecai, and the queen (nucleus of Chs. 3, 4, 5 and 7 of the AT). This hypothetical pre-Esther, without links to Judaism, would have been reworked by an editor wishing to situate this ancient narrative within the Jewish diaspora.64

In sum, though the identification of prior sources for the plot remains hypothetical, it is clear that in all the textual forms attested for Esther the plots involving Esther, Mordecai, and even Vashti come together in a coherent fashion. It is the blend of these plots and the new developments that they generate that make the work into a delicious and well-told narrative. 




3.4.  The Additions in the LXX and the AT

In both the LXX and the AT, Additions A to F introduce themes absent from the rest of the narrative (a dream [Add. A and F], prayers [Add. C], detailed contents of the decrees [Add. B and E]) that are not necessary to the narrative. There is little doubt that they were inserted late into a narrative that corresponds grosso modo to the “common narrative” that the MT, LXX, and AT share. How the six Additions A-F were written and inserted into the Greek texts is much debated.65

Certain of these additions could have first circulated independently before being introduced into the narrative. Mordecai’s dream (Adds. A and F) presents logical tensions with the narrative, suggesting that a prior work was adapted to be inserted into the narrative.66 Moreover, Esther’s prayers and the contents of the decrees (Adds. C, B, and E) could have first circulated as independent works that made allusions and references to the Esther narrative.67 The original language of the additions has been discussed. Additions A, C, D, and F contain Semitisms, suggesting that they were translated into Greek, while the Greek of Additions B and E is more literary, implying that they were composed in Greek.68 

In the LXX and the AT, the textual forms of the additions are very close.69 One can thus think that they were inserted from one of these texts into the other. For Bickerman, Moore, Clines, and Fox70 the additions were added into the AT from the LXX. However, Jobes71 and especially Andrey72 show that an insertion of the additions in the LXX from the AT is more likely. If a number of the additions in the LXX came from the AT, the opposite hypothesis is more likely for Addition E, since 7:35-38AT already presupposes the knowledge of Addition E in the LXX before it was introduced into 7:22-32AT. The different types of Greek used in the additions and the varied problems that are developed imply that the insertion of the six additions is the result of a long and complex process.73 




3.5.  The Place of the Old Latin 

The Old Latin (OL) is only marginally taken into account in the discussion of Esther’s redactional process, undoubtedly because it is considered a priori a daughter version of the LXX. 

J.-C. Haelewyck74 contested this opinion. He developed the hypothesis that the OL is the translation of a (lost) Greek text that preceded both the LXX and the AT. He calls this text La-Greek III. According to him, the La-Greek III would have been expanded from a Hebrew text close to the MT. This text would have been revised by the deletion of the conclusion describing the massacre of the enemies of the Jews and by the inclusion of the additions. Haelewyck’s argument rests on the fact that the text of the Old Latin is more logical and coherent than those of the LXX and AT, and that the additions are integrated more harmoniously.75 According to him, the LXX would have been expanded from the La-Greek III, which would have, however, been reworked to better conform to the MT. The reintroduction of the narrative of the massacre of the enemies of the Jews would have generated certain tensions figuring in the LXX. 

This thesis suffers from several difficulties:76 the existence of a Greek Vorlage for the OL that is different from the LXX remains hypothetical; in the LXX the tensions between the primary narrative and the additions remain minor and can be explained by the awkward integration of additions that were initially independent; and, finally, a Vorlage for the OL that precedes the other texts does not explain the special features of the AT in the common narrative.

Consequently, it is still more likely that the translator of the Old Latin worked from a text close to the LXX. He would have wanted to erase the vindictiveness of the work by deleting the part of Chapter 9 about the massacre of the enemies of the Jews in order to avoid the animosity of non-Jews.77 This translator would have modified Additions A1, B, and E and corrected the date from the thirteenth to the fourteenth of Adar in order to better correspond to the book’s new conclusion. Doublets would have been deleted, notably A2, to render the text more fluid. 






4.  Synthesis and the Proposal Defended in the Present Commentary


4.1.  From Proto-Esther to the Masoretic Text78


It seems too speculative to reconstruct sources or independent traditions that would have been fused together to produce the canvas for the narrative that we know. The oldest form of the Esther narrative that can be reconstructed contains the following plot elements: Queen Vashti’s fall, Esther’s ascension, followed by the conflicts led by herself and Mordecai to save their people from the threat weighing upon them from Haman. We will call henceforth this oldest state of the Esther narrative “Proto-Esther.” Even though we do not have a Hebrew textual witness of Proto-Esther, a Greek translation of this text figures in the oldest parts of the Alpha Text, namely the AT without the six additions nor the conclusion mentioning the massacre of the enemies of the Jews and the institution of commemorative festivities. Proto-Esther corresponds to the Hebrew Vorlage of vv. 1:1-21; 2:1-18; 3:1-13, 15; 4:1-4, 6-12; 5:1-2,79 13-24; 6:1-23; 7:1-16, 21bβ, 33b, 34a in the AT. 

The Hebrew Proto-Esther contains, in most cases, unvocalized consonantal phrases found in the MT. Nevertheless, Proto-Esther is much shorter (approximately twice as short), since it was reworked and completed by the editors who created the textual form of Esther that became the MT. The work of these “proto-Masoretic editors” can be characterized by the addition of a whole series of “pluses” to Proto-Esther. These “pluses” are formed from numerous selective glosses inserted throughout the text, as well as editorial sections extending from a few verses to several chapters. Among them, the longest “pluses” introduced by the proto-Masoretic editors can be found in the content of MT 1:17-18, 22; 2:10-16, 19-23; 3:12-14; 4:5-8a; 5:9, 11; 7:7 and practically all of Chapters 8-10.80 More rarely did proto-Masoretic editors omit elements of Proto-Esther. The most significant omissions are vv. 5:23a; 6:4-6a, 13-18; 7:2, 4b-7, 14 of Proto-Esther, removed for theological reasons.

The identification of numerous “pluses” (as well as a few “minuses”) added (or, resp., subtracted) by the proto-Masoretic editors to Proto-Esther permit us to distinguish between what belongs to the original frame of the narrative and what the editors introduced, and to better understand the proto-Masoretic editing, its literary techniques, the emphases found within it, and the themes that are developed.


4.1.1.  Reconstructing Proto-Esther and Identifying the Proto-Masoretic Editorial Sections


For Chapters 1-7, a comparison between the AT and MT permits the reconstruction of the Hebrew contents of Proto-Esther and the identification of proto-Masoretic editorial sections. In most cases, the Greek text of the AT can be explained as a translation of a Hebrew source corresponding to the consonantal contents of the MT, lacking a number of “pluses.” Proto-Esther thus corresponds to sections of the MT of which the AT seems to be the translation, while the content introduced by the proto-Masoretic editors corresponds to the “pluses” present in the MT, but absent from the AT. Two examples will illustrate.


Esther 1:4 The AT Greek εἰς τὸ ἐπιδειχθῆναι τὸν πλοῦτον τῆς δόξης τοῦ βασιλέως καὶ τὴν τιμὴν τῆς καυχήσεως αὐτοῦ ἐπὶ ὀγδοήκοντα καὶ ἑκατὸν ἡμέρας (= so that the king’s glorious wealth and honor of his glorification could be shown for a period of 180 days) constitutes a translation of a Hebrew Proto-Esther בהראתו את־עשׁר כבוד מלכותו ואת־יקר תפארת שׁמונים ומאת יום (= He exhibited the glorious wealth of his monarchy and the precious splendor 180 days), a phrase that corresponds to the consonantal Masoretic text of this verse, without mention of גדולתו ימים רבים “of his majesty for many days.” Consequently, the MT of Esther 1:4 בהראתו את־עשׁר כבוד מלכותו ואת־יקר תפארת גדולתו ימים רבים שׁמונים ומאת יום that has been translated here as “He exhibited the glorious wealth of his monarchy and the precious splendor of his majesty, for many days, 180 days” results from the resumption of the Hebrew Proto-Esther completed by the proto-Masoretic editors from the mention “of his majesty” then later glossed with “for many days” absent from the LXX. Finally, let us remember that the text was vocalized in the Middle Ages. 




Esther 2:18 The AT Greek καὶ ἤγαγεν ὁ βασιλεὺς τὸν γάμον τῆς Εσθηρ ἐπιφανῶς καὶ ἐποίησεν ἀφέσεις πάσαις ταῖς χώραις. (= And the king celebrated Esther’s marriage in a splendid fashion, and he granted an amnesty to all the provinces) can be a translation of a Hebrew Proto-Esther ויעשׂ המלך משׁתה גדול לאסתר והנחה למדינות עשׂה (= The king held a great banquet for Esther and he granted an amnesty to the provinces). This translation is somewhat freely rendered since it interprets “Esther’s banquet” as a “marriage.” This phrase corresponds to the consonantal MT of this verse, without the underlined editorial additions: ויעשׂ המלך משׁתה גדול לכל־שׂריו ועבדיו את משׁתה אסתר והנחה למדינות עשׂה ויתן משׂאת כיד המלך (= The king held a great banquet for all his officials and servants, Esther’s banquet. He granted an amnesty to the provinces and he offered a donation befitting the king). These editorial additions emphasize the pomp of the Persian court which the proto-Masoretic editorial section of 2:12-14MT also witnesses.



The resumption of the content of Proto-Esther completed by the editorial sections (1:17-18, 22; 2:10-16, 19-23; 3:12-14; 4:5-8a; 5:9, 11; 7:7; and Chapters 8-10) and the addition of numerous supplements, in almost every verse, is the trademark of the proto-Masoretic editors. It also happens that the contents of the source are not totally preserved. Certain insertions require the correction of the original text and the removal of certain elements. The following example illustrates: 


Esther 5:10-12 The AT here is much shorter than the MT. The AT Greek: ὁ δὲ Αμαν εἰσῆλθεν εἰς τὸν οἶκον αὐτοῦ καὶ συνήγαγε τοὺς φίλους αὐτοῦ καὶ τοὺς υἱοὺς αὐτοῦ καὶ Ζωσάραν τὴν γυναῖκα αὐτοῦ καὶ ἐκαυχᾶτο λέγων ὡς οὐδένα κέκληκεν ἡ βασίλισσα ἐν ἐπισήμῳ ἡμέρᾳ αὐτῆς εἰ μὴ τὸν βασιλέα καὶ ἐμὲ μόνον καὶ αὔριον κέκλημαι constitutes the translation of a Hebrew Proto-Esther that can be reconstructed from the MT 5:10 and 12: ויבוא המן אל־ביתו וישׁלח ויבא את־אהביו ואת־בניו ואת־זרשׁ אשׁתו ויתגדל המן ויאמר אף לא־הביאה אסתר המלכה עם־המלך אל־המשׁתה אשׁר־עשׂתה כי אם־אותי וגם־למחר אני קרוא (= Haman went into his house. He sent for and summoned his friends, his sons, and Zeresh, his wife. Haman boasted and said: furthermore, aside from myself, Queen Esther did not have anyone come with the king to the banquet she held. Also tomorrow I have been summoned). While almost all this section of Proto-Esther figures in the MT, the terms ואת־בניו “his sons” and ויתגדל “he boasted” are absent from it. They were probably removed by the editors when they inserted 5:11: “Haman recounted to them his glorious wealth and the number of his sons, all about how the king had promoted him and about how he had advanced him above the king’s ministers and servants.” Indeed, this section constitutes a commentary developing the mention that Haman “boasted,” which falls away logically at the moment of the insertion. Moreover, “sons” falls away for equally logical reasons, since if they had been present, the mention of their number in Haman’s speech in 5:11 would not have made sense, because all the people present would have seen them.



There remain a few cases where passages in the AT and its Vorlage of Proto-Esther were not taken up by proto-Masoretic editors because they did not correspond to what they hoped to have happen. The primary cases are in Chapters 6-7 (5:23a; 6:4-6a, 13-18; 7:2, 4b-7, 14). Some editorial omissions in briefer passages also appear, for example in the following: 


Esther 6:6, 9, 11 In the parallels to MT 6:6, 9, 11, in the AT (6:9, 11, 19) the words uttered in honor of Mordecai are the following: Κατὰ τάδε ποιηθήσεται τῷ ἀνδρὶ τῷ τὸν βασιλἐα τιμῶντι, ὃν ὁ βασιλεὺς βούλεται δοξάσαι (= Thus it must be done for a man who honors the king and whom the king wishes to glorify 6:19AT). The MT is shorter: ככה יעשׂה לאישׁ אשׁר המלך חפץ ביקרו (= Thus it is done for this man whom the king desires to honor). The Hebrew equivalent of the Greek formula τὸν βασιλἐα τιμῶντι (who honors the king) was doubtlessly removed by the proto-Masoretic editors, who were reticent to see the affirmation according to which Mordecai would have honored a foreign king who, in their eyes, is to be pitied and is dysfunctional.



The question of Proto-Esther’s original conclusion and the sections figuring in Chapter 7:15-52 at the end of the AT is discussed at length in the commentary. An important part of this section of the AT seems to depend directly upon the LXX and was thus introduced late. 




4.1.2.  Presentation of the Editorial Process of the Proto-Masoretic Hebrew Text of Esther in the Present Commentary


The commentary on each chapter of the MT ends with a section entitled “Diachronic Analysis.” 

Proto-Esther This analysis starts with a paragraph entitled “Proto-Esther.” It comprises a brief presentation of the general meaning of this first textual state as well as its primary differences from the MT. Next, there is a translation of this Proto-Esther based upon the AT.81 The textual details of Proto-Esther are then briefly analyzed in comparison with the MT. Finally, important questions regarding the Proto-Esther of the chapter are discussed.82 

The Proto-Masoretic Edition The section titled “Proto-Masoretic Editing and the Emergence of the MT” is very important for the understanding of the MT. It opens with the list of primary “pluses” and the variants between the MT and Proto-Esther. These differences enable a better understanding of the editors’ literary techniques, as well as the motifs they develop. In these paragraphs, we consider the intertextual games played by the editors, how they emphasize the weightiness and the responsibilities of the court and the Persian royal system, how they highlight the issues raised by the unveiling of the identity of the Jewish protagonists, how they problematize the absence of any mention of God, and how they highlight Haman’s status. The literary techniques used and the different themes brought to the fore by the proto-Masoretic editors recur in the editorial sections of Chapters 1-7, as well as in the conclusion of Chapters 8-10. These observations thus show that a unique editorial process transformed all of the chapters of Proto-Esther and added to them the conclusion of Chapters 8 to 10. 

The MT The proto-Masoretic text (proto-MT) probably constitutes the primary Hebrew source used by the translators of the LXX. That said, the comparison between the LXX* and the MT shows that the LXX does not correspond exactly to the consonantal Masoretic text of the major Hebrew codices of the Middle Ages.83 The primary differences between the proto-MT used by the translator of the LXX and the MT are discussed in the textual notes that follow the translation of the MT as well as at the end of the diachronic analysis of each chapter. 






4.2.  Emergence of the Two Primary Greek Witnesses (AT and LXX) and the Other Textual Witnesses of Esther


4.2.1.  The AT and the LXX 

The two primary Greek versions – the AT and the LXX – each have a complex textual history. These are independent translations based on partly distinct Hebrew texts.

The Proto-AT We have seen that the sections of the AT that are a part of the “common narrative” (1:1-21; 2:1-18; 3:1-13, 15; 4:1-4, 6-12; 5:1-2*, 13-24; 6:1-23; 7:1-16, 21bβ, 33b, 34a) translated Proto-Esther in a fairly literal fashion.

Proto-LXX The translators of the proto-LXX, that is, the LXX before the insertion of the six additions, do not seem to have had direct knowledge of the proto-AT. They worked in a fairly free manner from the proto-Masoretic Hebrew text that was a revision of Proto-Esther. 

The comparison of Esther 2:18AT with 2:18LXX shows that these two translations do not directly depend one upon the other, and that they presuppose a different Hebrew Vorlage. 


Esther 2:18AT-LXX As seen above, the AT Greek: καὶ ἤγαγεν ὁ βασιλεὺς τὸν γάμον τῆς Εσθηρ ἐπιφανῶς καὶ ἐποίησεν ἀφέσεις πάσαις ταῖς χώραις (= And the king celebrated Esther’s marriage in a splendid fashion, and he granted an amnesty to all the provinces) translates the Hebrew text of Proto-Esther devoid of the proto-Masoretic editorial additions: ויעשׂ המלך משׁתה גדול לאסתר והנחה למדינות עשׂה (= The king held a great banquet for Esther and he granted an amnesty to the provinces).




The LXX of this verse: καὶ ἐποίησεν ὁ βασιλεὺς πότον πᾶσιν τοῖς φίλοις αὐτοῦ καὶ ταῖς δυνάμεσιν ἐπὶ ἡμέρας ἑπτὰ καὶ ὕψωσεν τοὺς γάμους Εσθηρ καὶ ἄφεσιν ἐποίησεν τοῖς ὑπὸ τὴν βασιλείαν αὐτοῦ (= And the king gave a party for all his friends and for the armed forces for seven days and he celebrated Esther’s wedding and he gave an amnesty to those who were in his kingdom) translates a Hebrew very close to the consonantal MT: ויעשׂ המלך משׁתה גדול לכל־שׂריו ועבדיו את משׁתה אסתר והנחה למדינות עשׂה ויתן משׂאת כיד המלך (“The king held a great banquet for all his ministers and servants, Esther’s banquet. He granted an amnesty to the provinces and he offered a donation befitting the king”). The LXX presupposes the underlined proto-Masoretic editorial additions (πᾶσιν τοῖς φίλοις αὐτοῦ καὶ ταῖς δυνάμεσιν correspond to כל־שׂריו ועבדיו and καὶ ἄφεσιν ἐποίησεν τοῖς ὑπὸ τὴν βασιλείαν αὐτοῦ corresponds to והנחה למדינות עשׂה ויתן משׂאת כיד המלך).




Furthermore, in the parallel passages between the LXX and AT, the vocabulary and Greek syntax are not the same. Thus, even if the translators of the AT and the LXX each understand that when their source speaks of Esther’s banquet, it is referring to her marriage banquet, they do not use the same expressions: compare the AT ἤγαγεν … τὸν γάμον τῆς Εσθηρ ἐπιφανῶς with the LXX ὕψωσεν τοὺς γάμους Εσθηρ. Similarly, in the conclusion the AT mentions the amnesty with the phrase καὶ ἐποίησεν ἀφέσεις … while the LXX has καὶ ἄφεσιν ἐποίησεν …



The two Greek texts, distinct and not directly dependent one upon the other, coexisted from early on. The Proto-AT probably circulated early in Greek-speaking Jewish communities of the Egyptian diaspora. The Proto-LXX probably goes back to the Hasmonean era. 

Additions in the AT and the LXX While the Proto-AT and Proto-LXX were originally independent translations, the insertion of the six additions within both shows a direct literary dependence, since the Greek forms of Additions A-F in the AT and the LXX are quite close. Additions B and E were probably first added to the LXX. On the other hand, Esther and Mordecai’s prayers (Add. C), Esther’s encounter with the king (Add. D), Mordecai’s dream and its interpretation (Adds. A and F) were first introduced into Proto-AT.84 Copyists or editors then integrated the additions into the other textual family, probably in order to establish a text that collated all the traditions associated with Esther and Mordecai. 

The Conclusion of the AT Finally, the analysis of the conclusion of Proto-Esther85 shows that 7:17-21, 33a, 34bAT were added late to the Hebrew Proto-Esther or to the Proto-AT to summarize the primary motifs of Chapters 8-10 in the MT/LXX and that, later still, vv. 7:35-38AT and 7:39-52AT were added to the Proto-AT in direct connection with the Greek text of the LXX. 




4.2.2.  The Other Textual Witnesses.

The other textual witnesses of Esther are daughter versions of one or the other of three primary textual witnesses. Flavius Josephus depends primarily upon texts close to the LXX. However, he does not seem to know Additions A and F and he uses motifs present only in the AT. The Old Latin text also constitutes a largely reworked daughter version of the LXX. 

The Vulgate, on the other hand, introduces a Latin hybrid text. Outside of the additions, it consists of a translation of the Hebrew Masoretic text, while the additions, placed at the end of the text, derive from a translation dependent upon the LXX.

The Peshitta and targumic texts depend upon the MT, while the Coptic-Sahidic, Ethiopic, and Armenian translations are descendants of the LXX.




4.2.3.  Schema of the History of the Texts of Esther
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B.  Historical and Intellectual Context of the Book’s Production


1.  The Persian Era: The Setting of the Action86


In 539 BCE the Persian King Cyrus the Great (550-529 BCE.) took the capital of the Babylonian Empire. Earlier, the Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar had conquered Jerusalem and deported a portion of its inhabitants to Mesopotamia (587 BCE). Cyrus established the domination of the Achaemenid Persian Empire over most of the ancient Near East that would last for more than two centuries. 

The MT of Esther sets the narrative in the court of the Persian Emperor Xerxes I (486 to 465 BCE) in Susa and actualizes the life of Jewish deportee descendants living in the heart of the empire.

Xerxes campaigned against Greece between 480 and 479. After a victory in Thermopyles, the Persian flottila was defeated at Salamis. The Persian troops remained in Greece during the winter of 480-479 before being defeated in Plataea and in Mycale. Although Xerxes left Asia Minor without massive territorial losses, his expedition was a failure that put an end to the Europe-bound Persian expansion. 




2.  The Hellenistic Era: The Context of the Work’s Production

The book of Esther is not a product of the Persian era. This commentary sees it as a product of the Hellenistic era. Like many other works, in the Bible and elsewhere, it need not have been written in the period in which its action is set, nor are the events it recounts necessarily historically accurate. Ascertaining when the work was produced is fundamental for understanding the intellectual baggage of its authors, the questions that preoccupied them, and consequently the contents of the work. 

Possible Dates Possible dates for the composition of Esther extend from the fifth to the first centuries BCE. Since the book refers to Xerxes I (the usual identification of the king), it cannot be earlier than 486 BCE.87 It could not be later than the middle of the first century BCE since 2 Maccabees 15:36 knew of Mordecai and probably the narrative connected to him, and the colophon of the LXX (F,11) dates the translation of the book to the end of the second century, or to the first century BCE.

Most exegetes therefore date Esther to the Persian or Hellenistic eras. Those who prefer the Persian era most often situate the editorial work during the second part of this era (fourth or beginning of third century), the narrative thus being much later than Xerxes.88 Increasingly, scholars are dating the book to the Hellenistic era, between the third century and the time of the Hasmonean kingdom.89 

Before specifying when Proto-Esther, the MT, and the Greek texts were produced, we need to see arguments for a dating at various moments in the Hellenistic era for these different literary stages of the work. Two primary observations: all the editors of the book of Esther seem to know Greek culture well, but only the proto-Masoretic editorial stage alludes to Maccabean problems.


2.1.  Fictive Character of the Narrative

The narrative of Esther is like a “historical novel” insofar as it is a work of fiction whose plot is set in the historical past. By its nature, the “historical novel” is ambiguous about its historicity since for such a “novel” to function, it must describe the historical background in a sufficiently reliable manner for its reader to find the past recognizable. The book’s presentation of the Persian era, which often conforms to what is known of this world in Greek antiquity, does just that.

Nevertheless, the fictive nature of the narrative is quite evident.90 The text situates the narrative in a past that is distant from the reader, in the days of Ahasuerus (1:1). Moreover, alongside the elements that ring fairly true are an entire series of historical implausibilities. In Persian history there is no evidence of queens named Esther or Vashti. The principal wife of Xerxes I is well known and is called Amestris.91 Furthermore, no mention of a civil war implicating Jews in the Persian Empire is to be found. One can also note certain implausibilities such as a governor stupid enough to announce a pogrom eleven months in advance, as though to permit the targeted group to prepare its defense (9:3).92 

Finally, the “novelesque” character of the narrative invites one to see it as a literary fiction. The plot is perfectly coherent, the sequences are well prepared, and one finds new developments, caricature, exaggeration, and humor. One does not find ruptures in events, the presence of unrelated episodes, and the necessarily complex and little-structured narration that characterizes descriptions of what happens in reality and what one generally finds in historiographic narratives, such as Ezra–Nehemiah or 2 Maccabees. 




2.2.  Different Textual Forms

Discussion of the dating is complicated by the existence of different textual forms. These forms (the AT, MT, LXX, at least) must be dated individually, just like the different editorial stages and strata.

The MT, having been written in several stages, was produced in several historical periods. 




2.3.  Linguistic Arguments


The language in the book of Esther could help in dating (see below, § Language and Style of the MT) but unfortunately the interpretation of this data remains uncertain. On the one hand, the presence of Aramaisms and Persianisms means that a date at the end of the Persian era cannot be excluded, but on the other hand, the similarity between the Hebrew of Esther and Mishnaic Hebrew argues in favor of a later dating, from the Hellenistic or Roman eras. 




2.4.  Knowledge of Biblical Texts

Biblical texts cited or referred to by the book of Esther, along with texts that allude to Esther, are important clues to dating. We shall see below (§ Allusion and References to Other Biblical Texts) that Esther alludes to or cites passages in the books of Samuel and Kings, in the Joseph story (Gen 37-46), in the book of Exodus, in Chapters 2 to 6 of Daniel, and in Neh 8:10-12. These citations and allusions primarily apear in the sections of Esther developed by the proto-Masoretic editors. These editors thus worked when the majority of biblical literature was already familiar; the monarchic literature and the late stratas of the Pentateuch were finalized in the Persian era, and the book of Daniel does not predate the Hellenistic era.93 Although Esther’s proto-Masoretic editors knew the biblical texts well, the rest of the Bible did not know Esther, since one does not find any allusion or reference to either the book of Esther or to any of its characters in the TaNaK. Moreover, Sirach, in his hymn to the ancestors, mentions neither Esther nor Mordecai while numerous other biblical characters are mentioned. One must await the Hasmonean and Roman eras before the text of Esther is clearly attested.94 These observations do not permit a precise dating but point in the direction of the Hellenistic era for the proto-Masoretic editing of the book.




2.5.  Esther and Hellenistic Literature about Persia


One of the primary indications that place Esther’s editorial process in a period strongly influenced by Hellenistic culture is the fact that this book presupposes a whole series of Greek “clichés” and motifs about Achaemenid Persia. The book also knows several narratives about events in the Persian world, attested in Greek literature.95 The authors of Esther thus knew Greek literature or at least its clichés. 

To support this hypothesis, we will show that the Persian world constitutes a major preoccupation in Greek literature, that the manner in which the book of Esther presents this world is compatible with Greek representations of Persia, and that the narratives in Esther are similar to some Greek narratives on Persia. We will conclude that the book of Esther is comparable to the “Persica” of Greek literature. 


2.5.1.  Persian History and Its Sources


There are archives and royal inscriptions from the Persian world,96 along with a few Babylonian and Egyptian documents, but actually it is the Greek and Latin sources that provide the most information about the history of Achaemenid Persia.97 From the end of the sixth century BCE in the Medic wars, Greek cities were massively confronted by the Persian Empire, which consequently would become a much-discussed subject. In the fifth and fourth centuries BCE, Persia is very much present in the work of the historians Herodotus, Thucydides, and Xenophon.98 Ctesias of Cnidus, a Greek doctor who lived in the court of Artaxerxes II, wrote a very successful Persica99 and several other Persicas circulated in the Greek world: those of Dionysius of Miletus, Hellanicus of Lesbos, Charon of Lampsacus, Heracleides of Cyme, and Dinon.100 Persia is equally present in the work of philosophers such as Plato or (Pseudo-)Aristotle.101 Despite the disappearance of the Persian Empire, Persia continued to play a considerable role in Greek, and then Roman, historiographic literature. One finds references to it in Diodorus of Sicily, Plutarch, and Strabo, as well as in Latin literature such as in the Historiae of Quintus Curtius Rufus or Justin. In the third century CE, Persia appears again in Athenaeus and Aelian.102 

In Greco-Roman literature, representations of Persia are not devoid of “stereotypes” or “ideological motifs” that do not always correspond to historical reality.103 However, Greek representations of Persia are fairly detailed.104




2.5.2.  Links between Esther and Greek Literature105


The world of the Persian court in Esther is described in a manner comparable and compatible with that in Greek literature, so that a reader influenced by Hellenistic culture would not find any anachronisms. 

The association of “Persia and Media” when speaking of the nucleus of the empire (cf. Esth 1:3 also 1:14, 18, 19; 10:2) is typical of Greek representations of the Achaemenid Empire, while the mention of “127 provinces” of an empire extending from “India to Cush” (cf. Esth 1:2) calls to mind Herodotus’s description of the Persian Empire’s taxation. The description of the architecture of the royal palace, of the luxury of the materials in it and in its gardens, resembles that of certain Greek texts (cf. Esth 1:5-8). Similarly, the efficient Persian postal system, the multilingual royal decrees, or the large administrative divisions qualified as “satrapies” (cf. 3:12-15 also 1:22; 8:8-10) are found in the works of Greek authors. The types of characters in the court of Ahasuerus correspond well to the Greek presentations of the Persian court. Eunuchs manage the harem and the royal wives (Esth 1:10, 12, 15; 2:3-15; 4:1-5) and plot against the sovereign (2:21-23; 6:2). The topos of groups of seven functionaries of high status (Esth 1:13-15 also 1:10; 2:9) is known in Greek literature. Finally, the practices of the court are comparable to Greek descriptions: the king benefits from the favors of numerous concubines and an enormous harem. As for private banquets or ceremony where drunkenness play a large role, they remind us of the table customs of the Greek world as well as Greek portrayals of the practices of royal Persian banquets (cf. Esth 1:3-9).106 

In addition, several episodes in Esther resemble situations and behaviors attested in Greek literature about Persia. The refusal of Queen Vashti to be exhibited at the banquet can probably be explained by the fact that legitimate spouses are not expected to participate in the second part of banquets (cf. Esth 1:10-12). A college of specialists discussing the matrimonial life of Ahasuerus is similar to a famous episode in Herodotus regarding the marriage of Cambyses (cf. Esth 1:13-22). Esther’s ascension and the beauty contest she wins call to mind the meeting between Aspasia and Cyrus the Younger, attested in Aelian (cf. Esth 2:2-18). Mordecai’s refusal to prostrate before Haman can be explained in a Greek intellectual context where prostration before individuals of high status is seen as a typically Persian custom of servitude (cf. Esth 3:2). The episode where Haman hopes to obtain gifts from the king is a reminder that according to Greek literature, the Persian king possesses a registry of benefactors, that he readily dispenses horses and clothing as gifts, and that his subjects are often driven by hubris (cf. Esth 6:1-11). Esther’s risky arrival before the king calls to mind a similar episode in Herodotus involving the royal spouse Phaidime. Finally, Esther’s manipulation of the king and Haman during the banquets and getting revenge is reminiscent of several episodes mentioned by Herodotus and Ctesias concerning princesses and Persian queens (cf. Esth 5:1-8 also 7:1-10). 




2.5.3.  The Book of Esther, a Persica


The similarities between the representations of the Persian world in Greek literature and in the book of Esther are striking. The general portrayal of the Persian Empire is similar, and many of the biblical narrative’s episodes resemble episodes in Greek texts.

These types of parallels with Greek literature are very rare in the rest of biblical literature.107 To explain them, some scholars postulate the existence of a cultural foundation of oriental narratives that the authors of Esther and the Greek authors drew upon independently.108 This opinion preserves their dating of Esther in the Persian era but the existence of a foundation of oriental narratives is very unlikely, as such a foundation of narratives is not attested, and the desire to document and preserve such information in literary works are Greek cultural “inventions.” Consequently, it is likely that the authors of the book of Esther knew Greek literature and used its motifs to create a text that conforms to the canons of Greek literature on Persia. Esther could thus be understood as the Jewish counterpart of the Persicas of classical historiographers.






2.6.  Esther and Maccabean Conflicts


The MT of Esther alludes to the conflicts between the Jews and the Hellenistic Empire of the Maccabean-Hasmonean era. These allusions will be discussed below. Let us note here the most important points. 

The battle opposing the Jews against their enemies in Esth 9:1-19 presents numerous analogies to the battle of Judas Maccabeus against the general Nicanor (1 Macc 7:39-50 and 2 Macc 15). The triumph of the Jews results in both cases in a large number of enemy deaths, with the exhibition of the corpse of the vanquished leader, and dates of the thirteenth of Adar. Moreover, in the image of several nationalistic Maccabean-Hasmonean victories, the celebration described in Esther 9 is instituted as an annual festival for all Jews (Esth 9:20-32).

Several other motifs are typical of the Maccabean era. Imperial legislative measures aim to call into question Jewish customs (Esth 3:8-9; 1 Macc 1:41-64; 2 Macc 6-7). Identifying oneself as Jewish was considered dangerous (Esth 2:11, 20; 2 Macc 6:6). And the sale of the Jews is envisaged to replenish the coffers of the empire (Esth 7:4; 2 Macc 8:10). Esther 8:17 evokes the problem of Judaizing non-Jews, a practice attested especially under Hyrcanus who Judaizes the Idumeans. 

Moreover, the proto-Masoretic editing of Esther Chapters 1 and 2 describes quite ironically the functioning of the empire, presented as weighty and absurd. In Esth 8:8 the irony reaches its climax when the Persian system cannot annul a decree recognized as harmful. Such a presentation of the empire makes sense in the context of strong tensions between the Jews and a foreign empire that characterizes the Maccabean era.

With the exception of the criticisms of Jewish customs in 3:8-9, the primary allusions to Maccabean problems are absent from Proto-Esther and only appear in proto-Masoretic editorial sections (Chapter 9 and the edited passages of Chs. 1-2; 8:17, etc.). 




2.7.  The Context of Proto-Esther’s Production


The first textual form of the book, Proto-Esther,109 was produced largely after the events it relates. Since its authors have an intimate knowledge of literature in Greek about Persia, the work was probably produced in a milieu strongly influenced by Greek culture. 

Proto-Esther showcases Jewish characters living in the diaspora, the problems that confront them, and their relationships with the foreign world in which they live. This text presupposes the existence of Jewish communities in large cities in the empire. The actions of Esther and Mordecai cohere with the values and the strategies expected of a social group in a diaspora, a minority in a position of weakness. By refusing to prostrate himself, Mordecai does not submit to the demands of the majority, but finds himself in a delicate situation; he has little support within the majority group (3:3-4) and thus must seek help from a person from his people (Ch. 4). As for Esther, she also acts as someone in a position of social weakness, since she must resort to cunning to obtain the support of the king (Chs. 5 and 7).110














Proto-Esther does not present the proto-Masoretic conclusion (Chs. 8-10) in which the Jews end up defending themselves with arms to subdue their enemies. It is the emperor who thwarts Haman’s projects, saving the Jews. The view of the empire is much more benevolent than in the MT. Proto-Esther provides the impression that it is possible for Jews to live harmoniously within an empire whose system in general, and the emperor in particular, are not malevolent. In Proto-Esther a discourse critical of Jewish particularism is already staged (3:8-9) as the threat of a pogrom against the Jews. But in Proto-Esther, as in the Joseph story, if dangerous individuals such as Haman could threaten the Jews, the recourse to justice and to the laws of the empire permit Jews close to power to counter these threats.

These observations suggest that Proto-Esther was written in a Jewish diaspora community in a Hellenized urban milieu. By using the codes and the motifs of Hellenistic culture to create a Persica for the Jews, the authors of Proto-Esther seek to integrate and assimilate the dominant culture. Mirroring the characters of the narrative, the editors are part of the elite, cultivated from the urban society of their time and with access to circles of imperial power. In this context they happen, nevertheless, to be confronted by malevolent discourses, questioning their particular customs. 


2.7.1.  Jewish Diasporas in the Hellenistic Era.

Important Jewish groups lived outside the area of “Israel” from the era of Babylonian (597-540) and Persian (539-333) imperial domination. Biblical texts evoke the deportation of the Jews and the constitution of a Jewish community in Mesopotamia (2 Kgs 25; Ezek 1; 24; 33; Jer 24-29, etc.), as well as in Egypt (Jer 40-44). Archaeological discoveries reflecting the Achaemenid era have confirmed this.111 From the Hellenistic era, the number and size of diaspora Jewish communities reached an unprecedented level112 and continued to grow during the Roman era.113 

After the conquest of the Achaemenid Empire by Alexander the Great, Hellenistic domination was established throughout the Mediterranean basin, the Near and Middle East. At Alexander’s death, competing kingdoms were formed. Judea and more broadly the southern Levant, from 320/301 BCE, fell under the administration of the Egyptian Lagides who maintain control until 200 BCE. During the fifth Syrian war, Antiochus III took possession of Judea which then passed into the hands of the Seleucids who controlled Syria and parts of Asia Minor and Mesopotamia.114 During the Lagide and the beginning of the Seleucid eras, Hellenistic administration of Judea did not provoke any major tension.

During this period, diaspora Jewish communities developed in Egypt, in particular in Alexandria, which became one of the most important Jewish communities outside of Judea; in Cyrenaica; in Syria, especially in Antioch and Damascus; and in Asia Minor.115 

Jews in large urban centers tended to integrate into Hellenistic culture. Greek language was necessary and a dialogue between Hellenistic and Jewish culture emerged. Jews participated in the social and political life of the cities. But the process of integration did not result in a complete assimilation. Jews did not become systematically “citizens” of the city in which they resided, but remained most often identifiable as ethno-religious groups. Finally, tensions with other groups sometimes emerged, and a polemical discourse with regard to the Jews began to appear, in particular in Lagide Egypt.116 




2.7.2.  Synthesis

Proto-Esther a Product of the Alexandrian Diaspora Proto-Esther was probably produced within the Jewish community in Alexandria in the Lagide era, between the middle of the third century and the beginning of the second century BCE.117 Indications in the text suggest that it was produced in a Jewish diaspora marked by Hellenism before the Maccabean crisis, and Alexandria seems likely. In Alexandrian Judaism, Hellenism was firmly established. It is also a locale where, during the Lagide era, polemics appeared concerning Jewish particularism. Moreover, it is in Egypt that 3 Maccabees was written, a text whose problems are very close to those of Esther. 






2.8.  The Context of Production of the Proto-Masoretic Edition of Esther


The proto-Masoretic editors largely reworked and completed Proto-Esther, arriving at a textual form very close to the MT.118 The proto-Masoretic revisions paint a much harsher and ironic picture of the empire, which becomes profoundly dysfunctional. In this revised text, the deliverance of the Jews cannot be assured by relying on the institutions of the empire, it is useless for a Jew to hide his or her identity, and acting with intelligence by keeping in close proximity to the king does not guarantee the deliverance of the Jews. The addition of Chapters 8 and 9 suggests that in such a dysfunctional empire, the taking up of arms is the only option for the survival of the Jews.

Such reflections would hardly make sense when Jews lived in harmony within a foreign empire, and would seem suicidal in a diaspora context. They assume a radical rupture in confidence regarding imperial institutions, which, in Jewish history, occurred during the Maccabean crisis. The similarities between the themes of the proto-Masoretic editing and those of Maccabean literature are striking. The conflict described in Esther 9 calls to mind especially the victory of Judas Maccabeus against Nicanor.119 

It therefore seems likely that Proto-Esther, first put forward in the diaspora, was reworked by editors living in Judea during the Maccabean-Hasmonean era.


2.8.1.  Judea in the Maccabean and Hasmonean Eras120


Judea was under the domination of the Egyptian Lagides during all of the third century BCE, but it passed into the control of the Seleucid sovereign Antiochus III in 200 BCE. The Syrian Seleucid domination did not bring significant tensions prior to the end of the reign of Seleucus IV (187-175). The people of Judea, organized around the Temple in Jerusalem, apparently continued to benefit from the Seleucids by having some autonomy, the protection of their cult and priesthood, the possibility of respecting their own law, and favorable taxation.121 

Under Antiochus IV (175-164) an explosive atmosphere developed in Judea that led to the Maccabean insurrection. 

The causes of tension were manifold. Conflicts about the succession to the position of High Priest occurred. Financial difficulties of the Seleucids, now debtors of Rome, led them to increase levies on the Temple treasury. Moreover, in a Judean society that was now multicultural, Hellenism tended to influence the social and cultural practices122 and important divisions appeared. Elite Jews, including priests, were influenced by Hellenism, which generated strong resistance from more traditionalist groups. 

Between 168 and 167 BCE, Antiochus IV led repressive operations. He had a fortress built (Akra) at Jerusalem and installed a garrison (1 Macc 1:29-40). With the support of local elites, the Jerusalem cult was Hellenized and traditional Jewish rites such as circumcision and the Sabbath were prohibited (1 Macc 1:41-64; 2 Macc 6:1-11). 

Under the leadership of a family from Modein, the Maccabees, the originators of the Hasmonean dynasty, a revolt in 164 resulted in a first victory. The Temple was reconsecrated and the traditional cult reinstalled. This event is commemorated by the festival of Hanukkah (1 Macc 4:36-59; 2 Macc 10:1-8). 

However, tensions did not subside. In 161 Judas Maccabeus won a new victory over Seleucid troops, led by General Nicanor. Nicanor died in battle and his head was exhibited in Jerusalem (1 Macc 7:39-50; 2 Macc 15:17-36). Fighting continued and shortly afterwards Judas Maccabeus lost his life in the defeat against the Seleucid army led by Bacchides (1 Macc 9:1-57). Nevertheless, the victory of 161 occupied a central place in the memory of the Maccabean era. It was celebrated for a long time on the thirteenth of Adar as the “Day of Nicanor.”

Jonathan Maccabeus (160-143) succeeded his brother Judah. After his victory over Bacchides in 157, there is a period of relative calm. In 152, Jonathan was named High Priest (1 Macc 10, especially v. 12). This nomination to the priesthood was a recognition by the Seleucids of the power of the Hasmoneans in Judea. It provoked tensions with several Jewish groups, the Qumran community, certain priestly groups, and the Hasidim. During the period when Jonathan administered Judea, he increased the areas under his control, especially in the coastal plain and in Samaria. Simon Maccabeus (143-134), Jonathan’s successor, reinforced his power in Judea. He obtained the departure of the garrison from the citadel in Jerusalem (1 Macc 13:49-53). According to 1 Macc 14:25-49, a decree of the great Jewish assembly granted the high priesthood to the Hasmoneans.

Simon was succeeded by his son John Hyrcanus (134-104). Hyrcanus benefited from the weakening of the Seleucids and the support of Rome, and led an independent polity. The Hasmoneans started to mint their own currency.123 Hyrcanus led several military campaigns and extended the Judean territories to the north and to the south. In Samaria, he destroyed the Temple at Gerizim (128). In Idumea (112), he imposed Jewish rituals, circumcision in particular, on the local populations, also leading a policy of Judaizing the populations under his control.124 Finally, he conquered important cities (Samaria, Scythopolis, and Beersheba). 

Unlike their predecessors, the Hasmoneans Aristobulus I (104-103) and Alexander Jannaeus (103-76) took the title of king.125 Alexander led a polity independent of the Hellenistic kingdoms. The Judean kingdom thus achieved its zenith. Alexander Jannaeus controled all of the southern Levant, Idumea, Philistia, Samaria, Galilee, and the Transjordan.126 Under his reign, internal conflicts between the Hasmonean monarchy, reliant on the Sadducees, and other Jewish groups were frequent.127 At his death, his wife Salome Alexandra reigned in his place (76-67). Finally, the accession of Roman domination (from 63) followed by the Herodian dynasty (from 37 BCE) precipitated the end of the Hasmoneans.




2.8.2.  Synthesis 

Proto-Masoretic Hasmonean Editing Thematic links between the Masoretic Esther and Maccabean literature suggest that the proto-Masoretic editors worked during the Maccabean-Hasmonean era. The MT book of Esther presupposes the Maccabean crisis but is subsequent to it. Indeed, it ends by saying that the empire persists, all the while delegating to Jews power over themselves, a situation that is accepted (10:3). Historically, a comparable situation would occur, at the earliest, starting from Jonathan Maccabeus. Moreover, the MT of Esther mentions the Judaizing of large groups of non-Jews (8:17), a theme that evokes the Hasmonean political expansionism of Simon and Hyrcanus. Finally, the willingness of diaspora Jews to celebrate a high military achievement (Esth 9:20-32) may allude to a Hasmonean victory at the time of Hyrcanus – the day of Nicanor celebrated on the thirteenth of Adar – that can be found in the festal letters of 2 Maccabees that seek to promote the celebration of Hanukkah in the diaspora. This can be explained by the Hasmoneans seeking to promote their preeminence over all Jews. The proto-Masoretic rewriting cannot date after the reign of Hyrcanus. Indeed, there is no allusion to the willingness of the Hasmoneans, from Aristobulus, to present themselves as independent monarchs, nor to the internal Jewish conflicts that seem to have hardened from the reign of Alexander Jannaeus. In addition, this editing is necessarily prior to the production of the LXX of Esther, at the latest in the middle of the first century BCE. 

Consequently, it is probably during the second half of the second century BCE, during the time of Simon or John Hyrcanus that the old Proto-Esther, written in the diaspora, was reworked in Judea within a Hasmonean context, in the same intellectual milieu in which other literary works such as the first two books of the Maccabees emerged. 






2.9.  The Contexts of Production of the Additions and Other Textual Forms of the Work


Between the second century BCE and the first century CE, “Judaism” is not homogenous.128 In Judea, groups with very different preoccupations and conceptions develop and coexist. Some are close to the Hasmonean sovereigns, some to the Temple hierarchy, and others to the Hasidim, the Pharisees, or the Essenes. Some groups are marked by Hellenism and others reject it. Moreover, diverse theologies, ranging from apocalyptic thought to a theology close to what will later become the rabbinic tradition, characterize the Judaism of this period. Added to the sociological diversity is a geographic diversity; Jews are found not only in Judea, but also in Samaria and in Galilee, as well as in several diasporas. 

Starting from the second century BCE, different forms of the Esther narrative began circulating in Egypt and Judea.129 The emergence of the additions can be explained by the willingness of different contexts to rework and to disseminate this narrative. Apocalyptic groups seem to have interpreted Esther traditions by developing the narrative of Mordecai’s premonitory dream (Additions A1 and F), traditionally pious groups, perhaps of a Pharisaic type, developed the prayers of Esther and Mordecai (Addition C), while Greek-speaking diaspora groups, probably directly confronted by Judeophobic discourses, developed the text of the decrees in Additions B and E. 
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