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“There are countless forms of narrative in the world … in this infinite 
variety of forms, it is present at all times, in all places, in all societies … 
Like life itself, it is there, international, transhistorical, transcultural.”

Roland Barthes (1966)





French roman
German Roman
Italian romanzo
(English romance)

Derived from Latin romanice
(linguistic: “what people ruled 
by the Roman Empire speak”)
 

Spanish novela
English novel

Derived from Italian novella
(literary: “a work of literature 
that is a short, new thing”)



The first novels were novellas

Hypothesis:

The first novellas are works that we would recognize as 
“novelistic” and as the ultimate ancestor of the novel.



The first novels were novellas

Hypothesis:

The first novellas are works that we would recognize as 
“novelistic” and as the ultimate ancestor of the novel.

They were written in the Southeastern Mediterranean 
starting in the 5th century BCE and were popular through the 
heyday of the Roman Empire.



Why “novella” and not “novel”?

•Distinct from the Graeco-Roman novel
(mid 1st century BCE to 3rd century CE)

• Shorter than novels (both Greek and modern)
but longer than short stories

• Preserved by themselves (not in story collections)



Today’s talk

1. Background, facts, and overview
2. Discovering the novellas
3. Imagining ourselves as readers of two novellas, 

with short readings from them



Why we can talk about “the 
Egyptian and Judean novella”



Why we can talk about “the 
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• Same time period (Persian and Greek periods)



The “Ages” of the Near East: 

Bronze Age (3300 – 1200 BCE)
Iron Age (1200 – 550 BCE)
Persian Empire (550 – 330 BCE)
Hellenistic Age (330 – 31 BCE)
Roman Age (31 BCE – 337 CE)

Judea:
• Two kingdoms:
• Israel, until 710
• Judah, until 586

• Constant threat 
from Mesopotamian 
empires

Egypt:
• Weakening national 

power
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The “Ages” of the Near East: 

Bronze Age (3300 – 1200 BCE)
Iron Age (1200 – 550 BCE)
Persian Empire (550 – 330 BCE)
Hellenistic Age (330 – 31 BCE)
Roman Age (31 BCE – 337 CE)

Judea:
• Controlled by 

Ptolemaic then 
Seleucid Empires

• Period of national 
independence before 
Roman era 
(Hasmonean Kingdom)

Egypt:
• Ptolemaic Empire



The “Ages” of the Near East: 

Bronze Age (3300 – 1200 BCE)
Iron Age (1200 – 550 BCE)
Persian Empire (550 – 330 BCE)
Hellenistic Age (330 – 31 BCE)
Roman Age (31 BCE – 337 CE)

Judea:
• Roman province

Egypt:
• Roman province



The era of Egyptian novellas (green)
Old Kingdom Mid to late 3rd millennium BCE
Middle Kingdom Late 3rd to mid 2nd millennium BCE
New Kingdom 1550 to 1069 BCE
Kushite Period 744 to 656 BCE
Saite Period 664 to 525 BCE
Persian Empire 525 to 404, 343 to 332 BCE
Ptolemaic Empire 332 to 30 BCE
Roman Empire 30 BCE onward… 

*

* Egyptians living in an Egyptian-controlled state



The era of Judean novellas (green)

Judeans in Palestine

Persian Empire 539-333 BCE
Hellenistic Empires 333-164 BCE
Hasmonean Kingdom* 164-63 BCE
Roman Empire 63 BCE – 70CE

*Judeans living in a Judean-controlled state

   Judeans in Egypt

Persian Empire starting in ca. 550 BCE
Ptolemaic Empire 332 to 30 BCE

Roman Empire 30 BCE onward… 



Why we can talk about “the 
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Why we can talk about “the 
Egyptian and Judean novella”

• Same time period (Persian and Greek periods)
• Same region (Southeastern Mediterranean)



Jerusalem
& Qumran Babylon (?)

Alexandria

Memphis
Fayyum

Thebes (?)

Judean novellas
Egyptian novellas

Where novellas were found
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Why we can talk about “the 
Egyptian and Judean novella”

• Same time period (Persian and Greek periods)
• Same region (Southeastern Mediterranean)
• Same political context (control by foreign empire)
• Same social context (increasing influence of Greek culture)
• Same language-type (vernacular, once-national lang.)



The language of Egyptian novellas

Image: Encyclopedia Britannica



The language of Egyptian novellas

Hieroglyphs Hieratic Demotic
Developed in Persian PeriodDeveloped in Old KingdomDeveloped before Old 

Kingdom



The language of Judean novellas

Image: Encyclopedia Britannica



The language of Judean novellas

•Hebrew (Ruth, Jonah, Esther)
The traditional language of Judeans

• Aramaic (Tobit, other fragments)
A spoken language of Judeans, Persian period onwards

•Greek (!) (Judith)
A spoken language of Judeans, Hellenistic period onwards



Putting them side by side…

• Egyptian novellas continued to be written and read in the 
Roman Period (as late as the 2nd century CE).
• Judean novellas continued to be read only in the Roman 

Period, but new novellas were much more influenced by 
Greek literature and are better called novels.



Putting them side by side…

• Egyptian novellas were always written and copied in the 
Egyptian language (Demotic)
• Judean novellas were gradually translated into Greek and 

written in Greek as well



Why we can talk about “the 
Egyptian and Judean novella”

• Same time period (Persian and Greek periods)
• Same region (Southeastern Mediterranean)
• Same political context (control by foreign empire)
• Same social context (increasing influence of Greek culture)
• Same language-type (vernacular, once-national lang.)
• Same genre (independent, short prose fiction)



Why we can talk about “the 
Egyptian and Judean novella”

• Is there any cross-influence?



How are the novellas preserved?









Fayyum





Tebtunis



Israel

Dead Sea Scrolls



Jordan

Israel

Sea of Galilee

Jordan River

Jerusalem

Site of discovery



The Dead Sea Scrolls

Discovered in 1946-1947

Date to ca 100 BCE 
to 50 CE





The “Great Isaiah Scroll” of Cave 1









Fragment of an otherwise unknown novella from the Dead Sea





A fragment of a scroll 
of Ruth from the 
Dead Sea Scrolls



Damascus Pentateuch Codex

ca. 1000 CE

ca. 1,000 years after Dead Sea Scrolls

Medieval Hebrew Bibles
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Jonah*
Esther

Isaiah
Jeremiah
Ezekiel
The Twelve*

Psalms
Song of Songs
Lamentations

Proverbs
Qohelet

Job
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Genesis
Exodus
Leviticus
Numbers
Deuteronomy

Joshua
Judges
Samuel
Kings

Chronicles
Ezra-Nehemiah

Daniel

Ruth
Jonah*
Esther

Isaiah
Jeremiah
Ezekiel
The Twelve*

Psalms
Song of Songs
Lamentations

Proverbs
Qohelet

Job

The novellas are all
authored compositions.



Jonah

Esther

RuthDaniel

Genesis KingsJudges SamuelJoshuaDeuteronomyNumbersLeviticusExodus

Chronicles Ezra-Nehemiah

The novellas are unique:
–Short
–1 composition per scroll
–No overlap with other scrolls



Torah

Genesis
Exodus
Leviticus
Numbers
Deuteronomy

The Jewish Bible
Neviim (Prophets)

Joshua
Judges
Samuel
Kings

Isaiah
Jeremiah
Ezekiel
The Twelve 

(incl. Jonah)

Ketuvim (Writings)

Ruth Qohelet 
Psalms Esther
Job Daniel
Proverbs Chronicles
Song of Songs Ezra-Nehemiah
Lamentations



Torah

Genesis
Exodus
Leviticus
Numbers
Deuteronomy

The Jewish Bible
Neviim (Prophets)

Joshua
Judges
Samuel
Kings

Isaiah
Jeremiah
Ezekiel
The Twelve 

(incl. Jonah)

Ketuvim (Writings)

Ruth Qohelet 
Psalms Esther
Job Daniel
Proverbs Chronicles
Song of Songs Ezra-Nehemiah
Lamentations

Narrative record of the Golden Age 
of Judean history & era of prophets

Other literature which stems from
the Golden Age



The canonical placement of the 
novellas
A clue to their original purpose:
• Associated with the Golden Age
• Supplementing a particular era
• Not authoritative history but historical fiction

Ruth An idyllic short story about a distant 
ancestor of King David.

Setting: the era of Israel’s ancestors
(Early Iron Age)



The canonical placement of the 
novellas
A clue to their original purpose:
• Associated with an era during the Golden Age
• Supplementing a particular era
• Not authoritative history but historical fiction

Jonah A  humorous story of a prophet mentioned 
at 2 Kings 14:25 who struggles with his 

religious vocation.

Setting: the Kingdom of Israel (Iron Age)



The canonical placement of the 
novellas
A clue to their original purpose:
• Associated with an era during the Golden Age
• Supplementing a particular era
• Not authoritative history but historical fiction

Esther A story of a Judean woman who becomes the 
favorite queen of the Persian emperor and who saves 

her people from destruction.

Setting: the Persian Empire



Other Judean novellas: Judith, Tobit

•Written in Greek or more popular in Greek-speaking 
circles.
•Do not find immediate relevance to the record of the 

Golden Age as Ruth, Jonah, and Esther.



Reading Ruth as a Judean, 
ca. 100 BCE-70 CE

A fragment of a scroll of Ruth 
from the Dead Sea Scrolls, 
Hasmonean Period



By Effib 
https://he.wikipedia.org/wiki/ החשמונאים_ media/File:Map_Hasmonean_Kingdo/#ממלכת
m-he.svg, CC BY-SA 4.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?
curid=63408877

Antiochus IV – Hellenistic emperor
175-164 BCE

John Hyrcanus – Hasmonean king
135-104 BCE







Pompey invading Jerusalem and 
entering the Holy of Holies of the 
Temple (63 BCE)

Painting by Jean Fouquet
(1470-1475)



Arch of Titus detail:
Commemoration of the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE by Titus



Reading Ruth as a Judean, 
ca. 100 BCE-70 CE

Ruth and Naomi by William Blake



Reading Ruth as a Judean, 
ca. 100 BCE-70 CE

“So Boaz married Ruth. She became his wife, and he lived with her. 
Yahweh let her conceive, and she bore a son. The women said to 
Naomi, ‘Blessed be Yahweh, who has not withheld a redeemer from 
you today! May his name be perpetuated in Israel!’ …

Naomi took the child and held it to her bosom. She became its foster 
mother, and the women neighbors gave him a name: ‘A son is born 
to Naomi!’ They named him Obed. He was the father of Jesse, who 
was the father of David.”

(Ruth 4:13-14, 16-17)



Reading 1 Setna as an Egyptian, 
ca. 195 BCE

“Page” 4 from the only surviving 
copy of 1 Setna



Ptolemy V Epiphanes
204-181 BCE

Reconstruction of the 
Rosetta Stone

By Captmondo (Own work), CC BY-SA 3.0, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?
curid=10799505





Temple of Edfu





Holy of Holies of 
the Temple of Edfu



Reading 1 Setna as an Egyptian, 
ca. 195 BCE

Ramesses II
Khaemwaset



Reading 1 Setna as an Egyptian, 
ca. 195 BCE



Reading 1 Setna as an Egyptian, 
ca. 195 BCE

Setna said, “Ihweret, let me be given this scroll, or I 
shall take it by force!” Naneferkaptah raised himself 
up from the coffin, and said, “Are you Setna? To 
whom this woman is speaking these woeful 
matters, and you not taking them into 
consideration? As for this scroll: can you take it by 
means of the strength of a skilled scribe, or by 
contest…by playing a game against me?” Setna 
said, “I am ready!”







Reading 1 Setna as an Egyptian, 
ca. 195 BCE

The game board and its pieces were brought 
before them. Naneferkaptah took the first game 
from Setna. He chanted a spell, struck his head 
with the board, and sent him into the ground up to 
his feet. He did the same for the second game, and 
sent him into the ground up to his penis. He did the 
same for the third game, and sent him into the 
ground up to his ears.



Reading 1 Setna as an Egyptian, 
ca. 195 BCE

After that, Setna was in great difficulty at the hands 
of Naneferkaptah. He called out to his brother 
Inaros: “Hurry to the surface and tell everything that 
has happened to me to the Pharaoh! Bring me the 
amulets of Ptah together with my magical scroll!” 
He did not delay…Inaros returned and put the 
amulets on the body of Setna, and he flew upwards 
at that very instant, reached out for the scroll, and 
took it.



Books Without Authors…





French roman
German Roman
Italian romanzo
(English romance)

Derived from Latin romanice
(linguistic: “what people ruled 
by the Roman Empire speak”)
 

Spanish novela
English novel

Derived from Italian novella
(literary: “a work of literature 
that is a short, new thing”)
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