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PREFACE

The articles in this volume include papers read at a conference held in the
University of Aberdeen from 1 -4 April 2002 to mark the bicentenary of
the death of Alexander Geddes (4 September 1737-26 February 1802). I
should like first and foremost to acknowledge the contribution of the international, interdisciplinary and interfaith group of distinguished scholars
who so readily accepted the invitation to read papers, so willingly lent
their expertise, and so fully co-operated in the production of this volume.
It is a pleasure too to acknowledge the financial sponsorship of the British
Academy, the Most Reverend Mario Conti, Roman Catholic Archbishop
of Glasgow, the Reverend Dr Reginald C. Fuller, Geddes's modern biographer, and the Right Honourable the Lord Petre, whose ancestors, the ninth
and, for Geddes's last year, the tenth, Lord Petre, were for over twenty
years the indispensable and generous patrons of his work. But assistance
in organizing the conference spread far beyond the financial: I am indebted
to Reginald Fuller for introducing me to Gerard Carruthers, who in turn
introduced me to Catharina van Dijk; to John Rogerson for proposing the
participation of Christoph Bultmann; and to Andre Lemaire for suggesting
the name of Bertram Eugene Schwarzbach. I am further indebted to Philip
Davies for accepting this volume into the Supplement Series of the
Journal for the Study of the Old Testament. I should also like to thank the
Society for Old Testament Study for associating itself with the conference.
Thanks are also due to the Principal and Vice-Chancellor of the University of Aberdeen for hospitality and to the Faculty of Arts and Divinity
Research Committee for underwriting the conference. I am most grateful
to the University for providing me with office accommodation and facilities for running the conference during this final, 'extra' year, to Ian Pirie
and his staff in the conference office and to the secretarial staff in the
Divinity and Religious Studies department for their assistance. I am particularly indebted to Mrs Jacqueline Armstrong for supervising the domestic arrangements at the conference. For the task of editing this volume the
assistance of the staff in Historic Collections in Aberdeen University
Library has been invaluable.
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These words are written precisely 40 years to the month since my first
arrival in Aberdeen, as Lecturer in Hebrew and Semitic Languages. It is a
matter for particular satisfaction to me that the moment of severance of
immediate physical association with the University should be marked by a
celebration commemorating a notable son of the northeast of Scotland
who is one of the University of Aberdeen's distinguished honorary graduates.
William Johnstone
1 September 2002
King's College, University of Aberdeen
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INTRODUCTION: THE BIBLE AND THE ENLIGHTENMENT
William Johnstone

The aim of the following collection of essays is twofold: to appraise the
work for which Alexander Geddes is best known in biblical circles, his
suggestions about the composition of the Pentateuch; and to try to see that
work in perspective by setting it within the wider context of his other
writings, his life and his times. Both of these aspects touch matters of
continuing interest. The issues raised by Pentateuchal criticism remain unresolved, perhaps inevitably so in the nature of the case. As the following
papers make abundantly clear, Geddes's biblical criticism relates to much
wider issues arising from the thinking and events of his period, the
eighteenth-century Enlightenment, issues, among others, about revelation
and authority, the relation between science and religion, and the autonomy
of ethics and philosophy, that are still with us. This Introduction, accordingly, falls into two sections: it begins with that biblical criticism with
which Geddes is most commonly associated, and then sketches something
of that broader Enlightenment framework within which he pursued his
biblical studies.
1. 'The Bible...': Initial Assumptions
...to ascertain the true meaning is often as hard as to ascertain the true
reading...
—Geddes (Prospectus: 61)

In the annals of biblical interpretation it is conventional to ascribe to
Alexander Geddes (1737-1802) an honoured, if minor, place amid the
constellation of biblical critics as the originator of the 'Fragment Hypothesis' of the composition of the Pentateuch: 'although I am inclined to
believe that the Pentateuch was reduced into its present form in the reign
of Solomon, I am fully persuaded that it was compiled from ancient
documents' (Bible I: xix). This ascription is commonplace in standard
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'Introductions' to the Old Testament (e.g. Eissfeldt 1965: 162). I myself
was first introduced to Geddes, as I imagine most students the world over
are, by a passing reference in my first term of 'Old Testament Introduction'.1 Subsequent encounters included the influential discussions in the
'Oxford Hexateuch' (Carpenter and Harford-Battersby 1900,1: 44), with
its cross-reference to T.K. Cheyne's Founders of Modern Criticism, and—
another 'must' for students of the Old Testament in Glasgow and Aberdeen—in George Adam Smith's Modern Criticism and the Preaching of
the Old Testament (1901: 36), who credits Geddes with providing the
conditions for the extension of scientific criticism in the Pentateuch beyond Exodus 6.2 The association of Geddes with the Fragment Hypothesis
is reinforced in H.-J. Kraus's standard history of Old Testament interpretation,3 and continues down to the latest Introduction to the Old Testament
that I happen to have read.4
It was the awareness of this ascription, coupled with the fact that
Geddes was a native of the 'territory' of the University of Aberdeen (he
was born at Arradoul, near Buckie, in Banffshire), and was, indeed, an
honorary graduate of the University (LLD, conferred by both King's and
Marischal Colleges, then separate universities, in 1780 [see Fuller 1984:
129-30]), that led me to cite Geddes, alongside William Robertson Smith,
as one of the major pioneering biblical critics native to the North East of
Scotland in my inaugural lecture in the University of Aberdeen in 1982.51
felt it my duty then that, if circumstances permitted, I should organize a
1. In John Mauchline's lectures on Old Testament Introduction in Candlemas
Term, University of Glasgow, January 1957.
2. See also G.A. Smith in Hastings DB s.v. Joshua.
3. My enthusiasm for that and his other works led to the conferment of the
honorary degree of Doctor of Divinity on Professor Kraus by the University of
Aberdeen and, in turn, to the dedication of the third edition of his Geschichte to the
University. Kraus's discussion of Geddes is in Kraus 1982: 155-56.
4. Hughes 2001: 226 n. 19: 'The Fragmentary Hypothesis found advocates in
scholars like W.M.L. de Wette, A. Geddes, and J.S. Vater. It argues that, instead of
sources or documents, a series of disconnected fragments lay behind the legal section
of the Pentateuch in particular.' Given the dates for these scholars—de Wette 17801849, Geddes 1737-1802, Vater 1771-1826—priority in that list should be given to
Geddes (for the dates see index volume of RGG, 3rd edn). For the corresponding
relative dating of these authors' relevant publications, see Kraus 1982: 155-56. For a
discussion of Geddes's 'Place in the History of Biblical Criticism' see, as on so many
other aspects of Geddes's career, Fuller 1984: 112-22 (Chapter 7), under that title.
5. Republished in Johnstone 1998: 50-73 (58-61, 70-71).

JOHNSTONE Introduction

3

conference in Aberdeen in the Spring of 2002 to mark the bicentenary of
Geddes's death.
Given the liveliness of the debate in current biblical scholarship, not
least about the processes involved in the composition of the Pentateuch, it
is perhaps timely to re-examine the perceptions of one of the pioneers of
biblical criticism. Problems are never definitively 'solved'; they have to be
thought through again in each generation. It may be that an understanding
of the factors that give rise to critical questions and of the responses that
an early critic gave to them will be illuminating, perhaps even helpful, to
the continuing discussion. There is aprimafacie case that this is so. It is
striking that versions of the Fragment Hypothesis have been developed in
recent times. Werner H. Schmidt (1990: 79) reaffirms it, with specific
citation of the theory 'developed around 1800' for the Pentateuch as a
whole, in connection with the laws of the Pentateuch as collections of individual elements of varying antiquity. R.N. Whybray (1987: 222) writes of
his own work: 'This approach, which postulates a single authorship for the
Pentateuch, is in some respects a new version of the Fragment Hypothesis'. More narrowly, on Genesis, G.A. Rendsburg (1986) has proposed
four compilers—or perhaps one—who redacted Genesis in the DavidicSolomonic period. There may be a similarity between the thinking of
Geddes and the findings of 'main-line' criticism in the trajectory from
Gunkel through Noth to Rendtorff. I have suggested (1998: 59-60) that
Geddes's account of how traditions were preserved through association
with features of the landscape (Bible I: xix, cited below and in Carpenter
and Harford-Battersby 1900,1: 44) is comparable to Gunkel's account of
topographical aetiologies (Gunkel 1964). Noth has developed Gunkel's
perceptions about the histories of traditions in his affirmation of larger,
once independent, orally transmitted 'themes' which provide the building
blocks of his postulated 'G', the shared basis for the construction of the T
and 'E' documents written in Israel's early to mid-monarchical period
(e.g. Noth 1968: 7). In his wide-ranging review of issues in Pentateuchal
criticism in his own controversial study, Konrad Schmid (1999: 12, 108)
suggests that Rendtorff s account of the growth of the Pentateuch is
essentially a restatement in redactio-historical terms of Noth's traditiohistorical division of the Pentateuchal materials into discrete themes.6
There are no 'sources' running through the Pentateuch; there is only the
'redactional' fitting together of large units to which the other units of the

6.

For Rendtorff s own account see, e.g., Rendtorff 1990: 31-42.
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Pentateuch pay little attention. Schmid concludes (p. 364) that the model
of 'sources' is being more and more modified or even replaced by elements of a Fragment or Supplementary Hypothesis. Such a hypothesis
must be increasingly plausible the later the first editorial syntheses are
placed, whether in a 'Deuteronomic' composition during the exile in the
sixth century, as in E. Blum's work (e.g. 1990), or in an early post-exilic
Priestly composition, as in the view of Schmid and others. The question of
how once-scattered 'fragments' were brought together, developed and
edited into their final form still dominates critical discussion of the formation of the Pentateuch. It is thus hardly surprising that in his magisterial
overview of the state of Pentateuchal studies during the past 25 years at
the conference of the International Organization for the Study of the Old
Testament in Basel in 2001, Thomas Romer heads his §3.2 'Le retour
d'une theorie des fragments?' and in his tentative conclusions affirms that
a return to some kind of Fragment Hypothesis, 'the gathering together of
different legislative codes and of highly diverse narrative traditions',
undoubtedly does justice to the nature of the Pentateuch as, what he calls,
'a literature of compromise'.7
If the gathering, whether early or late, of once independent traditions,
whether written or oral, does indeed reflect the nature of the processes
behind the growth of the Pentateuch, may it be that Alexander Geddes, the
old master, has still some lessons to impart to modern exponents of the
arts of Pentateuchal criticism? That, I suppose, is the basic question with
which I convened the conference: the original subtitle was, 'Old Ideas,
New Possibilities'. As several of the following essays will show, the
answer can only be in highly qualified terms even as far as the Fragment
Hypothesis itself is concerned: John Rogerson engages with the stereotyped attribution head-on; Jean-Louis Ska and Graeme Auld carefully, and
sometimes playfully in the best Geddes manner, consider specific sections
of Geddes's work on its own terms. It will become clear that the perception that Geddes's is a radical, challenging and innovative voice in the
annals of biblical study is a valid one. But whether it is adequate either to
the hypothesis or to Geddes himself to link his name so exclusively to the
Fragment Hypothesis are questions that are ripe for reappraisal.
While not wishing to anticipate or to duplicate material unnecessarily, I
find that a certain amount of overlap with the following essays will be
unavoidable in this introductory overview. Some of Geddes's more vivid
7. I am most grateful to Professor Romer for sending me an advance copy of his
lecture (Romer 2002).
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'quotable quotes' and outrageous remarks inevitably appeal to more than
one contributor; to preserve the integrity of the several contributions some
repetition will be tolerated. Preparatory to the analyses in the following
studies, I shall allow Geddes to speak as far as possible in his own words
(and in his eighteenth-century spelling and punctuation) and at sufficient
length, on the assumption that his oeuvre may not be familiar or available
to every reader, so that the full force of their liveliness and often controversial, sometimes sharply dismissive and polemical, character may be
appreciated.
While, then, it might have been appropriate to begin this Introduction
with a consideration of the material from Geddes that bears on the scholarly consensus that he is the originator of the Fragment Hypothesis of the
composition of the Pentateuch, it seems to me that the way more likely to
produce a rounded view of Geddes and his work is to begin from his own
declared intention. Geddes's source critical remarks are only incidental to
the main task that he set out to accomplish: to produce a modern English
translation of the Bible from the Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek originals, 'a
faithful version of my corrected originals' (CR: iv; compare subtitle of
Bible I and II, 'faithfully translated from corrected texts of the originals';
and Bible II: xii-xiii: 'we should get rid of a vast and cumbersome load of
useless commentators and biblical criticism would be reduced to one
single object; namely, to ascertain the genuine grammatical meaning of a
genuine text').
A consideration of Geddes's primary purpose of producing a new translation of the Bible not only displays the extraordinary range and brilliance
of his mind and the equally impressive range of his engagement with the
primary and secondary sources available, as a bibliography constructed
from his works would show. It also makes clear the controversial nature of
his undertaking from the start, the controversial character that only intensifies the longer his project continues. His proposal for a new translation
already implies a challenge to the supremacy of King James's well-loved
Authorized Version (AV) in the English-speaking world. Although familiar
with the AV from his childhood (GA: 2), Geddes had only a qualified estimate of its qualities. He compares it unfavourably with Jerome's Latin
Vulgate in his account of the earliest stirrings of his ambition in 1762: 'the
author of the Vulgate had endeavoured to render his originals, equivalently, into such Latin as was current in his age—"If ever I translate the
Bible", said I then, "it must be after this manner"' (GA: 3). To many
among the overwhelmingly predominant Protestant community it must

