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CHAPTER 3

A Message for Eglon: The Case
of Ehud ben-Gera

“The perfect criminal is a superman. He must be meticulous in his
technigues: unseen, unseeable, a Lone Woll.
—ELLERY QUEEM

The Deuteronomistic history spans the centuries from the conquest of
Canaan to the Babylonian exile. The will of Yhwh is its unity, the string
on which the historian threads treatments of individual episodes. To
tease from evenis some earnest of Yhwh's abiding disposition, the histo-
rian sweeps with a gracious coquetry across the grounds of the ages, here
passing quickly; here pausing, eyes wide, in rapt attention; here dallying
in an eddying dialogue with the past. As a rule, from which are exempt-
ed those texts that make the most vivid impress on the popular imagina-
tion (Joshua's invasion, Absalom’s revolt, the Elijah cycle), single events
are proportioned on a diminutive scale, the better to show off the pat-
tern of Yhwh's deeds.

To articulate his themes the Deuteronomist structures the eras of his
history by applying ideclogical wools of explanation, and by selecting the
episodes he represents partly with a view to their thematic integration.
Bruadlr, the history is most contaminated when it exposes trends,
themes, and causes that transcend limited periods. In individual episodes
these larger trends are less germane; here, the historian is prone o ap-
peal to causes directly pertinent to the action, more “scientific”, less
theological.

The following two chapters, therefore, explore the logic by which Is-
raelite historians constructed short accounts. In neither instance can
one warrant unconditionally that the Deuteronomist did not incorpo-
rate the text verbatim from elsewhere. Still, the texts in Judges 3 and 4
illustrate how same Israelite historians worked with sources; they are in-
side the corpus of the Deuteronomist. We begin with the story of Ehud,
in Judges 3:12-30.
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EHUD AT THE PALACE

EHUD CALLING

Eglon, the corpulent king of Moab, has occupied "the city of palms,”
probably Jericho, on the Israelite shore of the Dead Sea (3:13; cf. 2
Chron. 28:15; Deut. 34:3; Judg. 1:16). It is there, through Ehud's agen-
cy, that Israel sends him its tribute.? A “lefthanded” Benjaminite (lit.,
“son of the ‘right' "}, Ehud conceals on his right thigh a short, two-
edged sword (vv. 15F). He delivers the tribute, starts home with his Is-
raelite porters, and then doubles back to the court. There he secures the
dismissal of the king's courtiers, to confer privately with Eglon, who is
sitting in the "upper chamber” (@liyyd), “which was his alone” (vv.
17-20). In private, Ehud thrusts the dagger deep enough that the king's
“fat closed over the blade”; Eglon expires, and his anal sphincter ex-
plodes (v. 22, wys hpridnh).?

Locking the doors of the upper chamber, Ehud leaves by way of the
misdaron (meaning unknown). Then Eglon's servants return. The locked
doors create the impression that the king is defecating (lit. “'covering his
feet"),* and they wait. When Eglon does not appear, they fetch the key
and unlock the upper chamber, finding the king, alone, dead (v. 25).
Meanwhile Ehud has had time to rally his troops from thie hills, and
seize the fords of the Jordan (vv. 261.). They cut down the Moabites, who
have fled homeward in panic (vv. 28f). Victory and liberation are
achieved.

Not every element is transparent. The terms having to do with excre-
tion have caused difficulties; crowded into the space of a few verses is the
highest concentration of rare and unique vocabulary in the literature of
ancient Israel. The minute details of the killing tumble out one upon the
other like the mops that the apprentice summoned up to do his swab-
bing. In the Hebrew Bible (HB), only Genesis 22 and 2 Samuel 18 lavish
comparable detail on killings; and, these texis, less reticent about char-
acter development, concern the deaths of favorite sons. Why does the
slaughter of a porcine Moabite command the appurtenances of so preg-
nant a theme? Why are the mechanics of the murder of such special in-
terest? To answer these questions, we must refine our philological and
archaeological suppositions.

EHUDS CALLING

Ehud is not “lefthanded"; rather, “*his right hand was 'itfer”". This ad-
Jjective comes from a root meaning “to bind,"” and suggests that the use
of the hand was somehow impeded (v. 15; cf. Ps. 69:16). The form of the
adjective may imply a disability or deformity—iwwer means “blind,"" gib-

. ben means "hunchbacked,” and so on. But Judges 20:16 speaks of “'seven

hundred picked troops,” their right hands ‘iffer, who *‘could sling a stone
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at a hair and not miss.” This excludes physical deformity: it would be
comical to invent elite brigades organized on such a principle. But “his
right hand was 'iffer"" is not the normal term for “lefthanded.” | Chroni-
cles 12:2 furnishes that lexeme, masmil (lit., ““to use the left hand™), used
of lefithanded slingers.*

In all three texts the lefthanders are Benjaminites. In no other text
does handedness figure. The logical inference is that Benjamin was
known for producing southpaws. They could have done so as, until re-
cently, the Maori did, by binding the right arms of young children—
hence ““bound as to his right hand" —and inculcating dexterity with the
left. On this supposition Ehud was not, as the translations have it, “a man
lefthanded.” He was one of a breed of men schooled in the use of the left
hand for war.

Why lefthanders? Foremost because their opponents train to fight
righthanded men. The southpaw is practiced in the clash of blade on
blade and shield on shield. The righthander learns to fight blade against
shield, shield against blade; against the southpaw his whole tactical rep-
ertoire, and most of his martial experience, are irrelevant. Portsider pu-
gilists confound even the finest boxers. Lefthanders enjoy a similar
advantage in line comba.

Two of the three texts that mention lefthanders associate them with
the sling. This cannot be coincidental, and may reflect another Benja-
minite specialty (cf. Thucydides 2.81 on regional specialization in the
sling), the more so in that slings do not loom large in the literature of
HB. Now, the sling was state-of-the-art weaponry in Iron Age warfare.
Goliath, for example, never has the chance to close with David. He lum-
bers forward like a peasant with a pitchfork. David, who rejects wearing
Saul’s heavy armor, sends him lurching to earth with the ancient version
of the thirty-ought-six.® The story exemplifies the tactic of meeting
heavily armored troops with mobile skirmishers, who withdraw in the
face of a massed advance, exacting casualties as they go. These light in-
fantry were perfectly suited to mountain terrain, where cavalry could
not easily run them down, and their mobility made them immune 10
charges by heavy infantry. They were inexpensive to field, sparing the
costs of armor, heavy weaponry, and close-order drill. The only draw-
back was that they could not stand in line combat without heavy infantry
support.

The sling's long range and high trajectory also made it invaluable in
siege.” Assyrian reliefs in the British Museum, for example, depicting
the conquest of Lachish in 701 B.C.E,, consistently place slingers to the
rear of attacking columns. The sling functions as a sort of howitzer, fur-
nishing long-range barrages and covering fire (cf. 2 Kings 3:25).

Lefthanded slingers and assault troops were specially valued. Iron
Age fortifications often forced beleaguerers to expose the right side 1o
the walls when charging the gate (Fig. 1).* The shield, on the left arm,
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could not be used 1o fend off stones and other missiles from the walls.
Thus, when the defenders launched sallies from the gate, their com-
rades on the parapets offered an effective crossfire. But southpaw assail-
ants partly nullified the advantage. Their shields rested on their right
arms, providing against fire from the wall; those assailants to the rear
could face front, yet offer covering fire either toward the gate or against
the parapets. The southpaw and the slinger were lsraelite military
specialists.

Early Israel's farmer-soldiers fought on foot in the hills. At first (ca.
1200-1030 B.C.E.) they rarely succeeded in storming fortresses frontal-
ly.* Thus, Judges | lists a whole series of fortified towns the Israelites
(Judah excepted) cannot take; the unI].r one they do overcome is Bethel
(1:22-26), and Bethel by a postern gate, Joshua captures Ai by decoying
the defenders into an ambush in the open field (Josh. 8); Abimelek suc-
ceeds at Shechem by the same tactic (Judg. 9).

As the first kings (ca. 1030-974 B.C.E) trained heavy infantry and won
superiority in the uplands, the zone of battle moved from backwater hills
to the lowlands, with their major forts. Starting in this era the modern
tactics and field ordnance of the standing army outmoded older forms of
drill. 1t is striking, thus, that all three texts about lefthanded warriors
refer to this or an earlier age. In the society of the premonarchic era,
such warriors must have enjoyed tremendous prestige among the armies
of the tribes.

In sum, to say that Ehud's right arm was ‘itfer is to say quite a bit. Ehud
conveyed Israel's tribute to Eglon, guarding it against local bandits and
kings. He was charged with this mission because he was the closest thing
to a professional soldier that the Israel of his period produced. He was a
seasoned samurai, or, to use a modern caricature, a sort of James Bond.
Bred for combat, schooled to feats of sinister valor, Ehud was precisely
the man to execute the operation that Judges 3 describes.

THE PROBLEM: EHUD'S ESCAPE
EHUD VANISHES

To this point, every detail the narrator supplies is geared toward the
climax, lsrael's surprise deployment at the Jordan. Ehud’s lefthanded-
ness marks him as a protessional killer. Medieval exegetes already ob-
served that, repeatedly mentioned {vv. 15b, 16, 21), it entailed his
strapping his dagger on his right thigh. There, the blade, normally a
bulge on the left thigh, eluded the observation of Eglon's guards.'® The
initial movement of the left hand in Eglon's presence would also have
appeared innocuous,'! as the similarly camouflaged murder in 2 Samuel
20:9-10 illustrates (cf. also 2 Sam. 2:23).

The sword, double-edged to slice cleanly into the flesh, is matched to
the diameter of Eglon's belly. It is short enough for the folds of fat to
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engulf it.'? This is why the tale starts with the statement that Ehud fre-
quented the court as a tribute-bearer: the role afforded him the chance
to gauge Eglon’s girth. Finally, the force of the killing blow leads the
king to befoul himself: Mesudat Zion suggests the element adds to the
concealment; the courtiers assume that the king is relieving himself be-
hind the closed doors of the '@liyyd (v. 24), because they smell the excre-
ment. The end result is a knife hidden in the corpse, and the corpse in a
locked ‘@liyyd. And the climax: Israel's surreptitious deployment at the
FIveT.

Surprise and concealment, concealment and surprise: the narrator
drums out a cloak-and-dagger tale. The whole covert operation is con-
ceived to achieve a grip on the Jordan fords. Nothing is left to chance.
Mot a detail in the story is superfluous. Form and content correspond.
Yet in standard treatments, detailed through the narrative is, one can-
not say the same of Ehud’s escape. The Greek states that Ehud’s getaway
confounded Moab (reading htmhm for MT htmhmhm, v. 26), and even in
the Hebrew this is the sense of it. The Hebrew describes it intricately,
insistently plumbing the Moabites' befuddlement (vv. 23-26). Its pre-
sentation demands coherent treatment.

The Moabites leave their king alone with an Israelite in verse 19,
When they return (v. 24), the doors of the ‘3liyyd are locked. They sur-
mise that Ehud is gone and that the king is relieving himself. They wait
until ““they blush™ (v. 25). Of all things, this delay cannot be fortuitous:
Ehud reckons on it for time to rally his troops. But how did he know
what the courtiers would think? They had left Ehud and Eglon alone.
What told them that Ehud had left? What indicated that the king had
come to no harm during their absence?

The predictable nineteenth-century answer was the claim that two
sources were involved: verse 20 originally had Ehud return unnoticed by
the courtiers to the king's private suite; verse 19, in which Ehud request-
ed a private audience in the servants’ presence, was inserted from a par-
allel narrative.'® There are no other traces of such a parallel narrative;
that the editor should have elected to include a small fragment of it here,
and only here, is improbable,

- But the alternatives are also unpalatable  Ehud was above suspicion, it
" is submitted, an absurd view prima facie, and unfounded in the text. Or
Ehud’s egress, the misdarin, was a rear exit of some sort. How, then, did
the courtiers know he had left? Did they see him absconding out the
back, and think him above suspicion? Even in the bovine breast of a
Moabite, this sight would fan the embers of distrust. Yet the courtiers
waited stoically. All this aside, why did the courtiers fetch a key and un-
. lock doors the king had locked (v. 25)? Why did they not check the un-
" locked access Ehud had used?

. Sensible of the difficulties, some exegetes suggest that Ehud left the
- way he entered, and used a key taken from the corpse to lock the '3liyyi
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behind him.'* But this involves our inventing action not narrated. The
otherwise scrupulous account does not say that Ehud “fetched a key,"
although the reader cannot be expected to realize this; yet when the
courtiers unlocked the ‘@liyya, it notes that they used a key, something we
are apt to surmise. Did the narrator forget the key when the reader
needs his guidance, and remember it when we must assume it was used?
Too, it will be seen in this chapter's section entitled “Ehud’s Iron Age
Alibi" that Ehud locked himself inside the ‘@liyya. This is what justified
the courtiers’ assumption that the '8liyyi had been locked from inside.

E. G. Kraeling concluded that Ehud bolted the ‘aliyya by pulling a
thong from outside, a recourse that runs afoul of the same consider-
ations. It further fits with no bolting mechanism so far attested archaeo-
logically: the locks known to the Israelites could not be manipulated
without a key from the outside;'® certainly, demand for such a device
would have been low, and the device itself unfamiliar to the reader.

We arrive, thus, at an impasse, Ehud does not lock the '#liyyd from the
outside, with a key. But if he locks the ‘liyyd from the inside, sinewy
problems block the way: how did the courtiers know when to return?
Why didn’t they enter through Ehud's unlocked egress? And how did
they know Ehud was gone? If they glimpsed Ehud's heels against the
hills, why did they stand inactive? The solution lies in the architecture of
the account.

THE LOCKED ROOM

Eglon receives Ehud in his private room, ‘@liyyat ham-megera (v. 20). It
is mentioned three times thereafter as the ‘aliyyd (vv. 23, 24, 25), and
once as hdar ham-meqera (v. 24). The word ‘#liyyd means “the room
over.” It was a normal feature of public architecture, and occurred also
in private homes, 1%

The ‘@liyy is ordinarily defined by what it is above (ly). The terms
used to define it are always architectural: the room over the wall (2 Kings
4:10), the gate (2 Sam. 19:1), the corner (Neh. 3:31f.). Sometimes no
more than a rooftop (2Kings 23:12), it is most often an enclosed, upper-
story space (1 Kings 17:19, 23; 2 Kings 4:10; Jer. 22:13f; 2 Sam. 19:1 vs.
18:24 gag, “rooftop™). Except in Jeremiah 22:13f., where it appears in
the plural, the noun never denotes more than a single room.!” This is the
case also in Judges 3, where the courtiers call it a heder, *'chamber.” And
this in turn explains why the servants assume that the king is evacuating
himself: if the doors to this room are locked (v. 24), it can mean only one
thing. There are no other rooms opening on it, and probably no rear
CXIL.

Since antiquity the phrase ‘8liyyat ham-mégera has been understood as
“'the upper chamber of cooling” (m¢gerd). But “cooling™ is not an archi-
tectural term. And by the Dead Sea, where the account is situated, one
does not take to upper stories to escape the heat; rather, one burrows
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from it as far as possible. Psalm 104:3 suggests an alternative: Yhwh
“beams {m*’qErr&} his upper chambers f‘ﬂ!iﬂéfﬁyui]", Here, we have an ar-
chitectural feature. The phrase ‘@liyyat ham-mfqeri can mean “'the room
over the beams.""*

The room in Judges 3 is the king's'@liyyd—""which was his alone™ (v.
20). 2 Kings 1:2 mentions a king who fell from his'@iyyd; again, the royal
‘@fiyya is in point. Like Judges 3, this text assumes a familiarity with the
structure, Thus Ehud in verse 19 begged an audience. Then (v. 20),
*Ehud ‘entered unto him,” " which means that he crossed a threshold of
some sort, not that he merely drew near to the king.'® Only here does
the marrator interject, “Eglon was sitting in the chamber over the
beams, which was his alone.” Presumably it was the ‘@liyyi that Ehud
entered.

The ‘aliyya therefore verges on the audience hall. It is not another
room to which the king and Ehud move:* hypothesizing such a transfer
again leads us into the snare of supplying unnarrated action in an ac-
count distinguished by painstaking detail (cf. 2 Kings 9:5f). Further, the
retinue has already left the scene (v. 19); there is no need to change
rooms for privacy. And the sequence is plain: in verse 19 Ehud returns to
address the king, which creates the presumption that the king remained
where Ehud had left him, in the audience hall; the courtiers then are
dismissed, again as though from a public hall. Finally in verse 20, the
narrative is explicic: Eglon was already sitting in his' @liyrd; Ehud now en-
ters it—which is why we first hear of it at this point. The notice is not
belated, which would contrast with the author's technique of disbursing
necessary particulars in advance of the crucial moment (the dagger,
Ehud’s lefthandedness, Eglon’s girth). The information is timely: the
reader must know at ¢his juncture that Eglon was already sitting in his
‘aliyya. Previously Ehud was in a different space; he enters the '3liyya in
order to kill the king. Thus before the retinue left, Ehud, standing out-
side the '@liyyi, addressed Eglon, who was seated in it.

These spatial relations are puzzling, because the narrator presumes
the palace layout. He expects the reader o recognize the '®liyyd as an
appurtenance of a reception hall. The notice about where Eglon sat,
coming at the last possible moment, sharpens, rather than radically refo-
cuses, the reader’s conditioned imagination of the venue. To under-
stand the role of the‘@liyya, therefore, an excursion into the palace is in
order.

THE PALACE

THE FORM OF THE PALACE IN ISRAEL'S WORLD

Where did Israelite readers situate the Ehud account? The likeliest
secting is a royal palace. Evidence concerning Israelite palaces is scant,
and the archaeological data are controverted. 5till, only here can we dis-
cover the possibilities for the location of the ' @liypd. If the following sur-

S—
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vey does less than justice to some complex questions, it is in order not to
digress too far or oo long from this relevant issue.

Assyrian sources testify that the most impressive palace in Israel’s en-
virons was called the bt hilani (E hi-fil -la-ni). In the eighth century Tig-
lath-Pileser 111 and Sargon 11 boasted of building such structures from
western (Syrian) models (tamsil ekal mat Hatti, Clay Tablet R 18, Display
1611.). Scholars trace the name to the Hittite hilammar, “gate(house).”
Some claim that the term but hilani, relates only to a (palace) gate com-
plex, and does not denote the palace type most often found in the
ground.? But the texts suggest that the Assyrians, at least, used the
phrase to denominate such palaces as a whole, and we may retain the
nomenclature here.

The Assyrian and contemporary Syrian palaces are known from sin-
gle-story remains. They have in common a complex focused on two
main rooms: a Iung, pillared portico, entered on the broad side; and,
within, a throne room as long or longer, adjacent and parallel to it, en-
tered on the long side from the portico (see Fig. 2). To one side of the
portico, a stairway leads upward. This is not uniformly a feature of the
Assyrian imitations, but is common in Syria during the lron Age (ca.
1200-500 B.C.E).

This complex formed the heart of Solomon's palace in Jerusalem.?? |
Kings 7:6F. describe a "hall of pillars” (i.e., the portico), bordering on
“the hall of the throne . . . the hall of judgment,” behind which are the
living quarters. Solomon’s artisans, after all, came from the north, the
home of the bif hilani, and built a temple of a variety associated with this
palace type at Tell Tayanat. Too, Y. Yadin has identified Palace 6000 at
Megiddo, and D. Ussishkin Palace 1723, as bt hilanis (Fig. 2).** Both
structures are Solomonic, Ussishkin has gone so far as to construe Palace
1723 as a diminished version of the Jerusalem model.

These suggestions have some defects.® V. Fritz interprets the Israel-
ite remains not as a combined portico and throne room, but as the
offspring of a central-court palace witnessed in LB (ca. 1600-1200
B.C.E) in Syro-Palestine.®® Showing that some lsraelite specimens (ca.
900-700 B.C.E )} conformed to this pattern, Fritz takes the throne rooms
in Megiddo 1723 and 6000 as such courtyards, along with that of the
tenth-century bt hilani at ancient Jericho®® (all Figure 2). Siill, the
throne rooms of the Syrian bt hilanis are unmistakable. Though the Is-
raelite structures are not identical to the Syrian, they are susceptible 10
the same functional interpretation. And the textual testimony, as we
shall see, suggests that the use of the Israelite palace conformed more or
less o what one would envision from the Syrian remains.

Pending a glance at the texts, we shall not siray too wide in engaging
the bit hilani as a guide to the features the Israelite reader associated with
palaces. The bt hifani had roots in the soil of LB Canaan.?” And it exer-
cised a hold over the imaginations of Assyrian architects.®

In the pre-Assyrian bit hilani the throne room is surrounded by other,
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FIGURE 2: THE BIT HILANI
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smaller rooms. By definition the portico adjoins the throne room on one
long side. Small rooms also run the length of the opposite side, though
sometimes one of these rooms is interpreted as an open court (J6 or 7 at
Zincirli); the only exception is the peculiar but hilani | at Zincirli. Usually
the small rooms continue around the throne room's short sides. At Ha-
laf, Tayanat I, Zincirli Upper Palace (C) and K2, and Megiddo 6000 and
Tell es-Sultan (Jericho), the throne room is abutted on all four sides.
The obvious question is, [)id the king have 1o sit in the dark?

The throne rooms often contain large hearths. |, K, and Upper Palace
C at Zincirli share this feature (cf. Building 1727 in Field V11 at Shechem),
and fire wagons were unearthed in the palace at Halaf. To forgo natural
light is one thing, if fatal o lizards and Howers; but there is no effective
substitute, when smoke rises from the coals, for natural respiration.

The nearest fund of light and air is above. To tap it the throne room
must have risen higher than the surrounding rooms, permitting illumi-
nation and ventilation through upper-level windows. That is, the throne
room rose two stories, and the other chambers only one. The layour is
called clerestory, and explains why the bit hilani long sides uniformly
face north and south:* the throne room windows in the upper story
picked up steady sunlight, not the shifting illumination of an east-west
EXpOsuUre.

When, starting with Tiglath-Pileser 111 (745-727 B.CEE), Assyrian
kings adopted the bt hilani, their architects wedded it to local types of
suites. They eliminated the row of small rooms opposite the portico, so
that the throne room bordered on a courtyard. This obviated the need
for the clerestory. Still, Tiglath-Pileser describes his bt hilani as a bt ap-
pate, probably “a house with (distinctive) windows.”*' A few decades lai-
er Sennacherib (705-681 .C.E), installed a bt hilani in the great temple
of Asshur: his principal innovation, as |. Bérker-Klihn has shown, was to
insert a loggia “just under the roof” (na pan appat uri—KAV 42 r |
18).2 Apparently Assyrian architects preserved the clerestory arrange-
ment even though they had attenuated its functional value.

L ]. Winter, in a synthetic reconsideration of the problem, has revived
the discarded theory that in Assyria, a combination of features distin-
guished the bt hilani from local buildings.® She suggests—a view cor-
roborated by Borker-Klihn—that fenestration from above was one.
Her argument draws strength from a letter written in Sargon’s reign
(722-705 B.C.E), concerning “'the bronze bases of the lower story of the
bat hilanis™ (K 943:5-7): the upper stories, (oo, must have had bases and
pillars, and thus a loggia. There may thus be some truth in the old sug-
gestion that the Assyrians thought bif hilani meant “house of windows,”
Hebrew bét hallanim 3

The bit hilani joined a throne room at the palace core with enough air
and light 1o make it pleasant. In Assyria, and in the West, the form was
not restricted to royal halls, but was applied also to less formal settings.*
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Like medieval cathedrals, the Jerusalem temple was built on the same
pattern. Surrounded on three sides by three stories of offices fifteen cu-
bits high in total, its nave, or central hall, and adyton (holy of holies) rose
thirty cubits. It was lighted, and the hearth before the adyton was venti-
lated, by clerestory.®® The story of Samson’s death also presupposes such
a structure: Samson pulls down the bearing pillars of a Philistine temple
(Judg. 16:25(.). Yet the spectators are standing on the roof (v. 27). How
does one watch from a roof the pillars supporting the roof? Did the nar-
rator toss the story off, oblivious to the inconsistency, carelessly install-
ing spectators atop the building Samson was in? More likely, he had a
concrete building in mind. The Philistines must be standing on sur-
rounding roofs, atop the abutting chambers, peering through windows
down into a central hall. Access to the roofs would be gained from the
staircase next to the portico.

The place to reconstruct the Israelite royal ‘@liyyd, therefore, is at the
level of the throne room clerestory (so the reading of the scroll in Jer.
36:21F.). Royal bedrooms were located on upper stories, sometimes, like
the rear tiers of Megiddo Palaces 1723 and 6000 and the palace at Tell
es-Sultan (and Lachish Palace A), sitting on the city wall (I Sam.
19:11-15; cf. Josh. 2:5-7, 15; 2 Sam 6:16; Judg. 5:28),%" or opening onto
rooftops that commanded a view of the city (2 Sam. 11:2; 2 Kings 6:26,
80; 2 Sam. 16:21F.). The staircase by the portico of the bt hilani shows
that the upper reaches around the throne room were in use.*® The sug-
gestion is that it was at this level, inside the throne room, that the king's
‘aliyya sat. The king could see out from his royal seat, as several texts
indicate (Wen-Amun 1, 48; 2 Kings 1:2).%*

The elevation of the throne is a commonplace of architecture. In tri-
ple-segmented royal chapels, such as Solomon’s, the adyton (holy of ho-
lies) was regularly raised.*® This was the god's seat, or dais.*! Just so,
Yhwh's adyton stood ten cubits above the nave floor: the temple rose
thirty cubits, the adyton twenty (1 Kings 6:2, 20), so that from the nave,
at a maximum remove of less than forty cubits, only the carrying poles of
the ark projected far enough forward from the adyton 1o be visible (1
Kings 8:8; 2 Chron. 5:9).4* Toward the rear of the adyton, the wings of
two cherubs, ten cubits higher still, were imagined to constitute Yhwh's
throne, probably at window level; the ark was his “footstool" (Ps. 99:5;
182:7; cf. 1 Chron. 28:1F.). That both were unseen from the nave means
that the holy of holies stood atop a flight of stairs at the rear of the tem-
ple. Yhwh, Isaiah tells us, sat "high and exalted" over the nave (6:1).
That his description reflects a vision of Yhwh enthroned in the adyton is
corroborated by the description of the temple in | Kings 6-8.

Not every throne rested on an‘@fiyyi: Solomon's lion throne, atop six
steps (1 Kings 10:18-20; 2 Chron. 9:17-19), may not have had one.*
But Solomon's adyton, with its double doors (1 Kings 6:31f; 7:50; 2
Chron. 4:22), was Yhwh's alone, as the double-doored '@liyyd (Judg.

g
i
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3:23-25) was the king's.** In royal architecture only the throne is so pri-
vate; its occupation by someone other than the king signals usurpation.
The king’s'@liyyi is the throne platform “high and exalted” in his judg-
ment hall (cf. | Sam. 2:8; Jer. 17:12; 52:32//2 Kings 25:28, Esth. 3:1).
Its elevation both expressed and concretized the idea that the king was
magnified on enthronement (1 Kings 1:46-48; 1 Chron. 28:5;
20:23-25), an idea underlying the myth of the god too short for the
throne (CTA 6.1:56-65, alluded to in Isa. 14:131.).%* Wen-Amun, too,
in audience with the king of Byblos (ca. 1100 B.C.E) in the royal '®liyya,
sees ocean waves breaking against the king's back. Thus, as in Israel,
where a king sustains a mortal fall from it, and like the temple adyton,
this throne platform probably sat high at the end of an audience cham-
ber. At ground level, Assyrian thrones occupy the same position. Fur-
ther, the hearth before the throne in the bt hilani corresponds to the
altar in front of the adyton, The architecture of royal exaltation is a gen-
eral one.*®

These conclusions follow: the royal ‘@liyya, or “upper room,” was a
throne platform overlooking and accessible from the audience chamber
{as in the Ehud story); just as the temple adyton was placed inside the
nave (and developed from the niche), it was formally inside the audience
hall. Despite some evidence of wood, e.g., at Megiddo 6000, there is no
archaeological reflex of it: possibly Syrian throne rooms lacked wooden
platforms. But Eglon's platform rested on wooden joists, not on stone
walls; and texts concerning audiences treat the'@liyyd as an integral com-
ponent of the audience hall. So it probably stood inside the hall, a plar-
form partitioned by a wood screen. It was not, in all likelihood, a
separate room (1V on Fig. 3). In any event, windows offered access to the
adjoining roottops.” 1t was placed so as to benefit from the bt hilani's
clerestory light and ventilation, and from the warmth of the hearth in
winter. Assyrian kings used the bit hilani both for residential and for
state suites; Tiglath-Pileser 111 built one "' for my recreation.” In | Kings
7:8 the same usage is atested in Israel—the private suites of Solomon
and of his Egyptian bride were patterned on his public reception halls (1
Kings 7:61.). Evidently the form was both durable and adaptable.

THE ISRAFELITE PALACE IN ACTION: SPATIAL AND STATUS DIVISIONS

The foregoing discussion trisects the royal reception suite into a por-
tico just outside the throne room proper, the throne room or audience
chamber itself, and an enclosed throne platform, or ‘8liyra. These are
labeled A, B, and C of Figure 3. The complex figures in several texis.

Indications of court protocol provide the background. In 2 Samuel 17
Absalom deliberates with the elders. Ahitophel's advice sways them (vv.
1-4); and then they summon Hushai. Absalom reviews Ahitophel's re-
port {v. 6), and Hushai successfully rebuts it (vv. 7-14). But Hushai can-
not gauge his success—after trying to win time for David, he urges the
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old bear to flee headlong (vv. 15ff.). Evidently he is absent from the final
deliberations, and knows only what alternatives are under discussion,
Nor is Ahitophel better informed. Much action intervenes before Ahito-
phel sees “that his counsel was not being executed” and rides home to
hang himself (v. 23). Hushai and Ahitophel, thus, are present in the
throne room only when arguing briefs.

I Kings | correlates this usage to the tripartite layout of the court. Da-
vid sits with a concubine in the'8{iyyé (Fig. 3C). Into this chamber comes
Bathsheba (v. 15). While she is there the attendanis (Fig. 3B) announce
Nathan (Fig. 3A; v. 23), who enters David's presence (Fig. 3B). But when
he finishes, Bathsheba must be called back—she has gone to the portico
(3A) to wait. Bathsheba reenters the audience chamber (Fig. 3B; v. 28).
But then Mathan must be recalled (v. 32): he has gone out during Bath-
sheba's audience, Nathan and Bathsheba are on the Hushai-Ahitophel
merry-go-round. The contrast is to Abishag, who remains in the '@/iyya.

Three classes are in point: the king, with special retainers (in 1 Kings
1, the wife and the consort), on the dais; the entourage, who stand in the
audience hall and regulate admission to it (ha-émedim ‘al ham-melek); and
those the attendants admit (see Fig. 3). Members of the last class wait in
an antechamber (Fig. 3A) and enter singly: to this custom, not to arbi-
trary redaction, we owe the complexities of 2 Samuel 17 and 1 Kings 1.
Starting with Solomon (1 Kings 2:19), the queen mother ranks among
the premier class: she has a throne of her own to the right of the king's. 4
The division of the reception suite mirrors gradations of prestige.

The same social distinctions appear, implicitly, in other texts. But the
most striking confirmation comes from 2 Samuel 13.

In this text Amnon, David's son, feigns illness, to lure his sister Tamar
to his home. She kneads dough and seethes it, on a hearth, before his
eyes (v. B). Amnon dismisses his servants, who leave him with Tamar (v.
9). He now tells Tamar, "Bring the dish into the room™ (v. 10}. Tamar
had prepared the food in Amnon's sight and hearing, but in a room ad-
Joining that in which he reclined. In the palace of Figure 3, Tamar was in
Area B, and Amnon was in C.

When Tamar approaches, Amnon ravishes her. This suggests that the
servants are out of sight, not in the area where Tamar had simmered the
dough. But the retinue are within earshot, for after the rape, Amnon
calls his aide, who expels Tamar from the house (vv. 171.). Three spaces
are in use: 1) the room in which Amnon lies, equivalent to the royal sta-
tion overlooking the audience hall; 2) the hall itself, equipped with
hearth, from which Tamar enters Amnon's chamber; and, 3) the space
outside the complex, which is out of view, but within earshot. In this
third space the servants waited.

Any complex with three such spaces would satisfy the demands of the
narrative. Thus one could locate Amnon above the rear chamber of a
four-room house (Fig. 4), where ovens sometimes appear in the central
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FIGURE 3: EGLON'S PALACE (MOCK-UP)

v

A. Porucoed antechamber

B. Audience hall

C. "y =

1V. Casemate room behind the audience hall
V. Stairway 1o upper story
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FIGURE 4: A FOUR-ROOM HOUSE

O

(Bth century, Tell en-Nasbeh)

courtyard. The palace is a more likely setting, because that is where in-
formed readers would be likely to place a prince. Further, situating the
account in a four-room house implies that the courtyard was unroofed,
and that Amnon's courtiers stood in the open, waiting out the rape on
the streer.*® But the functional principle is identical in any case: the royal
station commands a view of a hall separate from it; in the latter stand the
courtiers. The spatial and class relations in the texts about the palace
make the bit hilani a serviceable model on which 1o proceed. They indi-
cate that the palatial structures at Megiddo and Tell es-Sultan should be
interpreted as fully roofed complexes with large audience halls,

Using the bt hilani, with an 'liyyd, as a model, coordinates the Ehud
story with the assumptions shared between the narrator and his ancient
audience. As the next section shows, all evidence converges on the con-
clusion that the Israelite narrator had some such model in mind.

EHUD'S IRON AGE ALIBI

Locating Eglon on a podium opening on an audience hall resolves the
basic difficulties in the Ehud account. It invites an interpretation not de-
pendent on an elaborate apparatus of reader-supplied action, one that
assumes only the reader’s familiarity with the architecture. The narra-
tor provides all the necessary spatial orientation in Judges 3:18-20.
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When Ehud returns to the court, in verse 19, there is no notice that
Eglon has left the state room in which he earlier received his tribute. He
is still holding court and still receiving Israelites. The narrator therefore
must have expected the reader to situate Eglon on the throne, The be-
havior of the courtiers, and the subsequent action, corroborate this
inference.

Ehud addresses the king: “'1 have a secret word for you, o king!" This
places the assassin in the audience hall (B in Fig. 3). The retinue, then,
leave Eglon and Ehud alone (v. 19), which suggests they have been in
attendance in the public chambers. But they do not go wandering aim-
lessly about town. As protocol demands, they remain on call, on duty,
now, in the portico (Fig. 3A), like Absalom's retinue during the rape of
Tamar.

Verse 20 begins, “Ehud entered unto him,"” to describe his crossing
from one space to another (n. 19). Here the usage is normal: just at this
juncture comes the remark that Eglon “was sitting in the chamber atop
the beams, which was his alone.” Had this notice come earlier or later, it
might imply that the whole conversation between Ehud and Eglon took
place inside the'@liyya. The notice comes exactly at this point, just after
the notice that Ehud crossed a threshold, to differentiate between the
area in which Ehud and the courtiers had stood, and the chamber that
Ehud now entered. Ehud has crossed from Area B to Area C on Figure
5.

Verse 23 carries the spatial argument further. Ehud escapes the
locked ‘aliyya. The assumption that this takes him from C to B (Fig. 3)
explains why the servants return: in verse 24, Ehud emerges from Area
B and enters Area A, signaling the end of the audience. After all, had
they not seen Ehud leave, they could not know when to return; and the
locked doors of the throne platform should have suggested that Ehud
was within. Nor is an unconventional egress a possibility:3 as noted earli-
er, it would raise the specter of foul play. Rather, everything is normal:
Ehud has left by the usual egress.

The courtiers waited outside the throne room: on their return (v. 24),
"Behold! the doors of the ‘@liyyd were locked!” They have resumed their
posts in the audience hall, but the king's throne chamber, inside the hall,
is closed. It follows that during Ehud's audience, they must have stood at
a remove of two doors from the king: those of the ‘@liyyd, locked by
Ehud, and those of the room they entered to find the ‘@liyyd locked.
They have come from the portico, their station during private audi-
ences, to Area B.

The whole account revolves around this presupposition. The king sat
in the ‘@liyyi (Area C); the courtiers left Ehud in the hall Eglon over-
looked (Area B). Ehud somehow locked the murdered king in the 'aliv,
and made his way from the audience hall (Area B) to the portico (Area
A), where the servants waited. The same logic calls for one further step:
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Ehud must have locked the '8liyyi from inside, before negotiating a pas-
sage into the audience hall.

Several considerations converge on this point. That the meticulous
narrator mentions no device by which Ehud could have locked the doors
from outside has been noted. Moreover, the courtiers, on their return to
the audience hall, suspect nothing. The locked doors of the ‘#liya sug-
gest that the king is defecating (v. 24). This is an act Israelites performed
in private (n. 4), and the inference was that Eglon had himself locked the
doors: the doors appeared from without as though locked from within,
and it wanted a key to work the lock from without (v. 25).

The narrator implies that there was no obvious means of egress from
the 'aliyyd to the audience hall (Area B). The courtiers had left Ehud in
Area B and Eglon in Area C. On their return there was every indication
that Eglon had locked the ‘dliyya only after Ehud left. Were there
grounds for suspicion, the concealment of the dagger in the corpse (hid-
ing all traces of the murder, v. 25) would have no narrative function. In
fact, suspicion arises only because Eglon takes too long about his private
business.*!

The Hebrew, wys' 'hwd hmsdrumh wysgr ditwt kiyh bdw wn'l whw' yg
w bdyw bw (vv. 23£.), seems repetitive: " Ehud went out through the mis-
darén. He [had?] closed the doors of the '@liyya upon him and bolted
[them]. Now, he went out, and [Eglon's] servants entered.” The second
notice of Ehud's exit coordinates his departure with the retinue’s return;
Ehud's emergence onto the portico signals the end of the private audi-
ence. But the first statement, “Ehud went out,” cannot simply duplicate
the action. It would be redundant and would violate the pattern of ver-
bal forms in the narrative.*? On any reasonable reading, the statement
that Ehud “went out through the misdarén” must describe his passage
from the locked 'aliyyd to the audience hall. This is the one element of
his escape that is otherwise shrouded in mystery. o

If a rear exit is excluded, two possibilities come to mind. The misdarin
could be the audience hall itself, or even the portico. The verse, then,
would say that Ehud left through the normal exit, arousing no suspicion.
But if this is all it says, how did Ehud get out of the chamber inte which
he had locked himself? Assuming that Ehud locked the'#liyya from with-
out, again, the narrator will have mentioned what he need not (the pas-
sage from '@liyyi to audience hall) without describing what he should
(the means by which Ehud locked the ‘¢liyya from without). Further, mis-
darin is a hapax legomenon—an expression that in all of HB occurs only
here. It probably denotes an unusual feature of palace architecture.®
For the audience hall and the portico, more workaday terms were avail-
able: an example is "ifam, or reception area: the ‘ilam of justice, or of the
throne (1 Kings 7:7); and the '@lam of the pillars (1 Kings 7:6). Thus the
diction would be awkward at best.
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The other obvious recourse is better: the misdarin could be the loggia
stretching around the upper part of the throne hall. Ehud would have
stepped out from the king's'8liyya to the adjoining rooftop, walked a few
paces toward the other end of the hall, and jumped down to the floor of
the audience hall, Area B. This would still leave him the opportunity to
waltz through the door of Area B into Area A, as though everything
were normal. He could not, of course, simply leave through the loggia:
in that case, the courtiers could not know Eglon was left alone.

The argument that this course would risk detection is not debilitating.
Bur the lexical problems are again discouraging. The biblical word for
palace or temple loggias is consistently “window,” hallon. Nor could mis-
dardn refer to the rooftop: this is always called the “roof” (gag). Finally,
on this reading, the narrator mentions that Ehud went out through the
loggia, but forgets to say that he jumped back infe the audience hall.
Again, the interpretation satisfies the demands of the story’s plot. But it
asks, again, that the reader supply action that the narrator, for no rea-
somn, forgets.

These alternatives suggest on literary and lexical grounds that Ehud
locked the ‘@liyyd from within. This means that the action between
"Ehud went out” and “Now, he went out™ (vv, 23f.) is related our of se-
quence: the rhetorical resumption, or epanalepsis, frames explication
that breaks the temporal continuum; here, the first member of the
epanalepsis refers to an earlier, the second to a later event.** Thus,
“"Ehud went out of the'@liyyd. He had closed the doors of the ‘8liyyi Fdw
{:fﬂﬂ him) and bolted them™ (v. 23f). Ehud locked himself inside the
@iy,

This interpretation is enhanced by the formulation, “he had closed
the doors bdw” (v. 23). In every instance in which the verb “to close™
occurs in association with the prepasition #d, the object of the preposi-
tion is shut inside the structure being closed.** Commentators alive o
this fact have, since Qimhi, taken Eglon as the preposition’s object.
Again, stylistic considerations confute them: Fhud is long since the last
subject mentioned, and the reader naturally assumes that he is the object
of the preposition here. He “had closed the doors of the ‘@liyya upon
him.”*® The logic of the account and the style of the narrative thus trian-
gulate on this reading.

At first glance the notice that Fhud had locked himself in with the
corpse may seem awkwardly placed. But if the misdarin is, as seems like-
ly, an unexpected exit from the king's special chamber to the audience
hall, then the narrator has simply followed the course he adopted when
mentioning that Eglon was already seated there (v. 20). Instead of re-
tarding the How of the action with a circumstantial element whose rel-
evance lies further on, he incorporates the information in a telegraphic
aside when it becomes necessary. Ehud left through the misdarén be-
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cause “*he had closed the doors of the 'aliyyd upon him and bolted them,”
from the inside: one needs to know this in verse 23 1o understand both
his unusual egress and the subsequent action. This accounts for the use
of the hapax, for the other stylistic peculiarities, and for the courtiers’
befuddlement.?” Ehud locked himself in with the king.

How did Ehud escape? The clue is the character of the'@liyya. This was
a room atop wooden joists. It was further a room in which Eglon evacu-
ated himself (v. 24). It stands 1o reason that below was an area under the
beams.

The indoor toilet characterizes palaces from the middle of the second
millennium onward. It is well attested in the bit hilani.*® At Fort Shalma-
neser one stands just to the left of the royal dais in T1, which two post
holes divide from the tracks of a wheeled fire wagon.®® Three stone ob-
jects that look like toilets have been unearthed at the City of David.®®
There is also evidence of drainage from a second-story installation at
Iron Age Taanach.

Here, then, is an inconspicuous—an unthinkable—avenue from the
privy chamber to the audience hall. The courtiers infer that Eglon has
locked his doors to use one; it follows that the ‘9{iyyé contained a com-
mode. What the king deposited from above can only have fallen through
the floor. And to this nether region, which will hardly have been kept
locked, janitors must have had access, from a room opening onto the au-
dience hall. Thus the term misdarin should be linked not, as usual, to the
Hebrew seder (root s-d-r, “order”; hence "portico, row of pillars™),! but,
after the suggestion of David Golomb,** to the Hebrew, Targumic, and
Arabic root sadira, denoting “to be blinded, puzzled.” The expression
mirrors the attitude that produced the euphemism “ro cover one's feet,”
for excretion—the motif of concealment is the same, Misdarin, then,
means something on the order of “the hidden place,” an appropriate
designation for the area under the beams. There is a philological paral-
lel in the Yehawmilk inscription from Persian-period Byblos, There the
mistarim, “*the hidden,” is the recess under a temple floor or, conceiv-
able, its contents.®® It denotes a hollow, untraveled space. In the prob-
able absence of any other access into the audience hall from the locked
‘@liypd, the opening leading through this cellar presents the most prob-
able avenue of Fhud's escape.®

This explains why the word misdarin is so recondite: the region in

question otherwise plays no part in Hebrew narrative. It further ex-
plains why the narrator lays such stress on the escape: the movement
through the “hidden place” completes the killing's concealment, and
leads to the preemptive grip on the fords. Ehud's exit, and his complicity
in a crime that is not seen to be a crime, is camouflaged from the Moa-
bites’ consciousness. Eglon's killing is a “perfect murder.” A recapitula-
tion of the account is in order.
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EHUD'S ADVENTURE

Ehud ben-Gera was a lefthanded combat ace, a hardened professional
WATTIOT. {;nmmander, for this reason, of the detachment that escorted
Israel’s tribute 1o Eglon, the corpulent Moabite king, he was a grizzled
colonel, Moab's vassal-in-chief. One day he strapped a diminutive dag-
ger, dm:thle-_edged for cleaner cutting, onto his right thigh, not his left.
Ehud did his obeisance, and then marched his detachment back Lo its
point of dispersal, out of sight of the court, by the enigmatic pesilim at
Gilgal. Only afterward did he double back to the cou rt, seeming thereby
to keep his second assignation with Eglon a secret from his countrymen.

At the court Ehud secured a private audience by the subterfuge of
promising a sensitive disclosure (d¢bar seter)—by implication a denunci-
ation of some fellow vassal.** His dirk, on the right thigh, went unno-
“'.:Ed; and he had just before abased himself in the submissive role of a
tributary. The retinue withdrew from the audience hall (Fig. 3B) to wait
in the porticoed antechamber (Area A). They left Ehud in the audience
hall, and Eglon on his ‘aliyya (Area C). Once the doors to the hall had
shut, Ehud sprang up the stairs of the royal podium, imparting an air of
urgency to his mission. Perhaps he even bolted the doors at this paint, as
a ﬁnlal precaution against eavesdroppers. In a modern adaptation the as-
sassin would examine the chamber for listening devices, or turn on the
water taps to confound them.

Inside the ‘@liyyd Ehud confronted the crapulous monarch: It is a
word of Gud (d¢bar *lohim) I have for youl” he cried. In a single dextrous
motion, innocuous at first blush, his left hand crossed his body and
Plucked from his right thigh a sinister shafi. The king struggled to stand
in bewildered horror,* but the Israclite's right hand restrained him
half-bent. All his practiced strength focused in the blow, Ehud stabhed
the dugger skyward from his knees, and punched it into Eglon's ample
btll?-, d_rnring it home deep with the heel of his palm. The uncrossed hilt
buried itself in a sea of paunch.

Death was instantaneous: no blood seeped out. The sole sign of vio-
lence was the unsavory release of Eglon’s anal sphincter, which expelled
the contents of his intestines onto the floor. Meanwhile Ehud, having
fastened the doors of the Uiyyd from inside, swung down through the
liuolr to the level below. He emerged, from an adjoining room, into the
g?izﬁic rr-l';lnn;h;r (Area B) and crossed deliberately to the door. His au-

nished, he appea i ]
il mur{p}rﬁid:l‘rd on the portico (Area A), and strode unchal-
~ Filing back into the throne room (from Area A to Area B), the Moab-
ite courtiers looked. “and behold! the doors of the '@liyyd were barred!”
(v. 24). Possibly the odar of Eglon’s final deposit wafted to the rclaim:lrs
through the air. In any event, the courtiers satisfied themselves he must
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be relieving himself, and had locked the 'dliyyi doors 1o that end.

The courtiers waited. We may imagine them whiling away their time
with quips on quotidian reality—the inferior Israelites, cuisine at the
court, the king's constipation. As moments mounted into embarrassing
minutes, the delicate mauter of disturbing their liege pressed ever more
on their minds. The minutes elapsed—an hour, at a guess—"and be-
hold! he did not open the doors of the'@liyya!" (v. 25). They called, then
knocked, first demurely, then louder. Sure now of something amiss, they
fetched the key. One of them undid the door: “Behold! There was their
lord, fallen dead on the Aloor” (v. 25), his load dropped beside him. No
blood; dagger enveloped; no sign of fiddling with the lock. Ehud's “se-
cret word” (v. 19) remained a secret, but Eglon’s “hidden things"” were
now exposed. To all appearances, Eglon had come a cropper during a
marathon bout on the “throne.”

The Moabites dallied, with their head cut off; Ehud rallied his troops
from the hills. They seized the Jordan fords and then engaged the Moa-
bites. The latter, cut off from home, retired in disorder, to be cut down
at the river. The consecutive concealment of intent, weapon, assassina-
tion, body, and signs of violence issued in tactical and strategic surprise,

THE GENRE OF THE STORY

In this story Ehud bewilders the Moabites with what amounts to a
locked room “howdunnit.”"®? Logically, the act was impossible: the assas-
sin must have left before the killing was done. The tale bears some simi-
larity to the episode in which Odysseus blinds Polyphemos. Odysseus
identifies himself to his victim as “No one,” and, when the Cyclops’
brothers inquire who was the culprit, their one eyewitness repeats, ““No
one.” In this respect the story resembles other premodern fiction about
an actor unlocking a riddle already solved for the audience.®® A locked
room murder in an archetypal locked room, among people who do not
dream of murder—this is a picaresque.

Because of this Alter has asserted that the story's author enjoyed the
latitude to write **an imaginative reenactment of the historical event . . .
fictionalized history—history in which the feeling and meaning of
events are concretely realized through the technical resources of prose
fiction."*® Because all premodern historical narrative is fictional in this
sense (Chapter 1), the observation is a truism. But Alter means that the
author of the account did not have it in mind to write history, but rather
to write a story, a historical romance. Against this position should there-
fore be posed the question, What changes would make the account
history?

A salient property of the Ehud story is its narrative economy. Until
one comes to the playful notice in verse 29 that all the Moabites were
obese, virtally no detail is superfluous. The author furnishes details not
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to elaborate, thus, but only to actualize his reconstruction: his interest
centers on the crucial events that enabled Ehud to sever the head of the
Moabite hegemony, or to deprive the Moabites of their chief warrior,
and o win surprise at the fords. Indeed, the terse notices about Ehud's
lefthandedness and Eglon’s palace layout provide a minimum of infor-
mation, just enough to follow the plot. Ehud's doubling back, as though
he were double-dealing with his compatriots, realistically communicates
the secretive undertones of his approach, and averts the question as to
why the king was not suspicious of him. Ehud's declaration to the king
maneuvers the monarch into position to be struck, and dissipates the im-
pression of the unctuous, dark man that assassins so often create. It dif-
ferentiates Ehud's daring from deceit, repudiating intimations of
insinuation (cf. Joab in 2 Sam. 20:9£.). This far, the author goes. No oth-
er detail is remotely unnecessary to the plot.

Narrative economy alone cannot sustain the verdict that an account is
historical literature. This can be proved only through a comparison of
the account with its sources. If the narrative conforms to the data in the
sources, if it digests and represents them chiefly with a view to conveying
the central historical data they provide, then we may claim that the ac-
count is historical. The reconstruction and presentation in Judges 3 are
driven by an inexorable logic, which furnishes grounds for suspecting an
underlying antiquarian impulse. But, in contrast to those of the text ex-
amined in Chapter 4, the sources of Judges 3 are no longer extant, ex-
cept within the story itself, This is the case for most of the reports in the
Former Prophets, and it is as a representative of this situation that the
Ehud episode is considered here. Proof that the narrative is historical
cannot be adduced. But evidence that it is historical can (chapters | and
2). The evidence derives from the contrast between the nature of the
pericope as we have it and the probable nature of the sources.

The Ehud story is not part of a continuous narrative, such as the Court
History. 1t is a short note, integrated probably with little reworking into
an episodic framework.” Internally it is not a vehicle for thematic or for
literary development, but a relation of events. This is not to gainsay its
artistry. The historian who produced the account was a masterful narra-
tor. In the hands of a professional storyteller, however, Ehud's exploits
would have spilled over the present fifieen verses of prose, and fur-
nished the stuft of an evening's entertainment, a drama.”™ This is the
source on which the author in Judges 3:15-29 drew: from the oral tradi-
tion, the evidence suggests, he extracted a reconstruction of events.
What we have in Judges 3 is a boiled-down version of a long-transmitted
escapade.

The nature of the oral recension is important. Ehud's is a story of dar-
ing and cleverness, which made its protagonist an object of popular acco-
lade, The same genre of oral entertainment underlies notices in the lists
of David's heroes: 2 Samuel 21:15-22; 23:8-12 record victories in single
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combat against champions and accomplishments in generalized battle.
More vivid notices in 2 Samuel 23:14-17, 20-23 commemorate espe-
cially striking feats. In each case, the text distills drastically what must
have been a colorful narrative celebration,

Treatments of such incidents are fuller when integrated with an on-
going literary context. Jonathan's rout of the Philistines, for example, is
the linchpin of the account in | Samuel 13:2-14:45. Various Davidic ad-
ventures are strung onto the romance of his early career (1 Sam. 17;
19:11-18; 21:10-186).

One group of texts will illustrate the principle. In 2 Samuel 23:14-17,
three of David's champions raid a Philistine garrison in Bethlehem.
They return with water from its well. But David pours it out, exclaiming,
halila i (me-Jyhwh me-3s0ti zo't (*“Yhwh forfend that I should do this™).
This exploit probably inspired | Samuel 24; 26. Here Saul falls unwit-
tingly into David's power—in Chapter 26 David raids the king's camp.
In each case David appropriates a token, like the water from Bethlehem.
Indeed, in 26:12, he removes Saul's water jug, along with his spear (the
spear signifying the threat to Saul, the water jug perhaps from 2 Samuel
23:14-17, in oral tradition). In both chapters David refuses to kill his
adversary, though urged on by his underling(s) (24:4, 6f.; 26:8-11; cf. 2
Sam. 23:161.): his words are halila li me-yhwh (24:6; 26:11; “Yhwh for-
fend") im ‘e seh et had-dabar haz-zeh (24:6; “that I should do this thing”).
Only in these passages and 1 Kings 21:3 is halila followed by me-yhuwh.
Saul next recognizes that David is destined for great things, and leaves
off campaigning against him (24:8-22; 26:13-25).

I Samuel 24; 26 composes a doublet. Each text is constructed around
the sort of exploit enshrined in 2 Samuel 23:14-17 (see Fig. 5), and each
was inherited by the Deuteronomist with an ongoing source about Saul
and David (Chapter 8). Both elements of the doublet are preserved, be-
cause differences between them implied that two separate events were
involved. Yet the texts serve the same literary function: they describe
the resolution of the conflict between Saul and David, and they comple-
ment traditions dissociating David from Saul's death (1 Sam. 21:11-16;
29-30; 2 Sam. 1; | Chron. 12:20f). Their parallel development, and
their parallel incorporation into the historiography, testify to their place
in the Israelite storytelling tradition. These oral variants illustrate the
sort of tradition from which the Ehud story was probably drawn.

The embellishment in characterization and in detail that marks 1
Samuel 24,/ /26 reflects their central role in the cycle of ales about Da-
vid's rise. They are integral to an evolving thematic sequence, and have
the marks of romance as a result. These adventure stories establish that
the teat of valor, turning on a strategem, had a secure position in the
early storytelling of the Israelites. With the arguable exception of Jehu's
putsch, there are no instances of them in Kings—the genre belonged 1o
the heroic age, and to an oral context; in the dusty records of the chan-
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cellery, in the reverential idiom of prophetic tales, it had no natural
life.™

Here, the contrast between the abbreviated note of 2 Samuel
2%:14-17 (and its context, 5:17-25) and the expansive, romanticized ac-
counts of 1 Samuel 24/ /26 deserves special attention: the Ehud siory
lacks all that the latter have—dialogue, characterization, inessential ac-
tion; it is, like 2 Samuel 23:14-17, a reduction of the oral tradition. The
same is true of 2 Samuel 21:19//1 Chron. 20:5 (read G), the notice that
Elhanan ben-Dodo (?) smote Goliath. The story is told in expanded form
in 1 Samuel 17, where it, like 1 Samuel 24//26, is displaced to David:
the displacement is a typical effect of the oral tradition (Chapter 10).
What characterizes the relationship between the oral romance and the
literary notice is again a dramatic reduction, a reduction of the drama.

The oral version of the Ehud episode, then, had its home probably in
the premonarchic urhcarl}l monarchic era of Israel's history. Like the
notes about David's heroes, the literary version is the fossil of a living
tradition. [t is self-contained, without theological or ideological implica-
tions for surrounding narratives. Driven by the logic of the reconstruct-
ed incident, the presentation focuses not on history and eschatology, but
on mystery and scatology. The point of the story is to communicate the
reconstruction of events.

Does all this distinguish the account from romance? Formally, there is
no difference. But the diminishment of fictionalization and characier-
ization, in contrast with comparable sources from the oral tradition,
does constitute evidence that Judges 3 is a history. That physical sources
(the palace, the topography) are carefully respected does not prove the
author’s intention is historiographic—the sewers of Vienna are accu-
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rately used in The Third Man. But Harry Lime is not a historical figure;
he is at best a pastiche of other figures. Ehud’s name, all scholars concur,
was received with the tradition (and 1 Chron. 7:10, suggesting he be-
came an eponym); and the account little resembles the sort of tale the
Deuteronomistic historian can be said to have invented (see chapters 6
and 9-10). Judges 3 derives from sources. Throughout, it presents only
data that the oral story and his general knowledge licensed the historian
1o reconstruct.

Is there a difference between Judges 3 and a historical novel? In a nov-
el the author presents events and details for which there is no historical
evidence (David struggling with Saul’s armor in | Samuel 17:38f)).
Judges 3 minimizes such elements. Ehud speaks. But he does not speak
about topics irrelevant to the reconstruction of events. And, like the
generals of Thucydides, he speaks only where the historian was entitled
to suppose he must have done. Where is the theme-building dialogue, as
between David and Saul in Samuel; where the characterization, say, of
Eglon; where the subtle suggestion of a hidden divine hand behind the
episode? This is not elegant, but economical, reporting; it is in short-
hand. And that shorthand reflects antiquarian interest (Chapter 1), the
interest of a historian intent on extracting a reconstruction from his
sources. This conclusion cannot be proved. But the evidence from the
storytelling tradition renders it probable. The existence of a parallel
case, where the source is actually extant (Chapter 4), further bears out
the conclusion.

The Ehud story is not a romance in the sense that the lliad is. It is an
attempt to extract from fictionalizations, from more elaborate presenta-
tions, the bare historical facts. This tale stands in relation to the oral “ro-
mance' of Ehud as the historical credo of Deuteronomy 26:5-9 stands
to that of the Hexateuch, as Thucydides’ summary of the Trojan War
stands to the Hiad; it is as densely historical as the Thucydidean epitome,
much more so than that in Deuteronomy. The Ehud account is not “fic-
tionalized history,” in the sense of historical romance. It is history
defictionalized.

It has been a staple of scholarship that the sources of the book of
Judges were recollections about tribal heroes achieving local triumphs.
The redactor generalized these accomplishments to imply the succor of
all Israel.™ The Ehud story, all on Benjaminite ground, is a parade case.
Yet even the all-Israel redaction is not willful. Embedded already in
Ehud's bearing (all) Israel’s tribute to Eglon (vv. 15, 27), it reflects rather

. the forum in which the tale was preserved: the redaction took place over

generations of recitation among Israelite audiences; these identified
with the protagonist not because they were denizens of Benjamin or the

. central hills, but because they, too, were lsraelites. When our historian

rendered the account in writing, he respected this aspect, too, of the oral
tradition.
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That the account comes from the storytelling tradition, yet exhibits
the features of a précis, affords an indication that the author wrote it
down to preserve what he thought was a historical memory, all-Israel
redaction included. At the same time the historian, or the story he in-
herited, made painstaking use of other sources: the layout of the pal-
ace, as known to Israelite audiences; the protocol of the court
concerning private audiences, the stations of the courtiers, and inter-
rupting the king in camera; and the military-topographical realities of
the Jordan Valley. This application of knowledge is what drives the re-
construction, makes it work: historiography always represents a refrac-
tion of what the author believes happened once through what he or she
thinks happens generally.

Other biblical narratives make comparable use of architectural data
or court protocol to reconstitute the past. Among their number, the
cases of Tamar's rape, Absalom's consultation with Ahitophel and Hu-
shai, and Solomon's designation as heir have been touched on in this
chapter's section entitled *"The Palace.” In no case does the historian
indulge in fanciful rearrangement of familiar facilities or of recognized
custom. These accounts, and the Ehud account in particular, presume
the reader's predictable knowledge, instead of providing elaborate ex-
planations of an author's imaginative departures from reality. This has
the obvious implication that such narratives are reliable in their inciden-
tal details. In concert with the evidence that Judges 3 is a historical re-
duction from the storytelling tradition, it means further that the
historian grounds his reconstruction as far as possible in the reality of
Israelite life. His interest lies in recreating events experienced by real
people in real time, The Ehud account, so bare, so terse, is as close asthe
ancient world comes to modern historical narrative. What must one add
or subtract to convert it into history? Hardly a word.

The historian’s reliance on sources does not certify that his account is
accurate. He may have imposed the wrong usage or the wrong palace
layout on an earlier Moabite court. His oral sources may not have been
historical in orientation, as he thought, but may have been shaped in-
stead by xenophobia vis-d-vis Moab (as Exod. 15:13f). These are not,
however, limitations that preclude the account's being history (Chapter
1). lts aim 15 to communicate to the reader an allegedly accurate record
of physical and mental transactions. It is a meticulous, efficiently craft-
ed, minimal, antiquarian reconstruction,™ a contribution to the history
of premonarchic lsrael.

The case of Ehud involves selection, representation, mentalism—""hc-
tionalization,'” as addressed in Chapter 1. Ehud speaks! But the reader
must take care not to interpret such actualization more literally than its
author intended. If we reproached the historian, “Those were not
Ehud's words!" he would perhaps smile at our naiveté—one cannot ar-
gue that the romantic elements of the narrative should be amended. If
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we taxed him, “None of that occurred,” his reaction would be more vi-
gorous. History, as already noted, is all ﬁctinnalizcd._and yet history. An
art, mediated by language, it differs from romance in degree and in in-
tention—it is less metaphorical, more literal, and more often meant to
convey accurate information at the literal level of discourse. Mark
Twain wrote, “The difference between the right word and the almost-
right word is the difference between lightning and the lightning bug.”
Fictionalized history is the almost-right word. This is history, Ihnstunml
narrative, intended by reenactment to communicate antiquarian data.
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