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P. Kyle McCarter Jr. as Teacher: Musings from Grateful 
Students 

 
Christopher A. Rollston, Susanna Garfein, and Neal Walls 

 

The breadth of P. Kyle McCarter Jr.’s teaching is particularly impressive. For ex-
ample, as part of the three-year history cycle (a year of Mesopotamian history, a 
year of Egyptian history, and a year of Syro-Palestinian history) at Johns Hopkins 
University, Kyle consistently taught the Syro-Palestinian history course. This 
course was a foundational course for all graduate students in the program. Kyle 
would cover not only the history of the Levant, but he would also integrate much 
of Mesopotamian and Egyptian history because of the many ways in which the 
history of the entire region intersected at so many levels. He also often taught the 
Dead Sea Scrolls, historical Hebrew grammar, Ugaritic, textual criticism of the 
Hebrew Bible (with emphasis not just on variant readings in the Masoretic Text, 
but also the textual evidence from the Dead Sea Scrolls, LXX, and the Vulgate), 
Northwest Semitic Epigraphy (with a full repertoire, for example, of Phoenician, 
Hebrew, Aramaic, Moabite, Ammonite texts), the Canaanite of the Amarna Let-
ters, and, of course, various biblical text courses in the original languages. On 
occasion, upon first arriving at Hopkins from the University of Virginia, he even 
taught Akkadian. This was not all, of course—he also taught a course in the his-
tory of medicine, a course which was especially in demand among pre-meds. For 
many years, he even taught a master’s course in the Arthurian legends. Although 
he never taught a course in the writings of Mark Twain, he certainly could have, 
since he would often regale us with apt quotes from Twain. Indeed, the breadth of 
Kyle’s knowledge knows no bounds. 

Kyle is a truly gifted lecturer and absolutely sterling in graduate seminars as 
well. This is perhaps the case because in addition to having full control of the 
field, he is a raconteur. And since much of ancient history is narrative in nature, 
Kyle’s deft retellings are often just plain scintillating. Of course, some of Kyle’s 
courses were for graduate students only, but a number of his courses were open 
to graduate students and undergraduate students (e.g., History of Syria-Palestine, 
Dead Sea Scrolls, Introduction to the Hebrew Bible). The classes with graduate 
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xviii 

and undergraduate populations were frequently quite large, with sixty, eighty, or 
even one hundred students. Kyle’s courses were always very heavy laden with 
content. We learned so much from him about the field. But there is something else 
that he modeled in the courses with undergraduate populations: good pedagogy. 
For example, the syllabus for a McCarter course with undergraduate populations 
was masterful and detailed, and yet accessible. In addition, Kyle always gave a 
study-guide prior to the mid-term and final exams. On top of that, he held a review 
session an evening or two before the exams. Naturally, graduate students bene-
fited from these measures, but we also learned something else (something that 
was “caught, not taught”): namely, various measures that could be taken to ensure 
that complicated aspects of ancient Near Eastern history could be made palatable 
and comprehensible for undergraduates. 

The methodology of his graduate courses also deserves particular emphasis. 
As has been noted, Kyle is a marvelous teacher across the board. In graduate 
courses, the details of the text were foregrounded: the readings, the variant read-
ings, proper vocalizations of epigraphic texts (for which the vowels needed to be 
reconstructed), nuances of philology and syntax, and the socio-historical implica-
tions of the text. Sometimes we would cover twenty or thirty lines in a 
complicated text, but when necessity demanded, we might just do four or five 
lines of an especially difficult text. In short, his teaching was a reflection of his 
own particularly careful scholarship. We are the beneficiaries of a master teacher. 

The culminating piece of a graduate program is the dissertation, and in this 
too Kyle was superb. His approach was much like that of his own teacher, Frank 
Moore Cross. That is, Kyle would work with a student in the selection of a topic, 
but he normally wished for the student to take the lead in this. Normally a few 
topics would be bandied about during the course of a meeting or two or three with 
Kyle, and then a topic would be settled on. The prospectus was then written and 
approved. And then at that point the hard work really began. Kyle would guide 
gently. He would make astute observations in conversations, as we progressed. 
He would make suggestions for us to probe, to consider. He would suggest cor-
rections in the angle or approach, and he would wait patiently as we produced a 
compelling, well-documented, piece of original research.  

Finally, a few words should be said about Kyle as fulfilling the Vater part of 
the term Doktorvater. Life and career for a newly minted PhD is rarely a simple, 
straight line. There can be tumult, ups and downs. And sometimes these sorts of 
things can continue for many years. Kyle as Doktorvater is always there, willing 
to talk, willing to provide wise counsel, the sort of person who can provide en-
couragement, exhortation, and perspective. For all of these aspects of our beloved 
teacher, we are most grateful. We shall always be in your debt. You have our 
respect, our appreciation, and our admiration. Thank you, Kyle! 
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Brilliance Fulfilled: P. Kyle McCarter Jr. and His 
Contribution to Near Eastern Scholarship and Scholars 

 
Jonathan Rosenbaum 

 

A Festschrift stands as the quintessential tribute to professorial achievement. Re-
served for those rare scholars who represent the epitome of the academy’s ideals, 
it brings together the research of colleagues, students, and those whom the hon-
oree has deeply influenced. By those standards, P. Kyle McCarter Jr. is most 
deserving of the present, august volume. His accomplishments span the full range 
of academic attainment and have set a standard worthy of both honor and emula-
tion. 

From the beginning, Kyle’s profound erudition, control of difficult, disparate 
sources, and striking originality of thought were evident. I first met him in 1972 
when we were both part of a cohort of graduate students who had been drawn to 
Harvard’s program in Biblical and Near Eastern studies by a renowned faculty at 
the center of which were Frank Moore Cross Jr. and G. Ernest Wright. Many of 
those students would go on to shape the fields of Biblical studies and ancient Near 
Eastern history, language, and archaeology. The group included such later lumi-
naries as Richard E. Friedman, Leonard J. Greenspoon, Baruch Halpern, Larry 
Herr, Jon D. Levenson, Robert A. Oden, Eugene Ulrich, and James VanderKam, 
to name a few.  

The pinnacle course in our program possessed the inappropriately innocent 
name of Hebrew 200. It was a graduate seminar devoted to research in which 
students presented papers that were disseminated in advance and formally cri-
tiqued by a student and a faculty critic. All students in the program were normally 
required to enroll or attend until they had completed their coursework. Faculty 
members were typically present en masse. 

Kyle’s paper dealt with a word that had long vexed Biblical scholars, espe-
cially because it stands in plain sight, first appearing in the opening of the Garden 
of Eden story (Gen 2:6). The word is דא  or with the yod mater דיא , variously 
translated πηγὴ, “source” (LXX), “mist” (KJV), “moisture” (RSV), or “flow” 
(JPS). An additional prominent appearance is in 2 Sam 22:19 (= Ps 18:19), 
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traditionally translated as “calamity” or “grief” (Septuagint: θλίψεώς). In other 
words, the real meaning of the word was unknown.  

Starting with a 1907 scholarly proposal that the word דא  is related to the Su-
merian id, the cosmic river, Kyle showed that the word relates to the river ordeal 
in Mesopotamia and developed an Israelite interpretation of its own. He then ap-
plied it to virtually every Biblical occurrence, and it fit. 

His systematic, convincing solution to a problem that had baffled scholars 
and translators for centuries created a memorable reaction at the seminar. The 
term “brilliant” was rarely used by the faculty. It was reserved as the ultimate 
accolade and normally accorded to the work of senior scholars, but that day it was 
applied to Kyle’s presentation. At a time when graduate student papers were rarely 
published in major refereed journals, Kyle's quickly appeared.1  

That accomplishment was a harbinger of scholarly renown. By the time Kyle 
completed his dissertation in 1974, he had published two coauthored articles that 
demonstrated his prowess as an epigrapher and paleographer.2 The publication of 
his dissertation3 amplified that status as he entered the scholarly debate on when 
the Greeks borrowed the Phoenician alphabet4 and convincingly addressed the 
competing proposals of Hellenists and Semitists. Reviews of the dissertation but-
tressed the importance of his contribution.5 

Kyle’s initial academic appointment was at the University of Virginia where 
in eight years (1974–1982) he rose to full professor. During that period, he pub-
lished a two-volume work that constituted the first of his magna opera. His 
Anchor Bible commentary on I and II Samuel (1980 and 1984, respectively)6 es-
tablished a format that included a lucid, extensive introduction, an original 
translation, and discrete scholarly and popular notes. It enhanced the knowledge 
of both the specialist and the lay reader. Academic reviewers acknowledged 
Kyle’s achievement of this central, dual goal of the Anchor Bible series.7 Yet, the 
Samuel volumes went further. The original translation was eclectic, based on the 

 
1 P. Kyle McCarter Jr., “The River Ordeal in Israelite Literature,” HTR 60:4 (1973): 403–12. 
2 P. Kyle McCarter Jr. and Frank Moore Cross, “Two Archaic Inscriptions on Clay Objects from 

Byblus,” Rivista di Studi Fenici 1 (1973): 3–8; P. Kyle McCarter Jr. and Robert B. Coote, “The Spatula 
Inscription from Byblos,” BASOR 212 (1973): 16–21. 

3 P. Kyle McCarter Jr., The Antiquity of the Greek Alphabet and the Early Phoenician Scripts, 
HSM 9 (Missoula, MT: Scholars; Harvard Semitic Museum, 1975). 

4 P. K. McCarter Jr., The Antiquity of the Greek Alphabet and the Early Phoenician Scripts in 
CBQ 41 (1979): 138–39. 

5 E.g., William C. West III, Review of The Antiquity of the Greek Alphabet and the Early Phoe-
nician Scripts, by P. Kyle McCarter Jr., JAOS 98 (1978): 346–47. 

6 P. Kyle McCarter Jr., I Samuel: A New Translation with Introduction, Notes, and Commentary, 
AB 8 (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1980); McCarter, II Samuel: A New Translation with Introduc-
tion, Notes, and Commentary, AB 9 (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1984). 

7 E.g., Dennis Pardee, Review of I Samuel: A New Translation with Introduction, Notes and 
Commentary, by P. Kyle McCarter Jr., JNES 42 (1983): 238–40.  
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MT and its variants, a reconstructed OG utilizing the various Septuagint families, 
and the Samuel texts of the Dead Sea Scrolls. The work also proposed a three-
stage development of the literary history of Samuel, which identified earlier nar-
rative sources and supplied key data for further discussions of the historicity of 
the text.  

In 1984, philanthropists Harvey and Lyn Meyerhoff established the W. F. 
Albright Chair in Biblical and Ancient Near Eastern Studies at Johns Hopkins 
University. Kyle became its inaugural occupant, a particularly fitting and seren-
dipitous combination of scholarly meritocracy and symbolism.8 Albright, of 
course, had studied and taught at Hopkins and had trained a coterie of biblical 
scholars including perhaps his most distinguished student, Kyle’s Doktorvater, 
Frank M. Cross. Albright’s methodological approach to biblical studies applied 
critical reasoning and scientific method to archaeology without a commitment for 
or against the historicity of the biblical text. Albright and his students developed 
ceramic and palaeographical typologies and helped refine stratigraphy. They con-
tributed abundantly to understanding the history, literature, and religion of ancient 
Israel, doing so by assessing the Bible based on the history, literature, and archae-
ology of the ancient Near East. Kyle, Albright’s “grandstudent,” exemplified this 
ideal. 

As Albright Professor, Kyle’s publications earned him recognition as one of 
the world’s leading epigraphers and paleographers as well as a celebrated biblical 
scholar. Directors of major excavations such as Beth-Shemesh and Ashkelon 
turned to him as the primary interpreter of their epigraphic discoveries. When the 
editio princeps of the Tel Zayit abecedary—one of the earliest examples of the 
complete Paleo-Hebrew or early Phoenician alphabet appeared9—Kyle’s analysis 
and subsequent paleographical notes in the fuller publication10 confirmed its sig-
nificance. His conclusion that the inscription (and the earlier ʿIzbet Ṣarṭah 
abecedary) “already exhibits characteristics that anticipate the distinctive features 
of the Hebrew national script”11 informed the scholarly debate. Kyle published 
influential paleographic studies on the Deir ʿAlla Plaster12 texts along with other 

 
8 The chair is now occupied by Kyle’s successor, Alice H. Mandell, a formidable scholar and an 

asset to the field. 
9 Ron E. Tappy, P. Kyle McCarter Jr., Marilyn J. Lundberg, and Bruce Zuckerman, “An Abece-

dary of the Mid-Tenth Century B.C.E. from the Judaean Shephelah,” BASOR 334 (2006): 5–46. 
10 McCarter, Peter Kyle, “Paleographic Notes on the Tel Zayit Abecedary,” in Literate Culture 

and Tenth-Century Canaan: The Tel Zayit Abecedary in Context, ed. Ron E. Tappy and Peter Kyle 
McCarter (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2008), 45–60. 

11 Tappy and McCarter, Literate Culture, 56. 
12 P. Kyle McCarter Jr., “The Balaam Texts from Deir Alla: The First Combination,” BASOR 

239 (1980): 49–60. See also “The Dialect of the Deir ‘Alla Texts,” in The Balaam Text from Deir ‘Alla 
Re-evaluated: Proceedings of the International Symposium Held at Leiden August 21–24, 1989, ed. J. 
Hoftijzer (Leiden: Brill, 1991), 87–99. 
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epigraphic discoveries, including those from Kuntillet ʿAjrud and Khirbet el-
Qom.13 

He also advanced our understanding of the religion of ancient Israel.14 Withal, 
his analysis of the el-Ḥol inscriptions is particularly noteworthy. It documented 
the earliest date for the alphabet to the nineteenth century BCE and placed such 
writing, at least partially, in Egypt during the late Middle Kingdom.15 

Teaching is of course a regular duty of most faculty members in higher edu-
cation, but, for Kyle, teaching did not end in the classroom. His book on textual 
criticism was an early example of his commitment to translating the fruits of aca-
demic scholarship into language and concepts accessible to students and learned 
lay people. In it he shared his mastery of text criticism in an elegant methodolog-
ical handbook that made a complex and technical subject broadly 
comprehensible.16 He thus built on his rigorous scholarship to contribute peda-
gogically. While producing pivotal, scholarly studies in epigraphy, paleography, 
and biblical literature and history, he authored engaging books and articles that 
enlightened the public while remaining faithful to scholarship. His chapter on the 
patriarchal period in Ancient Israel: From Abraham to the Roman Destruction of 
the Temple, his book on ancient inscriptions, the published symposium on the rise 
of ancient Israel, and a dozen articles in the Biblical Archaeology Review—all 
aimed at the nonspecialist—illustrate Kyle’s commitment to sharing the methods 
and products of scholarly research with a wider audience.17 

Beyond his scholarly and public contributions, Kyle became an academic 
builder. When he arrived at Hopkins, he joined a small but respected faculty in 
ancient Near Eastern studies consisting of four full-time faculty and an associated 
scholar from a sister Institution. Kyle took on the chairmanship of the department 
and, with the support of the university administration, systematically expanded its 

 
13 See numerous articles in Monumental Inscriptions from the Biblical World, vol. 2 of The Con-

text of Scripture, ed. William W. Hallo and K. Lawson Younger (Leiden: Brill, 2000). 
14 P. Kyle McCarter Jr., “Aspects of the Religion of the Israelite Monarchy: Biblical and Epi-

graphic Data,” in Ancient Israelite Religion: Essays in Honor of Frank Moore Cross, ed. P. D. Hanson, 
S. D. McBride, and P. D. Miller Jr. (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), 137–55. See also McCarter, “The 
Origins of Israelite Religion,” in The Rise of Ancient Israel: Symposium at the Smithsonian Institution 
October 26, 1991, ed. Hershel Shanks, William G. Dever, Baruch Halpern, and P. Kyle McCarter 
(Washington, DC: Biblical Archaeological Society, 1992), 118–41. 

15 J. C. Darnell et al., Two Early Alphabetic Inscriptions from the Wadi el-Ḥol, ASOR Annual 
59.2 (2006): 64–124, esp. 90. 

16 P. Kyle McCarter Jr., Textual Criticism: Recovering the Text of the Hebrew Bible, Guides to 
Biblical Scholarship, Old Testament Guides (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1986). 

17 See P. Kyle McCarter Jr., revised by Ron S. Hendel, “The Patriarchal Age: Abraham, Isaac 
and Jacob,” in Ancient Israel: From Abraham to the Roman Destruction of the Temple, ed. Hershel 
Shanks, 3rd ed. (Washington, DC: Biblical Archaeology Society, 2011), 1–31; P. Kyle McCarter Jr., 
Ancient Inscriptions: Voices from the Biblical World (Washington, DC: Biblical Archaeology Society, 
1996); Shanks, Dever, Halpern, and McCarter, Rise of Ancient Israel. 



Brilliance Fulfilled 

 

xxiii 

offerings and recruited faculty. He also raised funds for a new endowed chair. As 
of this writing, there are nine full-time faculty (three archaeologists, two Egyptol-
ogists, two Assyriologists, and two biblical scholars), in addition to five others: 
two emeriti (one of whom is Kyle himself) and three other associated scholars. 
This feat is particularly remarkable in light of the many leading academic depart-
ments in Near Eastern studies that have witnessed marked decreases in faculty 
over the same period. At a time when the humanities as a whole have been reduced 
by attrition, exigency, or administrative decisions, Kyle’s success in developing 
an august faculty is especially profound. 

Great research faculties attract gifted students whom they immerse in the 
field’s methodologies and literature with the goal of creating the next generation 
of pathbreaking researchers. Amid his many other successes, Kyle personifies 
such mentors, directing some twenty-five dissertations. His students have erected 
new scholarly structures on the solid foundation that Kyle has laid. Many have 
risen to senior academic positions. Their participation in this Festschrift demon-
strates their appreciation of Kyle. The lead editor, Christopher A. Rollston, and 
his two associate editors received their doctorates from Kyle. In addition, his stu-
dents have authored a quarter of the articles.  

The other articles come from colleagues who are among the foremost schol-
ars of the Bible and the ancient Near East. In a tribute to Frank Cross, Kyle 
observed that “many who never studied formally with him also consider them-
selves his students.”18 It is clear that this observation applies now to Kyle as well. 

As previously noted, the full publication of the Tel Zayit abecedary included 
a paleographical debate between Kyle’s conclusion that the script reflected early 
elements of the later Hebrew national script and a competing proposal that it was 
“written in a good Phoenician script of the late 10th or very early 9th century 
BCE.” The proponent of the opposing position was the lead editor of this Fest-
schrift, Christopher Rollston.19 His respectful but forceful disagreement 
exemplifies precisely the pedagogic principle that both Cross and Kyle espoused 
and proffered: independence of thought among their students is paramount, even 
when—no, especially when—such thinking challenges their own positions. 

For almost half a century, I have had the privilege of knowing Kyle as a col-
league and a friend. He served on my dissertation committee (it was to him that 
Frank Cross turned to certify that my work contained all the pertinent inscrip-
tions). Later, I wrote a review of his published dissertation20 and turned to him to 
present at a colloquium and the annual meeting of a learned society. Beyond his 

 
18 P. Kyle McCarter Jr., “Frank Moore Cross, Scholar and Teacher,” EI 26 (1999): x–xi. 
19 Christopher A. Rollston, “The Phoenician Script of the Tel Zayit Abecedary and Putative Ev-

idence for Israelite Literacy,” in Literate Culture and Tenth-Century Canaan: The Tel Zayit Abecedary 
in Context, ed. Ron E. Tappy and P. Kyle McCarter (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2008), 61–96, 
esp. 90–96. 

20 McCarter, “Antiquity of the Greek Alphabet,” 138–39. 
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greatness as a scholar, teacher, administrator, academic fundraiser, and builder, 
Kyle radiates kindness, graciousness, humility, elegance, and eloquence. His con-
tinuing impact on his discipline, on those who studied with him directly, and those 
who have done so through his meticulous publications bodes well for a future 
benefited by him and his academic heirs. His commitment to sharing scholarly 
discoveries with the broader community serves as a vibrant inspiration to current 
and future scholars of the Bible and the ancient Near East and of the humanities 
generally. P. Kyle McCarter Jr. has earned the admiration of his colleagues and 
the appreciation of society and thus richly deserves this Festschrift, the ultimate 
academic honor.  
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The breadth of P. Kyle McCarter Jr.’s knowledge and scholarly emphases are 
truly vast; it has often seemed to me that his ken knows no bounds. Indeed, I have 
long considered Kyle to be a veritable polymath, with knowledge and interests 
spanning the humanities, social sciences, hard sciences, and even mathematics. 
As for his control of the fields of biblical and ancient Near Eastern studies, it 
seems to me to be boundless, with his peerless knowledge of the primary sources 
and his profound knowledge of the secondary literature as well. Thus, in keeping 
with this, it is predictable that this Festschrift honoring him would range broadly 
across the field.  

A core component of Kyle’s focus has been the Hebrew Bible, the Dead Sea 
Scrolls, and the Septuagint. Therefore, the first section of Kyle’s volume focuses 
on these very subjects, with articles from all three of the major components of the 
Hebrew Bible: the law, the former and latter prophets, and the writings. Moreover, 
in keeping with Kyle’s own scholarly interests, a number of the articles focus on 
comparative analyses of readings in the Masoretic Text, the Dead Sea Scrolls, the 
Septuagint, and beyond. 

Of course, someone might suggest that Kyle’s first love is Northwest Semitic 
epigraphy, from early alphabetic inscriptions, the rise of the Phoenician script, the 
early history of the Greek script, and the origins and development of the Hebrew 
script and the Aramaic series during the first millennium BCE. There would be 
some truth in that statement, although my own sense is that his interests and 
emphases are so broad that ranking them might be difficult indeed. Furthermore, 
as for epigraphy, it is also important to emphasize that Kyle’s interests are 
certainly not only in aspects of the morphology, stance, and ductus of the scripts 
themselves, but also in the language, syntax, phonology, and content of these 
inscriptions (including aspects of history and religion built into the fabric of such 
inscriptions). In short, epigraphy, defined broadly, has certainly been a strong 
emphasis of Kyle’s throughout his long and illustrious career. Therefore, it will 
not be surprising that the second major component of the Festschrift is epigraphy. 
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The final section of this volume honoring Kyle is on archaeology. This too is 
most natural, since he is often in the Middle East—especially Israel—has often 
spent time on site at excavations, and knows the field of archaeology particularly 
well. The articles in this section of Kyle’s volume focus on aspects of archaeology 
that intersect a number of his varied interests, from major sites to art-historical 
aspects of the field. In short, this section is a reflection of Kyle’s enduring interest 
in the field of archaeology and the innumerable contributions archaeology has 
made to the field of biblical and ancient Near Eastern studies. 

It is also important to mention something about the broad range of 
contributors to this volume. Some are friends and colleagues from his graduate 
school days, some are institutional colleagues with whom he has taught at various 
points in his career, some are his former students, and some are friends and 
colleagues whom Kyle has come to know because of an intersection of his work 
and theirs. To be sure, there are certainly various sorts of measures of a scholar’s 
impact on the field, but one such measure, and a particularly enduring one at that, 
is the esteem in which colleagues, former students, and friends hold that scholar. 
This volume itself is evidence of Kyle’s gravitas in the field and a reflection of 
the great appreciation his colleagues, former students, and friends feel for him, 
for his scholarly contributions in years past and for his continuing contributions 
to the field in the years to come. Thank you so very much, Kyle, for all you do. 

Finally, I would like to conclude with a word of thanks. First and foremost, I 
would like to thank all of the contributors to this volume. It is a marvelous tribute 
to Kyle, and I am so grateful for your significant contributions to the volume. Kyle 
will be so pleased. Moreover, I am also so very grateful to Alan Lenzi and Jeffrey 
Stackert, the former and current editors of the series in which this volume is 
published, for the diligence and professionalism they have consistently brought to 
the table. It has been tremendous to work with them on this labor of love. 
Similarly, I am grateful to Nicole L. Tilford of SBL Press for all of her consistent 
and sterling work on this volume. And perhaps most importantly of all, I would 
like to thank Nathaniel Greene, a former student of mine and a distinguished 
young scholar in his own right, for all of his peerless labors on this volume, from 
corresponding with authors, to editing, typesetting, and layout. My thanks to each 
and every one of you! 

 




