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Introduction

Esther is a book set in the center of the Persian Empire. It has a king, two
queens, and courtiers for its main characters, and demonstrations of impe-
rial power abound in the plot. But while it cannot be denied that Esther is
a book about empire, scholarly discussions of empire and its negotiation
in Esther have been minimal. Empire in Esther has only been considered a
minor detail to explore but never analyzed as the book’s main actor, stage,
setting, plot complication, and denouement.

In this study I provide a synchronic reading of the Septuagint version
of Esther (hereafter referred to as LXX Esther) utilizing an imperial-crit-
ical approach that foregrounds the exertion and negotiation of Persian
imperial power with attention to the performance of gender within the
interplay of power. This reading of LXX Esther is primarily literary in
nature and focuses on the world of the text. In the reading Iforeground
the imperial context of the Persian Empire as it is pertrayed indthe nar-
rative of the book and place it in dialogue with social-scientific models
and postcolonial concepts that illustrate the structures of empire and the
varied forms of its negotiation. In addition, I demenstrate that the perfor-
mances of gender depicted in the narrative are inextricably intertwined
with the structures and negotiatiofnt of imperial power, most prevalently
the interconnected nature of hégemonic masculinity and Persian impe-
rial power.

While I focus primarily on a literary reading of the exertion of imperial
power and its negotiation in LXX Esther, I also argue that the negotia-
tion with the Persian Empire literarily present in LXX Esther has multiple
points of conneétion with thefrange of imperial power experienced by
Jewish people‘in thedate Second Temple period. Though precise dating of
the translation/compilation/writing of LXX Esther is difficult to achieve,
I establish two potential reading locations for the earliest readers of LXX
Esther imsPtolemaic Alexandria and Hasmonean Judea in the early first
century BCE. Thiese locations provide settings for sociohistorical connec-
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2 Empire and Gender in LXX Esther

tions with a literary reading of LXX Esther through the lenses of empire
and gender and demonstrate why such a reading is plausible.

I have chosen to focus my reading on LXX Esther because I find that
when read synchronically with the Additions in their integrated locations,
an added emphasis on Persian imperial presence and its negotiation is
found. Additions B and E are copies of imperial edicts that give further
voice to imperial power; Additions C and D offer internal reflections from
the characters of Mordecai and Esther that reveal the motivations behind
their actions of negotiation; and Additions A and F contain apocalyptic
themes similar to the apocalyptic literature of the late Second Temple
period, which has been demonstrated to reflect imperial negotiation.! The
same case may be constructed for reading the Greek Alpha text of Esther
(hereafter referred to as AT Esther) through the same lenses. However,
manuscript evidence for AT Esther, only surviving in four manuscripts,
is scant when compared to the more widely known LXX Esther, which
survives in thirty-six manuscripts.? Because I seek to offer a reading of
LXX Esther that would have been plausible for historical contexts shaped
by imperial power, I choose to focus on the more widely known and
evidenced text. Additionally, while AT Esther has been the subject of sig-
nificant work, contemporary scholarly attention to LXX Esther has been
negligible. Emanuel Tov writes, “It can be said that the Septuagint ver-
sion of Esther has been the stepchild of LXX research over. the past half
century.® With a synchronic reading through the lenses of empire and
gender, I seek to add a new voice to the minimal convefsation surround-
ing LXX Esther.

In order to conduct this reading of LXX|Esther; the first chapter of
this study provides a framework for locating LXX¢Esther and defining

1. Anathea Portier-Young, Apocalypsedagainst Empire: Theologies of Resistance in
Early Judaism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011); Richard A. Horsley, Scribes, Visionar-
ies, and the Politics of Second Temple Judea (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2007);
and Horsley, Revolt of the Scribes: Resistance and Apocalyptic Origins (Minneapolis:
Fortress, 2010).

2. Karen H. Jobes, The Alpha-Téxt of Esther: Its Character and Relationship to the
Masoretic Text, SBLDS 4153 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1996), 1-2.

3. Emanuel Tov; “The LXX Translation of Esther: A Paraphrastic Translation of
MT or a Free Translation of a Rewritten Version?,” in Empsychoi Logoi: Religious Inno-
vations in Antiquity, Studies in Honour of Pieter Willem van der Horst, ed. A. Houtman,
Albert de Jong, and Magdalena Wilhelmina Misset-van de Weg, AGJU 73 (Leiden:
Brill, 2008), 507:



Introduction 3

the imperial-critical approach utilized, with considerable attention to the
intersections between empire and gender studies. After this opening chap-
ter, chapters 2 through 8 provide the synchronic reading of LXX Esther
that is interspersed with connections to early readers in their imperial
contexts. Chapter 2 offers interpretation of Addition A’s framing of LXX
Esther by introducing Mordecai and establishing the subsequent narra-
tive as a contest for hegemonic masculinity between Artaxerxes and God
waged by their representatives: Haman for Artaxerxes and Mordecai for
God (11:2-12; 12:1-6). Chapter 3 considers the initial depiction of Artax-
erxes and his imperial power and describes Vashti’s negotiation of defiance
to imperial power (1:1-12a). Chapter 4 continues by examining the impe-
rial responses to Vashti’s defiance that function to stabilize threatened
hegemonic and complicit masculinities, but also create opportunities for
multivalent negotiation (1:12b-2:20). Chapter 5 explores Mordecai’s shift-
ing methodology of imperial negotiation toward public defiance, and reads
the edict of extermination as an imperial response to the threat that Mor-
decai’s defiance created (2:21-3:13; 13:1-7; 3:14). Chapter 6 analyzes the
public and private responses to the edict of extermination as subordinate
transcripts of negotiation. These transcripts include the public responses
of the Susaites, Mordecai, and Persian Jews, the private responses of Mor-
decai and Esther’s conversation, and the prayers of Mordeeaivand Esther
(3:15-4:17; 13:8-14:19). Chapter 7 describes Esther’s initialshegotiation
with Artaxerxes on behalf of her people and as a representative of God.
Esther’s first negotiation includes flattery, euphemism, deference, and
most pervasively, performances of feminine fpailtjnand,seéxuality, which
function as anonymity (15:1-16; 5:3-6:13). Chapter 8 elucidates Esther’s
additional two acts of negotiation with Artaxerxes;which utilize method-
ology similar to her first negotiation, and which result in the deliverance
of her people and a victory for Ged, though in'mimicry and ambivalence
(6:14-8:12; 16:1-24; 8:13-14). Thefinal section of chapter 8, then, pro-
vides brief comment on the aftermathyof Esther’s successful negotiation
and the concluding netes of LXX Esther that further reinscribe power and
demonstrate ambivalencey(8:15-1d:1).





