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1
The Pseudepigrapha and the Society of Biblical Literature

Matthias Henze and Liv Ingeborg Lied

With this jubilee volume we celebrate fifty years of the study of the 
Pseudepigrapha at the Society of Biblical Literature and the pioneering 
scholars who introduced the Pseudepigrapha to the Society. In 1969, the 
same year in which the Society adopted a new constitution that restruc-
tured the Society’s basic operations, Walter J. Harrelson, dean of the 
Divinity School at Vanderbilt University, convened the first Pseudepigra-
pha Breakfast. His goals for what he initially labeled the Pseudepigrapha 
Project were ambitious: to convene a cadre of international scholars who 
would work on the Old Testament pseudepigrapha; to photograph the 
most important manuscripts (Harrelson himself traveled to Ethiopia on 
multiple occasions); to produce new critical editions of the pseudepig-
rapha based on the best available manuscript evidence; and to publish 
an inexpensive English translation to make Israel’s forgotten texts easily 
accessible. Harrelson was a visionary and a builder. His Pseudepigrapha 
Breakfasts in 1969 and 1970 were a great success, and the original team of 
pseudepigrapha scholars grew apace. Hence, the Pseudepigrapha Project 
marked the beginning of half a century of pseudepigrapha research at the 
Society of Biblical Literature.

The Pseudepigrapha at the Society of Biblical Literature

When Harrelson conceived of the Pseudepigrapha Project, he was careful 
to put a solid foundation into place that would support the unit for a long 
time to come. As early as during the first Pseudepigrapha Breakfast on 
November 17, 1969, a steering committee was appointed. It was chaired 
by Walter Harrelson (the Society’s president in 1972) and included James 
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2	 Matthias Henze and Liv Ingeborg Lied

H. Charlesworth (who soon thereafter became the first secretary), Robert 
A. Kraft (president in 2006), George W. MacRae, Bruce M. Metzger (presi-
dent in 1971), Harry M. Orlinsky (president in 1970), Michael E. Stone, 
and John Strugnell. Since much of the initial energy was spent on the study 
and publication of texts, a second, editorial board was formed. Before long 
other scholars joined, among them John J. Collins (president in 2002), 
Daniel J. Harrington, Martha Himmelfarb, George W. E. Nickelsburg, and 
James C. VanderKam.

The Pseudepigrapha unit at the Society of Biblical Literature soon 
became the flagship in pseudepigrapha research that changed scholarly 
perceptions of early Judaism. The sessions of the last half century tell the 
story of the academic contributions of the Pseudepigrapha unit at the 
Society of Biblical Literature. They also reflect some of the major trends 
and research developments in pseudepigrapha studies more broadly. In 
order to address Harrelson’s goal to produce new text editions and Eng-
lish translations, throughout the 1970s members of the Pseudepigrapha 
unit began studying one specific text each year. The first of these texts was 
the Paralipomena of Jeremiah (1971), on which Robert A. Kraft and Ann-
Elizabeth Purintun were working at the time. From 1972 to 1975, there 
followed a sequence of discussions on the testaments: the Testament of 
Abraham (1972), the Testament of Moses (1973), the Testament of Job 
(1974), and the Testament of Joseph (1975). In 1976, the focus was on 
Joseph and Aseneth, followed in 1977 by attention to Sethian and in 1978 
to the Enochic traditions. Such sessions devoted to particular pseude-
pigraphic writings continued throughout the history of the unit: Judith 
(1989), the Testament of Abraham (2004), the Letter of Aristeas (2015), 
and Ben Sira (2016). Some texts have been discussed on several occasions. 
The book of Jubilees, for instance, was the subject of discussion in 1985, 
2004, and 2013; 4 Ezra in 1981 and 2006; and Enochic texts in 1978, 1983, 
1993, and 2003. Furthermore, the Pseudepigrapha unit has hosted several 
review sessions of newly published editions, translations, and commentar-
ies on pseudepigraphical texts. For example, James H. Charlesworth’s first 
volume of Old Testament Pseudepigrapha was reviewed in 1984, George W. 
E. Nickelsburg’s Hermeneia commentary on 1 Enoch in 2001, and, more 
recently, at the 2013 meeting in Baltimore, the first volume of Old Tes-
tament Pseudepigrapha: More Noncanoncial Scriptures, edited by Richard 
Baukham, James R. Davila, and Alexander Panayotov.

In addition to preparing editions, translations, and commentaries on 
the pseudepigrapha, the unit devoted much attention to major themes and SBL P
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	 1. The Pseudepigrapha and the Society of Biblical Literature	 3

topics of the pseudepigrapha. Often such investigations required bringing 
the pseudepigrapha out of the shadows of the Bible in order to interpret 
them on their own terms. Now, instead of reading the pseudepigrapha 
only in service to other, mostly canonical writings, the pseudepigrapha 
became the center of attention. Thus, in 1979 and 1980, at the decennial 
meeting of the unit, sessions were devoted to the profiles and functions of 
righteous/ideal figures and the significance of ascribing texts to biblical 
luminaries. Both issues have remained central to the unit’s history, which 
can be recognized in the discussions of pseudepigraphy and exemplar-
ity in the 2000s and 2010s. Likewise, apocalypse and apocalypticism have 
been recurring foci. Although both pseudepigraphy and apocalypticism 
had become established topics of interest in the academy, the exploration 
of the ways in which they are articulated and put to use in the pseudepi-
graphic literature brought additional insights to the study of the intellectual 
and social world of Jewish antiquity.

On several occasions, the Pseudepigrapha unit explored the relation-
ship between key historical events in ancient Judaism or the connections 
between pseudepigraphical texts, other literature, and the cultural milieu. 
For instance, at the 1982 Annual Meeting of the Society of Biblical Litera-
ture, the unit addressed reactions to the events of 70 CE. A 1983 session 
discussed the social setting of the Enoch literature. A 2017 session exam-
ined the pseudepigrapha within the context of Hellenistic Judaism.

Harrelson understood very well that close collaboration with other 
scholars working in adjacent fields was imperative for the success of the 
Pseudepigrapha Project. The Pseudepigrapha unit has always stayed in 
dialogue with other units that study the literatures of Jewish and Chris-
tian antiquity. The Pseudepigrapha and the Dead Sea Scrolls units at the 
Society of Biblical Literature repeatedly joined forces (in 1985, 1986, 1997, 
2004, and 2008). The Nag Hammadi texts were also important interlocu-
tors (1977, 1995, 1998). While the Dead Sea Scrolls and Nag Hammadi 
libraries have generated enormous energy and excitement among biblical 
scholars, the many ways in which these discoveries have complicated our 
perception of early Judaism and Christianity opened up new spaces for the 
pseudepigrapha to be heard and studied.

From the very beginnings of modern the Pseudepigrapha Project, 
scholars addressed methodological challenges associated with editing, 
interpreting, and categorizing pseudepigraphic texts. These discussions, 
associated early on with the oeuvre of Walter Harrelson, Robert A. Kraft, 
Michael E. Stone, Marinus de Jonge, and several others in recent decades, SBL P
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4	 Matthias Henze and Liv Ingeborg Lied

have included questions about the provenance of the texts (Jewish or 
Christian?), the predominantly Christian transmission history of the texts 
that are commonly perceived to be Jewish, and the anachronisms that have 
too often marred scholarly categorizations of these texts. In particular, the 
term pseudepigrapha itself has been debated from the very start, linked 
as it is to the same anachronistic and canon-dependent frames that the 
Pseudepigrapha unit set out to battle. Similar methodological issues have 
continued to be addressed during the 2000s and 2010s and can be detected 
in sessions such as one on the pitfalls of categorization in 2006, in a session 
devoted to problematizing the term pseudepigrapha in 2008, and again in 
2018 in a session on hybrids, converts, and borders of Jewish and Chris-
tian identities.

The Pseudepigrapha unit has also addressed a range of theoretical 
and methodological concerns that are shared across the humanities. Such 
attention is observable, for instance, in the focus on intertextuality, a major 
debate in literary studies, at the Annual Meeting of the Society of Biblical 
Literature in San Francisco in 1992. We can see an awareness of the so-
called linguistic turn at the Annual Meeting in 1996, where the move from 
text to social and historical contexts was debated. Rituals and religious 
experience were the topics in 2000 and 2008, and there was a session on 
the performative dimensions of the texts in 2008. Interest in materiality 
and media becomes palpable in the 2010s, for instance, in the sessions 
Ancient Media Culture in 2012, and Manuscripts, Scribal Culture, Scribal 
Change in 2016. Also, during the 2010s, finally, the digital turn slowly 
made its presence felt in individual papers but did not fully materialize in 
a special session until the Annual Meeting in Boston in 2017.

In its interactions with adjacent fields and the larger academic world, 
the Pseudepigrapha unit has sometimes been a pioneer and at other times 
a latecomer. Whereas the attention to the transmission and reception 
history of ancient texts remained underdeveloped in most humanistic 
scholarship until the 1990s, these issues were already on the radar of the 
Pseudepigrapha unit in the mid-1970s. By 1977, methodological aspects 
that concern the transmission and reception of the texts were already 
discussed by several members of the unit and have remained central 
throughout its history: “The Pseudepigrapha in Jewish, Christian and 
Manichean Transmission” appears on the program in 1990, “The Enochic 
Literature in Early Christianity” in 1993, and “The Jewish Pseudepigrapha 
in Egyptian Christianity” in 1995. A session on Jewish Pseudepigrapha and 
the Islamic World figures in the program in 2004, Daniel’s Text Reception SBL P
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in 2013, and the Reception and Afterlife of Pseudepigrapha in Judaism, 
Christianity and Islam again in 2018.

In other fields of research, the Pseudepigrapha unit has been slow. As 
Hanna Tervanotko shows in her contribution to the present volume, atten-
tion to gender perspectives is only recent. Indeed, the unit explored texts 
ascribed to female figures already in the 1970s and 1980s—Joseph and 
Aseneth in 1976 and 1996, the Life of Adam and Eve in 1994, and the book 
of Judith in 1989—but an explicit interest in the experiences of women in 
antiquity, or more broadly in the role of female figures in the texts, is first 
found in the mid-2000s with sessions on Women’s Religious Experience in 
Antiquity in 2006, The Parascriptural Dimensions of Biblical Women in 
2007, and Women, Fire, and Dangerous Things in 2013. The first session 
to explore gender as a broader analytical category, embracing more than 
just women, appears as late as in 2017.

This brief sketch of some of the main academic tendencies of the ses-
sions over the last half century shows that the Pseudepigrapha unit at the 
Society of Biblical Literature has provided a unique forum for scholarly dis-
cussions. Its aims have been ambitious and broad, from ensuring that the 
pseudepigrapha have their rightful place at the Society of Biblical Litera-
ture and are studied in their own right, to uncovering the relevance of the 
pseudepigrapha for understanding Judaism and Christianity more broadly 
and throughout their histories. New fields of inquiry continue to emerge 
as we gain a better understanding of the pseudepigrapha and their com-
plex histories, not least the desire for more interdisciplinary inquiries in the 
various religious and linguistic traditions that have received, preserved, and 
transmitted the pseudepigraphic texts and that continue to revere them.

When Harrelson convened the first Pseudepigrapha Breakfast, one of 
his goals was to establish a community of scholars that would work in a 
collaborative spirit and make the little-known texts accessible to a larger 
audience by producing new text editions, translations, and commentaries. 
Looking back, the Pseudepigrapha unit at the Society of Biblical Literature 
has achieved and, in many regards, far surpassed Harrelson’s goals. Today, 
it remains a stronghold that fosters the rigorous study of early Jewish and 
Christian literatures.

The Present Volume

The volume opens with an essay by Matthias Henze, “The Pseudepigra-
pha Project at the Society of Biblical Literature, 1969–1971,” that tells the SBL P
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6	 Matthias Henze and Liv Ingeborg Lied

story of the inauguration and formative years of the Pseudepigrapha unit. 
Drawing upon documents from the Society of Biblical Literature archives 
at Drew University (now at Emory University) and supplemented by 
personal files of some of the unit’s initial members, Henze describes the 
creation of the unit and the rationale for starting it, beginning with Har-
relson’s initial Pseudepigrapha Breakfast at the Annual Meeting in 1969 
and leading up to the formal recognition of the Pseudepigrapha Seminar 
in 1971.

The volume consists of four sections. The first section, “Remember-
ing Fifty Years of the Pseudepigrapha at the Society of Biblical Literature,” 
collects the memories of four of the Pseudepigrapha unit’s founding mem-
bers. In “Let the Living Remember the Dead: Homage to the Departed 
Pioneers of the Pseudepigrapha Group—Father George W. MacRae, 
S.J.,” Robert A. Kraft pays homage to those pseudepigrapha scholars of 
the very beginning who paved the way but have since died. In particular, 
he remembers Father George W. MacRae, S.J., dean of Harvard Divinity 
School and a charter member of the steering committee of the Pseudepig-
rapha Group. In his essay “Early Days of the Society of Biblical Literature 
Pseudepigrapha Group: Pseudepigrapha Studies in the Second Half of the 
Twentieth Century,” Michael E. Stone brings the collaborative and pro-
ductive atmosphere of the formative years to life. He identifies some of 
the main tendencies in the research on the pseudepigrapha since the early 
1970s and directs our attention to some of the paths still not taken. James 
Hamilton Charlesworth recalls his involvement in the unit in the 1970s in 
his “Memories of the Society of Biblical Literature Pseudepigrapha Group, 
1970–1982.” In particular, he remembers the processes leading up to the 
publication of his The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha in 1983 and 1985. 
In his essay “The Pseudepigrapha at the Society of Biblical Literature: The 
Early Growth of a Group,” George W. E. Nickelsburg shares his memories 
of the initial activities and academic priorities of the unit, paying particu-
lar attention to its wide-ranging publication initiatives and outcomes.

The second section of the book, “The History of the Study of the 
Pseudepigrapha,” contains four essays that offer new perspectives on some 
of the main trajectories and decisive moments in the research history of 
the pseudepigrapha. Patricia D. Ahearne-Kroll’s “The History of the Study 
of the Pseudepigrapha” explores the longstanding attention to texts labeled 
pseudepigrapha. The essay outlines both the modern history of a contested 
category and the longer lines of intellectual engagement with pseudepig-
raphal texts. In “The Pseudepigrapha within and without Biblical Studies,” SBL P
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Benjamin G. Wright III tackles the categories and disciplinary depen-
dencies that have shaped the study of early Jewish texts. Wright critically 
engages the organizational role the biblical canon has played in biblical 
studies and discusses how the past fifty years of scholarship on the Dead 
Sea Scrolls and the pseudepigrapha have challenged academic percep-
tions of the literatures of ancient Judaism. In his essay “Dead Sea Scroll 
Scholarship and Pseudepigrapha Studies: From Józef Milik to Material 
Philology,” Eibert Tigchelaar explores moments of interaction between 
Dead Sea Scrolls and pseudepigrapha studies. He shows how scholarship 
in the two fields have both overlapped and diverged, each contributing to 
the broader general developments in biblical, textual, and religious studies 
in its own ways. Hanna Tervanotko’s essay, “Pseudepigrapha and Gender,” 
traces the use of feminist and gender studies in the history of pseudepig-
rapha research. Focusing on the development of the Pseudepigrapha unit 
during the last half decade, Tervantoko shows how the engagement with 
these perspectives is a relatively recent phenomenon.

The first two essays in the third section of the book, “Topics in the 
Study of the Pseudepigrapha,” address the importance of manuscripts, 
technology, and communicative infrastructures. “Pseudepigrapha and 
Their Manuscripts,” coauthored by Liv Ingeborg Lied and Loren T. Stuck-
enbruck, isolates six main tendencies that characterize the pool of surviving 
manuscripts of pseudepigraphal texts. Lied and Stuckenbruck discuss how 
manuscripts have typically been used and assessed in scholarship and how 
they can continue to be studied and engaged with, before suggesting some 
possible ways forward. Lorenzo DiTommaso’s essay, “Manuscript Research 
in the Digital Age,” reflects on the role of technology in the research on 
manuscripts containing pseudepigraphal texts. DiTommaso contends that 
available technology has always shaped the access to and the perception of 
these texts and explores how new digital technologies continue to trans-
form the scholarship in the field.

The next three essays examine the complex relationships between the 
provenance and transmission of the pseudepigrapha, Jewish and Chris-
tian engagements with them, and the history of their academic treatment. 
In her essay, “The Pseudepigrapha in Greek: Translation, Composition, 
and the Diaspora,” Martha Himmelfarb addresses the impact of explor-
ing pseudepigrapha that survive in Greek. Himmelfarb asks us to consider 
how pseudepigrapha translated into Greek may shed light on the diaspora 
communities that translated them. William Adler’s essay, “Origen and the 
Old Testament Apocrypha: The Creation of a Category,” examines how a SBL P
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literary corpus is formed and assigned a name—in the past, as well as in 
the present. Taking Origen as his case, Adler discusses how categories such 
as apocrypha and pseudepigrapha are formed and how such categories 
influence research. In “Pseudepigrapha between Judaism and Christian-
ity: The Case of 3 Baruch,” John J. Collins revisits the longstanding debate 
of the provenance of the pseudepigrapha. Focusing on the research his-
tory of 3 Baruch, Collins highlights some key challenges to the study of 
the origins and transmission of pseudepigraphal texts, arguing that each 
text must be considered on its own merit. In the final essay of this section, 
“Pseudepigraphy as an Interpretative Construct,” Hindy Najman and Irene 
Peirano Garrison articulate a new agenda for the study of pseudepigraphy. 
In constructive and critical dialogue with former research contributions 
in classics and biblical studies, Najman and Peirano offer an integrative 
approach to pseudepigraphy as an interpretative category.

The five essays in the fourth and final section of the volume, titled 
“The Future of the Study of the Pseudepigrapha,” all look to the future and 
reflect on what the next steps in pseudepigrapha research might entail. In 
“The More Old Testament Pseudepigrapha Project,” James R. Davila tells 
the story behind the first volume of Old Testament Pseudepigrapha: More 
Noncanonical Scriptures (2013) and discusses how that volume may con-
tribute to a broadened chronological focus and richer repertoire of texts. 
Randall D. Chesnutt’s “Enconium or Apologia? The Future (?) of the Soci-
ety of Biblical Literature Pseudepigrapha Section” discusses the contested 
label pseudepigrapha, relating the debate about the term to the question 
of the future of a discrete Pseudepigrapha unit at the Society of Biblical 
Literature. The essay “Looking Ahead: The Pseudepigrapha and the New 
Testament” by John R. Levison presents two desiderata of pseudepigrapha 
studies. In the future, Levison would like to see studies that display the 
indispensability of pseudepigraphal literature to the study of the New Tes-
tament and studies that explore pseudepigraphal texts in their own right 
and in a one-to-one relationship with the texts of the New Testament. In 
her essay, “Fifty More Years of the Society of Biblical Literature Pseude-
pigrapha Section? Prospects for the Future,” Judith H. Newman explores 
the potentials of the Pseudepigrapha unit, imagining an interdisciplinary 
future. She points out three promising avenues of inquiry: tracing tradi-
tions through the history of reception, the study of pseudepigrapha from 
the perspective of new (material) philology, and embodied approaches, 
that is, studying texts and manuscripts as intrinsically linked to the social 
contexts in which they were employed. John C. Reeves’s “Future Trends SBL P
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for the Study of Jewish Pseudepigrapha: Two Recommendations,” finally, 
is concerned with the longue durée transmission of pseudepigraphal writ-
ings. He encourages more studies of their reception, as well as of their 
continuing transmission and transformation, among Jewish, Christian, 
Manichean, and Muslim communities.

Celebrating Our Beginnings—Embracing the Future

It is with a deep sense of gratitude that the volume editors remember the 
pioneering scholars of the Pseudepigrapha Project, who launched what 
was to become one of the longest continuing program units at the Society 
of Biblical Literature. Some of these scholars are here with us today to cele-
brate half a century of pseudepigrapha research at the Society, while others 
have passed on. It is to all scholars of the Pseudepigrapha Project—with 
their unsurpassed vision, formidable scholarship, and great enthusiasm—
that we dedicate this volume.
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