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to do so because he possessed a knowledge of all the languages of 
the seventy nations into which the population of the earth was 
traditiona1ly divided. How simple are the words in vi. 1: " On 
that night the king's sleep fled," compared with the expansions 
the story of that night subsequently received! Would any· 
ancient romancer, untrammeled by the necessity of adhering to 
truth, be able to so restrain himself from taking advantage of 
the many opportunities offered for embe1lishing his tale? 

It has been said that there are improbabilities and impossibili­
ties in the narrative; but most of the particulars given in support 
of the assertion are puerile or evince a lack of familiarity with 
Eastern life. "Is it at a1l likely that the provinces would be left 
without government for so long a time'1" one writer gravely 
in connection with i. 3, 4-utterly regardless of what should have 
at once suggested itself to his mind, that there was nothing to 
prevent the direct appointees of the crown, when called to the 
capital, leaving the affairs of their districts in the hands of 
trusted under-officials, who would be responsible to them as they 
were to the king. That Esther could have kept up communica­
tion with Mordecai after having been taken into the harem of the 
«jealous and amatory Xerxes" should not surprise us. No­
where, not even in ii. 22, is it stated that the two came into direct 
contact with each other, and in iv. 5 sqq. a go-between is men· 
tioned by name.. Even if the restrictions placed on women at the 
time were as severe as they now are in Moslem countries, the 
proverb would prove true that" Where there is a will, there is 
a way" -at least Oriental literature with its tales of forbidden 
intercourse, seems to show that such would be the case. The 
statements in the first half of the ninth chapter will cause us no 
trouble, with the harrowing accounts of the Joings in the Turkish 
empire a few years ago before our minds. The circumference of 
Susa was variously estimated by ancient authors as one hundred 
and twenty or two hundred stadia, i.e., about fourteen or twenty­
three miles. The figures given for the slain in this large city-five 
hundred on the first day and three hundred on the second-cer­
tainly look moderate. The num ber in ver.16 affords no just ground 
for impugning the historicity of the passage. The Jews were at· 
tacked in spite of the second d'ecree, and the governors and other 
officials helped them. '1'here is no improbability here. Asiatic 
rulers, however willing to preserve peace, cannot always prevent 
bloody conflicts, between the representatives of different races and 
religions. When the man next the king was a Hebrew who hau 
shown himself active in the interest of hisco-religionists, on which 
side would those enjoying crown appointments naturally be 
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expected to cast their influence? Has not royal favor always 
been a potent converter (viii. 17)? Some of those in authority 
probably were not averse to seeing a little disturbance in their 
districts, and did what they could with safety to themselves to 
produce a conflict. Such double-dealing would bring an oppor­
tunity to win profit and credit. Ah, one must go to the East to 
learn diplomacy! In secular history the wife of Xerxes is called 
Amestris. That person, if the account we have of her be correct, 
is not to be identified with either of 1he queens of the Book of 
Esther. There is room for all of them. Ohap. ii shows that 
women were no great rarity in the Shush an palace-as, indeed, 
they never were in those of Oriental monarchs. At one time 
Vashti was the reigning favorite, the one preferred by the king 
above all the rest, and at another Esther occupied that posi­
tion. May we not read between the lines of the narrative of the 
overthrow of the first and the selection of the second? The 
seven princes of Persia and Media (L 14, 21) were ready to advise 
the putting away of Vashti, perhaps because she had usurped the 
place of the wife drawn from their own circle, but it will be 
noticed that it was "the king's servants that ministered unto 
him" (ii, 2) that suggested the plan for securing another fair 
Vlrglll. Esther has her place in Bible history because of her 
connection with the deliverance of the chosen people from a 
calamity that threatened their destruction. That, however, was 
not a matter of world-wide interest at the time. To the Greek 
historian, not looking on affairs with Jewish eyes and not so 
intimately acquainted with the secrets of the harem as was the 
writer of the book we are considering, Amestris was a more public 
character and of greater importance because of her relation to the 
Achremenian dynasty. The most aristocratic blood of the land 
coursed through her veins; her rather was one or those who 
helped to set the crown on the head of Darius and the leader of 
the (in the stricter sense) Persian contingent in the Grecian expe­
dition; her son succeeded her husband on the throne. 

The book of Esther affords strong internal evidence of the 
time and the place of its origin. We have not here a colorless 
piece of literary work that may with equal ease and probability 
be assigned to anyone of several widely separated periods and 
regions. Its local and temporal coloring is perhaps more pro­
nounced than that of any other portion of the Old Testament. 

The fact that there is no mention of J erusal em or the temple in 
this book is in harmony with the theory of its origin in Persia not 
long after the date of the principal occurrence spoken of. The 
decree of Oyrus granting the exiles permission to return to Pales-
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tine was issued in 538 B.C., and many went thither with Zerub· 
babel. They met with much opposition from their neigh bors and 
matters did not prosper greatly, looked at from a worldly point of 
view. The revival of patriotism under the lead of Ezra and 
N ehemiah did not take place until the reign that followed the 
one in which the scene of our story is laid, that of Artaxerxes. 
The new generation had been born and brought up in the region 
whither their fathers had been carried captive, and knew no other 
home. They had about them a vast and wealthy population, 
among which they might exercise the money-making instincts of 
their race. The return would necessitate more or less- financial 
sacrifice. Josephus says that many of the Jews "remained in 
Babylon, since they were disinclined to relinquish their property. "* 
Thus the absence of any evidence of a longing for the Holy Land 
is thoroughly in accord with the other indications of the state of 
feeling in regard to that matter among the Hebrew subjects of 
Xerxes. 

The linguistic characteristics of the Hebrew text indicate that it 
was composed in Persia. A comparatively large number of 
words of Persian origin are found in it. The names of the prin­
cipal actors come from that language-those of the king, as already 
stated; of both the queens, Vashti and Esther; of Mordecai and 
of Haman, the son of Hammedatha. t So also do most, if not 
all, of the twenty-seven in i. ID, 14. ii. 21, v. 10 and ix. 7-9. 
The form iiil "India" (i. 1: viii. 9), is nearer to the Persian 
form Bidhu than to the Syriac Hendu or the Sanscrit 8indhu. 
Also O'.l~ii~n~ (iii. 12, viii. 9, ix. 3), O'Ji!"lrt'nN (viii. 10, 14), 
Otli:l (1. 6), O'O.ii.£l (i. 3, vi. 9) and prvIi.£l (iiL 14, iv. 8) are 
non-Semitic words that came to the author from Persian sources. 
The presence of these names of persons and things connected with 
the government shows the familiarity of the writer with the life 
of the court, and is best accounted for hy the supposition of his 
actual participation in it. 

The author was well acquainted with the place in which he 
makes the events of 11is story occur and with its cu~toms and 
manners. Susa was a town of mud bricks until' Darius, the 
father of Xerxes, erected marble structures in it. Mounds 
now cover the site of the once gay city. The remains of the 
royal palace were examined by Loftus in 1851-2 and an ac­
count of the explorations was published in 1857.+ The great. 
hall "consisted of several magnificent groups of columns, 

* Antiq., XI. 1. 
t For Jews bearing beat ben names cf. DaD. i. 7. 
j: "Travels and Researches in Chaldrea and Susiana." 
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together having a frontage of three hundred and forty-three 
feet nine inches, and a depth or two hundred and forty-four 
feet:' Some of the columns bore inscriptions in three different 
languages recording the fact that it was built by Darius. "It 
stands on an elevation in the centre of the mound, the remainder 
of which we may well imagine to have been occupied, after the 
Persian fashion, with It garden and fountains. Thus the colonnade 
would represent the' court of the garden of the king's palace' 
[of Bsth. i. 5, 6J, with its' pillars of marble.''' The explorer was 
satisfied alter careful examination "that the outer. groups or 
porticos stood distinct from the central square of columns, or 
connected simply by means or curtains. It seems to be to this 
that reference is made in the ' hangings fastened with cords to 
silver rings and pillars of marble' at the feast or the royal Ahas­
uerus." "The habitable portion of the Susian palace, erected 
by Darius and his succeesors, undoubtedly stood on the south of 
and immediately behind the columnar hall. Traces of brick walls 
were th ere uncovered, but, the depth or earth being so sha1low 
above them, it was useless to excavate further in that quarter." 

An exhaustive treatment or the account or the festivities in the 
first chapter would suffice to prove that we have before us the 
production or a writer who would not suffer any untruth to flow 
from his pen. It may seem improbable to a person acquainted 
with the modern customs of most Asiatic countries that Xerxes 
would under any circumstances call upon his queen to appear in 
public (i. 11); but we have evidence in Herodotus (V.18; IX. 110 
sqq.) that it was not then unusllal in Persia for the women to be 
present at the table on the occasion of great feasts. Wine flowed 
in abundance before the royal guests. At a later time, after the 
issue of the cruel decree of destruction against a w hole people, 
" the king and Raman sat down to drink" (iiL 15), and it was at 
banquets of wine that the evil was undone. The ancient Persians 
were noted for their love of wine. Herodotus says of them that 
.&, they are very fond of wine, and drink it in Jarge quantities. 

_ . . It is also their general practice to deliberate upon affairs of 
weight when they are drunk" (1. 133). The vessels of gold 
<di verse one from another and the couches of gold and silver are 
not a mere product of Oriental imagination. After the defeat of 
the Persian hosts at PlatfBa in 479 B.O., there" were found many 
tents richly adorned with furniture of gold and silver, many 
couches covered with plates of the same, and many golden bowls, 
goblets and other drinking-vessels."* The war-tent of Xerxes, 
which the king on his departure from Greece had left with his 

* Herod., IX .. 80. 
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general, Mardonius, was also captured; in it were "hangings of 
divers coIors,:' "couches of gold and silver" and " tables of 
gold and silver."* Herodotus, who tells us of these riches, wrote 
of them not very long after the Greeks took them as booty, 
having been born about the year that Xerxes ascended the throne. 
These references are specially pertinent. We have in them inde­
pendent non-Jewish evidence that Ahasuerus possessed in abun­
dance just such small and hrge utensils and articles of furniture 
made of the precious metals as are mentioned in Esth. i within 
about three years after the date there assigned to the_ occasion on 
which the writer says they were used. Another" greu-t feast," 
made by the same king " unto all his princes and his ser­
vants " shortly after the return from the disastrous Grecian expe­
dition, is recorded in ii. 18, but there nothing is said of those 

-expensive objects of luxury. There is thus in this matter a 
remarkable agreement between the two authors. The special 
significance of the date of the feast will be referred to in a later 
paragraph. 

We have in the eighth chapter a graphic description of the 
issuing of a royal decree and the forwarding of copies to the 
provlllces. We know from other sources that there was no 
single court language in which alone official communications were 
addressed to the people. The great inscription of Darius at 
Behistan and several other records of the Persian monarchs are 
trilingua1. There was a well-organized system of posts in opera­
tion in the time of Xerxes. Herodotus thus speaks of it in con­
nection with a message sent by that king to Susa : 

" Nothi.ng mortal travels so fast as these Persian messengers. The entire plan is 
a Persian invention; and this is the method of it_ Along the whole line of road 
there are men (they say) stationed with horses, in number equal to the number of 
days which the journey takes, allowing a man and horse to each day; and these 
men will not he hindered from accomplishing at their best speed the distance 
which they have to go, either by snow, or rain, or heat, or by the darkness of 
night. The first rider delivers his despatch to the second, and the second passes it 
to the third; and so it is borne from hand to hand along the whole line, like the 
light in the torch-race which the Greeks celebrate to Vulcan" (VIII. 98). 

Other illustrations of the exact agreement between the repre­
sentation of Persian life given in the Book of Esther and the 
reality as we know it from other sources of information could 
be given. It may safely be said that nothing, either trivial or 
important, is attributed to the age of Xerxes that only arose at a 
sub~equent date. 

Our author has made no mistakes in regard to the history of 
his countr.y, but shows himself entirely familiar with the political 

* Herod., IX. 82. 
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matters of the time of his narrative. The empire of Xerxes is 
throughout, with one exception, spoken of as that of Persia and 
Media, a collocation that agrees with the relative importance of 
the two divisions. Under the Achmmenian dynasty Media, though 
not furnishing the king, was second only to Persia and stood in a 
different relation to it than did the other divisions of the country. 
The one departure from this arrangement of the terms is not due 
to a slip of the pen, but is in reality a token of the carefulness of 
the writer. It occurs in x. 2 in a formal reference to " the book of 
the chronicles of the kings of Media and Persia." The preerni­
nence of the Median branch preceded that of the Persian, and of 
course in the official record of the combined kingdom the history 
of the former stood before that of the latter. Rere in the title of 
the royal chronicles the order actual1y employed was the more 
correct, while elsewhere the other was the more appropriate.* As 
in the name, so also in the extent of the territory over which the 
rule of Xerxes was acknowledged as supreme; our author is cor­
rect. In the opening sentence it is described as spreading " from 
India even unto Ethiopia." Had the writer but dated his work in 
the earlier part of the preceding reign and assigned the kingdom 
such boundaries, he could at once be convicted of an an­
achronism. 

The lepresentation of the character of the man at the head of 
the government of this vast empire agrees with that which we 
derive from other sources. Ncildeke refers to the great contrast 
" between Darius and Xerxes, who begins the series of weak and 
unworthy kings." RawJinson thus sums up the portraiture found 
in the pages of Rerodotus: "Xerxes, the second and inferior 
form of the tyrant, weak and puerile as well as cruel and selfish, 
fickle, timid, licentious, luxurious, easily worked on by courtiers 
and women, superstitious, vainglorious, destitute of all real mag­
nanimity, only upon occasion ostentatiously parading a generous 
act when nothing had occurred to ruffle his feelings." The pie. 
ture iR a familiar one of his commanding the He]]espont to be 
given three hundred lashes and to have a pair of fetters cast into 
it while proud words were addressed to it. More sad is that of 
his infatuation for the wife of his brother Masistes; being unable 
to gain his wicked purpose, he married his son to her daughter, 
then transferred his attentions to the latter, and finally surren­
dered the mother to feminine fury. Another anecdote represents a 
certain Pytbius as entertaining Xerxes and his whole army at 
Celamm when he was going against Greece. The host volunteered 

* These statements hold good whether the short tenth chapter is from the same 
pen as the rest of tbe book or not. 
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to give for the war all the money he had, " two thousand talents 
of silver and of gold four millions of Daric staters, wanting seven 
thousand "-a sum about double that promised by Haman for the 
destruction of the Jews (Esth. iii. 9). The king was pleased and 
replied, "Thou shalt be my sworn friend from this day; and the 
seven thousand staters which are wanting to make up thy four 
millions I will supply, so that the full tale may be no longer lack­
ing, and that thou mayest owe the completion of the round sum 
to me. Continue to enjoy an that thou hast acquired hitherto, 
and be sure to remain ever such as thou now art. " When a little 
later this same Pythius requested that one of his five sons might 
remain at home to be the support and stay of his old age, part of 
the answer of the royal friend was making the army march be 
t ween the divided halves of the corpse of the eldest. 

How was Xerxes engaged during the first part of his reign 
according to extra-Biblical history? When he came to the 
throne in the beginning of the year 485 B.O., Egypt was in 
revolt. He marched against that country and reduced it again to 
subjection in the early part of 484 B.C., i.e., after his second year 
had begun.* After his return to the capital, "Xerxes, being 
about to take in hand the expedition against Athens, caned 
together an assembly of the noblest Persians, to learn their 
opinions and to lay before them his own designs.' 't Allowing 
time for traveliI).g, this consultation must have taken place in the 
third year of the king's reign. When the war had been decided 
upon, " all the Persians who were come together departed to their 
several governments, where each displa'yed the greatest zeal, on 
the faith of the king's ofters.":j: Then followed the gathering of 
an immense army from all parts of the empire. Herodotus, in 
the first part of his Book VII, has a long description of the con­
tingents from the various nations. We find mentioned by name 
Indians, Ethiopians, lira bians, Islanders from the Erythrrean sea, 
and many others. "Was there a nation in all Asia which Xerxeg 
did not bring with him against Greece?" exclaims the historian. 
The king set out on the march in 481 B.O., and spent the winter 
in Sardis. In 480 B.C. there, followed the battle of Thermopylre 
and other memorable events. In the latter part of that year 
Xerxes fled to Asia. JEschylus, a contemporary, represents him 
as going direct to Susa, but Herodotus makes him spend the 
sprin~ and summer in Sardis (IX. 107). The former is the more 
probable course of action. Herodotus himself (VIII. 97-103) 

* Cf. Clinton's Fasti Helleniei, 3d ed. 
+ Herod., VII. 8. 
~ Herod., VII. 19. 
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states that the monarch was in a great state of alarm after the 
battle of :Salamis, and was contemplating flight when the advis­
ableness of his withdrawing was adroitly suggested to him. He 
thereupon appointed Mardonius 10 the supreme command of the 
part of the army left behind, committing the whole matter of the 
conquest of Greece to that general. He then started for home 
and journeyed with all possible speed. It is not likely that he 
would remain in Sardis any longer than was absolutely necessary, 
i.e., beyond the time when the roads became fit for travel in the 
spring. Before beginning his retreat he sent "a messenger to 
carry intelligence of his misfortune to Persia," whose report pro­
duced sore dismay in Susa, which" did not cease till Xerxes him­
sell, by his arrival, put an end to their fears."* The state of 
public affairs would be favorable to usurpers and the absence of 
the man who had suffered so disastrous defeat dangerous to his­
continuance in power. The only prudent and statesmanly course· 
open to the king was to appear in his capital with troops at the 
earliest moment he could reach there. This would bring him 
back to Persia in the summer of his seventh year. 

Let us now see how the story in the Book of Esther agrees 
with the history just given. "When the king Ahasuerus sat on 
the throne of his kingdom, which was ill Shushan the palace, in 
the third year of his reign, he made a feast unto all his princes 
and his servanttl; the power of Persia and Media, the no bles and 
princes of the provinces, being before him: when he she wed the 
riches of his glorious kingdom and the honour of his excellent 
majesty many days, even an hundred and fourscore days' '; at its 
conclusion followed a feast for seven days to all the people in 
Shush an (i. 1-5). This may well have been the assembly of 
which Herodotus speaks, but the purpose of our author did not 
require him to mention its cause. The weather and conditions of 
traveling doubtless had much to do with determining its ti.me and 
duration. On the last day of the festivities, which cannot have 
been long before the close of 483 B.O., and probably WaS in the 
following spring, Vashti gave dire ofiense. Upon consultation 
with "the wise men, which knew the times," her permanent 
exclusion from the presence of the king was decreed. The plan 
tor choosing another in her place was suggested "a£ter these 
things, when the wrath o£ king Ahasuerus was pacified," and his 
thoughts had begun to dwell again on his former £avorite (ii. 1, 2). 
Row long a period had elapsed we are not told; let us snppose 
that it was short and that the advice was given in the early part 
of the year 482 B.O. It was in the tenth month of the seventh 

* Herod., VIII. 97,99. 
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year of the king's reign that Estber met with favor (ii. 16). The 
interval is apparently great, but the explanation is simple. It 
must have taken some time to make the conscription of virgins, 
but the twelve months of purification required in the case of 
everyone (ii. 3, 12) alone carry us into 481 B.O., the very year in 
which Xerxes, according to secular history, left Sus a for Sardis en 
route to Greece. He did not return to the r:apital until his seventh 
year and shortly after his arrival occurred the advancement of 
Esther. 

The way in which the statements of the Book of Esther and 
those of reliable extra-Biblical history dovetail into each -other is 
very remarkable. Our examination leaves us not simply with 
the negative result of not finding any contradictions between the 
two, but it aftords us most striking confirmations of the claim that 
the author of the former was, in the strictest sense of the term, a 
writer of history. The perfection in the temporal and local 8et­
ting of his work will be better appreciated if we compare it with 
the other piece of Jewish literature most similar to it in plot that 
has come down to us from pre-Ohristian times. In the Book of 
Judith the children of Israel are also represented as in sore distress 
when a woman brings deliverance. The story has the form of 
history, but it will fit into no epoch of' the past. The events de­
scribed are alleged to have occurred after the Jews had returned 
from the captivity (iv. 3, v. 18, 19), while Nebuchadnezzar was 
reigning as king of the Assyrians in Nineveh, the great city (L 
1, iv. 1)! This alone is sufficient to exclude the work from the 
class of truthful narratives. Many other illustrations of its unre­
liable character might be given, for it is replete with chronological 
and geographical errors. Rere is a specimen of an ancient Jewish 
romance: who will place Esther by the side of Judith and say 
that it also came from the pen of a romancer? 

The entire correctness of the statements, direct and indirect, of 
our author,. where it is possible to compare them ~ith other 
authorities-and such points we bave found not few-compels us 
to receive as true his assertions that we cannot otherwise verify. 
Included in the latter is what he tells us of the secret history of 
the court and the barem of Xerxes. This is an integral part of 
the narrative and cannot be separated from the rest; but how did 
the recorder obtain such facts? I think that it may safely be said 
that the evidence at band conclusively demonstrates that he was 
not only a contemporary of . the scenes he describes, but also a 
principal actor in them. What was his Imme? In Esth. ix. 20 
we read that" Mordecai wrote these things, and sent letters unto 
all the Jews that were in all the provinces of the king Ahasuerus, 
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both nigh and far, to enjoin them that they should keep" the days 
of Purim. There is here a reference to a preliminary account of 
the recent deliverance that was transmitted to the Israelites in the 
provinces when the adoption of the celebration was urged upon 
them. In consequence of what was written they bound them· 
selves and their children to observe the anniversary forever. As 
the festival of Purim was to be remembered" throughout every 
generation" wherever a Jew might be found (ix. 28), it was 
lmperative that an authoritative statement of the facts connected 
with its origin should be prepared. From what source could such 
a written memorial best and most naturally come? "Then Esther 
the queen, the daughter. of Abihail, and Mordecai the Jew, wrote 
with all authority to confirm this second letter of Purim" (ix. 29). 
" This second letter of Purim " was our present Book of Esther 
from the beginning of the first chapter to the end of the ninth. 
It was the formal narrative intended for permanent preservation 
and general instruction. There is definite historical proof that 
before the beginning of the Christian era the whole Book of 
Esther was known as a " letter of Purim." It is afforded by 
the subscription found in the Septuagint at the end of its tenth 
chapter: "In the fourth year of the reign of Ptolemeus and 
Cleopatra, Dositheus, who said he was a priest and Levite, and 
Ptolemeus his son, brought [to Egypt] this epistle (hr'O'To..l~Y) of 
Purim, which they said was the same, and that Lysimachus 
the son of Ptolemeus, that was in Jerusalem, had interpreted it." 
When sent out, the record before us was accompanied by more 
personal letters addressed to J'ews in different sections of the 
country and written to confirm h (ix. 29, 30). It went forth in the 
name and with the authority of the queen and the grand 'vizier, 
but of course the actual work of composition fell to the lot of the 
latter, Mordecai. 

The tenth chapter is very short, consisting of only three sen· 
tences. It seems to come in abruptly after what was originally 
intended to be the close of i-ix. It has the appearance of being 
a later addition; the reign of Ahasuerus js apparently pre· 
supposed to be finished. It may be considered as analogous to the 
closing portion of Deuteronomy, added to the Pentateuch to record 
the death of Moses and to round out the preceding narrative. It 
was probably added soon after the death ot Xerxes and perhaps 
by Mordecai himself. 

WEST NEW YORK, N. J. W. SCOTT WATSON. 


	1-1_esther_watson01
	1-1_esther_watson02
	1-1_esther_watson03
	1-1_esther_watson04
	1-1_esther_watson05
	1-1_esther_watson06
	1-1_esther_watson07
	1-1_esther_watson08
	1-1_esther_watson09
	1-1_esther_watson10
	1-1_esther_watson11
	1-1_esther_watson12
	1-1_esther_watson13

