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A review of “The Art of Biblical Narrative” 
 

A critical book review of “The Art of Biblical Narrative” 

by Robert Alter. [1] 
 

A literary approach to the Bible 
 

 

The Art of Biblical Narrative is a seminal work that propelled 

narrative criticism to its rightful place alongside historical criticism. 

It encourages the reader to engage with the text in its present form 

and adopts a holistic approach and not the deconstructionist outlook 

favoured by so many scholars. Alter approaches the text as a 

literary unit and pays particular attention to dialogue and subtle 

themes interwoven in the narrative, techniques of repetition and 

characterization - of particular interest are his observations on “type 

scenes” and convention.  

 

 

“Type scenes” 
 

 

Alter is at his best when challenging preconceptions by 

introducing the concept of “type-scenes” (recurring episodes or 

patterns of episodes). The “betrothal scene” is such a convention 
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and variations of the scene are used when finding a bride for Isaac, 

for Jacob and for Moses who also met his wife by a well.  The “type-

scene” is even appropriated in the New Testament when Jesus 

meets the Samaritan woman by a well. [2] Type-scenes are 

therefore a literary device or convention for presenting certain 

events (such as a betrothal scene) in a fixed format; it is the subtle 

variations on the standard format that alerts the reader to 

significant   points. 

 

 

Historicized prose fiction 
 

 

 

This approach leads Alter to classify the Bible as “historicized prose 

fiction” R. Christopher Heard comments as follows: 

 

“It may seem strange to characterize a move toward "life 

as it's lived" as a move toward fiction. Indeed, Alter takes 

pains to note the Bible's "historical impulse." He defines 

biblical narrative more specifically as fiction claiming a 

place in history or history fleshed out with fiction. Thus he 

does not totally discount historiography in biblical writing, 

nor does he doubt that the events of the narrated world 

are presented as though they really happened. However, 

he does posit that whatever historiography might be found 

in biblical narrative has been enhanced with fictional 

characters and details.” [3] 

 

The idea of “historicized prose fiction” is however anathema 

to those with the literalist mindset that is prevalent in the West but 
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much less predominant in the oriental world view of the ANE, in 

which the question of historical validity is secondary to the truth 

expressed concerning the characters involved and their actions and 

motivations. One can speculate that “type-scenes” evolved as a 

memory aid in oral cultures in order to distil the essential truth into 

a formulaic expression that could be easily passed on. This does not 

of course mean that the conventions are “fiction” but that they are 

literary devices that shape the historical events into easily 

recognisable “scenes” such as the “betrothal scene.”  This means 

that the ancient hearer of such a narrative would expect a certain 

pattern with a predetermined outcome from such a scene. It is 

where the scene deviates from the normative that produces the 

narrative art and characterisation that is so typical of the Bible. 

 

 

Narrational omniscience 
 

 

Alter characterizes the narrative technique of the Biblical 

writers as a combination of "omniscience and unobtrusiveness" (p. 

183). It is clear that the narrator of the Old Testament histories 

knows everything and is perfectly reliable; he knows the thoughts 

of all the characters and records dialogue that only two people could 

have known. But this knowledge "is shared with the reader only 

intermittently and at that quite partially" (p. 184).  This form of 

narrational omniscience acts according to Sternberg as a safeguard 

against falsehood: 

 

“Narratorial omniscience guarantees freedom from 

inadvertent falsehood. The narrator's stance between truth and the 

whole truth and the inverse relationship between ambivalence and 

ambiguity guarantee freedom from purposeful falsehood. To be sure, 
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Sternberg derives other benefits, both doctrinal (narratorial 

omniscience highlights divine omniscience) and aesthetic 

(increasing ambiguity increases readers' pleasure in reading), of 

these strategies. Nonetheless, the notion of foolproof composition is 

the chief beneficiary. With a narrator who never makes mistakes, 

never misleads or misdirects readers, and rarely (if ever) fails to 

clearly indicate value judgments, a reader can fail to get the point 

only through deliberately reading the text in "bad faith." [4]  

 

Conclusion 
 

The Bible stubbornly refuses to be categorized – is it prose, 

prose-fiction, myth or history? Will it reveal its compositional 

secrets through form, tradition and source criticism?   It is certainly 

a great literary work and a reliable historical source, but the whole 

is more than the parts, it truly is the unique word of God. If 

anything Alter provides another fruitful avenue for exploring the 

Bible, we cannot help agreeing with Christopher Heard and Peter J. 

Leithart in recommending this stimulating book to Bible scholars: 

 

“Narrative criticism of all stripes insists on rigorous, careful 

attention to textual detail. The very heart of the approach 

is "close reading," or painstaking analysis of the text as it 

now stands. This emphasis is something biblicists ought to 

welcome. Indeed, vis-à-vis historical-critical methods, 

narrative criticism could be seen as a kind of "back to the 

Bible" movement--back from the alleged sources, oral 

traditions, and historical circumstances to a lively and 

critical engagement with the text in its canonical form.” [5] 
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“Because of its theological errors, it must be read with 

some care. Despite those errors, it is a rewarding book, 

and a helpful introduction to the art of reading the Bible.” 

[6] 
 

 

Notes 
 

[1] The book can be read online –see Amazon: 

 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/reader/046500427X/ref=sib_fs_bod/002-8533980-

7027266?%5Fencoding=UTF8&p=S00G&checkSum=iKz%2FhfWw5RIJxkMndE36L

rqE7d1gYsmeUN2v1cwtWWQ%3D#reader-link 

 

[2] For a brief summary of the book see the link to; Gleanings from 

Robert Alter’s Art of Biblical Narrative by Peter J. Leithart. 

http://www.biblicalhorizons.com/bh/bh037.htm 

 

[3] Narrative Criticism and the Hebrew Scriptures: A Review and 

Assessment R. Christopher Heard (Volume 38/Number 1) 

http://www.restorationquarterly.org/Volume_038/rq03801heard.htm 

 

[4] Ibid, Heard 

 

[5] Ibid, Heard 

 

[6] Ibid, Leithart 

 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/reader/046500427X/ref=sib_fs_bod/002-8533980-7027266?%5Fencoding=UTF8&p=S00G&checkSum=iKz%2FhfWw5RIJxkMndE36LrqE7d1gYsmeUN2v1cwtWWQ%3D#reader-link
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