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With Narrative Obtrusion in the Hebrew Bible, Christopher Paris has composed a volume 
in the literary-critical tradition à la Robert Alter. As many of the more recent works with 
such a focus, the method is rather inclusive, substituting the “plain” narratological 
analysis as proposed by the early adopters in the 1970s and 1980s with a mix of 
narratological, redactional, and reader-response elements. A comparison with other 
ancient Near Eastern material adds further insight into the matter at stake: narrative 
obtrusion in the Hebrew Bible, or, otherwise put, the frame-breaking interventions of the 
narrator aimed at influencing the reader’s response. Rather than attributing these to a 
later redactor, Paris sees here a narrator with a mission at work. 

The book opens with a brief introduction (1–5) in which Paris brings forth some of the 
issues related to narrative obtrusions. Soon he underscores the significance of the project: 
“it builds on a solid foundation of narrative criticism by seeking to understand how the 
character of the narrator may be glimpsed in obtrusions” (2). The introduction is 
concluded by chapter outlines as well as some limitations of the study. 

In chapter 1 (7–34) Paris expands on the notions of the introduction, developing in 
greater detail what is at stake: the narrator under study is “the narrative voice within the 
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text” (7), not the one narrating, as in performing, the text at a later point, nor the one(s) 
composing the text, even though Paris states in his introduction that the study “examines 
the narrator’s relationship with the reader, and seeks to determine narrative intent” (3), 
thus at least blurring the boundaries between the text-internal and text-external narrator. 
An overview of narrative criticism within Hebrew Bible studies sets the stage for the 
project. Paris here provides a selection of research that has touched upon the role of the 
narrator and on the importance of obtrusions created by this character, such as the work 
of Alter (20–27) and Adele Berlin (29–31). It is less clear why he also discusses less 
relevant approaches, such as canonical criticism (12–14). In addition to a narratological 
framework, Paris also relies on reader-response criticism, briefly treating feminist and 
deconstructionist readings. The chapter concludes with a numbered summary of the 
most important findings. 

Chapter 2 (35–67) focuses on the methodology of the present work. Whereas previous 
studies have paid attention to the narrator and his or her interventions, Paris sees a 
methodological gap as for the analysis of narrative obtrusion. As laid out in chapter 1, a 
more integral approach may be the answer, merging historical-critical and literary 
methods. Although Paris mentions these two opposites at several occasions in chapters 1 
and 2, the real merger in the work is that between narrative criticism, with a focus on the 
text-internal world, and reader-response criticism, with a text-external focus. Chapter 2 
further explains notions of omniscience and obtrusiveness and their relationship. The 
various levels of obtrusion are nicely illustrated with biblical examples, such as Gen 22:1. 
Paris pays further attention to the role of dialogue, narrative information, reader 
questions, and effects. He notes that subtracting an obtrusion is a good way to find out its 
role in the narrative. Finally, he discusses narrative gaps and how they relate to obtrusion. 

Chapters 3 and 4 form the core of the book. Here Paris analyzes narrative obtrusion in 
Judges, Joshua, and 1 and 2 Samuel, illuminating the theoretical distinctions made before. 
Paris guides the reader in a detailed way through the process behind each of the 
obtrusions. In exploring the different possible motivations for the feature, he shows a 
scholarly rigor and builds a stronger argument. Thus, although he considers redactional 
explanations to be of minor importance, he includes them in the discussion, pointing at 
the difficulties such explanations create and showing the more satisfactory answers an 
obtrusive explanation may give. In chapter 3 (69–99), the focus is on Judg 14:4, where 
both obtrusiveness (“But his father and his mother did not know that it was of the Lord”) 
and omniscience (“He was seeking an occasion/pretext against the Philistines”) play roles 
in the story of Samson. Paris argues that “the break frame of 14:4a reveals the narrator’s 
desire to influence the way the reader comprehends the text—explaining away any 
troublesome questions about Samson’s interest in the Timnite before the reader has a 
chance to formulate them” (77–78). He then continues with an analysis of the narrator’s 
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motives, drawing on both narratology and interpretation history before turning to reader 
response. In chapter 4 (101–27) Paris focuses even more on reader response by exploring 
the notion that a narrator is both narrator and reader. Consequently, “as the initial reader 
of a text, the narrator foresees some of the questions that may arise from textual gaps or 
inquisitive readers” (101). In addition, Paris discusses a new type of obtrusion, the so-
called “non-break-frame obtrusion.” Passages from the books of Judges, Joshua, and 
1 and 2 Samuel provide textual material to illustrate his arguments.  

Chapter 5 (129–67) includes additional material from other ancient Near Eastern sources 
to support the argument of chapters 3 and 4. Again, Paris’s overview is complete, not 
leaving out the cultures that seem to lack narrative obtrusion but rather trying to explain 
why this would be the case by comparing them to the biblical text. In Hurro-Hittite and 
Ugaritic literature, narrative obtrusion is almost nonexistent, because a knowledgeable 
reader was assumed by the narrator. Also, formal limitations coming along with the genre 
of texts may have prevented narrators from obtruding information. The latter is 
applicable to Egyptian literature, where the first-person interventions of the narrator do 
not qualify as narrative obtrusion. Mesopotamian and biblical literature seem to differ 
here in that they have fewer formative constraints and different readers in mind. 
Obtrusion in these texts often functions to invoke divine favor, protect the deity, or, at 
times, even challenge the god. 

The conclusion (169–75) highlights the most important points discussed throughout the 
study. Paris revisits possible motivations behind narrative obtrusion, all of them 
instigated by a dialogue between narrator and reader. He then returns to Gen 22:1, a verse 
he mentions several times in chapter 2, to show that the narrator, even when obtruding, 
may not have achieved the ultimate goal of foreclosing questions or protecting the (divine, 
in this case) character. He suggests that a sharper obtrusion may have been appropriate 
here, given the many questions and answers scholars have formulated over time. Finally, 
Paris formulates suggestions for further research. Following the conclusion is an 
appendix of a selection of obtrusive passages in the Old Testament (in English). 

Paris’s book is a detailed and engaging study of a narrative aspect that has hitherto not 
received proper attention. It succeeds in its aim to redefine the nature of narrative 
obtrusion and demonstrates the benefits of a more inclusive methodological approach 
without disregarding the merits of narrative criticism. However, I can offer a few minor 
points of critique, mostly with regard to the methodological chapters of the book. Paris’s 
historical overview of narrative research in Hebrew Bible studies is incomplete and does 
not include the scholarship of the 1960s and 1970s (e.g., Meir Weiss, The Bible from 
Within [1962]; Menakhem Perry and Meir Sternberg, “The King through Ironic Eyes,” 
Ha-Sifrut 1 [1968]; Jan Fokkelman, Narrative Art in Genesis [1975], to name a few). This 
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nonholistic picture perhaps explains his argument that the approach was first adopted in 
New Testament studies in the 1970s and only later on in Old Testament studies in the 
1980s (18–19). Furthermore, Paris does not discuss studies published in the last decades, 
which explicitly combine literary-oriented approaches with more historical or redactional 
methodologies (see e.g., the work of Yairah Amit, Elie Assis, and Robert Kawashima). 
Thus, Paris represents a growing tradition of research that draws on the best of several 
methodologies. 


