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This is the book that I often wished one of my predecessors had written, but fell 
to my task as the longest-serving proponent of the languages of the Near East at 
Yale still extant. It had its beginnings in memoranda I prepared in my years of uni-
versity service to explain to committees and administrators the several disciplines 
we then represented, in the preparation of which I soon came to appreciate both 
the exceptional and the typical in Yale’s engagement with this fascinating region. 
Although at the time of this writing there is a lively interest in the history of the 
study of the Near East in Europe and the United States, I could find no model to 
imitate for a diachronic but micro-historical survey such as this, focused on the 
lives and careers of a restricted group of people within a much larger institution, 
brought together by certain common interests, research techniques, values, and 
approaches to humanist scholarship.1 A. Bartlett Giamatti once described academic 
departments as “the bane as well as the prop of academic existence.” Whichever 
one chooses, and I prefer the second, that must be the frame of reference for much 
of this study.

I have preferred a documentary to a summary or analytic mode of presentation, 
lest the limitations of my own knowledge and understanding filter out something 
that may prove helpful in the future to someone following a particular agenda. 
In this spirit, it has seemed to me worthwhile to arrange for posterity a century’s 
worth of visions and proposals for the growth, maintenance, and diversification of 
a small but vital scholarly enterprise against the background of what was happen-
ing elsewhere in the American academy at the time. At the very least, they repre-
sent a genre of closely defined, utopian academic output, such as reposes through-
out the archives of American universities. That virtually none of them achieved 
their desired result scarcely diminishes the outlook they offer on the central con-
cerns of the American Orientalist project of the mid- to late twentieth century in 
particular. Judging from the lack of acknowledgments or responses in the files, a 
goodly proportion of these may never have been read by the addressees, especially 
after the generations of deans, provosts, and presidents had passed away who paid 
prompt attention to mail they received from faculty. One might even say that, by 
the writer’s time, planning for the future had become a rather forlorn rite, regu-
larly requested and dutifully performed before a silent audience, but the resulting 

1. Such an approach was recommended, in principle, by the historian Thomas Bender, 
Intellect and Public Life: Essays on the Social History of Academic Intellectuals in the United 
States (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997), 14: “Writing intellectual history 
from a local standpoint becomes an exciting possibility. Here the full intellectual matrix of 
intellectual life can be studied in sufficient detail to grasp the way in which specific ideas 
or ways of thinking develop, gain hegemony or lose significance, and are used in particular 
settings.” 
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documents can be a boon to the historian and I am grateful for the effort that went 
into them.

I see this project as more of a sequence of overheard conversations than a 
sweeping historical study. It is, furthermore, not intended to take a view of the 
university as a whole, for which I am not qualified, but offers, so to speak, a limited 
perspective on a teeming urban life seen from but one apartment window or expe-
rienced by traversing one or two side streets.

For the half century immediately preceding the time of writing, memory, with 
all its attendant gaps, reinterpretations, and fictionalizations, plays a key role, so 
long as the key archival resources are closed to research, or, with the onset of the 
age of electronics, may not even exist a few years hence. To remember some things, 
we perforce forget others, so I sometimes present what I cannot check or confirm. 
Over the years, I sought to get beyond the striking lack of interest in institutional 
memory characteristic of Yale, as well as the ever-expanding blanket of confiden-
tiality and secrecy of modern institutions in general, by drawing on recollections 
of others willing to share them. I owe much, therefore, to reminiscences, responses 
to queries, and specific information and documents provided to me by department 
faculty and staff past and present, including John Darnell, Maureen Draicchio, 
Ayala Dvoretzky†, Jonas Elbousty, Karen Polinger Foster, Eckart Frahm, Bassam 
Frangieh, Shiri Goren, Beatrice Gruendler, Dimitri Gutas, William W. Hallo†, Ulla 
Kasten, Bentley Layton, Miguel Perez-Cabello, Marvin Pope†, Franz Rosenthal†, 
William Kelly Simpson†, Mark Smith, and Robert Wilson. For those who are de-
ceased, I have often wished I had asked them for more; to those still living, my 
thanks for your patience and good will. You bear no responsibility for the outcome. 
T. E. Lawrence once wrote that the “prejudices of historians are generally the rich-
est part of their narratives.” Whether or not that is true, I have made no effort to 
conceal my own and do not apologize for them.

I am under special obligation to Charles Long and Lloyd Suttle for their advice, 
perspective, and information on administrative matters based on their profound 
knowledge of Yale University management, remaining, of course, fully within the 
parameters of the discretion any university has the right to expect of her key ad-
ministrators. They have borne with my numerous inquiries graciously and have 
been most generous and informative in their responses to the extent their pro-
fessional responsibilities have allowed. I thank Joseph Gordon, Howard Lamar†, 
Richard Levin, Linda Lorimer, John Meeske, Ellen Ryerson, and Barbara Shailor 
for help, correction, and information on various past matters, as well as Tamar 
Gendler for granting me an interview on more recent events. Penelope Laurans 
generously shared with me her research on the complex history of Yale’s foreign 
language requirement and bracing comment on other matters. Frank Griffel, Mar-
cia Inhorn, and Kishwar Rizvi provided me with information and perspectives on 
the development of programs in the modern Middle East under the auspices of the 
Yale Council on Middle Eastern Studies, in which I was only tangentially involved. 
For memories of staff work in the Babylonian Collection half a century ago, I thank 
Sandra Walker Perko and Martha Rennie. Nelleke Van Deusen-Scholl kindly gave 
me access to historical files in the Yale Center for Language Study.
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Preface

This book is about Yale’s engagement over the course of three centuries with the 
languages and civilizations of the Near East. Focusing on Yale allows us to under-
stand more fully not only how and why this particular institution approached these 
subjects, but also how and why American Orientalism developed in the same time 
span, often under the impetus and aegis of Yale scholars. As we shall see, Yale’s 
faculty starred such figures as Ezra Stiles, Josiah Gibbs, Edward Salisbury, William 
Rainey Harper, Charles C. Torrey, Albert T. Clay, Albrecht Goetze, Millar Burrows, 
Franz Rosenthal, and William Kelly Simpson, whose careers and writings mark 
milestones in the evolution of American Orientalist scholarship, and whose lived 
experience as members of the Yale community tells a significant story of its own.

Although their biographies would make a useful chronological framework for 
this inquiry, two other perspectives have equal claims on our consideration. First 
are the historical specifics of the languages until recently combined in Eurocen-
tric thinking under the rubric Oriental Studies. In the case of Yale, these included 
Hebrew and other biblical languages; Arabic, Persian and Turkish; the languages 
of ancient Mesopotamia, now subsumed under Assyriology; and the languages of 
ancient Egypt, now subsumed under Egyptology. On the one hand, such differ-
ent areas of endeavor justify a discipline-centered approach to their past, on the 
grounds that practitioners of small academic fields may have more in common 
with their fellows than with their colleagues in other fields with whom they have 
been associated for organizational purposes. I would argue, however, that their 
common values and shared interests in the Near East amply justify treating them 
as a community.

Second are the constraints that institutional contexts and priorities placed on 
Near Eastern learning. At Yale, and elsewhere, these disparate linguistic fields were 
grouped into single faculties, then formalized into university academic depart-
ments. Accordingly, this study examines major shifts at Yale from the eighteenth 
to the early twenty-first centuries, taking up deployment of financial resources, 
student constituencies, research opportunities, collection and library building, ex-
peditions, and related topics. The intangibles of intrainstitutional social capital and 
prestige also play an important role.

We begin with the earnest efforts of a small band of seventeenth- and eigh-
teenth-century scholars to cultivate in the New World a reading knowledge of 
Biblical Hebrew and to maintain it as a subject of study at Yale and the other col-
leges of early America. The migration of Hebrew from colleges to divinity schools 
during the nineteenth century, and its subsequent redefinition as a historical and 
philological academic discipline in graduate schools, took place against the back-
drop of American religious revivalism and the desire, particularly in New England, 
to uphold a vigorous, scripturally and historically based Protestant faith as a defin-
ing element of an educated American elite.
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It was at Yale in 1841 that the first American professional Orientalist was ap-
pointed, with other American graduate schools eventually following suit. Thereaf-
ter, Near Eastern learning at Yale inspired endeavors in several leading American 
universities to create programs in biblical and Semitic studies, Assyriology, Egyp-
tology, and Arabic. Yale became a leader in the American urge to collect: Arabic 
manuscripts, cuneiform tablets, coins, ancient Egyptian grave goods, and other 
spoils of the East. Yale was also a leader in building a first-rate Orientalist research 
library and in founding and sustaining America’s first learned society devoted to 
Oriental studies and its first Orientalist periodical. Faculty in Yale’s Department 
of Semitic Languages and Literatures, inaugurated in 1886, established the first 
American research institutes in Palestine and Iraq and laid plans for archaeological 
expeditions to Syria, Turkey, Iraq, and Arabia.

During the 1930s, though, when the Ford Foundation in particular was promot-
ing the teaching of modern foreign languages that were not hitherto part of Ameri-
can university curricula, Yale developed language programs for sundry regions, 
but not the Middle East. We explore the reasons for this and the consequences. 
In the Cold War era, when strategic concerns and financial incentives stimulated 
area studies nationwide, as well as the concepts of critical languages and centers of 
strategic and political expertise and excellence, we will see that during this burst 
of American interest in the modern Near East, Yale stood aside and let others take 
the initiative.

Despite repeated and concerted efforts by Near East faculty, the Yale adminis-
tration steadfastly refused their requests for additional positions in favor of profes-
sorships in other departments, which approached the modern Middle East from 
strategic, religious, economic, and socio-political standpoints, rather than lan-
guage, literature, science, material culture, art, and civilization, which the Near 
East faculty considered necessary points of departure for any authentic under-
standing of the region.

The department’s belief in the primacy of linguistic competence was strength-
ened by the advent of Orientalists fleeing Nazism. In the 1930s, its ranks had been 
decimated by retirement and unexpected deaths. Yale’s appointment of three schol-
ars with rigorous European training in Assyriology, Arabic, and Semitics offers a 
brilliant perspective on a turning point in the history of Near Eastern learning in 
America.

The richesse et misère of the Near East as the birthplace of Judaism, Christian-
ity, and Islam bequeathed a legacy of contested space that remained unresolved 
and often tense for much of Yale’s history. Where should Christian Scripture fit in 
the curriculum? By 1920, the uneasy solution was to center Christian doctrine in 
the Divinity School; the English Bible as history and literature in the College; the 
languages of the Bible in the Near Eastern (Semitic) Department in the Graduate 
School; and religion as a phenomenon in a new Department of Religion. Since 
Jewish learning emphasized language and texts, it entered Yale as an adjunct of 
the Near Eastern graduate program, gaining momentum with the appointment of 
Jewish faculty. After Religion became Religious Studies, some of its faculty saw the 
Near East Department as subsidiary to their own.
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From 1891 to 1976, Near Eastern languages at Yale were first and foremost a 
graduate subject, so this story charts the development of what Wilbur Cross called 
“the invisible Graduate School,” including the successes, failures, and subsequent 
careers of its student constituency, as well as the evolution of institutional attitudes 
and assumptions about the department’s programs and how they affected its mis-
sion. In due season, graduate students became more outspoken about their expec-
tations from graduate study and their professors; this too finds a place in our story.

For much of its history since 1950, the educational strategies of the Department 
of Near Eastern Languages became increasingly out of step with the Graduate 
School’s frequently changing policies and visions of what graduate education was 
supposed to be. The reality was that nearly all Near East students required a longer 
apprenticeship than in other humanistic disciplines because very few had acquired 
the linguistic competence necessary for professional graduate study. The Near East 
Department remains the only one at Yale to require three full years of coursework 
prior to the comprehensive exam and dissertation stage.

This affected every aspect of student life: progress toward the degree; the tim-
ing of the comprehensive examination; withdrawal from the program; the begin-
ning of independent work; how teaching requirements could be met; possibilities 
for study abroad; and eligibility for final-dissertation-year fellowships. The depart-
ment faculty vigorously resisted, time and again, administrative calls to reduce the 
amount of coursework and to oblige department students to meet newly devised 
requirements on the same schedule as other graduate students.

With the provision of full support for all graduate students after 2000, the 
department faculty became concerned that they were developing unrealistic ex-
pectations of academic life, owing to their receiving such generous funding. The 
department was concerned as well that the concomitant reduction in admissions 
was sapping the vitality of its graduate programs, since there was little overlap 
of student cohorts in the coursework of its subfields, with entering classes of at 
most one each. Financial anxieties of previous student generations were replaced 
by worries over the lack of codified statements on procedure. In the department 
faculty’s contrasting view, the very flexibility of its program was one of its distin-
guishing strengths. They also felt that self-motivation and independent discovery 
were critical factors in the formation of a future Orientalist, as borne out by the 
department’s very high production of successful scholars over its long history.

With the establishment of the undergraduate major in 1976, the department 
faced a precipitous rise in undergraduate interest, especially in Arabic and He-
brew. Denied expansion, its small faculty found themselves expected to meet si-
multaneously the needs of a long-established, first-rate graduate program and a 
burgeoning undergraduate one. This essentially unworkable situation unfolded in 
the context of much debate over the place of foreign languages, ancient and mod-
ern, in the College curriculum. Yale’s solution was to rely on a growing underclass 
of nonladder or “instructional” faculty to sustain the undergraduate programs in 
languages. As we shall see, this led to its own set of issues for the languages of the 
modern Middle East. Yale also created a Center for Language Study, which sought 
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to set uniform pedagogical standards at the College level and to regularize and 
oversee the appointment process for language-teaching faculty.

Visibility on the Yale and community stage posed a challenge for a primarily 
philological department. Early on, Albert T. Clay agitated for a museum for dis-
playing treasures from the Babylonian Collection and related materials, but he was 
turned down. Ferris Stephens mounted some exhibits of Babylonian Collection 
artifacts in the library and he and his successor, William W. Hallo, were assidu-
ous in publicizing its activities through Yale news bulletins and articles in Yale 
publications. Beginning in 2002, annual thematic exhibits in the library’s public 
ground floor progressively raised the profile of one of Yale’s most extraordinary 
collections.

From the 1970s on, several Department faculty organized large-scale inter-
national conferences at Yale, including Assyriological, Aegeanist, and American 
Oriental Society meetings, as well as smaller symposia in Arabic-Islamic studies 
and Egyptology. The crises and destruction of September 11 and the American-led 
invasion of Iraq inspired an unprecedented series of public teach-ins and inter-
disciplinary panels that were in effect the first time the Near East Department 
as a whole engaged with current events in the region. Individual faculty, such as 
Clay and Millar Burrows, were outspoken on such issues as Jewish settlement in 
Palestine in the 1920s and the treatment of Palestinians after 1948. Despite all this 
public outreach and cooperative ventures across the university, the department 
was frequently reproached by administrators for its alleged isolation in the Yale 
community.

The transformation of archaeology into a scientific discipline finds reflection 
in the department’s field initiatives, beginning with Charles C. Torrey’s work at 
Sidon in 1900. In the early twentieth century, multiple proposals were ambitious 
and well-intentioned, but showed scant grasp of even the logistics and methodol-
ogy of the day. This situation a faculty appointment in archaeology might have 
rectified. The 1930s saw excavation at Gerasa and Dura Europos, primarily by Clas-
sics faculty; the 1942 appointment of a Near Eastern archaeologist, Harald Ingholt, 
did not change the classical emphasis. Exemplary work in Egypt and Nubia began 
in the Aswan High Dam salvage era under William Kelly Simpson, with other 
projects at Abydos and Giza, and continues to the present under John Darnell at 
prehistoric, pharaonic, and Christian sites. Yale returned to Syria with the Tell 
Leilan project, directed by Harvey Weiss, likewise a model of multidisciplinary 
archaeological research.

The growth of Yale’s administration and management and how this affected 
Near Eastern learning runs like a sometimes discordant leit motif through this 
book. The initial moves in the 1920s to deprive the professoriate of any significant 
role in institutional governance or apportionment of resources, followed by the de-
velopment of the postwar federal grant university, built Yale, by the end of our sto-
ry, into one of the largest and most expensive managerial hierarchies per student 
of any American university. While the Near East Department often felt itself a sin-
gular victim of the near ritualized administrative laments over shortages of funds 
and the necessity for reductions in faculty and academic programs, university- 
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wide protests over the restructuring of 1991 led to the abrupt serial resignations 
of the Yale president, provost, and dean of the college. As we shall see, however, 
what befell the department in 2013–2015 was a perfect storm of particular events.

For this writer, whose lived experience as a graduate student, junior then senior 
faculty member, and Babylonian Collection curator, spans over half a century of 
this narrative, the most important parts about Near Eastern learning at Yale are 
left unsaid. These are the individual personal satisfactions of research, teaching, 
friendship, collegiality, and common endeavor that Yale academic life at its best has 
afforded. They remain among the private joys of the initiate.
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Plate 10.1. Poster for Graeco-Arabica conference, 2014.

the department of near eastern languages  and civilizations
Yale University

presents

An international conference in commemoration of the centennial of the birth of Franz Rosenthal

Graeco-Arabica
Present State and Future Prospects of an Emerging Field

April 25-27, 2014 – Hall of Graduate Studies, Room 211

MS Istanbul, Topkapi Palace Library, Ahmet III 3206, f. 90r., copied and illuminated in mid-13th century. Al-Mubashshir ibn-Fatik, Choice Maxims and Best 
Sayings (Mukhtar al-hikam wa-mahasin al-kalim), composed in 1048-49. Description: Aristotle holding an astrolabe while delivering a lecture to students, one of 
whom has an open book in front of him written in uncial (capital) Greek letters.
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Jourdain through Franz Rosenthal to the Future
    GRAECO-SYRIACA
10:15-11:30.  Adam McCollum (Hill Museum & Manuscript Library, Saint John’s University) – A Conspectus of Secular 

and Non-Secular Graeco-Syriaca: Syriac Translators among Those of other Languages in the Christian East
11:45-13:00.  Hidemi Takahashi (The University of Tokyo) - Syriac as the Intermediary in Graeco-Arabica: On Some  

Historical and Philological Aspects
    SECULAR GRAECO-ARABICA
15:00-16:15.  Hans Hinrich Biesterfeldt (Ruhr-Universität Bochum) – A Conspectus of Secular Graeco-Syriaca and 

Agenda
16:15-17:30.  Gerhard Endress (Ruhr-Universität Bochum) - The Historical Progression of the Translations, a case study: 

The Arabic Translations of Aristotle’s De Caelo

Saturday, April 26
    CHRISTIAN GRAECO-ARABICA
10:00-11:15.  Andre Binggeli (CNRS - Institut de recherche et d’histoire des textes) - Early Christian Graeco-Arabica
11:15 - 12:30.  Alexander Treiger (Dalhousie University) - Christian Graeco-Arabica: An Overview and  

Prolegomena to Future Research

Sunday, April 27
    GRAECO-ARABICA IN INTELLECTUAL HISTORY (Reception)
10:00-11:15.  Sabine Schmidtke (Freie Universität Berlin and IAS, Princeton) and Reza Pourjavady  

(Freie Universität Berlin) - The Other Renaissance: Greek Philosophy under the Safavids (16th-18th centuries CE)
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15:45-16:45.  Dimitri Gutas (Yale University) - Graeco-Arabic Studies: The Historical and Ideological Dimensions

Sponsored by the K.W. & E.K. Rosenthal Memorial Lecture in Ancient and Near Eastern Civilizations




