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Abstract:

This article investigates attitudes to Bible translation as mirrored in the Letter of
Aristeas, Philo's treatise “On the Life of Moses”, and the Prologue to the Book of Ben
Sira. In each of these documents, its respective author reflects about the translation of
the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek. The author of the Letter of Aristeas was concerned
about a possible revision of a translation that was highly esteemed and tried to preserve
it by alluding to the “canon formula” (Deut 4.2). Philo considered the Greek Torah as
divinely inspired, presuming a strictly literal translation which was the perfect image of
its source text. The article mentiones today's followers of these two writers whose views
can be criticized from the point of view of modern translation theory. The translator of
the Book of Ben Sira, on the other hand, showed a balanced opinion which can serve as
a model for today's Bible translators.

Keywords: Letter of Aristeas, Philo of Alexandria, On the Life of Moses, Prologue to
Ben Sira, Hellenistic Judaism, Septuagint, canon formula, revision, inspiration, King
James Only Movement



The first known translation of the Hebrew Bible into Greek, the so-called Septuagint
(LXX)," was produced in different steps, starting with the Pentateuch. This important
milestone in the history of Bible translation began in Alexandria in the 3™ century B.C.
In the following centuries, readers of this translation developped different attitudes
towards it and towards the process of translation in general. Some of these attitudes
have been preserved in the literature of this period. Their study gives insights not only
into the mentality of Hellenistic Judaism but can also serve as a means for critically
evaluating our own conceptions as to what a good Bible translation should be based
upon.

The first source to look at is the so-called Letter of Aristeas, a pseudepigraphic
document from the 2™ century B.C. which constitutes the foundation legend of the
Septuagint. This legend was used and rewritten by Philo of Alexandria (ca. 25 B.C. -
A.D. 50) when he composed his treatise “On the Life of Moses” (De vita Mosis).
Finally, we will evaluate the prologue to the Book of Ben Sira (Ecclesiasticus) which
was written by the author's grandson commenting on his own translation of his

grandfather's work from Hebrew into Greek.

1 For an introduction to the Septuagint see, among others, Dines 2004 and Fernandez Marcos 2000.
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1. The Letter of Aristeas: Preserving a translation

The Letter of Aristeas® is a work of fiction in the form of a letter, written with the
objective of proclaiming the benefits of Judaism in a Hellenistic context. It was written
in Greek, most probably in the late second century B.C., and deals mainly with the
translation of the Torah into the Greek language (see Wasserstein and Wasserstein 2006,
19-26). The author is supposedly a Hellenistic Jew who used the pseudonym of a certain
Aristeas, a Greek courtier of the king Ptolemy II. Philadelphos (282-246 B.C.).

The courtier Aristeas tells his brother Philocrates how the Greek translation of the Torah
came into being: Demetrios, librarian of the famous royal library in Alexandria, advises
the king to supplement his library with a version of the Jewish law. Since this law exists
only in Hebrew so far and is thus of no use for Greeks, the king sends an envoy to
Jerusalem in order to ask the high priest Eleazar for help. Answering the king's written
request, the high priest delegates 72 elders to Alexandria, namely, six from each of the

twelve tribes of Israel, taking with them a copy of the Torah. King Ptolemy receives the

2 The Greek text is provided by Pelletier 1962. For an online source of the Greek text, the reader is
referred to The Online Critical Pseudepigrapha at http://ocp.tyndale.ca/letter-of-aristeas. The English

translation by R.H. Charles is provided online by the Christian Classics Ethereal Library (CCEL):
http://www.ccel.org/c/charles/otpseudepig/aristeas.htm.
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elders and invites them to a seven day symposium. On this occasion, the guests are
asked to answer the king's questions concerning philosophy and ethics in order to
demonstrate their extraordinary wisdom. Having successfully passed the test, they
translate the Torah into Greek within 72 days. To perform this demanding task, they
compare their individual drafts and adjust them to each other's so that a collaborative
version develops.

Afterwards the translation is read to the Jewish population of Alexandria whose leaders

ratify it as follows (Arist 310):

“Since the books have been translated in such a good and pious and
completely accurate manner, it is appropriate that they should remain as they

are and that no alteration of any sort should be made.”

The account then continues (Arist 311):

Since everybody solemnly agreed to what had been said, they had a curse
pronounced according to their custom over anybody who might introduce an

alteration by adding anything, or by rearranging anything at all of what had

3 [...]’Emel kakdyg xai doiewg Sinppriveutat kol katd Tdv Nkptpwpévag, kalds Exov éoTiv, iva
Srapeivyy TalB’ olUtwg Exovra, kai pr yévntot pndepia Sraokeur). — All translations from Greek

into English are the author's.



been written or by taking away anything. This was a good thing to do so that

the translation would be preserved for all times unaltered and everlasting.*

Obviously, the author of the Letter of Aristeas alluded to the prohibition of Deut 4.2,

using the terminology of the Septuagint text and adopting the order of the key-terms:”

You shall not add anything to the word I command you, and you shall not
take away anything from it. Preserve the commandments of the Lord your

God which I command you today.°

Readers who knew the Greek text of Deuteronomy could see this reference clearly, even
though the grammatical forms used in Arist 311 do not conform to those in Deut 4.2 and

in spite of the additional verb “to rearrange” (petapépm) which does not occur in the

4 maviwv & Empwvnodviov Toig eipnpévolg, ekélevoav drapdoacBat, kabig €Bog altoig
¢oTwy, € Tig Sraokeudoer TpooTifei¢ T peTagépwV TL TO OUVONOV TGOV YEYPOHHEV®V 1)
TIOLOUPEVOS APALPEDLY, KAAGDG TOUTO TIPACOOVIES, 1val Ol TAVIOE AEVVAQ KAl HEVOVIQ
puNdoOoNTOL.

5 This does not hold for the “parallel passage” Deut 13.1 (12.32) where the order is “preserve — add —
take away”.
6 oL mpocOfocete mpOg 10 Phuo, 0 &yw Eviélopor Lulv, kol obk Geerelte an’ adtod:

PVAAGGEGHE TOC EVIOANC Kuplov ToD BeoD DUV, Oca £y® Eviéldopar DUV oTuepov.
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biblical passage. There is no external evidence for a Jewish “custom” of cursing in the
Hellenistic context; however, the motif of a divine curse was probably adopted from
Deuteronomy as well (Hengel 1994, 237).” Other common themes are the acts of
reading aloud the law for the whole people (cf. Arist 308 with Deut 31.9-13) and of
producing a copy of the law (cf. Arist 309 with Deut 17.18-19).

The instruction of Deut 4.2 is usually referred to as the “canon formula” (see, e.g.,
André 1990, 122). This designation is, of course, anachronistic, for there was no biblical
canon whatsoever in view when the Book of Deuteronomy was composed. In its actual
context, the prohibition in Deut 4.2 refers to adding something to or omitting something
from the commandments that Moses is about to give the Israelites in the course of his
speech. In particular, it is the First Commandment that the Israelites are supposed to
“preserve”, 1.e., to keep in their daily life and conduct. The exclusive worship of Israel's
God must not be neglected, and a new commandment that legalizes the worship of
foreign gods must not be added (Christensen 2001, 80; Tigay 1996, 43-44). Hence, the
scope of the biblical prohibition has been considerably altered in the Letter of Aristeas.

By alluding to the text from Deuteronomy, the author seeks to preserve the wording of a

7 See, e.g.,, Deut 11.26,28,29; 21.23; 23.6; 27.13-26; 28.15-19; 29.18-20,26; 30.1,19. While in the
Greek Deut the verb émikarapdopat (rendering 978) and the nouns xardpa (rendering 155p)

and &pd (rendering TTOR) occur, the verb Siapdopat is used in Arist 311.
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Bible translation.

What was the reason for this application of a biblical text against its original literary
context? Probably, the quality of the Greek translation that was in use at the time in
Alexandria was being challenged and the author of the Letter of Aristeas felt obliged to
counter these challenges. Perhaps Jews with a Palestinian background who were able to
compare the Alexandrian Torah with their own Hebrew version pointed to inaccuracies
and called for a revision (Brock 1972, 23-24). Contrastingly, Arist 310-311 clearly states
that no alteration (01aokevn) should be made, given the high quality of the translation
which was assured by the quality of its Hebrew parent text. The latter had been brought
in from Jerusalem and was superior to the text of the Hebrew scrolls already found in

Alexandria. Concerning these books, it is said (Arist 30):

For they have been written in Hebrew script and language; however, they

were noted very carelessly and not how it should have been.®

8 [...] yydver yap EPpaikolc ypdpupoot kal @ovi] AeyOueva, Guedéotepov 8€, kal oDy g
OApyel, oeoNuavtot [...]. — In the early research on the Letter of Aristeas it was usually assumed
that the verb onuaive in Arist 30 had the meaning “translate” and the passage referred to different
Greek versions of the Torah that were available in Alexandria before the translation in question was
produced. The meaning “translate”, however, is not attested elsewhere and is hence doubtful. In the

present context, the meaning “interpret” or “write” (or “note” as in our rendition) is more appropriate

9



The high esteem the author has for the Greek version current in his milieu is mirrored
by the fact that in the account, the king not only reveres (mpookvvéw) the translation
(Arist 317) but also the Hebrew scrolls of Jerusalem provenance (Arist 177) which are
about to serve as a parent text for the translation (cf. Borchardt 2012, 10).

In the end, the translation has been sanctioned by three instances: First, the Palestinian
Jews sanction the project in general by sending the Hebrew scrolls and the translators.
Second, the Alexandrian Jews read the translation aloud publicly and praise its quality.
And finally, it is God himself who sanctions the translation, a fact that the author
expresses by mentioning the curse that shall prevent any revision (Tcherikover 1958,
74). Hence, the Letter of Aristeas advocates one specific translation. This translation is
perfectly sufficient and must not be altered. It is based on a specific Hebrew text,
namely, on the reliable text from Jerusalem and not on the dubious Hebrew textual
forms found in Alexandria.

Having presented the reasoning of the Jewish-Hellenistic author of the Letter of Aristeas
we shall now ask: Does this reasoning reflect certain present-day attitudes towards Bible

translation? Are there similarities between the author's attitude and modern

(Liddell, Scott, and Jones 1951, s.v. onuaive). Consequently, for several decades now, it has been
believed that Arist 30 refers to Hebrew versions of the Torah that had not been edited according to the

text-critical methods current in Alexandria (Gooding 1963, 360-362).
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conceptions? We can summarize such an attitude as follows: “The Bible translation we
are using is perfect and sufficient. It need not be revised. It is based on the most reliable
textual form available.” Hence, any Bible user who prefers one single translation and
promotes it fervently claiming it to be the “only reliable” translation shares certain
conceptions with the Letter of Aristeas. Moreover, any Bible user who favors one
specific translation because it is based on the “one true” source text has a prejudice in
common with this document's unknown author.

A concrete example for this attitude is the preference that some people give to the King
James (or Authorized) Version. Of course, a discussion of the so-called “King James
Only Movement” is beyond the scope of this article.” Some short remarks shall suffice.
First, the New Testament of this version is based on the Majority Text which is deemed
superior to other textual forms. To the advocates of this view the fixity of this textual
basis might be appealing. There is no need to reconstruct an eclectic text from
conflicting witnesses. This is very similar to the view of the Letter of Aristeas which
promotes the fixed text from Jerusalem against the fluid Hebrew text as preserved in
differing Alexandrian manuscripts. Textual unity is thought to safeguard the Bible
against textual variety. Secondly, those who strongly adhere to the King James Version

(i.e., those who don't accept the New King James Version) claim that the translation

9 For critical responses, see, e.g., White 2009 and Carson 1979.
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need not and must not be revised since it is already perfect. Obviously, this is the basic
point of view being defended in the Letter of Aristeas (310-311).

The reasoning of this Jewish-Hellenistic source might seem bizarre to modern readers.
It relies heavily on an interpretation of Deut 4.2 against its literary context. This
interpretation threatens putative revisers with a curse calling the divine wrath on them.

It has to be noted, though, that the Letter of Aristeas does have its followers even today.

2. Philo of Alexandria: The inspired translation

In his treatise “On the Life of Moses” (De vita Mosis),"” the Jewish-Hellenistic
philosopher Philo of Alexandria presents Moses as the perfect king, lawgiver, high
priest and prophet (2.2-3). In order to demonstrate that the Mosaic law is highly
appreciated also by non-Jews (2.25), Philo relates the story of the translation of the
Torah into Greek (2.25-44). This account is very similar to the story told in the Letter of

Aristeas which is more than 100 years older, and it is likely that Philo knew it and used

10 The standard text is Cohn, Wendland and Reiter, 1962-1963. The English translation by C.D. Yonge

is availabe at http://www.earlyjewishwritings.com/text/philo/book24.html for Book 1 and

http://www.earlyjewishwritings.com/text/philo/book25.html for Book 2.
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it (Wasserstein and Wasserstein 2006, 37-38). But there are also striking differences
which will be noted in due course.
Philo tells his readers that the translators, having finished the royal symposium, search

for an appropriate place where they can begin their work (2.34):

[...] Considering among themselves what a challenging task it was to
translate laws that had been given by divine relevation — for they could
neither take away anything nor add or rearrange anything but were supposed
to preserve their original content and form — they searched for the purest

place of all places outside the town. [...] "

In comparison with Arist 311 it is noteworthy that the order of the key-terms taken from
Deut 4.2 — “add, take away, preserve” — has been altered. Moreover, whereas the Letter
of Aristeas expresses a potential “rearranging” of the text with the additional verb
petagépw, Philo used petatiOnu which is (more or less) synonymous to the former.
Hence, Philo was not interested in providing a verbatim quotation of either Deut 4.2 or

the respective passage from Arist 311.

11 [...] doyisdpevol map' abtolc, Ocov ein 10 mpayua Oeomobiviac vopove xpnopoic Siepumvedely,
T Aeerely Tt pfte TpooBelvan 1) petadelvan Suvopévoue, GALX Ty €& Apyfig 18éav kal TOV Tomov

aDTOV SapuArdrtovtag, £okdmovy O kodapdTaTov TV mepl TOV TOTOV YOpiny EE® TOAEWC: [...]
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What is more important, however, is the fact that Philo adopted the “canon formula”
before relating the account of the translation and not afferwards as in the Letter of
Aristeas. For Philo, it is not the finished translation that needs to be preserved
(dpurdtTo) by safeguarding it against alteration but rather the contents and the form
of the Hebrew source text. Whereas the Letter of Aristeas claims a certain characteristic
of the translation, Philo claims a certain objective for the translators.

The translators find a suitable working place on the island of Pharos, ahead of
Alexandria, which is not only ritually clean but also calm. Here they retire with the
Hebrew scrolls at hand and start their work after having prayed to God for success in

their task (2.35-36). The operation of their work is described as follows (2.37):

Sitting in solitude [...], they prophesied, as if being inspired, not each of
them different things but all of them the same words and phrases as if a

prompter talked invisibly into the ears of each of them."

12 xoficavteg &' £v AmokpOeW [...], kaBdmep EvBovs1OIVTES TPosPrTELOV 0VK B (Alot, TO &' a DT
mhvteg Ovopoto kal PRpata, Momep LmoPoréng £xdotol dopdtmg Evnyodvtoc. — Instead of
“words and phrases”, dvépata koi “pripara could be rendered “nouns and verbs” (cf. Liddell,
Scott and Jones 1951, s.v. dvopa VL1, VL.2; s.v. “pfjpa 1.2, 1I). The latter translation takes Plato's
dichotomic classification of the parts of speech into account (Kamesar 2009, 66). Be that as it may,

Philo is using a merism in order to express a complete agreement of the individual translators'
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Philo claims that the Septuagint translation is based on divine intervention. The
vocabulary in this passage reminds the reader of terms which Philo used when he
described Moses as a prophet (e.g., &vOovoidw, mpoertne, cf. 1.57). Later in the
passage under discussion, Philo explicitly mentions the translators' special connection
with “the spirit of Moses” (1@ Movcéwng kabapotdtw nvevpatt, cf. 2.40). According
to 2.34 (cf. above), because the original was prophetically transmitted, its translation
must be without any shortening, expansion or alteration. In 2.37, Philo argues that the
translators also need to be prophets and, further, the translation process needs to depend
on divine intervention (cf. Borchardt 2012, 17).

It is frequently stated that, according to 2.37, the prophetic character of the translation
becomes manifest through the fact that the translators worked independently and yet
each one of them produced exactly and literally the same target text.'> However, Philo
does not say explicitly that the translators were separated. It is no more than the word
€kéotolc that might suggest an independent working method (Wasserstein and

Wasserstein 2006, 44).'* Nevertheless, the translation is considered to be prophetic and

verbal output.

13 Along the same lines, Philo is often referred to as “father of the belief in verbal inspiration” (cf., e.g.,
Kaiser 2014, 158).

14 The remark that the translators were sitting €v QmokpOeW most probably refers to their collective
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divinely inspired, shown by the fact that the Greek words of the translation conformed

exactly to the respective Hebrew words of the source text (2.38-39):

(38) For who does not know that every language, and the Greek one in
particular, is rich in words, and that it is possible to render any thought and to
paraphrase it and to shape it in many ways, each time putting together
different expressions? This, they say, did not happen in the course of this
legislation, but rather were the appropriate Greek words set in relation with
the respective Hebrew" words so that they fitted perfectly with the things
which were to be revealed. (39) For just as in geometry and in logic the
signified things in my opinion do not allow any variety of interpretation, but
what was set in the beginning remains unchanged, in the same manner, it
seems, did these people find words conforming to the things, words that

exclusively or as best as possible should explain clearly what was to be

isolation on the island Pharos. The idea of individual isolation was common in the Christian reception
of the legend, as can be shown by an assenting quotation from Augustine (De civitate Dei 18.42) and
a dissenting one from Jerome (Praef. in Pent.) who complained about a “lying author” who
“constructed seventy cells” (cf. Wasserstein and Wasserstein 2006, 124-126).

15 Throughout the treatise, XoAdoikog is being used with the sense “Hebrew”.

16



revealed.'®

This description implies a literal translation. Any sort of free rendering or “dynamic
equivalence” is categorically excluded (cf. Kamesar 2009, 68). According to Philo, the
formal equivalence between the Hebrew words of the source text and the Greek words
of the target text is exact to such an extent that the original and the translation relate to
each other like an archetype and its image."” In claiming this feature for the Greek
Torah, Philo probably defends its hebraicizing style which stands in marked contrast to
his own elegant Greek. Actually, the translation of the Torah has to be hebraicizing in

style, for according to God's will, the original must not be shortened, expanded or

16 (38) xoitot Tic oK 01dev, O11 nlca pev diiextog, T &' EAMvIKT) Stapepdvrag, Ovopdroy mhovtel,
Kol TaDTOV EvOOIMuO olév 1€ uetappalovto kol mapagpalovia oynuaticar moAkayGes, GAlote
Ghag Epappolovia AéEeig; Omep £ml TG Thi¢ vopoBesiog oD pact copfiivar, cuveveydijvan &' ic
TadTOV KOplo. Kupiog Ovépaoty, ta Ednvikd tolc XeAdowcoilc, &voppoodévia €0 pého toic
dnhovpévorc mpéypoocty. (39) Ov yp tpdmov, o{um, £V YEOUETPIQ Kol SIOAEKTIKT) TOL GNUOVOLEVQL
nowcMav Epunveiag 0Ok Avéyetan, pével 8' duetapintog 1 €& dpytig tebeioan, OV abrov wg Eotke
TpomOV Kol obTOL cuVTpEYoVTOL TOlG TPAypacty Ovopato €EeDpov, Gmep 81 péva 1) pdhota
TPAVOOEY EPEAEV ELPAVTIKGIC TO SAodpeva.

17 The idea of an “archetype” is prominent in Philo's thoughts, e.g., in 2.74-76 he develops this idea
with regard to the tabernacle of which the archetype was revealed to the prophet Moses on Mount
Sinai.
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altered, not even with regard to its linguistic form (Wright 2006, 59-60).

The Greek Torah has therefore the potential to replace its Hebrew source text in the
Hellenistic world. Unlike the Letter of Aristeas, Philo does not need to prevent a
revision. Improving the translation would be impossible anyway since the translation is
an exact image of its source and hence as inspired as the archetype. Consistently, Philo
has used the Septuagint text for his own interpretative works of the Torah (Kaiser 2014,
155).

Not only the author of Aristeas' letter but also Philo has his modern followers. We might
think of those contemporaries who consider their preferred Bible translation divinely
inspired or at least as being the closest approximation of the inspired Hebrew or Greek
original. Again, some adherents of the “King James Only Movement” can be mentioned
who claim inspiration for the Authorized Version (White 2009, 26-27). But we can also
imagine a completely different scenario: In developing countries, national Bible
translators without any knowledge of Greek, Hebrew and Aramaic are compelled to use
Bible versions of a language of wider communication like English, French or Spanish.
These versions then serve as the basis for producing a secondary translation in the
translators' mother tongue. Sometimes, it seems, translators have a hard time not to stick

slavishly to their preferred, e.g., French translation, particularly if this version has a
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long tradition and a high status in the local Church. Usually, those versions are rather
literal and the envisaged secondary translation runs the constant danger of becoming
literal, too, not resting primarily upon the meaning of the Greek or Hebrew text but on
the form of a French or English version. From the viewpoint of modern translation
theory this attitude and such an output are certainly worthy of being criticized. They are,
however, fully understandable given the circumstances we just depicted. Not even
Philo, philosopher of highest education in cosmopolitan Alexandria, could resist the
temptation of assuming divine inspiration for “his Bible”, the Greek translation of the
Torah. With the legend of the Septuagint at hand and with virtually no knowledge of

Hebrew (Kamesar 2009, 71-72), this assumption is understandable, too.

3. Ben Sira's grandson: Realistic expectations of a translator's work

The book of Jesus Ben Sira (also known as Ecclesiasticus), a treatise on wisdom and
piety, was composed in Hebrew before 175 B.C. It never found its way into the canon of
Hebrew Scriptures but is part of the collection usually referred to as the Septuagint. For

several centuries, the book was only available in Greek, Latin and Syriac translations.
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This situation changed when in 1886, Hebrew fragments of Ben Sira were found,
followed by more fragment discoveries in the Judean desert in the 20th century.

Within the scope of this article, it is the prologue to the Greek translation that provides
some interesting insights." This prologue, according to its own internal witness, was
written by the author's grandson who translated his grandfather's book into the Greek
language. This happened most probably in the late 2™ century B.C.," hence, we are
looking into a document from the same period as the Letter of Aristeas. After having
positioned his grandfather's book in the tradition of the Law, the Prophets and the
“others that followed them” (Prol 1-14), the grandson starts his reflections about

translation (Prol 15-20):

You are therefore asked to read with goodwill and attention and to forbear in

cases where it seems that we did not fully succeed in rendering certain

18 The standard text of the Greek version is Ziegler 1980. An English translation (Revised Standard

Version) can be found online: http://quod.lib.umich.edu/cgi/r/rsv/rsv-idx?type=DIV 1 &byte=3977004.

19 In Prol 27-28, the grandson mentions his arrival in Alexandria (certainly from Judea) in the 38" year
of the king Euergetes. Since Ptolemaios III. Euergetes did not reign for such a long time the translator
must be referring to Ptolemaios VIII Euergetes (170-117 B.C.) Hence, the translation came into being

after 132 B.C. and probably not long after 117 B.C. (cf. Skehan 1987, 8-9).
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expressions in spite of all our labour in translating.”

It is first and foremost noteworthy that Ben Sira's grandson apologizes for his
translation. He is fully aware that his work is far from perfect. In order to understand the

meaning of the clause “we did not fully succeed in rendering certain expressions” we

have to read a bit further (Prol 21-22):

For what was originally expressed in Hebrew does not have the same force

when it is translated into another language.*'

The verb icoduvapéwm appears sparsely in the body of Greek literature, and dictionaries
give its meaning as “to have the same power” (Liddell 1951, s.v.). In the context of the
passage under consideration, “having the same power” is usually interpreted as “having
the same sense”.”? This would imply that in Prol 20 the grandson apologizes for not

always having correctly rendered the sense of the Hebrew words and expressions into

20 (15) Mapakéxincde oLy (16) pet’ edvoiag kal posoxfic (17) Ty dvéyveo motelchon (18) kol
suyyvunv Exew (19) £€¢° olg v dokMpev (20) T®V kot Ty Eppnveiay mepihonrovnuévey oty
TGV MéEswv Aduvapely.

21 (21) o0 yap loodvvopel (22) abta &v Eovtoic EPpoioctl AeyOueva kol Otav petoydi el £t€pav
yAQOooay.

22 See, e.g., the Revised Standard Version (cf. footnote 18 above).
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Greek. The reason for having “failed” in this respect would be a given mismatch
between Hebrew and Greek words, a difference in meaning that makes it generally
impossible to translate the words of the former language exactly into the latter.

However, this interpretation has been challenged on the basis of the intended audience
of the prologue (see Wright 2003, 14-18). In Prol 27-36, the grandson mentions that,
when he came to Egypt, he found educational books of the same kind as his
grandfather's and decided to provide his compatriots in the Egyptian dispora with a
Greek translation of Ben Sira's book. This indicates that the translation was intended for
Jews whose competence of Hebrew was not sufficient to read the Hebrew original so
that they were compelled to read Ben Sira's work in Greek. Hence, the readers of the
Greek version were not in a position to criticize the translator for not having correctly
rendered certain Hebrew words. It follows that it is probably not the meaning of the
words that the grandson is concerned about when speaking of “not having the same
force”. It is much more likely that he worries about the “rhetorical force” of his
translation. The prologue shows that the translator was by all means able to compose
good, literary koine Greek. When translating, however, he did not exhibit these abilities
but produced a literal, word-for-word translation. He is thus not concerned about

possible errors regarding the meaning but rather about the style of his translation as it
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probably does not comply with the literary standards of his audience.

In the course of his apologia, he further justifies his translation technique (Prol 23-26):

And not only this work but also the law itself, the prophecies and the

remaining books differ not a little when they are expressed in the original.®

The translator is aware that the style of his translation is not very elegant. However, he
is in good company. The translations of those books that belong to the Hebrew canon of
Holy Scriptures® — at least most of them — were not written in elegant, literary Greek
either. Critics of the grandson's work are hereby asked to look at what they already
know and value, that is to say, the Scriptures in Greek translation.

Why then did the translator use a hebraicizing style although he was aware of possible
criticism and was indeed able to write a “better”, elegant Greek? According to Wright
(2003, 19-20), Ben Sira's grandson deliberately imitated the translation technique of the

Greek scriptures which was generally literal — as far as these translations already

23 (23) o0 pdvov 8¢ tadta, (24) CAAX Kkal adTOg O vopog kal ol mpoentelat (25) kol T Aowrd TGV
BAlwV (26) o piply Exst T Stopopav £v Eavtoic AsyOpeva.

24 We cannot elaborate here on the question of when and how this tripartite canon came into being.
Suffice it to say that the division into the groups of Law, Prophets and ,,other books* occurs three
times in the prologue (1-2, 7-10, 24-25). The question of a presumptive “Alexandrian canon” of

Septuagint scriptures cannot be treated either.
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existed. An alternative hypothesis (Schorch 2008, 50-51) supposes that for the author of
the prologue, the Greek translation of a Hebrew text had always and had per se less
force than the Hebrew original. Hence, in order to experience the maximal “effective
force” of a book composed in Hebrew it was preferable that readers make use of the
original if ever possible.

Be that as it may, the most important observation to make is the fact that Ben Sira's
grandson did reflect on the task and the methods of translating. In certain respects, his
attitude can serve as a model for present-day translators. From his remarks on the
“difference” between the Hebrew and the Greek versions of the Scriptures we can
conclude that he was able to compare a Greek translation to its Hebrew original.” It was
obvious for him that there are differences between the source language and the target
language that affect a translator's work. When translating his grandfather's book, his
particular aim was to render his text “exactly” on the word level, and in order to do so
he had to make a compromise with respect to the style of the target text. He did not
claim perfection for his own translation but was modest enough to acknowledge that
there might be critics challenging his work. In order to counter possible criticism he

provided his readers with a prologue explaining his aims and justifying his methods.

25 This is true notwithstanding the possibility that the Hebrew texts at his disposal might have differed

from the actual source texts used by the translators.
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4. Conclusion

In Hellenistic Judaism, attitudes towards Bible translation were manifold. Some of them
have been preserved in the literature of the Hellenistic-Roman period. The common
subject of the sources under consideration is the translation of the Hebrew Scriptures
into Greek.

The Letter of Aristeas disseminates the foundation legend of the so-called Septuagint,
specifically the translation of the Torah. The author of this document was concerned
about possible revisions of a translation that was held in high esteem in his milieu. This
translation was deemed perfect because it was based on a perfect Hebrew parent text.
Therefore it had to be preserved by protecting it against any revision. This was done
mainly by detaching the so-called “canon formula” (Deut 4.2) from its original context
and applying it to the text of the translation which was thereby supposed to stay as it
was. The author mentioned the translators' team-work; however, this does not imply any
prescription about how a translation ought to be produced. His one and only concern

was that his favorite translation be preserved because he was facing the challenge of a
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possible revision.

Philo of Alexandria probably used the account of the Letter of Aristeas in his treatise
“On the life of Moses”. His aim was to show that Moses was the perfect lawgiver and
the perfect prophet. Judging the Mosaic Torah to be a prophetic work, Philo applied the
“canon formula” to its Hebrew source text. In order to comply with the prophetic
standard thus set, the translation into Greek had to be based on divine intervention and
the translators were considered prophets, too. Since the Torah could not be shortened,
expanded or altered with regard to either contents or form, the translation had to be a
literal one which related to the original like an image to its archetype. Philo was
grappling with the challenges posed by the hebraicizing style of the Greek Torah.

The prologue to the Book of Ben Sira focuses more on the process of translation than
the aforementioned sources. Like Philo, its author was facing the challenge of a
hebraicizing style that could develop when translating a text from Hebrew into Greek.
His main concern, though, was his own translation of his grandfather's book. In order to
justify its style he referred to the style of the Greek Scriptures. In the course of his
apologia, the grandson pondered about the methods of translation. Due to his own
experience gained when translating his grandfather's work, he was able to form a more

balanced opinion than his contemporary, the author of the letter of Aristeas. While the
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latter believed in the perfect Bible translation, the experienced translator who was as
well versed in Hebrew as in Greek was modest enough to admit that a perfect

translation is an illusion.
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