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Abstract

This article explores the limits and possibilities of a functional theory of systems, more 
specifically Polysystem Theory, in the context of ancient Hebrew-Greek translation. It 
describes the central ideas and concepts of Polysystem Theory, and explores how they 
might be applied to various forms of translation in the Hellenistic age. An attempt is 
then made to sketch the development of Hebrew-Greek translation from a systemic 
perspective, from its internal organization to its eventual fate in Late Antiquity and 
the Middle Ages.
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Over the past fifteen years, the field of Septuagint Studies has seen a steady 
influx of concepts and insights from Descriptive Translation Studies (DTS), an 
influential branch of Translation Studies based on the work of the late Gideon 
Toury (1942–2016).1 Among Septuagint scholars, interest in Toury’s work 
was initially limited to collaborators on the NETS project.2 In recent years, 

1 Toury, Descriptive Translation Studies (1995); and the expanded second edition: Toury, 
Descriptive Translation Studies and Beyond (2012).

2 Important forays into this area include the papers presented on LXX Studies and the DTS 
methodology at the 2004 meeting of the International Organization for Septuagint and 
Cognate Studies: Pietersma, “LXX and DTS,” 1–11; Boyd-Taylor, “Toward the Analysis,” 27–46; 
Wright, “The Letter of Aristeas,” 47–67. On the importance of DTS for the NETS project, one 
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DTS-based methodologies have begun to be adopted more widely in research 
articles, dissertations and monographs.3

The functional-descriptive, target-oriented approach to translation advo-
cated by Toury is itself based on the literary theories of Itamar Even-Zohar 
(born 1939), whose most famous contribution to literary theory is the notion 
of “polysystem.” Most discussions of DTS in a Septuagint context acknowledge 
the link with Even-Zohar’s polysystem theory, yet very few studies focus on 
polysystem theory itself and what it might contribute to the study of ancient 
translations.4

This article explores Even-Zohar’s polysystemic approach to literature and 
how it may, or may not, be applied to translation in the ancient world, specifi-
cally the Septuagint and other Hebrew-Greek translations.5

1 Polysystem Theory

As stated above, the term “polysystem” is intimately linked to the work of the 
Israeli scholar Itamar Even-Zohar.6 Like other theories of systems, Even-Zohar’s 
polysystem theory (PST) holds that language, literature, culture etc. “could 
more adequately be understood and studied if regarded as systems rather than 
conglomerates of disparate elements.”7 To study any phenomenon as a system 
is to focus on relations rather than on individual substances. In this respect, 
PST is cognate to structuralism, the principle of which is that meaning is con-
structed through opposition: any structure or system is defined by a set of op-
positions that need to be mediated. However, the structural approach is also 

should consult Boyd-Taylor, Reading Between the Lines and Pietersma, “A New Paradigm, 
337–64.

3 Examples include (but are not limited to) Naudé, “The Role of Metatexts,” 281–97; Modugno, 
“A Descriptive Analysis”; Kraus, Jewish, Christian and Classical Exegetical Traditions; Dhont, 
Style and Context.

4 Notable exceptions include Fraade, “Locating Targum,” 69–92; Dhont, Style and Context, 
48–93.

5 The research underlying this study was originally conducted at the Centre for Septuagint 
Studies and Textual Criticism (Faculty of Theology and Religious Studies, Katholieke 
Universiteit Leuven), with the generous support of the Fonds Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek – 
Vlaanderen (FWO G.0349.06).

6 Among Even-Zohar’s many papers, particularly good starting points are Even-Zohar, 
“Polysystem Theory,” 9–26 (esp. 9–13); and Even-Zohar, “Polysystem Theory Revised,” 39–
48. A very valuable critical assessment of PST and its value for literary studies is Codde, 
“Polysystem Theory Revisited,” 91–126.

7 Even-Zohar, “Polysystem Theory,” 9. 
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of itself a static approach – or rather, it has often been presented as such.8 This 
would seem to imply that systems are by definition closed systems, in which 
opposition is absolute and unchangeable. Thus, a conventional structural ap-
proach would not usually consider change to come naturally to systems.

Even-Zohar’s PST intends to correct this all too static view of systems. His cri-
tique is indebted to the Russian Formalists, particularly to the early dynamic-
systemic views of Yurij Tynjanov.9 Thus, systems should be studied as dynamic 
entities from a non-Saussurean point of view, with due attention to both (syn-
chronic) identity and (diachronic) change.10 Furthermore, few structures are 
“uni-systems,” in the sense that they are closed, independent or permanent. 
Every system is related to any number of other systems on the synchronic level, 
and to any number of systems operating on the diachronic level. To describe 
this system of many systems, Even-Zohar uses the term “polysystem,” which 
is a performative term as much as a qualification.11 The natural condition of a 
polysystem is to be an open, heterogeneous structure – systems that stagnate, 
die.12 The central concepts in this view are hierarchy and polemics, which de-
termine, in a way, both the order and disorder of the system.

To define and analyse a (literary) polysystem, Even-Zohar employs a number 
of binary oppositions. The most important of these are center vs. periphery;13 
primary vs. secondary repertoire;14 and canonical vs. non-canonical.15

First of all, systems are hierarchical in nature. The center position is occupied 
by what is dominant and mainstream. Conversely, what is new, avant-garde or 
outdated is confined to the periphery of the system. The push-and-pull of cen-
ter and periphery is the hidden motor of systemic change: new elements strive 
to occupy the center and oust the old. This permanent struggle applies both 
internally and externally. For example, within a given literary system there will 
normally be a distinction between central (dominant, mainstream) and pe-
ripheral (outdated or avant-garde) genres, languages or literary procedures. At 

8  Even-Zohar, “Polysystem Theory,” 9–11.
9  Even-Zohar, “Introduction,” 1–6. Jurij Tynjanov’s seminal essay on dynamic structuralism, 

originally published in Russian in 1927, is conveniently accessible in English: J. Tynjanov, 
“On Literary Evolution,” 66–78.

10  Indeed, from a different point of view Even-Zohar’s great innovation could be described 
as the application of Russian Formalists’ views of literary evolution in a synchronic per-
spective; see Segal, “Israeli Contributions,” 268.

11  See Even-Zohar, “Polysystem Theory,” 12–13.
12  Even-Zohar, “Polysystem Theory,” 25–26.
13  Even-Zohar, “Polysystem Theory,” 14.
14  Even-Zohar, “Polysystem Theory,” 20–22.
15  Even-Zohar, “Polysystem Theory,” 15–17.
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the same time, the literary system itself will be in a similar relationship to other 
systems, all vying for dominance and, in the process, influencing others.16

Secondly, there is the opposition of primary and secondary repertoire. 
Repertoire is, in Even-Zohar’s words, “the aggregate of rules and materials 
which govern both the making and handling, or production and consump-
tion, of any given product.”17 Items of repertoire (or “repertoremes”) include 
both individual elements and their combinations into models, parallel to the 
structuralist distinction between rules of selection (paradigmatic structure) 
and rules of combination (syntagmatic structure). Thus, continuing the ex-
ample of a literary system, the active repertoire represents the materials that 
are available for text production, the rules according to which these materials 
may be combined and, ultimately, the resulting options that are available in 
creating the actual product.18

The difference between primary and secondary repertoire corresponds to 
the distinction between innovation and conservatism. Secondary repertoire 
is conservative: few innovative elements are allowed and the corresponding 
textual products will be highly predictable. Primary repertoire, on the other 
hand, is characterized by discontinuity and the introduction of new elements.

The final opposition to be mentioned is “canonized” vs. “non-canonized.” To 
be sure, implementing the notion of “canon” in a polysystemic context is not 
without problems of its own, which cannot be fully discussed here.19 For the 
purposes of the present study, the following remarks will suffice. Even-Zohar’s 
original work seems to have equated canonicity exclusively with productivity 
and a central systemic position20 – leaving no room for a canon of exalted 
texts from bygone days that, while important to the system’s identity, no longer 
serve as active models for new text production. It seems clear, however, that 
such an a-historical type of canonicity does exist. Obvious examples include 
the Shakespearean sonnet or, indeed, the Hebrew Bible in medieval Jewish lit-
erature.21 Thus, in some cases canonization processes actually remove texts or 

16  While his earlier essays focus almost exclusively on literary issues, Even-Zohar’s later 
work has shifted to the wider perspective of culture research. However, the interaction 
of the literary, linguistic, economic, political, ideological, etc. polysystems remains one of 
the less developed aspects of PST; see Chang, “Towards a Macro-Polysystem Hypothesis,” 
109–23.

17  Even-Zohar, “Factors and Dependencies,” 20.
18  For a critical survey of the evolutions in the notion of repertoire after Even-Zohar, as well 

as a useful refinement of the concept, see Andringa, “Penetrating the Dutch Polysystem,” 
522–29.

19  See Sheffy, “The Concept of Canonicity,” 511–22.
20  Even-Zohar, “Polysystem Theory,” 16–17. 
21  Sheffy, “Canonicity,” 517–19.
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models from their original context and preserve them away from a productive, 
mutating literary environment. The opposite process of decanonization con-
sists of reducing a work to the precise historical circumstances of its produc-
tion, as it were a condemnation to historicity.

Within polysystem studies, translated literature is a topic of special im-
portance. Even-Zohar himself formulates a number of hypotheses about the 
position of translations in a literary polysystem.22 In young and emerging liter-
atures, for instance, he suspects a correlation between a central, dominant po-
sition of translations and source-oriented, foreignizing translation procedures. 
To be sure, Even-Zohar never intended for these hypotheses to be used as ab-
solute rules, but rather as propositions to be verified or falsified in different 
historical circumstances. As it is, at least one recent discussion of translation 
in antiquity has revealed that Even-Zohar’s hypotheses do not hold true in all 
historical contexts (see the discussion below).

2 The Hellenistic Polysystem

We must now turn to the question: how can the theoretical model of PST be 
of any benefit for the study of the Septuagint? For one, it invites us to view the 
phenomenon of Hebrew-Greek translation as part of a multi-faceted conglom-
erate of literatures, emerging from the end of the 4th century BCE onwards, 
that I would like to dub the “Hellenistic polysystem.”23 Greek literature was 
the unchallenged dominant force in this polysystem, influencing and being 
influenced by young and emerging literary systems (e.g., Latin) as well as long-
standing traditions (e.g., Hebrew, Egyptian), in addition to concomitant lower-
level processes such as the interaction of Hebrew and Aramaic, or of Latin and 
the various local languages and literatures of Italy.

Evidently, the Greek literary system itself should be regarded as a multi-
faceted, composite and dynamic entity. To give only the faintest of impressions, 
some of the major trends of Greek literature in the Hellenistic period include 
the following. After the international spread of Greek language and culture, 
Hellenistic Greek literature is best defined on a linguistic basis, since the frag-
ile political unity achieved by Alexander quickly dissolved and continued to 
disintegrate under his successors. Nevertheless, the (claim of) common cultur-
al heritage from a sometimes idealized classical Greek civilization remained a 

22  Even-Zohar, “The Position of Translated Literature,” 45–51.
23  Further reflections on the “Hellenistic polysystem” and the place occupied in it by 

Jewish-Greek literature may be found in Dhont, Style and Context, 66–93.
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strong factor in social and cultural identity, especially with the ruling classes. 
The subtle interaction of this elite cultural background with bottom-up east-
ern influences remains one of the main research areas. Furthermore, Greek 
literature of the Hellenistic age is characterized by the continuing influence 
of texts and models from the archaic and classical eras, whose canonized posi-
tion became more and more explicit. These models were subject to processes 
of petrification and parody alike. Perhaps the most central issue of Hellenistic 
Greek literature was the dynamics between the old materials and the innova-
tive poetics of the Alexandrians. Other significant processes include functional 
shifts of literature as society evolved from self-contained city-states into expan-
sive monarchies (i.e. from public, often cultic and socially engaged to courtly, 
mostly artistic and elitist), and the emergence of sciences and academic study, 
including literary criticism and philology.

3 Translation in the Hellenistic Polysystem

It has been said that there was no place for translation in Greek literature of 
the Hellenistic and early Roman era.24 This is a valid statement, but it does 
not mean that translation into Greek did not exist at all – as the example of 
the Septuagint itself illustrates. The matter is in fact slightly more complicated 
than is sometimes assumed. In the Greek literary polysystem of the Hellenistic 
age, there was a marked contrast between what we might call “central” and 
“peripheral” attitudes towards translation, with correspondingly dissimilar 
repertoires for text-production. Hellenistic Greek literature was evidently con-
cerned with intertextual relations. It even thematized – to a certain extent at 
least – the foreign and the exotic in literature. But this could never result in the 
overt acknowledgment of non-Greek texts as literary entities, let alone in their 
translation into Greek. Overt translation, in the sense of the direct transfer of 
a single foreign-language source text into Greek, was limited to para-literary or 
non-literary contexts.

Thus, we currently have a number of texts translated into Greek from the 
Hellenistic and Roman period. They are found in chronologically, geographi-
cally and functionally diverse areas. Examples include, but are not limited to, 
papyrological remains of interlinear Greek versions of Virgil and Cicero;25 a 

24  This is, for instance, the inevitable conclusion of Connolly, “Greek Tradition,” 428–38. An 
important essay on this topic, with reference to the Septuagint, is Aitken, “The Septuagint 
and Egyptian Translation Methods,” 269–93.

25  Dickey, “Columnar translation,” 807–21.



7Polysystemic Perspective on Ancient Hebrew-Greek Translation

Journal of Ancient Judaism 11 (2020) 1–37

Greek translation of a Demotic sales contract from 136 BCE;26 a bilingual 
Aramaic-Greek inscription of the Buddhist king Asoka (d. 232 BCE) found 
in Kandahar.27 

What these and other translated texts from the Hellenistic and early Roman 
period have in common, is their non-literary nature. In Hellenistic times, it 
seems, translation of foreign texts into Greek was widely practiced in educa-
tional, political and legal contexts, but translation was not a valid means of lit-
erary text production. Indeed, the evidence indicates that the notion of “literary 
translation” was functionally irrelevant, i.e. did not exist, in a Greek-Hellenistic 
context. As Natalio Fernández Marcos neatly puts it: “the Greeks thought that 
their literature was completely self-sufficient.”28 The first instances of what 
amounts to literary translation into Greek are considerably younger than the 
Hellenistic age.29 As far as our sources go, no Greek literary theoretician of the 
epoch thematized translation in any significant way.30

To envisage how textual transfer of foreign-language material was achieved 
in texts that did aspire to literary status, one need only think of the writings of 
Berossus of Babylon and Manetho of Sebennytus (both 3rd century BCE)31. As 
far as we can tell from the remaining fragments, they intended their works as 
specimens of Greek historiography, as is clear from their adherence to Greek 
models and repertoremes. Both Berossus and Manetho seem to have written 
a historical narrative in the manner that was, since the histories of Herodotus, 
predominant in Greek historiography32 – although the extensive use of (un-
Greek) king-lists and annalistic records must also have left its traces. Perhaps the 

26  Mairs and Martin, “A Bilingual “Sale” of Liturgies,” 22–67.
27  Eggermont, The Moral Edicts of King Asoka.
28  Fernández Marcos, The Septuagint in Context, 18.
29  Reichmann, Römische Literatur in griechischer Übersetzung, 62–130. The Tefnut legend 

mentioned by S.P. Brock, “The Phenomenon of the Septuagint,” 18–19, being the only lit-
erary text to have survived both in its original Demotic form (2nd century CE) and in a 
Greek translation (3rd century CE), also belongs in this category. Therefore I would not 
assign it the evidentiary value given to it by Pietersma, “A New Paradigm,” 345. See also 
West, “The Greek Version,” 161–83.

30  Connolly, “Greek Tradition,” 429. See also the overview of metatexts on translation rang-
ing from the prologue to Greek Ben Sira to Iamblichus given by Tagliaferro, “Teorizzazione 
della traduzione,” 285–97. As the author rightly observes, the only available reflections on 
translation into (not from) Greek are to be found in a Jewish-Greek or Egyptian-Greek 
context. 

31  FGrHist 680 (Berossus) and FGrHist 609 (Manetho). See also Burstein, The Babyloniaca 
of Berossus and, more recently, Dillery, Clio’s Other Sons. Arnoldo Momigliano was already 
well aware of the fundamental difference between the work of these authors and the LXX; 
see Momigliano, Alien Wisdom, 92–93.

32  See Murray, “Herodotus and Hellenistic Culture,” 208–10. 
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surest signs of the adoption of Greek repertoire are the inclusion, in Berossus’ 
history, of a description of Babylonia according to the popular Hellenistic tra-
dition of ethnography,33 Manetho’s endeavor to synchronize Egyptian history 
with Greek mythology34, and the general tendency of both works to engage 
with the existing historiographical tradition, particularly Herodotus.35

To illustrate just how oblivious to translation Hellenistic Greek literature 
was, one need only consider its prominence in the Latin literary system. The 
Roman example puts Greek attitudes towards translation into relief – although 
Denis Feeney, in his recent monograph, is quite right to cast the Roman experi-
ence as the exception rather than the norm in the Hellenistic world.36

To summarize Feeney’s excellent views on the matter,37 it is remarkable that 
Latin literature began with Livius Andronicus translating Homer’s Odyssey 
into Latin (241 BCE).38 What is even more remarkable is that Andronicus, a 
Greek prisoner of war and later freedman of the Livii, produced his Odusia 
with hardly any trace of foreignizing repertoire. Its meter is the local Saturnian 
verse rather than the Homeric hexameter. The Greek names of gods and he-
roes are replaced with their Latin counterparts; when there is none, both spell-
ing and declination are Latinized. Typically Greek expressions are rendered 
into idiomatic Latin, and cultural references are domesticated. As Feeney 
points out,39 this goes squarely against the expectations of polysystem theory. 
Indeed, as Even-Zohar posits,40 translations from dominant foreign literatures 
into weak or newly emerging literary systems usually display a high degree of 
interference from the source repertoire.

Source-oriented repertoire did eventually enter the Latin tradition in a 
controlled way – one may think of Quintus Ennius finally shaping the Greek 
hexameter into the standard meter of Latin epic. Even then, the nature and 
degree of foreignizing elements was genre-dependent. The same Ennius made 
extensive use of transliterations, Greek word endings and Hellenizing syntax 

33  Verbrugghe and Wickersham, Berossos and Manetho, 25–26; Kuhrt, “Berossus’ Baby-
loniaka,” 47. 

34  Verbrugghe and Wickersham, Berossos and Manetho, 107–108. Ancient pharaonic figures 
are expressly identified with, for instance, Danaus or Heracles. 

35  Verbrugghe and Wickersham, Berossos and Manetho, 21, 100–101. 
36  Feeney, Beyond Greek, 4–5.
37  Feeney, Beyond Greek, 45–64.
38  The most useful collection of basic information on this fascinating author is von Albrecht, 

Geschichte der römischen Literatur, 1:92–98. The remaining fragments of Andronicus’ 
Odusia have been edited by Mariotti, Livio Andronico e la traduzione artistica.

39  Feeney, Beyond Greek, 63.
40  Even-Zohar, “Interference in Dependent Literary Polysystems,” 79–83.
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in his epic Annales, but considerably less so in his dramatic works.41 Here we 
see the beginnings of the highly stylized literary idiom, distinctive of the Latin 
epic tradition, that reached its apogee in the works of Virgil.

From the 3rd century BCE onwards, the Romans freely acknowledged and, 
indeed, positively reveled in literary dependence on Greek originals.42 In time, 
and unlike their Greek neighbors, they came to reflect upon translation as a 
literary activity.43 I will not attempt to write the history of translation in the 
Roman world, which others have done most admirably. From the Roman ex-
perience of translation, we should retain two points of special importance for 
the present argument. Firstly, Roman authors were well aware of the difference 
between literary and non-literary translation, as is evident from the distinction 
made between the orator/expositor and interpres types of translation in classic 
texts by Cicero (Opt. gen. 14) and Horace (Ars 133–4). Secondly, the presence 
or absence of foreignizing repertoire was a matter of conscious choice rather 
than a linguistic defect or a sign of incompetence.

4 The Greek Pentateuch in the Hellenistic Polysystem

Having looked at the different values attached to translated texts in the Helle-
nistic polysystem, the question now arises how Jewish-Greek scripture would 
fit into this picture. This question is almost impossible to answer in a straight-
forward manner. First of all, the term “Jewish-Greek scripture” includes many 
different textual products, many of which have been preserved only fragmen-
tarily: from the very first translation of the Torah into Greek (3rd century BCE) 
to the fragments of Aquila, Symmachus and Theodotion and other, anony-
mous translators that were collated into Origen’s Hexapla (early 3rd century), 
and scraps and fragments of later Jewish translations into Greek, up to and 
including the Byzantine era.44 Secondly, even if we limit ourselves to the an-
cient translations once preserved within the Hexapla, these represent over 
five centuries of Jewish translation activity. Translation procedures and atti-
tudes towards translation will obviously have changed over such a period of 

41  Feeney, Beyond Greek, 78.
42  Young, Translation as Muse, 12–19.
43  See, most recently, McElduff, Roman Theories of Translation. Somewhat older but 

very relevant studies include Seele, Römische Übersetzer, 89–101; Copeland, Rhetoric, 
Hermeneutics, and Translation, 9–36. 

44  An excellent introduction, covering the many periods and facets of the Jewish-Greek 
scriptures, is Fernández Marcos, The Septuagint in Context.
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time – which is, from the point of view of PST, the most central problem to 
be discussed.

First let us look at where it all started: the production of the Greek Pen-
tateuch, which scholarly consensus places in 3rd-century BCE Egypt, prob-
ably in the city of Alexandria. Exactly how and why the Torah first came to be 
translated into Greek is not known for sure. There is no shortage of theories 
on this topic,45 but for the present purpose only one observation is important. 
Almost every modern scholarly reconstruction of LXX origins assumes, either 
implicitly or explicitly, that the Greek Pentateuch occupied a peripheral posi-
tion relative to the Greek literature of its day. The function of the Greek Penta-
teuch is described, with varying degrees of success, as liturgical,46 juridical,47 
or educational,48 but hardly ever as literary.49 As much as the anonymous au-
thor of the Letter of Aristeas would have liked to imagine a copy of the Greek 
Torah stored in the royal library of Alexandria (Aristeas 9–11), there is scarcely 
any evidence that this was ever the case.50

This inference is, of course, in line with my earlier observations on trans-
lation in the Greek polysystem: direct transposition of a non-Greek text into 
Greek was a non-literary procedure. The fact that most other examples of di-
rect translation from a foreign language into Greek in this period occur in litur-
gical, juridical or educational contexts is entirely non-coincidental. Therefore, 
while the Greek Pentateuch may have been read by a non-Jewish Greek audi-
ence, it would never have been read by them as a Greek literary text. Indeed, 
pagan Greek literature of the 2nd and 1st centuries BCE seems not to have ac-
knowledged the existence of LXX Pentateuch, nor of any other Hebrew-Greek 
translation for that matter.51

45  A useful overview may be found in Dorival, “De nouvelles données sur l’origine de la 
Septante?,” 73–79.

46  Thackeray, The Septuagint and Jewish Worship.
47  Mélèze -Modrzejewski, “Livres sacrés et justice lagide,” 11–44; Mélèze-Modrzejewski, “Law 

and justice in Ptolemaic Egypt,” 1–19.
48  Pietersma, “A New Paradigm,” 337–64.
49  It would be wrong to cite LXX Pentateuch and the writings of Manetho together, as two 

products of the same cultural phenomenon, as is done by Bickerman, “The Septuagint 
as a Translation,” 174–5; Harl, Dorival and Munnich, La Bible grecque des Septante, 72. It 
has already been argued that the equation of LXX with (Berossus and) Manetho in this 
respect is problematic: not only did their projects result in different textual products, but 
ipso facto they had a very different systemic value.

50  On the patristic evidence to this effect, see Rajak Translation and Survival, 43–46, whose 
judgment on the Letter’s claims is more positive than mine.

51  Dorival, “La Bible des Septante,” 9–26 considers no alleged LXX quotation in pagan authors 
prior to On the Sublime to be genuine. He does conclude that the historian Hecataeus of 
Abdera (4th–3rd century BCE) must have been aware of the existence of Deuteronomy, 
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However, the Greek Pentateuch also was no one-hit wonder. For centuries, 
Jews continued to translate their ancestral writings into Greek. It is my conten-
tion that, in doing so, they developed Hebrew-Greek translation from an ini-
tially peripheral and obscure phenomenon into an autonomous system in the 
sense of Even-Zohar’s PST: a literary tradition – not in terms of the exigencies 
of Greek literature, but on its very own terms – defined by its own normativ-
ity (i.e., abiding by its own rules), by its own discursivity (i.e. its own way of 
speaking about translation), and by its own hierarchy of central and peripheral 
translation practices.52

This process of autonomization53 is a type of systemic behavior whereby a 
segment of a given system achieves (relative) autonomy and establishes itself 
as a (sub)system in its own right. A typical example would be the development 
of a new literary genre out of pre-existing ones, e.g. the emergence of the epyl-
lion as a reaction to and, sometimes, parody of the epic genre in Hellenistic 
Greek literature. Such processes usually take place in the periphery of already 
established systems, given that far-reaching changes are more likely to occur 
away from conservative central positions – though the resulting innovations 
may of course eventually come to occupy a more central position, like the 
epyllion seems to have done. In structural terms one would say that, through 
autonomization, one element that at first derived its relational meaning only 
from its being part of a larger structure evolves into a self-contained mean-
ingful structure, becoming more or less independent from its parent. It will 

Leviticus and Numbers in Hebrew. The very first reference to a Jewish-Greek text in a 
pagan context occurs in the literary tractate On the Sublime (9, 9; probably 1st century CE), 
where the unidentified author gives a conflated quotation from the opening chapter of 
LXX Genesis. See Dorival, “La Bible des Septante,” 19–21. Although the passage was long 
suspected of being a Christian interpolation, its authenticity was defended with various 
arguments already by Rhys Roberts, “The Quotation from ‘Genesis,’” 431–36. Among the 
most convincing arguments I consider the conflating nature of the quotation, which is 
typical of how the author quotes from the Homeric epics and other works in the rest of 
the treatise, and the fact that the treatise was written in response to a similar work by 
Caecilius of Caleacte (1st century BCE–CE) who, on the evidence of the Suda lexicon, was 
“a Jew by faith.”

52  The present discussion is indebted to De Geest, Literatuur als systeem, which is regret-
tably not available in English. For a summary of some of the author’s views, see De Geest, 
“The Notion of ‘System,” 32–45.

53  It should be pointed out that, at least for antiquity, no literary system can be considered 
truly “autonomous,” in the sense that it would not at the same time also be part of a par-
ticular political, societal or religious system. In this sense, the notion of “autonomization” 
as it is used here is not fully compatible with Pierre Bourdieu’s autonomization of the 
literary field, a process that does not predate the 18th century CE. See Bourdieu, Les règles 
de l’art, 75–164.
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not come as a surprise that both (external) differentiation and (internal) self-
organization are important factors in the process of autonomization. If such a 
process did indeed happen to the translation of Hebrew scriptures into Greek, 
we should be able to identify strategies of outward differentiation (e.g. real or 
assumed lines of demarcation, increasingly idiosyncratic products, or claims 
to a position of power over other systems) as well as strategies of internal or-
ganization (normativity and discursivity).54 Fortunately and in stark contrast 
to the obscurity of LXX origins, there appear to be quite a few indications to 
this effect.

4.1 Normativity
Perhaps the surest sign of the autonomization of Hebrew-Greek translation is 
the oft-observed fact that the textual strategies used in the first translations, 
whatever their origin, quickly established themselves as productive repertoire, 
independently of their original function. To illustrate this point I would like 
to refer to two influential articles in the field of LXX Studies. Firstly, as Chaim 
Rabin puts it: 

We might almost say that the very success of translated works encourag-
es subsequent translators to pay heed to their technique and develop it, 
without embarking on experiments. The best instance of this is perhaps 
the Septuagint itself: different translators over a number of centuries 
followed a very similar technique, perfecting it mainly in the direction 
of closeness to the spirit of the Hebrew language. (…) The sublanguage 
here is fully established. For this reason, no doubt, also the revised Greek 
translations (Aq[uila], Sy[mmachus], Th[eodotion]) do not break with 
the character of the LXX and do not replace it by rendering it in strict 
idiomatic Greek, but merely stress one principle or another, further ex-
ploring the possibilities of the established technique.55

Of course, some of the statements Rabin makes in this quotation have to be 
sifted in light of the rest of his exposé. His reference to a “sublanguage” is to 
be taken literally and perhaps somewhat tendentiously, since Rabin writes 
rather in support of a Jewish-Greek dialect having actually existed. The term is 
perhaps not the best denomination for what most scholars today would prob-
ably refer to as “LXX style.” Furthermore, not only the quoted fragment but the 

54  Poltermann, “Normen des literarischen Übersetzens,” 11.
55  Rabin, “The Translation Process,” 14. 



13Polysystemic Perspective on Ancient Hebrew-Greek Translation

Journal of Ancient Judaism 11 (2020) 1–37

whole of Rabin’s essay underestimates the heterogeneous character of the LXX 
corpus and related translations.56

Rabin’s remarks will nevertheless prove to be quite insightful when viewed 
from a more general perspective. His generalization of LXX translation tech-
nique is much more acceptable if it is reformulated as follows: most LXX trans-
lations are formed according to a recognizable repertoire, often with recurring 
models, techniques and strategies but also with a high degree of variation. If 
we agree that, in general, the model adhered to in LXX translations is one of 
source-text dependence, it is clear that variation lies mostly in the intensity and 
concrete actualization of this dependence. In any case, Rabin’s most funda-
mental insight remains valid, viz. that the repertoire found in LXX Pentateuch 
went on to lead a life of its own as a productive inventory of materials for text 
production and text comprehension. In this sense, Hebrew-Greek translations 
can be said to have developed their own normativity.

Precisely such a claim was made in Benjamin G. Wright’s analysis of the 
prologue to Greek Sirach.57 To explain the glaring contrast between the 
Hebrew-dominated idiom of the translation itself and the highly stylized lit-
erary Greek employed in the foreword, Wright pointed out that the transla-
tion was modelled on the texts that were already there, because that was what 
Hebrew-Greek translations were supposed to look like: 

Where would he learn to translate? How would he go about it? (…) As he 
cast about for a way to approach his recently formulated project he came 
upon a readily available model, one the Jewish community was already 
using and with which it was familiar. If the character of his Greek transla-
tion is like that of the Jewish-Greek scriptures, as he himself points out, 
that may not be accidental.58

This should not be taken to imply that there was a single set of norms that 
was statically superimposed on all subsequent Hebrew-Greek translation 

56  Cf. Rabin, “The Translation Process,” 22: “We shall not err, therefore, if we follow the usual 
practice of taking the technique of all books as being essentially one and the same for 
purposes of description.” This statement is defensible only to a very limited extent, since 
it would be wrong to consider the translation technique of all LXX translations as one and 
the same.

57  Wright, “Access to the Source,” 11–20.
58  Wright, “Access to the Source,” 19. See also p. 25: “To the degree that we lack a clear origi-

nating context for the Septuagint, we will struggle to ascertain why the translators took 
the approach that they did; one that seemed to become the norm for translation as time 
went on.” 
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activity. What normativity does imply, however, is that the target culture did 
harbor expectations as to what Hebrew-Greek translations should look like; 
that these expectations were substantially different from what was expected 
of non-translated Greek literature; that translators felt they had to act upon 
these expectations which thereby assumed the status of translational norms; 
and that non-compliance to these norms was liable to social sanction.59 With 
regard to the last observation, non-compliance to existing norms runs the risk 
of texts not being appreciated and read, i.e. the risk of redundancy. The obvi-
ous consequence would be replacement by (re)translations that do agree with 
the prevalent poetics, which seems to have happened more than once in the 
case of ancient Hebrew-Greek translation. 

4.2 Discursivity
A literary system should be envisaged as essentially discursive. It is not just a 
group of texts that somehow, magically, organize themselves into strata, cen-
ters and peripheries. Rather, semiotic relations are established by people who 
produce texts, talk about those texts, and produce other texts in response. Such 
processes confer meaning upon otherwise disparate elements and shape them 
into a systemic structure.60 Essentially, a literary system is not real if it is not 
talked about, in one way or another.

Together with the development of its own normative dimension, Hebrew-
Greek translation seems to have given rise to utterances on its nature, origins, 
goals and methods – exactly the kind of discursive statements that are required 
to establish and maintain a literary system.61

Admittedly, precariously few such statements have been preserved from 
the immediate context of ancient Hebrew-Greek translation. There is the 
verbose narrative of the Letter of Aristeas, only a small part of which actually 
concerns the translation itself; the prologue to Greek Sirach, apparently the 
only statement of purpose we possess from an actual LXX translator; and the 
colophon to LXX Esther, which appears to offer some clues about the iden-
tity, locale and date of its translator (addition F to the LXX text of Esther). To 
these may be added other passages, notably a fragment from the Jewish his-
torian Aristobulus (fr. 3 = Eus., Praep. Ev. 13, 12, 1) and the account of Philo of 

59  The concept of ‘norms’ in translation, on which a vast range of literature has been pub-
lished, is discussed with respect to the field of Septuagint Studies by Boyd-Taylor, “Toward 
the Analysis,” 27–46. For a more theoretical discussion, one should consult Toury, 
Descriptive Translation Studies (especially the 2012 edition, where the treatment of trans-
lational norms has been greatly expanded).

60  De Geest, Literatuur als systeem, 118. 
61  See Poltermann, “Normen des literarischen Übersetzens,” 10.
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Alexandria (Vit. Mos. 2.25–44). Both of these echo the account of the Letter 
of Aristeas.

I would contend that it is possible, even from a corpus as limited as this, 
to extract recognizable patterns and recurrent discursive features – common 
elements in each text’s individual discourse on translation. It is not my inten-
tion to claim that this amounts to a full-blown theory of translation, which as 
far as we know was never developed within a Greek-speaking context in the 
Hellenistic era. Translating in the Roman world did lead to a large amount of 
theorizing, which has been commented upon extensively by both classicists 
and translation scholars. In a later period, early Rabbinic Judaism likewise 
seems to have entertained lively debates on translation.62 But from the scat-
tered remains of texts from an LXX context, it is not possible to reconstruct 
anything on the same level of complexity.

Nevertheless, the Letter of Aristeas, the prologue to Sirach and the colophon 
to Esther openly acknowledge the translated nature of the texts they are con-
cerned with. In itself, this is a remarkable fact in the wider context of Greek lit-
erature, which was otherwise oblivious to the existence of translation as such. 
What is even more remarkable, though, is that these texts, in discussing their 
respective translated units, utilize comparable themes and strategies.

4.2.1 Authority and ἦθος
As I have argued elsewhere,63 the Letter of Aristeas’ discourse on the Greek 
Pentateuch is concerned first and foremost with the authority of the trans-
lation. It takes great care to present the translation as an authoritative text 
from both a Hellenistic, text-centered, scholarly perspective and a Jewish, 
community-centered, scriptural perspective.64

As it happens, the notion of authority is very central to the prologue to 
Greek Sirach as well.65 The prologue’s author deploys a particular rhetorical 
move to claim authority for his translation. In the prologue’s first period, his 
grandfather’s Hebrew composition is established as an authoritative contribu-
tion to the Jewish scriptures, a fine example of sapiential learning and wisdom. 
In the third and final period, the author constructs a close parallelism between 
his grandfather’s work and his own, thereby transferring authority from the 
former to the latter.66 To appreciate the extent to which the translator claims 

62  A topic explored in depth by Smelik, Rabbis, Language and Translation.
63  De Crom, “The Letter of Aristeas,” 141–60.
64  An insight borrowed from Honigman, The Septuagint and Homeric Scholarship.
65  See also De Crom, “Translation and Directionality,” 83–85.
66  See also Marböck, “Text und Übersetzung,” 112.
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authority by association with his grandfather’s role as wisdom teacher, one 
need only consider that he provides practically no clues about his own identity 
or accomplishments. Indeed, he does not even care to tell us his own name.

The colophon to Esther, being only a few lines long, is less susceptible to 
extensive interpretation. The question has not even been settled whether the 
colophon is to be regarded as a documentary or a literary text. Elias Bickerman 
considered it to be an actual, historical colophon, at some point attached to 
one particular Greek manuscript of the book of Esther.67 To Claudine Cavalier, 
the colophon is the last verse of the Greek Esther, a literary fiction modelled 
after its first verse (addition A), which grants the book as a whole an air of uni-
versalism.68 Still, both authors agree that authority is the issue at stake in the 
colophon: either the authority of one particular translation over others, or the 
authority of the Greek Esther as a whole. 

By way of contrast, it is not at all evident to ascribe to these texts a uniform 
interest in the faithfulness or adequacy of the translations they are concerned 
with.69 The colophon to Esther does not mention this issue at all. In the pro-
logue to Sirach, it seems, the relation between a Hebrew composition and its 
Greek translation is seen as problematical. The Letter of Aristeas is very critical 
of (historically non-existent) earlier translations and very positive about the 
translation by the seventy-two elders – but the point of comparison is actually 
the piety of the actors involved in each translation, not the quality of transla-
tion as such (see Aristeas 314–16). Thus, our modest corpus displays a singular 
orientation towards authority, which contrasts sharply with the absence of a 
consistent stance on the faithfulness of translations.

Furthermore, it is remarkable that all three of the texts under discussion 
employ comparable strategies in the construction of authority. Of the three 
types of argument traditionally distinguished in classical rhetoric – logos, 
ethos and pathos – they rely first and foremost on ethos, arguments of per-
sonality and (self-)representation, to guarantee the authority that is so cen-
tral to each of their individual approaches. This is most evident in the Letter 
of Aristeas, where the authority of the translation derives ultimately from the 
personality and piety of all those involved in the project.70 In the prologue to 
Sirach, the translator clearly defers to the personal authority of his grandfather. 
As for the colophon to LXX Esther, its brevity again complicates the matter. Yet 

67  Bickerman, “The colophon,” 339–62.
68  Cavalier, “Le ‘colophon’ d’Esther,” 167–77.
69  With respect to the Letter of Aristeas and the prologue to Sirach, this topic is explored by 

Pearson, “Remainderless Translations?,” 63–84.
70  De Crom, “The Letter of Aristeas,” 154–58.
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some attention at least seems to have been given to the identity of those who 
vouch for the translation. Especially the information that Dositheus is ἱερεὺς 
καὶ Λευίτης, which was judged to be entirely superfluous by Bickerman,71 ap-
pears to add an element of authority to the description of the person who, 
together with his son, was allegedly responsible for introducing the book of 
Esther to a Greek-speaking audience.

Thus, in the common discourse of these texts, translations seem to derive 
their authority chiefly from the persons that vouch for them, rather than from 
their being linguistically accurate or divinely inspired.

4.2.2 Jerusalem and Alexandria
Another recurrent theme is the involvement of both Jerusalem and Alexandria/
Egypt in the process of translation.72 More specifically, translation entails a 
geographical movement from the center of Jewish religion to the capital city 
of the Ptolemaic realm. In the Letter of Aristeas the seventy-two elders come 
all the way from Jerusalem to translate the Torah for king Ptolemy. The trans-
lation of the book of Ben Sira into Greek is preceded by the author’s grand-
son migrating to Egypt. According to the colophon to Esther, the translation 
was prepared in Jerusalem and introduced “during the reign of Ptolemy and 
Cleopatra” (hence, we might infer, in an Egyptian context)73 by the aforemen-
tioned Dositheus and his son.

One wonders whether these movements are only geographical in nature, or 
if they also represent shifts from one culture into another. This would mean 
that the translators/the translation do not only travel to Egypt because it was 
historically so, but because in the minds of the authors of these texts “Egypt” 
was somehow inherently connected to the whole idea of translating Hebrew 
scriptures into Greek. Even though our corpus of texts is extremely small, the 
idea that translation is the result of a process starting in Palestine and ending 
in Ptolemaic Egypt seems to be central to all three of them. Historically speak-
ing, many translations are of course likely to have been produced outside of 
Egypt, most probably in ancient Palestine – one need only think of the famous 
Greek Minor Prophets Scroll (8ḤevXIIgr) or the work of Aquila.74 One suspects 

71  Bickerman, “The colophon,” 348–49. 
72  On the deeper implications of these two cities for the possible cultural identities of Jews 

in the Hellenistic age, see Kovelman, Between Alexandria and Jerusalem. At this point I am 
only concerned with the role they allegedly play in the process of translation.

73  Cf. Cavalier, “Le ‘colophon,’” 177.
74  Discussion of the geographical origins of individual translations may be found in Harl, 

Dorival and Munnich, La Bible grecque des Septante, 101–7; Tov, “Reflections on the 
Septuagint,” 429–48.
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that the connection between the Septuagint translation and Egypt/Alexandria 
was part of collective memory in ancient days just as much as it sometimes 
is now.

4.2.3 The Dynamics of Translation
Both the Letter of Aristeas and the prologue to Sirach describe translation as 
a natural step in the transmission of authoritative texts. I have argued else-
where that, in the discourse of these texts, translation is not only a solitary 
intellectual task of interpretation, but needs to be undertaken for the benefit 
of others who would not otherwise have access to authoritative texts and the 
traditions contained within them.75 No personal activity on the textual level 
could ever be complete without the diffusion of the text to a wider audience. 
This is especially palpable in the prologue. Ben Sira, the translator’s grand-
father, is presented as a careful student of the Jewish scriptures who took it 
upon himself to distribute the fruits of his learning to others. His grandson, the 
translator, naturally casts himself in the same light.76 In the Letter of Aristeas, 
due attention is given to the high priest’s exposition on the Torah (Aristeas 
128–171) and the public reading of the elders’ translation to the assembled Jews 
of Alexandria (Aristeas 308–311). Without these, the act of translation would 
be meaningless.77

This observation might actually help to explain the significance of the colo-
phon to LXX Esther, as envisioned by Cavalier.78 If a translation is not “finished” 
without it being communicated to a larger audience, it stands to reason that 
the LXX version of Esther would include an account of its transmission and an 
indication of its intended audience. Indeed, the colophon draws our attention 
to both the creative activity of the translator Lysimachus and the spread of the 
translation to its intended audiences.

It must be noted that, despite their being discussions on translated texts, 
these texts offer no abundance of information on the actual textual-linguistic 
features of the translations to which they refer. As such their discourse focus-
es on translators more than on texts. Borrowing from Andrew Chesterman,79 
we might say that these texts reflect very clear ideas on professional norms 
of translation, but are unforthcoming with regard to expectancy norms, i.e. 

75  De Crom, “The Letter of Aristeas,” 152–54.
76  Marböck, “Text und Übersetzung,” 110–11.
77  See Kovelman, Between Alexandria and Jerusalem, 128–30; Honigman, The Septuagint and 

Homeric Scholarship, 59–61, 149–50.
78  Cavalier, “Le ‘colophon,’” 167–77.
79  Chesterman, “From ‘Is’ to ‘Ought’,” 1–20. 
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norms for the actual make-up of texts. Their most fundamental concern is not 
what makes a good translation, but what makes a good translator.

As a second link to modern scholarship, I would like to refer to the concept 
of “translation as transmission” that was identified by Louis Kelly as one of two 
central poles in Western translation history.80 Unlike other discourses, where 
translators may be viewed as literati, falsifiers, conquerors or any number of 
other metaphors, the discourse on Hebrew-Greek translation clearly presents 
them as links in the transmission of Jewish religious writings. This is a very dif-
ferent concept of the translator’s role than those of other translation traditions 
of antiquity, notably the Roman tradition. Through Augustine and Jerome, this 
particular conceptualization has shaped the whole Western tradition of Bible 
translation. As Kelly remarks, for ages Bible translation reflected “a tradition of 
absolute neutrality towards information and its linguistic expression deriving 
ultimately from the Jewish translators of the Old Testament.”81 It must be ad-
mitted, however, that Kelly’s analysis does not do full justice to the heterogene-
ity of Hebrew-Greek translation. His statement that “translators have no right 
to ‘comment’ or ‘interpret’”82 is untenable with respect to LXX Isaiah, to name 
but one example – but this is a problem related to the textual-linguistic analy-
sis of actual translations, not to the study of the discourse built around them.83

4.3 Other Signs of Autonomization
Another feature of autonomized systems pertains to the area of intersystemic 
contacts. In this context one may point out the role of Hebrew-Greek trans-
lations in procuring cultural prestige and power over the dominant culture 
of the Greeks. Jewish writers are known to have claimed that great icons of 
Hellenistic culture borrowed directly from Jewish teachings, which would have 
been known to them through (actually non-existent) early translations (Eus., 
Praep. Ev. 13, 11, 3b–12, 1). A similarly positive appreciation of the Jewish Torah 
by renowned Greek writers is imagined by the author of the Letter of Aristeas 
(Aristeas 312–316). Thus we see how Hebrew-Greek translations, imaginary or 
otherwise, became a means of reversing traditional cultural hierarchies of the 
Hellenistic world. 

It is equally significant that there emerged, on the basis of Hebrew-Greek 
translation activity, a flourishing tradition of Jewish authors adopting not only 

80  Kelly, The True Interpreter, 34. 
81  Kelly, The True Interpreter, 34. 
82  Kelly, The True Interpreter, 34. 
83  The observation that there need be no agreement between statements on translation and 

actual behaviour in translation, is a staple of the DTS methodology (e.g. Toury, Descriptive 
Translation Studies, 65–66).
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the Greek language as a valid means of expression, but also the means and 
methods of Greek literature as such.84 The most well-known exponent of the 
resulting corpus of Jewish-Hellenistic literature is the Letter of Aristeas, which 
is indebted to the Greek literary traditions of historiography and artfully eclec-
tic prose. Jewish authors have likewise been productive in a variety of genres 
ranging from philosophical treatises and diatribes (Demetrius; Aristobulus; 4 
Maccabees) to historiography (Eupolemus; 2 Maccabees), tragedy (Ezekiel the 
Tragedian), epic poetry (Philo the Elder; Theodotus) and novelistic literature 
(Artapanus; Joseph and Aseneth). As products of intersystemic relations these 
Jewish-Hellenistic writings have been formed according to a wide range of pri-
mary and secondary models from contemporary Greek literature. Insofar as 
these works have not come to form part of a Biblical canon, like the books 
of the Maccabees, or have not been closely associated with it, like the Letter 
of Aristeas, most of them have been preserved only very fragmentarily, main-
ly through the compilation work of Alexander Polyhistor (1st century BCE), 
whose work is itself quoted extensively by Eusebius.85 

Admittedly, the fragmented echoes of these poetical and prose composi-
tions hardly represent the mainstream literary production of Hellenistic 
Judaism, at least as far the evidence allows us to conclude.86 Nevertheless, 
the surviving corpus of Jewish-Hellenistic literature could not have been pro-
duced without Hebrew-Greek translation activity. One might even say that it 
is Jewish-Hellenistic literature that made accessible elements from the Jewish 
tradition in the modes of Greek literature, on the basis of materials that had 
been made available in Greek in the first place via translation. In this sense, this 
category of literature presents a far closer parallel to the writings of Berossus 
and Manetho than the Greek Pentateuch ever did.  

Based on these observations, I would argue that the phenomenon of 
Hebrew-Greek translation did indeed gradually assume the properties of an 
autonomous literary (sub)system. As such it constituted a dynamic entity in its 
own right in the sense of Even-Zohar’s polysystem.

84  The standard English translation of these works and fragments is Charlesworth, The Old 
Testament Epigrapha. An exhaustive discussion of the issues concerning each individual 
author or work may be found in Denis et al., Introduction à la literature religieuse judéo-
hellénistique. For an interesting theoretical analysis of this phenomenon, see Dhont, Style 
and Context, 66–93.

85  On the importance of Alexander Polyhistor for our knowledge of Jewish-Hellenistic au-
thors, see Walter, “Jüdisch-hellenistische Literatur,” 71–72.

86  Walter, “Jüdisch-hellenistische Literatur,” 115–16.
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5 Ambassadors and Gate-keepers

If we accept that ancient Hebrew-Greek translation could be interpreted 
as a literary polysystem, we should also be able to make some inferences 
on its internal structure. It is a well-known fact that the extant instances of 
Hebrew-Greek translation exhibit a “gamut of translation techniques.”87 How 
would the various texts of the Septuagint corpus, and their respective methods 
of translation, relate to each other if viewed from a polysystemic perspective? 
Without going into too much detail, it will suffice to roughly distinguish two 
tendencies within post-Pentateuch translation activity.88

At one end of the scale we find those texts that exhibit a relatively large 
number of macro- and micro-textual changes, additions and adaptations.89 
Typical examples include the original translation of the book of Job, which 
is considerably shorter than its MT counterpart, and reveals something of the 
rich literary background of its translator.90 LXX Proverbs is likewise known for 
its fluent Greek, as well as frequent changes in the micro-structure of individ-
ual proverbs. In this category I would also include LXX Esther and LXX Isaiah, 
which combine a less stringent but still relatively formal approach to transla-
tion with significant departures from their presumed Vorlage, respectively on 
a macro- and micro-structural level.91 

Most LXX texts, however, are a product of less far-reaching adaptations. They 
rather seem to have followed the tenet of formal representation of their respec-
tive source texts, although the concrete manifestations of this basic principle 
differ significantly from one translated unit to the other. Some translators, for 
instance, seem to have operated on a phrase-for-phrase level, whilst for others 
the translation procedures were obviously narrowed down to a largely word-
for-word, sometimes even segment-for-segment process. At the most extreme 
end of formal representation one will often encounter the name of Aquila 

87  See Fernández Marcos, The Septuagint in Context, 22–23 (quote from p. 23). 
88  Contrastive analyses of different translated units, each one representative of a certain 

translational approach, are easy enough to find in modern-day research; see for instance 
van der Louw, Transformations in the Septuagint, 93–356 and Boyd-Taylor, Reading 
Between the Lines, 115–311.

89  One has to be careful here not to confuse those texts whose LXX form’s structural dif-
ference from their MT counterparts is text-critical in nature. In these cases the transla-
tor produced an otherwise quite formal rendering of a Vorlage that differed considerably 
from MT. See Tov, The Text-Critical Use of the Septuagint, 237–60.

90  See Cox, “The Historical, Social and Literary Context,” 105–16.
91  Especially Troxel, LXX Isaiah as Translation, 287–91, who emphasizes that LXX Isaiah 

combines profound micro-textual shifts with the formal translation style typical of so 
many other LXX books. 
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(early 2nd century CE?), whose reputation for painstakingly precise segment-
for-segment renderings is well-known, though perhaps not entirely justified.92

Thus, ancient Hebrew-Greek translations attest to a wide plethora of transla-
tional strategies, with products ranging from the very “literal” to the very “free,” 
to use the terms that have long since held sway in LXX Studies.93 It is important 
to note that all of these in some way go back to the precedent established in 
LXX Pentateuch, in the sense that a wide range of translation techniques was 
present already in this trendsetting corpus. It should also be remembered that 
the distinctions made here are bipolar rather than binary, with a whole range 
of possibilities covering the middle ground between both ends of the scale.

A very similar and very useful general picture of contrasting tendencies 
in Hebrew-Greek translation was drawn by Sebastian P. Brock in a variety of 
publications.94 Although the present research is greatly indebted to many of 
Brock’s insights, at this point it is perhaps worth the while to dwell a little on 
the differences between his approach and my own. 

With considerable accuracy, Brock refers to a polarization of attitudes to-
wards Hebrew-Greek translation during the last two centuries BCE. This polar-
ization runs very much along the lines of the distinctions made above, though 
it is perhaps focused more on concrete translation techniques than on models 
for text production.95 

Especially in his reflections on the all-important Greek Minor Prophets 
Scroll from Naḥal Ḥever,96 however, Brock seems to have oversimplified mat-
ters somewhat. Particularly the equation of the first, non-formal end of the 
scale with Alexandria and original translation, and of the second, very formal 
type of translation with Palestine and revisional activity, does not appear en-
tirely convincing. While Brock seems right to ascribe the type of revisional 
activity that is at the heart of his exposé to Palestine, a one-on-one relation 
of localities and attitudes towards translation seems untenable, as was al-
ready convincingly shown by Albert Pietersma.97 Furthermore, many original 
translations (i.e. not revisions) definitely seem to belong somewhere near the 
second, formal end of the scale. Essentially, the geographical and systemic lo-
calization of translational and revisional activity is much less black-and-white 
than it is presented by Brock.

92  Hyvärinen, Die Übersetzung von Aquila.
93  See Tov, The Text-Critical Use, 17–20; Lemmelijn, “Two Methodological Trails,” 43–63. 
94  See Brock, “The Phenomenon,” 11–36; Brock, “Aspects of Translation Technique,” 69–87; 

Brock, “To Revise or Not to Revise,” 301–38. 
95  Particularly so in Brock, “Aspects of Translation Technique,” 70–71. 
96  Brock, “To Revise or Not to Revise,” 301–38. 
97  Pietersma, “Septuagint Research,” 308–11. 
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Secondly, in his appreciation of the Letter of Aristeas and the prologue to 
Greek Sirach98, Brock relies on a rather traditional interpretation of these im-
portant sources. He interprets the first as taking a direct position in a debate 
against revisional activity, and the latter as a testimony to the perceived “im-
perfect equivalence” of prior LXX translations. In my own discussions of these 
texts I have tried to show that perhaps we should not take at face value what 
they have to say about translation.99 In short, the specific discourse of ancient 
sources on Hebrew-Greek translation, however fragmentary it may be, has to be 
taken into account. The obvious hiatus between the issues that are addressed 
in the source-texts and the issues that emerge from studying the textual mate-
rial itself seems to be of particular relevance. Personally, I would describe the 
discourse of the Letter of Aristeas, the prologue to Sirach and the colophon to 
Esther as largely oblivious to what was actually going on at the textual level, 
rather than as explicitly taking sides in an ongoing debate (though admittedly 
this perceived obliviousness may actually be some sort of strategy in itself). 

This brings us to the last difference to be discussed, viz. Brock’s appeal to a 
discourse on translation that is entirely foreign to Hebrew-Greek translation. 
On multiple occasions100 he refers to the theories of Cicero and Horace and 
their description of the expositor and interpres types of translation – a division 
that has long since become a classic in textbooks of Translation Studies. Both 
Latin authors distinguish between their own ideal of literary translation (ex-
positio) and the work of the interpres, who faithfully translates verbum e verbo. 
As such, their theoretical models thrive on the existence of literary transla-
tion in the context of Latin literature and, indeed, on its capital importance for 
Roman literary life. 

We have seen that in the Greek literary context this particular type of trans-
fer did not exist at all. Thus, Brock’s analysis is perfectly applicable to the situ-
ation as it was for Latin literature around the turn of the era, but there seems 
to be no ground for extrapolating this theoretical model to the entirely dif-
ferent case of Hebrew-Greek translation. In effect, Brock bases his analysis 
upon an opposition that did not exist in the literary context of Hebrew-Greek 
translation. Greek literature, for one, did not acknowledge the expositor type 
of translation (nor any type of literary translation for that matter), while the 
thematization of translation in Hellenistic Judaism focused on different issues 
altogether, as I have discussed above. Basically, the theoretical model devised 

98  Cf. Brock, “To Revise or Not to Revise,” 304–8; Brock, “The Phenomenon,” 22–24. 
99  See also De Crom, “Translation and Directionality,” 77–87.
100 Brock, “Aspects of Translation Technique,” 69–70; Brock, “The Phenomenon,” 19–20; 

Brock, “To Revise or Not to Revise,” 311–14. 



24 De Crom

Journal of Ancient Judaism 11 (2020) 1–37

by Cicero and Horace is not functionally relevant to Hebrew-Greek transla-
tion as such.

Despite these points of criticism, the value of Brock’s analyses remains. 
It should, however, prove useful to fill in Brock’s general picture from a 
functional-systemic perspective. Perhaps the theoretical model of PST, which 
is very much suited to explain the co-existence of apparently conflicting mod-
els for translation,101 offers a key to understanding how the various approaches 
to Hebrew-Greek translation coexisted and interacted.

As we have seen, Hebrew-Greek translation may be conceptualized as an 
autonomous translational subsystem within Hellenistic Jewish culture. The 
development and preservation of systemic identity – which is what all systems 
strive for – implies maintaining a strong central position with recognizable 
mechanisms for selection and production. Effectively, the central position is 
considered to be most representative of systemic identity: its products and 
procedures are felt to capture the most typical, characteristic or essential fea-
tures of what the system stands for. Peripheral phenomena, on the other hand, 
are considered to be less representative of systemic identity, utilizing proce-
dures that are perceived as outdated, avant-garde, alien or experimental. As 
Even-Zohar has eminently argued, systems are perpetuated through the flex-
ible interaction of center and periphery.102 Innovative elements from the pe-
riphery ascend to a central position, are redefined and taken up into tradition, 
while other elements come to be considered outdated and are rebutted from 
the center. Thus, the dynamics of literary systems cause them to exist through 
a form of “pseudo-conservatism,” wherein threats to identity are either appro-
priated or rejected. 

We have also seen that systemic identity is determined by processes of as-
similation and differentiation. Assimilation is easy to understand in light of the 
preceding remarks: the higher the extent to which products and procedures 
are mutually recognizable, the stronger their sense of identity. Differentiation, 
on the other hand, is connected to outward profiling. Not surprisingly, distinct 
recognizability vis-à-vis products of other systems contributes greatly to sys-
temic identity and autonomy. Much depends on how open or closed a system 
is, i.e. how receptive it is to foreign influences. Generally speaking, intersys-
temic contacts are more likely to occur in the periphery, where the central 
sense of identity is less keenly felt. 

If we apply this model to the case of Hebrew-Greek translation, it seems to 
me that formal representation of a Hebrew ST became the more mainstream 

101 See Chang, “In Defence of Polysystem Theory,” 318–21.
102 E.g. in Even-Zohar, “System, Dynamics and Interference,” 89–92.
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model for Hebrew-Greek translation activity, no doubt because of its in-
creased potential for differentiation and distinctiveness.103 As we have seen, 
assumed transfer relationships with Hebrew texts is what most distinguishes 
Hebrew-Greek translation from other types of Greek literature. Thus, its grow-
ing crystallization as a literary activity in its own right led almost self-evidently 
to the ideal of formal representation occupying a central position in its sys-
temic configuration. The relationship with a Hebrew Vorlage is cultivated and 
enforced through formal representation. In time this ideal resulted in increas-
ingly more rigid strategies and techniques to achieve ever more precise formal 
representation. As a consequence, the general trend was for translation to be-
come more geared towards close formal representation of the ST, and for tex-
tual products to become more “literal,” much in the way that Brock describes. 

Thus, the multiplicity of approaches is not due to a distinction of literary 
(expositio) vs. non-literary (interpretatio) translation, as Brock would have it. 
Against the background described above, one could actually argue that literal 
translations are more representative of the specific literariness of Hebrew-
Greek translation, and therefore more deserving of the contextual epithet 
“literary.” The interrelations of “literal” and “free” translation models are de-
termined rather by the autonomous dynamics of center vs. periphery, as these 
happen to be defined within the context of Hebrew-Greek translation. 

It must be clear, though, that evolutions of this type do not occur within 
an a-historical vacuum or through the invisible machinations of “the system.” 
People, particularly translators but other social, religious or cultural groups 
as well, have a very active role to play in the process. Under the conditions 
enunciated above, a translator may operate in one of two ways. Borrowing 
from imagery used by Rakefet Sheffy,104 s/he may be either an ambassador or 
a gate-keeper. A more conservative translator will strive to identify with the 
norms and models that are upheld at the center of systemic activity, falling 
back on and developing the established traditions of translation. Acting as a 
systemic gate-keeper, i.e. controlling the inflow of foreign repertoire, s/he will 
very much abide by “the rules of the art” as they are perceived at that time 
and place. Contrastingly, an innovative translator will feel less bound by estab-
lished models and, like an ambassador, will be more open towards intersystem-
ic transfer. The resulting products will be characterized by the transformation 

103 On this topic, one should certainly consult the excellent chapter on “Language and 
identity” in Rajak, Translation and Survival, 125–75. Rajak argues that, in the case of the 
Septuagint, language itself “serves as an assertion of identity and of the value of tradition 
for the text’s owners” (p. 153).

104 Sela-Sheffy, “How to be a (recognized) translator,” 8–9. 
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or downright rejection of conventional models and/or by the introduction 
of foreign elements. To be sure, innovation does not depend upon creatio ex 
nihilo: more often than not, innovative strategies are based on variation or 
recombination of existing norms and models.105 In this way, the system of 
Hebrew-Greek translation is shaped first and foremost by the translators that 
are active within it. 

6 Later Developments in the Jewish Tradition

So far, we have tried to gain a better understanding of ancient Hebrew-Greek 
translation by contrasting it with Greek and Roman literatures and their re-
spective attitudes towards translation. In what follows, we will look at the 
development of Hebrew-Greek translation as a specifically Jewish cultural 
phenomenon, more particularly in the evolving polysystem of Jewish litera-
ture in post-Second Temple Judaism.

Sidney Jellicoe’s classic study summarizes the older views on this matter 
against the historical background of, on the one hand, the rise of Christianity 
and its appropriation of the LXX as Holy Scripture and, on the other hand, the 
internal reorganization of Judaism after the sack of Jerusalem in 70 CE.106 The 
nucleus of his analysis is that the Greek translation of Hebrew scriptures un-
derwent a “process of discredit”107 resulting in subsequent attempts at revision 
and retranslation, hardening attitudes in rabbinical writings and, eventually, 
abandonment of Greek translation altogether. 

More recent insights, however, have shown that this interpretation needs 
to be modified on all three points.108 First of all, there are traces of extensive 
revisional activities already in the pre-Christian era.109 Thus, the emergence 
of a desire for closer alignment to the Hebrew source text cannot be ascribed 
to anti-Christian polemics alone. The preceding discussion has identified for-
mal representation of the source text as the prevalent trend in Hebrew-Greek 
translation. If subsequent revisers and translators applied this principle with 

105 Simeoni, “The Pivotal Status,” 6.
106 Jellicoe, The Septuagint and Modern Study, 74–76. 
107 Jellicoe, The Septuagint, 75. 
108 For instance, the account given in Harl, Dorival and Munnich, La Bible grecque des 

Septante, 119–25 is considerably more nuanced. 
109 See for instance Wevers, “An Early Revision,” 235–39; and of course the Greek Minor 

Prophets Scroll (8ḤevXIIgr), which has been dated to the first century BCE by P.J. Parsons 
in Tov, The Greek Minor Prophets Scroll, 19–26.
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increasing skill and strictness, this should be considered a consequence of the 
internal evolution of Hebrew-Greek translation as such.

Indeed, it is unclear how increasing translation activity and the develop-
ment of strategies for closer formal representation would qualify as symptoms 
of the discredit of Hebrew-Greek translation as such. Granted, an increase 
in revisions and new translations does imply that earlier versions did not al-
ways live up to the standards of translation that were expected at the time 
of revision/retranslation. This, however, seems only natural from the point of 
view of PST and its focus on the evolving nature of translational norms. Thus, 
an increase in translation activity should rather be interpreted as a symptom 
of the discredit of particular translations – but surely not the discredit of 
Hebrew-Greek translation as such. 

Also in this respect, Jellicoe’s second symptom of discredit, viz. hardening 
attitudes in Rabbinic writings, requires some attention. In reality, rabbinic 
sources on translation into Greek reflect more variegated views than Jellicoe’s 
brief statement suggests.110 One finds attitudes ranging from the acknowledge-
ment of Greek translation as a worthy alternative to the Hebrew original to 
the condemnation of the Greek translation of the Torah. For instance, some 
sources compare the day on which the Torah was first translated into Greek for 
Ptolemy to the day on which the Israelites produced the golden calf (Massekhet 
Sefer Torah 1:8; Massekhet Soferim 1:7), while to Rabban Simeon ben Gamaliel 
is attributed the saying that the only language suitable for translation is Greek 
(m. meg. 1:8). 

It would seem that here, too, the distinction between particular translations 
and translation activity as such needs to be maintained. As Giuseppe Veltri 
has shown111, the only real process of discredit to be discovered in rabbinical 
sayings on translation into Greek is the decanonization of LXX Pentateuch, 
the very first instance of Hebrew-Greek translation, which had been adopted 
into the Old Testament of early Christianity. Notably, the deconstructive strat-
egy applied in this process is to reduce the LXX to the unicity of its supposed 
historical origins, as a one-time translation “for Ptolemy.” This, of course, is 
exactly how the process of decanonization is supposed to work in a polysys-
temic approach.

Thirdly and lastly, the supposed abandonment of Hebrew-Greek translation 
by Jews of subsequent generations has been proven wrong by a number of 
sources that only in the last few decades have begun to receive the scholarly 

110 See for instance Müller, “Die rabbinischen Nachrichten,” 73–93; Harl, Dorival and 
Munnich, La Bible grecque des Septante, 121, 124; Tov, “The Evaluation,” 385–99.

111 Particularly Veltri, Libraries, Translations and ‘Canonic’ Texts, 100–46.
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attention they deserve. The continued knowledge and use of Greek Bible trans-
lations by Jews from late antiquity up until the Byzantine era had already been 
pointed out in the pioneering research of David S. Blondheim.112 The corpus 
of texts attesting to the production, use and transmission of non-LXX Greek 
versions in Jewish circles throughout late antiquity and the Middle Ages, right 
up to the advent of the Constantinople Pentateuch (1547), has since increased 
significantly. 

Most famous are some of the Jewish-Greek fragments found in the Cairo 
Genizah, published and commented upon by Nicholas de Lange.113 These in-
clude fragments of Aquila’s translation, copied with great care in a clear Greek 
book hand (6th century CE), a fragmentary glossary of Exodus, Jeremiah and 
Isaiah with parallel Greek and Hebrew columns (perhaps 9th century CE), and a 
fragmentary glossary of Malachi and Job, where the Greek is written in Hebrew 
letters (10th or 11th century). To de Lange, this suggests a shift in the status of 
Greek translation: the older fragments seem to belong to a carefully prepared 
Greek lectionary, whereas the glossaries seem to presuppose the primacy of 
the Hebrew text in an environment that was still largely Greek-speaking.114

Justinian’s Novella 146, which specifically permits the use of either the 
Hebrew text or Aquila’s version in the synagogue, supports the continued use 
of Greek Bible versions by at least some groups of 6th-century Jews.115 It is 
likely that “Aquila’s version” here does not refer to any complete surviving copy 
of this ancient translation, but rather to a heterogeneous Greek Bible tradition 
that, while relying heavily on Aquila, had adopted his name only as a sort of 
generic label. It is equally likely that this Greek Bible tradition incorporated 
both oral and written components.116 The very fact that many Greek fragments 
have been preserved in Hebrew writing indicates as much. 

Thus, it is clear that Hebrew-Greek translation did not continue to oc-
cupy the same systemic position in post-Second Temple Judaism as it did in 
Hellenistic Judaism. Although the earliest rabbinic traditions express quite 
nuanced views on translation into Greek, there is no denying that language 
eventually became a locus of power: in the long run, Rabbinic Judaism at 
least nominally preferred the ideal of the Hebraica veritas.117 At the same 

112 Blondheim, Les parlers judéo-romans, incorporating a reprint of his earlier study 
Blondheim, “Échos du judéo-hellénisme.”

113 See de Lange, Greek Jewish Texts, especially n° 9–15 (pp. 71–294); see also de Lange, “Some 
New Fragments,” 291–94; and, most recently, de Lange, Japheth in the Tents of Shem. 

114 de Lange, “Jewish Greek Bible Versions,” 65–67.
115 Veltri, “Die Novelle 146,” 116–30.
116 de Lange, “The Jews of Byzantium,” 208–9.
117 On this topic, see Smelik, Rabbis, Language and Translation, 100–38.
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time, the Greek language continued to play an important role both in daily 
life in Palestine and in rabbinic exegesis.118 As for the translation of Scripture 
into Greek, the surviving evidence strongly suggests a shift to the periphery 
of Jewish literature, a very real, yet marginal and non-institutionalized “sub-
culture” that managed to survive well into the Middle Ages.

7 Polysystem Theory: Limits and Possibilities

The aim of this study has been to explore some of the central ideas and con-
cepts of Polysystem Theory and to apply them, if at all possible, to the study of 
the Septuagint. The application of modern-day paradigms and theories to the 
ancient world is always a risky endeavor. There is the constant danger of forc-
ing the extant evidence into the mold of theory. As a general rule, one should 
keep in mind that Polysystem Theory has, at best, explanatory value, but no 
predictive value.

The broad cultural perspective that comes naturally to a functional theory 
of systems is no easy match with the acribic, text-focused study required in 
the field of Septuagint Studies. Like many other systems theories, PST runs 
the risk of overemphasizing “the system” as an invisible driving force, whereas 
in fact systems are established and maintained through the agency of actual 
people – a fact that is not lost on those advocating a “sociological turn” in 
functional-descriptive approaches to translation.119 In the context of ancient 
Hebrew-Greek translation, where reliable historical data are scant and transla-
tors are mostly invisible, a systems approach may actually be more practical 
than sociologically grounded methods. After all, what we have are texts, not 
translators. Scholars of Hebrew-Greek translation will therefore have to rely on 
textual and historical analysis rather than on sweeping social surveys.120

Still, the functional-descriptive approach exemplified by both PST and 
Descriptive Translation Studies may turn out to be useful for the study of 

118 See de Lange, “Hebraism and Hellenism,” 129–45. The study of van der Horst, “Greek in 
Jewish Palestine,” 162 draws attention to the fact that evidence of Greek literary activity 
in Palestine decreases after 70 CE, while the proportion of Greek inscriptions actually 
increases. This might be indicative of a shift in the functionality and status of the Greek 
language. 

119 See, for instance, Meylaerts, “Translators and (their) norms,” 91–102.
120 Which may in fact be a methodological advantage, judging by the criticism of Agorni, 

“Locating Systems and Individuals,” 28–29. In contrast to Agorni’s rather negative assess-
ment of the generalizing tendencies of PST, Chang states: “There is nothing in polysystem 
theory that makes light of empirical research either” (Chang, “In Defence of Polysystem 
Theory,” 334).
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the Septuagint. Firstly and most importantly, it invites us to think about 
Hebrew-Greek translation as an autonomous literary activity, both related 
to and different from other types of translation in the Hellenistic world. We 
should be careful to try to understand Hebrew-Greek translations on their own 
terms, without turning too readily to interpretative models that belong to an 
entirely different systemic context.

Secondly, the polysystem approach towards translation leads naturally into 
the so-called “manipulation school” of Translation Studies.121 We have seen 
that the original function of Hebrew-Greek translation, whatever it may have 
been, is not automatically transferable to all subsequent instances of it. Being 
autonomously meaningful, translation is undertaken for a variety of motives, 
according to a variety of strategies. Especially against a background of multi-
lingualism, as seems to be the case for many Hebrew-Greek translations, one 
needs to pay attention to the strategic role of translation: translations tend to 
transcend the basic need to cross linguistic boundaries. Instead, they are often 
intended to manipulate intra-textual and/or extra-textual cultural realities.122

Thirdly and finally, one of the more challenging tasks for LXX scholars 
today – the same task that Brock so valiantly undertook – is to create some 
order in the chaos of texts, translators and translation styles. I believe the theo-
retical notion of the literary polysystem holds a key to this problem, and may 
eventually help us to draw “a history of the development of approaches and 
attitudes to translation of the Jewish Scriptures from III BC to II AD.”123
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