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To Raziel Dov, who in two years has revealed to us much of
the mystery of life and language.
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Preface

The long and winding journey of this book spans my academic
career, from my first days as a graduate student in Oriental (later,
Near Eastern) studies at the University of Pennsylvania to my pres-
ent days as Professor Emeritus of Religious Studies at Yale Uni-
versity. Over that almost half century, I have been intrigued by the
relationship between Hebrew, in all of its stages, and Aramaic, in
all of its varieties, and the nature and role of translation (targum)
between them, as between Hebrew and Aramaic and Greek, in both
their textual and inscriptional manifestations.

My interests in such translations gradually deepened into an
interest in the multilingual cultural contexts from which those
translations grew and to which they contributed. This, in turn, was
increasingly informed by a transhistorical and theoretical interest in
the ways that the dynamics of cultures in contact produce and are
nourished by languages (and scripts) in contact. This, we could say, is
the story of Jewish history and culture overall, from around 500 BCE
(Persian conquest) until the present, in both Israel and its perpetual
diasporas. Although in the final chapter (Chapter 8, “Afterword”) I
will return to that longue durée, the preceding chapters more directly
engage the wealth of ancient Jewish reflections on multilingualism
and translation, wherein, I would argue, lies the basic multilingual
template for the richness of subsequent historical and cultural man-
ifestations, hopefully to be taken up by others with other areas of
expertise. Similarly, this is not a book about translation theory or
sociolinguistics, to both of which I am indebted for having enriched
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my reading of the ancient sources. For my particular dependencies,
see the cumulative Bibliography at the end of the book.

Even so, my aim is less to be comprehensive than to construct a
series of micro-histories (on which term, see Chapter 1) based on a
selection of texts that I find to be particularly evocative of the larger
dynamic of multilingualism and translation. If the focus is largely
on the languages, translations, and transcriptions of sacred (that is,
scriptural) sources, that is because that is where the ancient texts
focus their attention. As I indicate in the introductory Chapter 1
(especially nn. 18-21), there is another type of evidence, that I do
not consider extensively in this book, that is, inscriptional (and doc-
umentary) evidence, mainly in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek in the
ancient Greco-Roman world. That is because I have discussed that
evidence at length in previous publications (in Hebrew and in Eng-
lish), to which I direct the reader, again via the Bibliography, for a
better understanding of the thick multilingual cultural realia that
stand behind the present textual studies.

As previously indicated, I have spent my whole scholarly life
engaged with the topic(s) of this book. My dissertation (1980) and
its revision as my first book contained sections on ancient Greek
(koine and patristic) and Aramaic (including Syriac and Samaritan)
scriptural translations as forms of both scriptural text criticism and
interpretation.' I gave my earliest lecture related to targum (and
midrash) upon making the transition from graduate student to
faculty member in 1979, and published my first article on the sub-
ject in 1985. From then until now I gave and continue to give many
scholarly lectures and published and continue to publish many arti-
cles, not to mention having taught several graduate seminars on
the present subject at Yale. As always, my students continuously
open my ears and my eyes. Thus, very many colleagues and stu-
dents contributed critically to the evolution of my thinking, their

! Steven D. Fraade, Enosh and His Generation: Pre-Israelite Hero and History in Post-
Biblical Interpretation, SBLMS 30 (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1984).
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being innumerable for purposes of my acknowledging and thank-
ing them all. My appreciations that follow, therefore, are regrettably
incomplete and selective.

The following scholars gave me valuable feedback on individual
chapters of this book, or their antecedents as published articles (on
which, see later in this preface):

Chapter 2: Harold Augenbraum, Elitzur Bar-Asher Siegal, Peter
Cole, Edward Greenstein, and James Prosek.

Chapter 3: Katell Berthelot, Yair Furstenberg, and Daniel Stein
Kokin.

Chapter 4: Kevin van Bladel.

Chapter 5: Yonatan Adler.

Chapter 6: Philip Alexander, Howard Augenbraum, Alessia Bel-
lusci, Nadav Shifman Berman, Abigail Gillman, Adiel Kadari,
Hanan Mazeh, Uri Mor, and Cana Werman.

Chapter 7: Maren Niehoff, Anita Norich, and Yonatan Sagiv.

Shoni Lavie-Driver was generous to share with me his unpub-
lished work on multilingualism at Caesarea.

Katell Berthelot kindly and generously shared with me her
important article, directly relevant to Chapter 3, prior to its publi-
cation.” It augments my argument but from a somewhat different
contextual angle.

Special thanks and appreciation go to three excellent scholars and
generous colleagues, who carefully and astutely read the manuscript
in its penultimate entirety and provided apposite suggestions and
criticisms that greatly improved the final product: A. ]. Berkovitz,
Peter Cole, and David Stern. Peter, in particular, was ever present
with support and encouragement, beyond his critical eye and pencil.

* “Rabbinic Universalism Reconsidered: The Roman Context of Some Rabbinic
Traditions Pertaining to the Revelation of the Torah in Different Languages,” JQR 108
(2018): 393-421.

xi
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I benefited tremendously from the detailed and penetrating com-
ments of two Cambridge University Press anonymous readers, one
of whom read the manuscript twice. Thank you, whoever you are.

I had the honor to attend and contribute earlier forms of some
chapters to conferences dealing specifically with language and
translation (and more). I thank the organizers for the opportunities
and the audiences for the receptions (in quotes are the names of the
conferences; in parentheses are the primary organizers):

“Translation in Jewish Culture.” University of Maryland at College
Park, 1986 (David Goodblatt).

“First International Conference on the Galilean Studies in Late
Antiquity.” Kibbutz Hanaton, Israel, 1989 (Lee Levine).
“Descriptive Translation Studies and LXX.” XIIth Congress of the
International Organization for Septuagint and Cognate Stud-

ies. Leiden, 2004 (Albert Pietersma).

“Translatio: Translation and Cultural Appropriation in the Ancient
World.” Center for the Ancient Mediterranean, Columbia
University, 2006 (David Damrosch).

“Keynote.” International Organization for Targum Studies. Hel-
sinki, 2010 (Willem Smelik).

“Hebrew between Jews and Christians.” Alfried Krupp Wissenschaft-
skolleg, Greifswald, Germany, July 2, 2012 (Daniel Stein Kokin).

“Multilingualism and the Transfer of Cultures in Antiquity.” Yale
University, 2014 (Hindy Najman and Zev Weiss).

“Languages of the Roman Empire: Culture, Power and
Cross-Fertilization.” Beit Daniel, Zichron Ya‘akov, Israel,
2016 (Katell Berthelot and Jonathan Price).

“The Bible and the Humanities.” Centre for the Study of the Bible
in the Humanities, Oriel College, University of Oxford, 2018
(Hindy Najman).

“Reading the Bible in the First and Second Centuries: Christians,
Jews, Pagans and Gnostics.” Hebrew University of Jerusalem,
2019 (Esther Chazon).

xii
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“Beyond Translation: Vernacular Jewish Bibles, from Antiquity to
Modernity.” Center for Jewish Studies, Harvard University,
2020 (David Stern).

Other universities at which I gave single lectures relating to this
subject were Hebrew University, Tel Aviv University, University
of California Los Angeles, University of Haifa, the University of
Toronto, and Yale University.

I would also like to thank the Academy of the Hebrew Language,
and its president, Professor Moshe Bar-Asher, for its support, rec-
ognition (as an honorary member) and the opportunity to both
publish (in Hebrew) and lecture (in English) on this and related
subjects under its auspices.

For almost two years (2018-19, terminated by the onset of the
COVID-19 pandemic), I had the honor and pleasure of conven-
ing a Yale faculty seminar on the subject “Translation: Sacred and
Profane.” It was enthusiastically supported by the then Dean of the
Humanities, Amy Hungerford, as part of a humanities initiative
and co-convened by my dear colleague Shawkat Toorawa, to both
of whom I am deeply appreciative. Around a dozen colleagues met
monthly to share with each other the place of translation, especially
of sacred texts, in the very varied cultures and languages that they
command. I had the precious opportunity to present there several
of the texts highlighted in this book.

Three chapters (Chapters 3, 4, and 6) were previously published
in preliminary forms.?

* Chapter 3: “The Torah Inscribed/Transcribed in Seventy Languages,” in Hebrew
between Jews and Christians, ed. Daniel Stein Kokin, Studia Judaica 77 (Berlin: De
Gruyter, 2022), 21-47; Chapter 4: “Ezra the Scribe and the (Purported) Origins of
Targum, in A Sage in New Haven: Essays on the Prophets, the Writings, and the
Ancient World in Honor of Robert R. Wilson ed. Alison Acker Gruseke and Carolyn
J. Sharp, AAT 117 (Miinster: Zaphon, 2023), 343-50. Chapter 6: “Reading Leads to
Translating” in a Multilingual Context: The View from Early Rabbinic Texts (and
Beyond),” in Social History of the Jews in Antiquity: Studies in Dialogue with Albert
Baumgarten, ed. Michal Bar-Asher Siegal and Jonathan Ben-Dov, TSAJ 185 (Tiibingen:
Mohr Siebeck, 2021), 217-31.
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Research expenses were partly defrayed with support from Yale’s
Judaic Studies Program (Rifkind Research Fund) and the Whitney and
Betty MacMillan Center for International and Area Studies at Yale.

This book would not have found its way to print or to digitali-
zation without the constant support and sage counsel of Beatrice
Rehl, my editor at Cambridge University Press. She maintained
her commitment to the project while keeping her sense of humor,
thereby sustaining mine, when things were moving tiresomely
slowly during the dark days of the COVID-19 pandemic. Adroitly
and patiently guiding the final steps toward production at the press
were Elliot Beck as editorial assistant and Nicola Maclean as con-
tent manager, and Santhamurthy Ramamoorthy as project man-
ager. My appreciation goes to all four and to CUP more broadly.
The indexes were meticulously and tirelessly prepared by Connor
Boyd of the University of Edinburgh, for which I am deeply grateful
(again).

Note to the reader: It is my intent that you can either read the
chapters in sequence as they interplay with and reinforce one
another, with the book as a whole being greater than the sum of its
parts, or you can read them individually or in any order, as they are
each self-contained and self-sufficient essays.

Having previously dedicated books to my parents, wife, children,
and grandparents, I dedicate this book to Raziel Dov, our two-year-
old grandson. Raziel in Jewish angelology is the angelic revealer of
divine mysteries. Targum, the rabbinic translation of Scripture from
Hebrew into Aramaic, is similarly said to reveal heavenly secrets to
humankind, especially those of the Prophets (b. Meg. 3a). While we
lack the ability to prophesy who Razi will become, he daily reveals
to us life’s inner mysteries, especially as he now explores the mean-
ing(s) and uses of language, while we find ourselves needing to
translate his language into ours.

Xiv



Note on Abbreviations and Transliterations

Abbreviations and transliterations of Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek
are according to The SBL Handbook of Style for Biblical Studies and
Related Disciplines, 2nd ed., ed. Billie Jean Collins, Bob Buller, and
John F. Kutsko (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2014).
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1 | Introduction

Multilingualism in the Neighborhood

This book will explore not simply the practice and conception of
multilingualism and translation (mainly of Scripture) in ancient
Judaism as separate subjects, but the deep and dialectical relation-
ship between them, especially in view of their broader synchronic
(Greco-Roman) and diachronic (the history of Judaism and
beyond) contexts. It is the exploration of this interconnection, with
particular emphasis on multilingualism, to be defined shortly, that,
I believe, makes this volume novel. In brief, I argue that ancient
Jewish, especially rabbinic, translation, both as practiced and as
thematized, has to be understood in dynamic relation to a multi-
lingual backdrop.

This work does not seek to be comprehensive or complete,
but illustrative; neither systematic nor schematic, but performa-
tive. It will present ancient texts, mainly in Hebrew and Aramaic,
but also Greek, that profoundly plumb the inner dynamics and
pedagogical-social implications of this fundamental and generative
pairing. The pedagogical agency and identity bestowing function
of multilingualism and translation will be emphasized throughout.

So as to practice what I preach, ancient sources are presented
in both their original extant languages and in (mainly my) English
translations. Each of the six core chapters attends to a particular
text, or, more often, cluster of texts, that I have found, in my own
teaching, to be particularly rewarding, but also challenging; some-
times confounding. Herein lies, I wish to demonstrate, the textual
beauty and transcendence of their own language and rhetorical
strategies. This is not a book of theory, of either multilingualism or
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translation. However, it is deeply and broadly informed by both, in
an unabashedly synchronistic and anecdotal way. In short, this is a
book of six distinct “case studies” or “micro-histories” (on which,
more later) that I have sought to combine so as to reveal a much
broader and longer history, that is, story, both Jewish and universal.
In other words, this book seeks to address, and hopefully enrich,
several audiences at once as they both read me and read with me.
Translation (and its presumption of multilingualism, and vice
versa) is a universal practice extending back as far as human cultural
history will take us, certainly to some of our earliest known written
cultures, for example, Sumerian/Akkadian bilingual clay tablets in
the third millennium BCE, with alternating languages in alternating
lines (the “interlinear” model). Even then, the expressed purpose of
such bilingual tablets is often pedagogical, that is to say, deeply con-
cerned with social and cultural (not simply linguistic) transfer and
reproduction.' We shall see much the same emphasis on pedagogi-
cal function and practice according to rabbinic literature of the early
centuries CE (later on, especially Chapter 6). Although the Jewish
(and before it, ancient Israelite) practice of translation in a multi-
lingual society and culture is not nearly as hoary as its Babylonian
forebears, it is well attested from the sixth century BCE (later on,
especially Chapter 4) until the present. It is, therefore, no exaggera-
tion to say that the unbroken history of Jewish writing, reading, and

' For starters, see Jerrold S. Cooper, “Bilingual Babel: Cuneiform Texts in Two or More
Languages from Ancient Mesopotamia and Beyond,” Visible Language 27 (1993):
69-96; C. Jay Crisostomo, “Language, Translation, and Commentary in Cuneiform
Scribal Practice,” Journal of Ancient Near Eastern History 5 (2018): 41-56; C. Jay
Crisostomo, Translation as Scholarship: Language, Writing, and Bilingual Education
in Ancient Babylonia, Studies in Ancient Near Eastern Records 22 (Berlin and Boston:
De Gruyter, 2019). My thanks to my colleague Eckart Frahm for his guidance. As
this book was going to press I came across the following title: Marc Van De Mieroop,
Before and after Babel: Writing as Resistance in Ancient Near Eastern Empires
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2022), which has much of relevance to the Ancient
Near Eastern background to multilingualism and interlinear bilingual texts (e.g.,
29-30, 33-34, 80-81, 87-88, 132-33).
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translating has a continuous chronological and geographic span
that is un- or rarely surpassed.

While the mainly early rabbinic texts that will be our primary
focus will be considered initially for their creative interplay with
one another, they will be viewed as well within the context of the
wider and deeper history and theorizing of translation, both within
the ancient history of Judaism and well beyond it. As we shall see,
the Rabbis themselves presumed a central role for multilingualism
and translation not just in Revelation, but in Creation, that is, as
a core element of the human (and divine) practice of dynamically
making and conveying meaning, as well as the forging of social
identities with respect to and in contact with other peoples and
their languages.

Although a larger, more detailed history of multilingualism and
translation, both as practiced and as thematized, both Jewish and
universal, is well beyond the scope of this book and its author, it
will be signaled frequently, especially in the Afterword (Chapter 8).
The multilingual templates founded in antiquity, especially by the
ancient rabbinic sages, continue to serve what we might think of as
the “people of translation,” as all peoples of translation, and those
who study them. This book might be thought of as an initial down
payment toward a robust mutual engagement between “translation
studies” and “Jewish studies,” lest they become self-enclosed with
respect to this subject (and others). In short, it asks, for the spe-
cific times and places on which it focuses, what is the social and
cultural “work” that is both performed and contested in ancient
Judaism, especially in its early rabbinic variety, but as viewed within
its broader chronological and spatial contexts? What role does
translation, especially of canonical scriptures, play, and how and
why does it do so, in the Jewish (already inner-biblical) vocation
of serving as interlocutors and mediators between competing liter-
ate and visual cultures, whether locally, regionally, or internation-
ally? While the chapters of this book are partly designed to be read
as self-contained “micro-histories,” it is hoped that their shared
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purpose and authorial oversight, as articulated in this Introduction,
will enable them to illumine one another and their shared subject
of inquiry.” In short, translation, as a form of both communication
and interpretation, is a two-way discursive street that is at the heart
of verbal meaning making, which is to say, at the core of human
culture. Regarding the universality of translation, George Steiner
says, “Translation is formally and pragmatically implicit in every
act of communication, in the emission of each and every mode of
meaning.”

In this opening chapter, I will emphasize the place of ancient
scriptural translation, especially from Hebrew (Scripture) to
Aramaic (targum), within the broader context of multilingualism
and translation in the ancient Greco-Roman world, the “neigh-
borhood” of this chapter’s title.* I will also make occasional nods,
synthetic rather than systematic, to the broader-still fields of trans-
lation studies and sociolinguistics. In the Afterword (Chapter 8),
I will contextualize my mainly synchronic focus during the course
of the book within a more diachronic overview of the multilingual
nature of Jewish society and culture from ancient to contempo-
rary times, and the persistent role of translation across that history
and its frequent upheavals. In short, I hope to bring profoundly
endearing and enduring texts to new eyes and minds, but to famil-
iar ones as well, in the hope of mutual intellectual stimulation.
I should emphasize at the outset that we will be looking less at texts
of translation and more at texts about translation, although we will
engage some examples of the former as well, especially at the ends
of Chapters 3 and 6. That is because the early rabbinic texts with

* On my use of “micro-history;” in conjunction with “new historicism,” see Steven
D. Fraade, Legal Fictions: Studies of Law and Narrative in the Discursive Worlds of
Ancient Jewish Sectarians and Sages, JSJSup 147 (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 4-7.

3 George Steiner, After Babel: Aspects of Language and Translation, 3rd ed. (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1998), xii (emphasis in original).

* For the wealth of recent scholarly literature dealing with translation and
multilingualism in the ancient Greco-Roman world, see Chapter 3, n. 1.
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which we shall engage are a particularly rich and plenteous source
of reflection on and contention with both language and languages
as conveyers of revelatory meaning through human as much as
divine speech.

It would not be hyperbolic to say that the ancient Rabbis (like
their intellectual forebears and heirs) were obsessed (no slight
intended) with language(s) both for its mystical and for its destruc-
tive powers, from its tiniest units on up, and from its human to
divine articulations, usually in dialogue, sometimes fraught, with
one another, as in prayer. As famously stated in Proverbs (18:21):
w52 ovmmp (“Death and Life are in the Power of the tongue”),
and even more so “tongues.” This applies as much to communica-
tion between humans and one another as between humans and
God, in the domain of the holy as in the domain of the secular,
especially when they intrude upon one another, as they do in scrip-
tural translation into the vernacular.

I seek to fill a lacuna in scholarship, whereby anthologies of texts
and essays relating to multilingualism and translation, hot topics
now in the humanities and social sciences, generally either ignore
or are unaware of the rich sources of ancient Jewish, and rabbinic

> The bibliography of such subjects would be immense, and many such references can
be found in the successive notes and chapters and in the cumulative Bibliography.
Here, I'll just give a very brief and diverse sampling: Walter Benjamin, “On
Language as Such and on the Language of Man,” in Walter Benjamin, Selected
Writings, Vol. 1: 1913-1926, ed. Marcus Bullock and Michael Jennings (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 62-75; Fergus Millar, “Ethnic Identity in the
Roman Near East, AD 325-450: Language, Religion, and Culture,” Mediterranean
Archaeology 11 (1998): 159-76; Maurice Olender, The Languages of Paradise: Race,
Religion, and Philology in the Nineteenth Century, trans. Arthur Goldhammer
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008); Seth Schwartz, “Language,
Power and Identity in Ancient Palestine,” Past ¢~ Present 148 (1995): 3—47; Willem
F. Smelik, Rabbis, Language and Translation in Late Antiquity (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2013); Steiner, After Babel. SmeliK’s book covers much
the same material as do I, but less in terms of the broader cultural context and
resonances with translation theory, and less essayistically. Steiner’s book mimetically
inspired the title of Chapter 2.
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in particular, reflection on these subjects.’ This nearsightedness
is largely true as well for those interested in multilingualism and
translation in Jewish societies of medieval, for example, Hebrew
and Judeo-Arabic, and modern, for example, Hebrew, Ladino, and
Yiddish, times.” If I can correct these oversights, even if only by a
little, I will feel justified in having explored these long-overlooked
texts and insights with a broader audience in mind and in view.
While seeking to use the best critical evidence to ground my discus-
sion, I do not pursue text-critical or philological matters for their

° For example, Michael Ballard, De Cicéron a Benjamin: Traducteurs, traductions,
réflexions, Etude de la traduction (Paris: Presses Universitaires de Lille, 1992); André
Lefevere, ed., Translation/History/Culture: A Sourcebook (London: Routledge, 1992);
Douglas Robinson, ed., Western Translation Theory from Herodotus to Nietzsche, 2nd
ed. (Manchester: St. Jerome Publishing, 2002); Rainer Schulte and John Biguenet, eds.,
Theories of Translation: An Anthology of Essays from Dryden to Derrida (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1992); Lawrence Venuti, The Translation Studies Reader,
3rd ed. (London and New York: Routledge, 2012).

7 See Robert Singerman, Jewish Translation History: A Bibliography of Bibliographies
and Studies, with an Introductory Essay by Gideon Toury, Benjamins Translation
Library 44 (Amsterdam and Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 2002). In Toury’s
excellent introduction (“Translation and Reflection on Translation: A Skeletal
History for the Uninitiated”) to Singerman’s bibliographies, he notes this absence
of works dealing with ancient Jewish translation, providing a curious excuse, by
stating (xiii), “This period [of the Mishnah], which was rich in manifestations
of both translation and reflection on it, later became one of the most researched
fields, especially the translation of the Bible into Aramaic, Greek and Latin (which
is why the compiler of the bibliography has decided not to include it in the list,
lest all the rest be overshadowed by it)” (emphasis added). I will have more to say
about this in the Afterword (Chapter 8). For a good overview of multilingualism in
Second Temple Judaism, see Timothy H. Lim, “Multilingualism,” in The Eerdman’s
Dictionary of Early Judaism, ed. John J. Collins and Daniel C. Harlow (Grand
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2010), 373-75. For a survey of the scholarly
literature on multilingualism (and by extension, translation) in modern Jewish
history and culture, see Afterword (Chapter 8), n. 9. For an excellent historical
overview of Jewish translation, that asks, among other questions, “What’s Jewish
about Jewish translation?” see Naomi Seidman, “Sacred Tongue, Translated People:
Translation in the Jewish Tradition,” in The Routledge Handbook of Translation and
Religion, ed. Hephzibah Israel (Oxford: Routledge, 2023), 334-47 (thanks to the
author for sharing it with me prepublication).
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own sakes, except to the degree that they affect textual meaning in a
way that informs my discussion.

To begin with, I offer a definition of multilingualism, which, while
formulated by Benjamin Harshav, a scholar and late colleague, who
worked with Jewish languages of an entirely different time and
place, serves well my purposes: “the knowledge of more than one
language by a person or a social group and the ability to switch
from one language to another in speech, in writing, or in reading.”
Harshav further clarifies that multilingualism can be “personal,
social, or inter-subjective,” that is, not all members of a society
need to be equally multilingual to characterize that society as being
multilingual. Within such a society there can be great variability
as to the degree and nature of language priority and dominance,
for example, urban/rural, coastal/inland, socioeconomic elite/non-
elite, professional/manual, teacher/student. It is not simply a ques-
tion of which language, assuming there is only one, is used in which
linguistic domain, for example, speech/writing, reading/listening,
business/ritual, home/market. Rather, key to Harshav’s definition
for my purposes, as I will expand upon shortly, is his emphasis on
“the ability to switch between one language to another.” Similarly
critical to my interest in this subject as per Harshav’s definition is
the social dimension of multilingualism, that is how it enables or
dis-enables communication and interactions between and among
social groups or strata, as between Jews and non-Jews (Chapter 3),

¥ Benjamin Harshav, The Polyphony of Jewish Culture (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 2007), 23-40 (“Multilingualism”), citing from 25. One could add,
as an indicator of language knowledge, if not literacy, in a largely oral culture, the
ability to decode the spoken word pronounced by others. Not all four aspects of
language performance need to be present, let alone in equal measure, for a person
to be considered “lingual” in a number of languages. I do not intend to enter the
fraught debate concerning ancient Jewish literacy, for which see Catherine Hezser,
Jewish Literacy in Roman Palestine (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2001). For rabbinic
texts emphasizing the important duty of a father to teach his son to speak Hebrew, see
Steven D. Fraade, “Before and After Babel: Linguistic Exceptionalism and Pluralism in
Early Rabbinic Literature,” Diné Israel 28 (2011): 33*-35%.



INTRODUCTION: MULTILINGUALISM IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD

and between Jews and Christians (Chapter 7). It should be stressed,
as I hope to exemplify, that both multilingualism and translation
occur as much within societies and between them.

How does my understanding of ancient Jewish multilingualism
affect my view of translation, mainly scriptural but not only, in that
broader context? It begins with a generally held, but overly sim-
plistic, view of the practice of translation that can be represented
as follows: Monolingual person A, let us say, a native speaker of the
French, writes or says something in French. Monolingual person B,
a native speaker of, let us say, German, does not understand what A
has said or written. Monolingual person B engages bilingual person
C, who speaks and writes both French and German (at least), to
translate (in the sense of its Latin etymology, “transferre/ transfero,”
to carry across) the words of person A for the cognitive linguistic
benefit of person B. Once done, mission accomplished!

The only one who we can presume knows French and German
(at least) is person C. We might further presume, by extension but
without warrant from the existence of such translations, that the
culture of person A, like that of person B, is predominantly mono-
lingual, even if it contains a smattering of multilingual exceptions,
who are, as it were, free for hire. Those monolinguals who have
access to the translation into their own language have no further
need for the “original,” which, for all practical intents and purposes,
is of no further use to them. It is as if the untranslated original has
disappeared, having been superseded by its translation, regardless
of the degree to which the latter is deemed to be “accurate.”

But what if the available evidence - for my purposes a combina-
tion of literary, documentary, and epigraphic — suggests that Jewish
society in Palestine, and perhaps to a lesser extent in the diaspora
(depending on where) was multilingual, following Harshav’s defi-
nition and qualifications? To ask this question in terms of our
hypothetical French-German model, why would someone conver-
sant (functionally bilingual) in both French and German bother to
read or consult a French-German interlinear or parallel-column
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translation? Presumably so as to read or hear one version in light
of the other, or, in other words, to structure a bilingual, dialogi-
cal hermeneutic between them. At least, this is how the Rabbis,
undoubtedly bilingual in Hebrew and Aramaic, and presumably
other cultural elites, would have experienced the performance of
targum, whether in scriptural study or recitation. How this would
have resonated for monolinguals is linked to the question of the
overall diffusion and maintenance of Hebrew in ancient Jewish
society more broadly, about which there is significant disagreement
among scholars. In any case, there is no “one size fits all” in this
regard. The same question can be raised with regard to bilingual
inscriptions and documents, the overt intention of whose inscribers
is generally not known.

Atits core, translation is interpretation, regardless of whether the
real or ideal target audience is within or without the linguistic soci-
ety (or circle) of the text.” If that society is bilingual (at least), the
translation ceases to be a one-way transference, but a two-way
(even if just rhetorically) dialogue. In such a culture, translation
does not occlude the “original” but enhances and expands it, even
as it interrogates it. Its bilingual audience can challenge the per-
formed translation.”” To quote the great scholar of rabbinic litera-
ture, Saul Lieberman: “But the first rudiment of the interpretation
of a text is the épunveia, the literal and exact equivalent of the
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Hebrew oinn, which means both translation and interpretation.

? Telide the question of whether it is always self-evident which is the original text and
which is its derivative translation, or even whether they are original and/or translation
to one another at all. Perhaps there are better ways to characterize their interrelation,
including those that do not prioritize between them to begin with. I will leave this
chicken and egg for another meal, even though we will nibble it shortly.

See for example, m. Meg. 4:9.

Lieberman continues: “The elementary task of the interpreter of the Bible was to
explain the realia and to render the rare and difficult term in a simpler Hebrew, or,
sometimes, in Aramaic.” Saul Lieberman, Hellenism in Jewish Palestine, 2nd ed.
(New York: Jewish Theological Seminary, 1962), 48 and n. 15. See Chapter 4, n. 12;
Chapter 6, n. 13. Note how the amoraic Palestinian sources atomistically cite discrete
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They are hermeneutical partners. Similarly, in the words of Walter
Benjamin, a literal translation “reflects the great longing for linguis-
tic complementation.” Continuing, he says:

A real translation is transparent; it does not cover the original, does
not block its light, but allows the pure language, as though reinforced
by its own medium, to shine upon the original all the more fully.”*

Translation and interpretation, while being linguistically discrete,
are partners in disclosure.

Compare this with a recent article on ancient Hebrew-Greek
translations (e.g., the Septuagint), whose author, Dries De Crom,
decries what he terms the “directional fallacy”:

In this period [late second century BCE to second century CE] it was
common for translations to circulate alongside originals and to be
read by those capable of reading the source as well as translation. In
such a system traditional ideas of translation and replacement are
not always useful or appropriate. The study briefly explores mul-
tilingualism (Greek, Hebrew, Aramaic), which may affect trans-
lations both on the level of their production by a bi- or trilingual
translator and their reception in a multilingual community...."

If translation in the previous largely monolingual and unidirectional
model of translation as replacement can be termed “external” (i.e.,
exporting cultural goods from one monolingual society to another),

Greek translations of Aquila (0>px nxn) in the same manner in which they cite
discrete units of rabbinically attributed midrash. See Jenny R. Labendz, “Aquila’s
Bible Translation in Late Antiquity: Jewish and Christian Perspectives,” HTR 102
(2009): 364-70.
Walter Benjamin, “The Task of the Translator: An Introduction to the Translation
of Baudelaire’s Tableaux Parisiens,” in Illuminations: Essays and Reflections, ed.
Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1968), 79.
3 Dries De Crom, “Translation and Directionality in the Hebrew-Greek Tradition,”
in Complicating the History of Western Translation: The Ancient Mediterranean in
Perspective, ed. Siobhan McElduff and Enrica Sciarrino (London: Routledge, 2011),

77-87 (from “abstract,” 77).

10
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that is, from “within” to “without,” translation within a multilingual
society can be termed “internal” (following George Steiner'*), that is,
serving the needs of those who have some level of command of both
the language of the source text (or object) and that of its translation,
and capable of “switching,” whether through speaking or writing,
hearing or reading. Sociolinguists refer to this as “code-switching,”
which has been defined as follows (in contrast to loanwords or “lex-
ical borrowing”): “the use of overt material (from single morphemes

»15

to entire sentences) from Language B in Language A discourse!

Code-switching denotes language choice, whether by individuals
or societies or both. I like to compare multilingualism to someone
who is in possession of multiple passports (in multiple languages),
who has to choose at each border crossing or identity check which to
display. Language choice (like multiple passports) is both an expres-
sion and a determinant of social identity. And since social identity is
always, in a sense, competitive, translation in a multilingual society is

by its nature dialogical and dialectically fraught, as we shall see later,

particularly in Chapters 3 and 7, but also throughout.

"4 Steiner, After Babel, 29-31, 47-49. A close, inseparable relationship between
multilingualism and translation also undergirds Benjamin’s seminal essay, “The
Task of the Translator,” for which see n. 12; also Chapter 2, n. 3; Chapter 3, n. 155
Chapter 6, n. 17.

' Ad Backus and Margreet Dorleijn, “Loan Translations versus Code-switching,” in
The Cambridge Handbook of Linguistic Code-switching, ed. Barbara E. Bullock and
Almeida Jacqueline Torbio, Cambridge Handbooks in Linguistics (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2009), 75-93 (here 76). For code-switching from
Aramaic to Greek in Dan. 3, see Benjamin D. Suchard, “The Greek in Daniel 3: Code-
switching, Not Loanwords,” JBL 141 (2022): 121-36, who argues for a multilingual
author/editor and audience. For code-switching, both in targum and the Jerusalem
Talmud, see Willem Smelik, “Code-switching: The Public Reading of the Bible in
Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek,” in Was ist ein Text? Alttestamentliche, Agyptologische
und altorientalistische Perspektiven, ed. L. Morenz and S. Schorch (Berlin: Walter
de Gruyter, 2007), 123-51; Willem Smelik, Bilingual Rabbis: Code-switching in the

Yerushalmi (in press).
16

For more on ancient languages as shapers of collective (Jewish) identity, see Seth
Schwartz, “Hebrew and Imperialism in Jewish Palestine,” in Ancient Judaism in
its Hellenistic Context, ed. Carol Bakhos, JSJSup 95 (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 53-84;

11
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These insights generate profound questions that extend far
beyond the particular focus of this book: What, more precisely, does
language choice and code-switching between languages express and
effect in social terms, both intra- and intersocietally? Which lan-
guage (or combination of languages) should/may be used for which
social occasion and cultural location (domain), whether private or
public? For example, as the Mishnah addresses at some length, can
rituals be performed in whatever language is best understood by the
participants, or only in the “Holy tongue” of Hebrew so as to best
unleash their performative power?”” What is the dynamic relation-
ship between language status and social status, as well as between
personal and collective self-esteem? What is the special status of
Greek (the Septuagint and its offshoots) in scriptural translation,
or of Syriac (the Peshitta), or of Latin (the Vulgate), and so on, in
relation to Hebrew with respect to Creation and Revelation, study
and prayer?

Such linguistic code-switching is abundantly evident not only
in rabbinic literature (especially the Jerusalem and Babylonian
Talmuds, where it is employed on virtually every “page”), as we
shall soon see, but also in synagogue and funerary inscriptions
(juxtaposing or combining Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek),” legal

Schwartz, “Language, Power and Identity in Ancient Palestine.” The former is a
reframing and modification of the latter. See also Millar, “Ethnic Identity in the
Roman Near East”; Fergus Millar, “Inscriptions, Synagogues and Rabbis in Late
Antique Palestine,” JSJ 42 (2011): 253-77; Hayim Lapin, “Palestinian Inscriptions and
Jewish Ethnicity in Late Antiquity,” in Galilee Through the Centuries: Confluence

of Cultures, ed. Eric M. Meyers (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1999), 239-68;
David Goodblatt, Elements of Ancient Jewish Nationalism (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2006), 49-70.

See m. Sotah 7:1-8:1; 9:1.

For details see Steven D. Fraade, “Rabbinic Views on the Practice of Targum, and
Multilingualism in the Jewish Galilee of the Third-Sixth Centuries,” in The Galilee in
Late Antiquity, ed. Lee I. Levine (New York and Jerusalem: Jewish Theological
Seminary of America, 1992), 277-82; Steven D. Fraade, “The Rehov Inscriptions and
Rabbinic Literature: Matters of Language,” in Talmuda de-Eretz Israel: Archaeology
and the Rabbis in Late Antique Palestine, ed. Steven Fine and Aaron Koller, Studia

12
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documents of the Bar Kokhba-era Judean Desert caves,"” magical

bowls and amulets,** and even piyyut (liturgical poetry) in the late

Roman and Byzantine periods,” all in the broadly approximate

geographic and chronological “neighborhood.” It will, therefore,

20

2

Judaica 73 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2014), 225-38; Steven D. Fraade, “Language Mix and
Multilingualism in Ancient Palestine: Literary and Inscriptional Evidence,” Jewish
Studies 48 (2012): 21¥-39%; Steven D. Fraade, “nya Sx1w» yaxa nrnwb-am mawb arvy
D™BIERI DD DRYnn AP nwn,” Leshonenu 73 (2011): 273-307. Jean Gascou, “The
Diversity of Languages in Dura-Europos,” in Edge of Empires: Pagans, Jews, and
Christians at Roman Dura-Europos, ed. Jennifer Y. Chi and Sebastian Heath (New
York: Institute for the Study of the Ancient World, New York University, 2011),
74-96; Jennifer A. Baird, Dura-Europos, Archaeological Histories (London:
Bloomsbury Academic, 2018), 74-77. On bi- and multilingual inscriptions in the
Greco-Roman ancient world, as intended to be read in some degree of parallel by a
bi- or multilingual audience, in both practical and symbolic (that is, ideological, e.g.,
identity, legitimacy, and prestige) ways, see Jennifer Larson, “Bilingual Inscriptions
and Translation in the Ancient Mediterranean World,” in Complicating the History
of Western Translation, ed. McElduff and Sciarrino, 50-61. One language does not
replace or displace the other(s), but they work in performative tandem.

See, most recently, Michael Owen Wise, Language and Literacy in Roman Judaea:
A Study of the Bar Kokhba Documents, AYBRL (New Haven: Yale University Press,
2015); Uri Mor, “Language Contact in Judea: How Much Aramaic Is There in

the Hebrew Documents from the Judaean Desert?” HS 52 (2011): 213-20. The Bar
Kokhba letters of the Cave of Letters in Nahal Hever (P. Yadin 49-63) are variously
in Aramaic (9), Hebrew (4), and Greek (2). See Hanan Eshel and Boaz Zissu, The
Bar Kokhba Revolt: The Archaeological Evidence, The David and Jemima Jeselsohn
Library (Jerusalem: Yad Izhak Ben-Zvi, 2019), 86-90.

For specifics, see Chapter 6, n. 43; as well as Chapter 2, n. 36.

Such poetry is written and recited in both Hebrew and Aramaic, with the two
languages (and sometimes Greek) often “intermingling” if not code-switching.

I intentionally beg the question of what level of comprehension of either language
can be presumed, as if “one size fits all.” For my argument, see n. 8. For examples of
Hebrew and Aramaic intermingling and more in piyyut, see Wout-Jacques van
Bekkum, “Hearing and Understanding Piyyut in the Liturgy of the Synagogue,”
Zutot 1 (2001): 58—63; Shulamit Elizur, “The Congregation in the Synagogue and the
Ancient Qedushta,” in Knesset Ezra: Literature and Life in the Synagogue: Studies
Presented to Ezra Fleischer, ed. Shulamit Elizur, Moshe David Herr, Gershon Shaked,
and Avigdor Shinan (Jerusalem: Yad Izak Ben-Zvi, 1994), 171-90 (Hebrew); Michael
Rand, “Observations on the Relationship between JPA Poetry and the Hebrew
Piyyut Tradition: The Case of the Kinot,” in Jewish and Christian Liturgy and
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be a central and recurring aim of this book to view the interlinear
(or, interversal) alternation between Hebrew and Aramaic in early
rabbinic literature within this larger multilingual cultural milieu.
The performative aspects of such code-switching, in both private
and public settings, will be highlighted in what follows, especially in
Chapters 3, 5, and 6,** and for the longue durée down to the present,
in the Afterword (Chapter 8).

Translation as a form of code-switching is particularly apt when
the “original” and its “translation” are performed or inscribed in
close proximity to, that is, in cultural contact with, one another,
which leads to their mutual interpenetration, for example,
Hebraisms in Aramaic and Aramaisms in Hebrew.” They may
accompany one another in such a way as to belie a unidirectional
distinction between original source text and derivative target text.
The same can be said of ancient Jewish (and non-Jewish) bi- and
trilingual inscriptions.** Such combinations of languages produce
what Gideon Toury (citing Brian Harris) terms a “bi-text.”* This
will become clearer through the textual samples that will be pre-
sented in the following chapters. Although such diads (internal/
external) can be heuristically instructive, it is in their blurriness and

Worship: New Insights into Its History and Interaction, ed. A. Gerhards and

C. Leonhard (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 127-44; Michael Rand, “New Data on Aramaic
in Classical Piyyut - ,nwb> omma ymwn : A Silluk for Shabbat Shim‘u by Yohanan
ha-Kohen,” AS 13 (2015): 128-60. The Samaritan mixing of Hebrew and Aramaic
(and Greek and later Arabic) in liturgical and ritual poetry (piyyut) should also be
considered, but not here. For now see Laura S. Lieber (who assisted me with this
note), “No Translating Needed: Hebrew in Two Samaritan Aramaic Hymns,” in
The Poet and the World: Festschrift for Wout van Bekkum on the Occasion of His
Sixty-fifth Birthday, ed. Joachim Yeshaya, Elisabeth Hollender, and Naoya
Katsumata, Studia Judaica 107 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2019), 161-82.

See also Fraade, “Language Mix and Multilingualism,” 19*-21*.

N
N

©

3 See Fraade, “Language Mix and Multilingualism,” 15*-17*.
** Seen.18.

»

Gideon Toury, Descriptive Translation Studies and Beyond (Amsterdam: Benjamins,
1995), 96-99, quoting from Brian Harris, “Bi-text: A New Concept in Translation
Theory,” Language Monthly 54 (1988): 8-10.
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porousness that we can gain the greatest insights. Speaking across
Jewish history, Max Weinreich speaks of “internal Jewish bilingual-
ism” as a constant.”

Another aspect of the performative role of translation in a multi-
cultural society is that of pedagogy, or paideia, or Torah learning.””
Scriptural translation is a branch of a much larger and intersecting
curriculum of Torah study, in which targum, as Aramaic scriptural
translation, functions as both a dynamic bridge and a buffer between
written Scripture and its oral interpretation, simultaneously stabi-
lizing and destabilizing the border lines between sacred and pro-
fane, between Jews and others, between homeland and diaspora,
and between the multiple interior strata of Jewish culture and soci-
ety. This liminal role between written and oral with respect to lan-
guage choice, as well as its social ramifications, will be particularly
well illustrated in Chapters 3, 5, 6, and 7.2 With due respect to other
bridge languages across Jewish history (e.g., Yiddish, Ladino, and
Judaeo-Arabic, all written in Hebrew script, as is Jewish Aramaic),
Aramaic holds a uniquely elevated place as a bridge language due
to the fact that it, alone among the others, is also a scriptural (and

** Max Weinreich, History of the Yiddish Language, trans. Shlomo Noble, Yale
Language Series (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), 247-314 (chap. 4,
“Internal Jewish Bilingualism”).

7 Seen. 1.

*% See also Steven D. Fraade, “Scripture, Targum, and Talmud as Instruction: A Complex

Textual Story from the Sifra,” in Hesed ve-Emet: Studies in Honor of Ernest S. Frerichs,

ed. Jodi Magness and Seymour Gitin, BJS (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1998), 109-22;

Steven D. Fraade, “Locating Targum in the Textual Polysystem of Rabbinic Pedagogy,’

in BIOSCS 39 (2006): 69-91. For translation as a component of a larger “polysystem,”

see Itamar Even-Zohar, “The Position of Translated Literature within the Literary

Polysystem,” in Literature and Translation: New Perspectives in Literary Studies, ed.

James S. Holmes et al. (Leuven: Acco, 1978), 117-27; Itamar Even-Zohar, Polysystem

Studies (Tel Aviv: Porter Institute for Poetics and Semiotics; Durham: Duke University

Press, 1990) = Poetics Today 11.1 (Spring 1990). For an application of Even-Zohar’s

“polysystem” to Hebrew—Greek translation, see Dries De Crom, “A Polysystemic

Perspective on Ancient Hebrew-Greek Translation,” JAJ 11 (2020): 163-99; as well as

De Crom, “Translation and Directionality in the Hebrew-Greek Tradition”
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hence, in a sense, revealed) language, found, to differing degrees in
the Torah, the Prophets, and the Writings, hence even as a vernac-
ular language, it is a quasi-sacred language.*

In nearing the conclusion to this Introduction, and to highlight
the perpetual relevance of this book’s pedagogical understanding
of the dynamic interplay between translation and multilingualism,
I offer the following true modern story, already burnished with
time: In March of 1987, I gave my first paper on the pedagogical
function of targum as interversal bilingual performance at the
monthly meeting of the Oriental Club of New Haven (since dis-
solved). In a sense, that talk sowed the early seeds of this book.

During that year, the famed Hebrew biblical scholar Moshe
Greenberg was a visiting professor at Yale, and was in attendance at
the Oriental Club to hear my talk. He was teaching a seminar on the
book of Ezekiel, to which he was preparing a commentary for the
Anchor Bible series, long before it was acquired by Yale University
Press. Greenberg’s Ezekiel seminar at Yale was taught in English,
but it was based on the Hebrew biblical text, whereas the equiva-
lent Ezekiel seminar that he usually gave at the Hebrew University
was taught in Jerusalem in modern Hebrew, but based on the same
Hebrew biblical text. Needless to say, as a young assistant professor,
I was very nervous at Greenberg’s presence.

After I finished my talk Greenberg raised his hand to make a
lengthy comment. Since his seminar at Yale, he explained, required
knowledge of biblical Hebrew, but assumed knowledge of English,
he found himself with a bilingual class of students. He followed
the format, which many of us employ in such text seminars, which
is to have each student in turn read each Hebrew verse in succes-
sion, render it spontaneously into idiomatic English, in effect, to
see how, succinctly speaking, the student understands the verse,
before proceeding to more in-depth discussion in English of its

* For details, see Fraade, “Rabbinic Views on the Practice of Targum,” 269-71.
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details and implications, including alternative suggestions for
the English translation, before turning to the next Hebrew verse
(and English-speaking student) to be read in Hebrew, translated
into English, and discussed in some combination of the two. To
be fluent in reading and comprehending (to varying extents) the
biblical text did not ensure conversational ease in modern Hebrew,
thereby requiring an English translation, even if rough, to get the
exegetical-pedagogical task done. As we shall repeatedly see, the
oral translation was both a bridge and a bufter between the biblical
text and its latter-day readers/learners, regardless of the level and
extent of their bi- or multilingualism.

In his comment to me, Greenberg compared this method to
that which he employed at the Hebrew University, of having each
student read the Hebrew verse and then immediately launch into
detailed discussion in modern Hebrew, without the intermediary
translation of the verse into a language other than Hebrew. It is,
after all, not called the Hebrew University for nothing.’® Perhaps
Arabic, or in another time and place, Yiddish, could have played the
traditional pedagogical role of the Aramaic targum (still employed
in public recitation in Yemenite synagogues to this day), as a per-
formative link in the exegetical chain.

Anyway, Greenberg thanked me for having helped him to under-
stand why he found teaching the book of Ezekiel at Yale bilingually
to be more satisfying (and perhaps pedagogically more effective)
than it had been for him to do so monolingually at the Hebrew
University in Hebrew. In a subsequent private discussion with me of
my paper, he bemoaned the degree to which the Hebrew University,
and perhaps the Israeli academy and Israeli society more broadly,
had become less multilingual than in previous times, a Zionist cul-
tural victory of sorts, but not without its costs, or, might we say, its
losses without translation.

3 Twill not here go into the extent to which biblical and modern Hebrew as languages
are more or less alike.
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This story highlights some of the motifs that will repeatedly
surface, or lie just below the surface, in the wide range of ancient
texts, and their modern interpreters, that we will encounter. Most
notably we will uncover the dynamic relation between Scripture,
translation (targum), and interpretation (specifically, midrash and
mishnah) against the background of ancient multilingual cultures
and societies more broadly. As I have noted at the outset of this
chapter, the core six chapters that will now ensue are each formed
around an ancient text or cluster of texts that are deeply expres-
sive of the profoundly dynamic and dialectical nature of transla-
tion in a multilingual setting. However, in form, they are each a
self-contained discrete study, but in their structured juxtaposi-
tion, and as linked by a network of cross-references between them
(mainly in the notes), they reverberate with one another, loose ends
and all. They will substantiate the intertwined, shared themes of
translation as a dynamic, two-way performative practice, especially
in a multilingual context, as enunciated in this Introduction, and
as will be extended in time from ancient to modern Jewish (and
beyond) culture, in the Afterword (Chapter 8).

One of the anonymous external pre-publication readers of the
manuscript suggested an overarching structure for the book’s
chapters that might aid the book’s post-publication readers’ appre-
hension and appreciation of its decentered and unfinished coher-
ence. The reader uncovered a narrative arc, or at least bipartite
structure, to the order of the substantive chapters. The first three
chapters (2, 3, and 4) deal, respectively and progressively, with
multilingualism in relation to Creation (pre-Babel); the first tran-
scription of the multilingual Torah, as per Moses™ instructions,
upon entering the Land of Israel, an extension of Revelation; and
finally, the origins of targum and translation more broadly, in the
post-Exilic period, as attributed to Ezra (a second Moses, as it were).

The last three chapters (5, 6, and 7) deal respectively with materi-
ality (the sacral status of scrolls of scriptural translation as physical
objects); performativity (the use of scriptural translation in private
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study and public worship); and ideology (the consequences and chal-
lenges of multilingualism, especially the role of translated scriptural
scrolls in Jewish—Christian identity dispute); that is, one might say,
with multilingualism’s multifaceted meta-life across sacro-historical
time, material form, ritual performance, and ideological function.
In a sense, the six micro-histories, as herein (loosely) combined
and arranged, point to a much more far-reaching macro-history
of translation and meaning.

So, let us begin at the beginning, that is, the (minority) view of
multilingualism as having been there all along, whether in God’s
speech commanding Creation into being through the universal
(multilingual) language(s), the language by which God communi-
cated with the first humans, and they with one another, as their
naming of and communication with the animals. This is a radically
different understanding of the origins of multilingualism than that
which attributes it to the “confusion of tongues” as a consequence
of the divine punishment for the building of the Tower of Babel
according to Genesis 11, which presumes a monolingual situation
prior to Babel and multilingualism as a degenerative condition.
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2 | Before Babel

2.1 Introduction: In the Beginning

This chapter focuses less on translation per se, than on the origins
of multiple human languages, with an underlying presumption, on
my part, that the two (multilingualism and translation), are never
far apart, and with attitudes toward one underlying those toward
the other.

If we begin our tour at the beginning, as it is biblically narrated in
Hebrew, we begin with language and perhaps, as we shall see, with
languages. From the perspective of the opening of the book of Gen-
esis, the world was created through words, which is to say, through
language, for example, Genesis 1:3, 71X 71X 17 071K MR (“God
said, ‘Let there be light’; and there was light” [NJPS])." There was a
preexistent language, or Ursprache, which was the language of Cre-
ation (and later, of Revelation), spoken in the Garden of Eden as in
heaven. It alone was the Holy Language, which served equally as the
language of divine-divine (e.g., “Let us make human,” Gen. 1:26),
divine-human (e.g., “and God said to them, ‘Be fertile and
increase,” Gen. 1:28), and human-human communication (e.g.,
“Cain said to his brother Abel ...,” Gen. 4:8), even though Cain’s
words are not preserved in the Masoretic Text.”

' This is at the heart of the Logos theology of Philo, the Gospel of John, and the early
medieval Sefer Yetsira, and many theologies of Judaism, especially mystical ones,
beginning with the identification of God with language and letters.

* Interestingly, this is the first time that direct human-human communication is
recorded, outside the Garden of Eden, but never between Adam and Eve, unless
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2.1 INTRODUCTION: IN THE BEGINNING

The dominant view over the millennia has been that at this

pre-Babelian stage in human (and linguistic) development, only

one language was used and comprehended, and it was Hebrew.

However, since ancient times, there have been other contenders

for the distinction of being the originary language of Creation and

Eden, namely Aramaic, Syriac, and Arabic among their respective

speakers.® Yet, an alternative view is expressed in early rabbinic

w

we construe Gen. 2:23, “This one shall be called Woman” (or Gen. 3:20, “The man
named his wife Eve”) as representing direct communication between the two, which,
explicitly at least, it is not. The preponderance of communication immediately
following Creation is between God and humans. On the Torah (presumably in
Hebrew) having preexisted and having been consulted by God in his Creation, see
Louis Ginzberg, Legends of the Jews, trans. Henrietta Szold, 7 vols. (Philadelphia:
Jewish Publication Society, 1913-38), 1:3-4, with notes. For a similar claim for the
preexistence of “wisdom,” see Sir 1:4; 24:9.

For Aramaic, see n. 14. For Syriac, see Yonatan Moss, “The Language of Paradise:
Hebrew or Syriac? Linguistic Speculations and Linguistic Realities in Late
Antiquity,” in Paradise in Antiquity: Jewish and Christian Views, ed. Markus
Bockmuehl and Guy G. Stroumsa (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010),
120-37. For Arabic, see Abdelfattah Kilito, The Tongue of Adam, trans. Robyn
Creswell (New York: New Directions, 2016), to be discussed later in the chapter.
There is an extensive scholarly literature on the meaning of the Tower of Babel
story and on the linguistic state pre- and post-Babel, as well as on the relation of
such inquiries to the formation of racist ideologies, including anti-Semitism (see
especially Olender, The Languages of Paradise, on “Semites” versus “Aryans”). In
addition to those just cited, a selection would include the following: David Bellos,
Is That a Fish in Your Ear? Translation and the Meaning of Everything (New York:
Faber and Faber, 2011), esp. 325-38; Walter Benjamin, “The Task of the Translator,”
in Selected Writings, vol. 1: 1913-1926, ed. Marcus Bullock and Michael Jennings
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 253-62 (orig. in French, 1923);
Arno Borst, Der Turmbau von Babel: Geschichte der Meinungen iiber Ursprung und
Vielfalt der Sprachen und Vilker, 6 vols. (Stuttgart: Anton Hiersemann, 1957-63),
esp. 1:227-92; Hubert Bost, Babel: Du texte au symbole (Geneva: Labor et Fides,
1985); Jacques Derrida, “Des Tours de Babel,” in Difference in Translation, ed.
Joseph E. Graham (Ithaca, NY, and London: Cornell University Press, 1985), 165-248;
Edward L. Greenstein, “Deconstruction and Biblical Narrative,” Proof 9 (1989):
43-71; Edward L. Greenstein, “A Pragmatic Pedagogy of Bible,” Journal of Jewish
Education 75 (2009): 290-303; Daniel Heller-Roazen, Echolalias: On the Forgetting
of Language (New York: Zone, 2005), esp. 1925, 203-18, 219-31; Maurice Olender,
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BEFORE BABEL

(and later Islamic) literature, that is, that humans (and perhaps by
extension, God) utilized the full panoply of languages already well
before Babel in their ideal life in Eden and even after their expulsion
therefrom. In other words, the first humans were, to begin with,
polyglots, beginning with Adam.*

Unfortunately, the Torah itself does not explicitly identify the lan-
guage (or languages) of Creation or of the first humans.” One could
easily argue that just because the Torah is narrated, with attributed
quotes (even to God), in Hebrew does not necessarily mean that the
original language (as actually spoken or written) was Hebrew. Per-
haps, Hebrew was only introduced by “Abraham the Hebrew” (Gen.
14:13), the progenitor of the Hebrew nation, with the first eleven
chapters of Genesis having been transmitted (that is, translated),
but not having originated, in Hebrew for the benefit of Abraham
and his Hebrew-speaking descendants.®

The Languages of Paradise: Race, Religion, and Philology in the Nineteenth Century,
trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008);
Frangois Ost, Traduire: Défense et illustration du multilinguisme (Paris: Fayard,
2009); George Steiner, After Babel: Aspects of Language and Translation, 3rd ed.
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998); Paul Zumthor, Babel, ou l'inachévementi
(Paris: Seuil, 1997); Marc Van De Mieroop, Before and after Babel: Writing as
Resistance in Ancient Near Eastern Empires (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2022), 190-93.

-~

For Adam as a polyglot, see nn. 17, 18.

«

For the view that it is impossible to know what the original language was, see
Friedrich Max Miiller, Lectures on the Science of Language, 2 vols. (London:
Longmans, Green, & Co., 1885), 1:143-51, esp. 148. Use of the word “Hebrew” to denote
the Hebrew language per se first appears in the Prologue to Ben Sira (ca. 130 BCE).
But cf. Jub. 12:25-27 (ca. 150 BCE). Within the Hebrew Bible the preferred designation
is yahiidit (Judean), as we find in 2 Kings 18:26, 28; Isa. 36:11, 13; Neh. 13:24; 2

Chron. 32:18.

o

The designation of Abraham and his descendants as Hebrews (‘ibrim) has several
popular derivations (see Gen. Rab. 41 [42]:8 [ed. Theodor-Albeck, 414]), the most
common ones being: 1. Abraham is a descendent of Eber (‘@ber), son of Shem (Gen.
10:21, 24-25; 11:14-17, 26). 2. Abraham came from “across (mé ‘éber) the Euphrates”
(Josh. 24:2-3; cf. LXX Gen. 14:13).
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2.2 HEBREW LOST (AT BABEL) AND FOUND (THROUGH ABRAHAM)

2.2 Hebrew Lost (at Babel) and Found (through Abraham)

Interestingly, the book of Jubilees (ca. 150 BCE) attempts to recon-
cile the two possibilities:”

[3:28] On that day [= expulsion from Eden] the mouths of all ani-
mals, the cattle, the birds, everything that walks and everything that
moves about were made incapable of speaking because all of them
used to converse with one another in one language and one tongue.®

[12:25-27] Then the Lord od said to me [= the angel]: “Open his
[= Abraham’s] mouth and his ears to hear and speak with his tongue
in the revealed language.” For from the day of the collapse [of the
Tower of Babel] it had disappeared from the mouth(s) of all mankind.
I opened his mouth, ears, and lips and began to speak Hebrew with
him - in the language of the creation. He took his fathers’ books (they
were written in Hebrew) and copied them. From that time he began
to study them, while I was telling him everything that he was unable
(to understand). He studied them throughout the six rainy months.’

In Jubilees 3:28 the “confusion of tongues” (at least among the ani-
mals) is retrojected from the Tower of Babel incident (Gen. 11) to
the expulsion from Eden (Gen. 3), in a sense, to a more originary
point of rupture, without explanation, but with a paraphrase of what
appears to be Genesis 11:1. However, in Jubilees 12:25, the Tower
of Babel incident is identified with the cessation of human use of

7 On the book of Jubilees and the nature of its biblical paraphrase, see Steven D. Fraade,
“The Temple Scroll as Rewritten Bible: When Genres Bend,” in Ha-’ish Moshe: Studies
in Scriptural Interpretation in the Dead Seas and Related Literature: Studies in Honor
of Moshe ]. Bernstein, ed. Binyamin Y. Goldstein, Michael Segal, and George J. Brooke,
STDJ 122 (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 136-54.

¥ For the “myth” that the animals originally shared a common language, with each other as
well as with the first humans, see Philo, Conf. 6. Similarly, see also Josephus, Ant. 1.4.

° Jub. 3:28; 12:25-27 (trans. VanderKam). See the excellent commentary of James C.
VanderKam, Jubilees: A Commentary in Two Volumes, Hermeneia (Minneapolis:
Fortress, 2018), 1:228-29, 456-58.
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BEFORE BABEL

Hebrew, only to be restored with Abraham, the first “Hebrew.”
Note how the revelation (or restoration) of Hebrew, the language
of Creation, to Abraham coincides with his copying and studying
of sacred texts recorded by his earliest ancestors, presumably when
they still knew Hebrew, for which he relies on divine inspiration for
understanding. He had a lot of reading to catch up on, since the
ancestral books had been either unavailable or incomprehensible to
him. Thus, Hebrew, having begun as the language of Creation and of
all creatures, including the earliest humans, is restored after a hiatus
of nine generations through “Abraham the Hebrew.” Hebrew would
seem to be both the divine language of Creation and the human lan-
guage of Abraham and his descendants, but with a sizable loss in
between. Now that the earliest fragments of the books of Enoch (sev-
enth generation) have been discovered written in Aramaic among
the Dead Sea Scrolls, one wonders what the status of Aramaic would
have been in the interim between Hebrew and Hebrew.

2.3 The Hebrew of the Torah Is Indeed the Language
of Creation and the First Humans

One rabbinic passage from Genesis Rabba, ca. early fifth century
CE, brings us back to the question of whether the Hebrew of the
Torah is its original language, and thereby the language by which
God created the world and communicated with the first humans
and they with one another:

mnmw S anx 12 L(30:2 rwxna) ' anpb wirn o nwx xapr nxb"
WTP WA Mnnw owd 1o M owa pbn M ones M, wmpn pwba nmnn
IDININ LRNAR KK 777202 01K TR DYy ,wnpn wba onwin X121 72
M wdn Sy o i pwbnw nnd ,awR) WK XOX ,XO122 K123 ,RMDNNIN

' See Gen. 14:13 and n. 6. Note that, according to the biblical genealogy, there were
ten (a “complete” number) generations between Adam and Noah and another ten
between Noah and Abraham.

" Gen. Rab. 18:4; 31:8 (ed. Theodor-Albeck, 164-65, 281).
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2.3 THE HEBREW OF THE TORAH

“She shall be called, woman (’i$sd), because she was taken out of
man (’$)” (Gen. 2:23). From this you learn that the Torah was given
in the holy language. R. Phinehas and R. Helkiah in R. Shim‘on’s
(ca. 300 CE) name said: Just as it was given in the holy language, so
was the world created with the holy language. Have you ever heard
one say [in other languages], gini, ginia; itha, ittha; antropi, antro-
pia; gabra, gabretha [that the word for “woman” is the feminized
form of the word for “man”]? [No.] But ’i§ and ’is$d [are used in
Hebrew in such a correspondence]. Why? Because the two expres-
sions [grammatically] correspond to one another.

At issue here, of course, is not whether the Torah, as we have it,
is written in Hebrew, but whether it was originally delivered in
Hebrew and whether as such it preexisted its formal revelation at
Mt. Sinai all the way back to (even preceding) Creation. The key
to this understanding is here located in Genesis 2:23, according to
which the designation by God of man (’is) and woman (’issd) by
terms that are assumed to be linguistically related to one another,
that is, that woman derives, according to Genesis 2:23, from man
both physically and linguistically in Hebrew, as is not the case in
other languages.'” Thus, the Hebrew biblical text as we know it can-
not be a translation from an ur-text in another language, since in
no other language does this grammatical link between “man” and
“woman” exist. According to the midrash, since Hebrew is instru-
mental in the designation of the first humans as ’i$ and ’is$d at the
time of Creation, it must also have been the language of the divine
speech by which the world was created (Gen. 1).

Thus, Hebrew is shown to have been the language of both rev-
elation and Creation, and, implicitly, the language by which God

"> Ironically this is not true for Hebrew. The Hebrew for “man” (’i§) and “women”
from the other. At most this constitutes a nongrammatical wordplay, which works
in Hebrew but not in translation, as most wordplays are “lost in translation,” e.g.,
see n. 20. However, this linguistic exceptionalism holds true for English: in no other
language does “woman” sound like “man.”
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BEFORE BABEL

addressed the first humans and in which they communicated with
one another (the words from Gen. 2:23 having been spoken by the
first man). Hebrew alone was the language of divine and human
communication before there were multiple nations speaking multi-
ple languages, of which Hebrew would have been one among many.
Thus, to begin with at least, Hebrew alone was the language of holi-
ness as well as of primordial humanity, but also of cosmogony.

Nonetheless, the question of the original language must have
persisted. Aside from the language of divine revelation (Torah),
what language did Adam (and Eve) speak (e.g., to one another)?"
The following passage from the Babylonian Talmud (b. Sanh. 38b)
underscores the question:

"OR Y7 1P 0 1" AnRIW 190 MR WD PWRAN OTX 117 0K T 20 R
nwx12) "OTX DTN 90 ' 2T XKD wpd wh kT e L (riobp obnn)
LAWY 179 M T T LW T N XA N2 WP AR Tbn — (xin

"5X Py 1pr in 5" 0K ,Innma axynn nmna nnw Xpy 111 b

Rab Judah also said in Rab’s (ca. 230 cE) name: The first man spoke
Aramaic, for it is written, “How weighty are your thoughts to me,
God” (Ps. 139:17). And that is related to what Resh Lakish (ca. 250
CE) said: What is the meaning of the verse, “This is the book of the
generations of Adam” (Gen. 5:1)? It is to intimate that the Holy One,
Blessed Be He, showed him [= Adam] every [future] generation and
its expositors, every generation and its sages. When he came to the
generation of Rabbi Akiba, he [= Adam] rejoiced at his [= Akiba’s]
learning but was grieved at his [martyr’s] death, and said: “How
dear are your friends to me, God.”

From its biblical context, Psalm 139:17 is presumed to have been
spoken by Adam (since the immediately preceding verses are rab-
binically understood to identify the speaker as Adam). Rab Judah

* This might reflect the situation in rabbinic times when the spoken language
(vernacular) and that of study and prayer would have been different from one
another, if only by degrees.
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2.4 SEVENTY LANGUAGES FROM THE BEGINNING

notices that the verse contains two Aramaisms in the words for
“weighty” (1p?) and “thoughts” (31), indicating thereby that Adam
spoke Aramaic (but also understood Hebrew). By contrast, another
interpretation of the same verse, by Resh Laqish, understands the
words in question to be proper Hebrew for “dear” and “friends” with
respect to R. Akiba’s learning and martyrdom. At issue, therefore,
appears to be which of two related Semitic (and Jewish) languages
was primarily spoken by Adam, Hebrew or Aramaic, for which we
have two unresolved answers. Of course, one could reconcile the
two views by saying Adam was bilingual, speaking, to whatever
extent, both Hebrew and Aramaic and switching mid-sentence
between them, a subject to which we now turn."

2.4 Seventy Languages from the Beginning

Contrary to the common view that all of humanity employed a

» 7=

“single language,” sapd ‘ehad (Gen. 11:1), until the dispersion of the
nations, as recounted in Genesis 11:1-9, there is a significant minor-
ity view, to which we now turn. According to it, multilingualism -
in rabbinic terms, the existence of a symbolic seventy languages
(seventy being a doubly “complete” number as the product of two

!4 The meaning of the passage is less certain than I have presented it. Commentators
differ whether the verse is said to contain two Aramaisms, or only one in the word
for “weighty” (1p?), in the positive sense of “honored” and the negative sense of
“heavy” It is not clear whether Resh Lagqish cites the same verse to denote the same
Aramaisms or to claim that one or both of the words in question is/are proper
Hebrew. Thus, it is unclear whether Resh Laqish’s use of Ps. 139:17 is intended to
support that of Rab Judah’s (Adam spoke Aramaic), or to refute it (Adam spoke
Hebrew), or is neutral, simply adducing another interpretation of the same verse in a
different context. On Syriac as the primordial language, see n. 2. On the question of
the original language of humankind, see Umberto Eco, The Search for the Perfect
Language, trans. James Fentress (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995), esp. 95-103; Milka Rubin,
“The Language of Creation or the Primordial Language: A Case of Cultural Polemics
in Antiquity;” JJS 49 (1998): 306-33; Borst, Der Turmbau von Babel, 1:227-92.
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BEFORE BABEL

other “complete” numbers, seven and ten) corresponding to sev-
enty nations — obtained from the very beginning, and even defined
the Edenic ideal prior to Babel.” This construction of pre-Babelian
multilingualism is occasioned, at least in part, by several textual
cues in the Hebrew biblical text of the narrative.”®

For example, according to one tradition, Adam employed
seventy languages in his naming of the animals, based on Genesis
2:20 (Mn27753% ninw o7x0 X7pn [“And the man gave names (pl.) to
all the cattle (sing.),” etc.]). In response to Moses’ demurral that he
is unfit to lead the Israelites from Egypt since he is “not a man of
words” (Exod. 4:10), God invokes the precedent of Adam as a
gifted, multilingual speaker, whose knowledge of all seventy
languages was not acquired but inspired. God’s response to Moses
is that if Adam could speak seventy languages, God would enable
Moses to do the same:"”

DWAW YTV 0 1IN LM 1T KDW WK OTX MM X 1 wrtpn BX
XHX ,IX2 212 X nnan 535 ow L, (0 2 n'wxna) mnw onb XIpn nRw NS
L[ owawn TRt X 525 ow mnw XMp 1w 0TXS nD ow m] ,mnw

> On seventy nations and languages, and the symbolic value of the number seventy,
see nn. 33, 36; as well as Chapter 3.

'® Here I again use Benjamin Harshav’s definition of multilingualism. See Chapter 1, n. 7.

' Midr. Tanh., ed. S. Buber, 5 vols. in 2 (Wilna, 1885; repr. Jerusalem: Orstel, 1964), 5:2a—
b. Buber prints this as an “addition,” which is “based on “manuscript 5 from Oxford
and a Sephardic manuscript.” See Buber’s note ad loc., as well as his “Introduction,”
1:72b-74a, 75b. See also Menahem Kasher, Torah Shelemah (Jerusalem: Beth Torah
Shelemabh, 1992), 1:239, no. 264 with note. The translation is my own and can be
compared with that of John T. Townsend, Midrash Tanhuma, vol. 3: Numbers and
Deuteronomy (Jersey City: Ktav, 2003), 275-76. For a paraphrase, see Ginzberg,
Legends of the Jews, 2:322—23. For my broader treatment of the larger Tanhuma
passage, in comparison with the version found in the standard printed Tanhuma, see
Steven D. Fraade, “Moses and Adam as Polyglots,” in Envisioning Judaism: Studies
in Honor of Peter Schiifer on the Occasion of his Seventieth Birthday, ed. Ra‘anan S.
Boustan, Klaus Hermann, Reimund Leicht, Annette Yoshiko Reed, and Giuseppe
Veltri, with the collaboration of Alex Ramos, 2 vols. (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013),
1:185-94. For a humorous feminist rereading of Adam’s naming of the animals, see
Ursula K. Le Guin, “She Unnames Them,” The New Yorker, January 21, 1986, 27.
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2.4 SEVENTY LANGUAGES FROM THE BEGINNING

The Holy One, Blessed Be He, said to him [= Moses]: “Behold the
first man, whom no creature taught. From whence did he know
seventy languages? For it is said, ‘And he called them by names’
(Gen. 2:20). ‘A name for each animal’ is not written here, but
‘names.’” [Who gave speech to Adam that he could give ‘names,” a
name to each and every one in (each of) the seventy languages?]”

Since “names” in Genesis 2:20 is in the plural, applying to each type
of animal in the singular, Adam must have given multiple names
(in multiple languages) to each species. Since the total number of
human languages is understood to be seventy, Adam must have had
facility in all seventy languages, giving seventy names (horse, sus,
etc.) in seventy languages to each species. To stress again, Adam
(and later, Moses) did not so much acquire his multilingual facility
through study or travel as through divine inspiration (however he
learned Hebrew). The Hebrew Bible (and its interpreters) repeatedly
assumes that a name (whether of a person, deity, place, or thing)
encapsulates its character or essence. Therefore, to fully capture the
quality of a named thing (here, animal) would require knowledge
of, reflection on, and even interlingual punning on the full linguistic
range of its names."*

However, taking a step back, it is unclear whether or not, accord-
ing to this tradition, the seventy names for each animal preexisted
Adam’s multilingual act of naming them. That is, were their pol-
yglottal names inherent to the nature(s) of each animal, or were
those names Adam’s linguistic “inventions,” as it were? Stated dif-
ferently, did Adam disclose their preexistent names (and thereby
characters) or did he bestow them on the basis of his inspired zoo-
logically insights?

The question of which language or languages were spoken by the
first humans prior to the physical and linguistic dispersion of the

'8 For the similar rabbinic interpretation of Gen. 2:20 to denote Adam as a polyglot, see
n. 16. For Adam as the “inventor” of the seventy languages, see Ginzberg, Legends of
the Jews, 1:62; 5:83-84.
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generation of the Tower of Babel is given its most direct expression
in the following passage from the Jerusalem Talmud:

AT 227 1S 13 L(R:R7 wRIa) "DTTAR 0MaT AAR 5w yaRn 52 ' 2mo
bw 1 wba MaTh YA anX M e 0wawa AT P anK Tn
nwx12) "ow Hnxa pwn nab orbx N X1ap 12 N .wmpn nwba oy

9. 0w 5w MK o Sw mwda that e (100

It is written, “Everyone on earth had the same language and the
same [or, multiple] words” (Gen. 11:1): R. Eleazar (ca. 300 CE) and
R. Yohanan (ca. 280 CE): One said that they spoke seventy lan-
guages, and the other said that they spoke the language of the Sin-
gle One of the World [= God], the holy language. Bar Kappara (ca.
250 CE) taught: “May God enlarge Japheth, and let him dwell in the
tents of Shem” (Gen. 9:27): That they may speak the language of
Japheth [= Greek] in the tents of Shem [= the Hebrews].

Assuming that to R. Eleazar is attributed the first view, he interprets
Genesis 11:1 to mean that the seventy nations (Gen. 10:1-32,
immediately preceding the story of the Tower of Babel), already
spoke seventy languages prior to the “confusion of tongues,” to use
Philo’s term.** The association of national or ethnic identities with
specific languages is implied in Genesis 10:31 (again, prior to Babel):
opria> onyIxa oniwhb onnswnb owya mox (“These are the descendants
of Shem according to their clans and languages, by their lands,
according to their nations”), as it is in 10:5 and 10:20 for the descend-
ants of Yapheth and Ham respectively.” Similarly, Genesis 11:7-9

Y. Meg. 1:11, 71b (ed. Academy of the Hebrew Language, 748). For the favored status
of Greek, see also n. 27.

* Philo, Conf., e.g., 9. The title of this tractate in Latin is De Confusione linguarum. This is
based on the wordplay Babel/confusion in Gen. 11:9, original to the Hebrew (>32 as %52)
but imported into the Greek (as Z0yxvotg from the verb cvyyéw, to mix or pour
together), where the pun is lost. The same wordplay is evidenced in the Dead Sea Scrolls
in1QM X, 14; and possibly 4Q464 (4Q Exposition of the Patriarchs) 3 I, 5 (DJD 19:218-21).

' For the association of nationhood with language, each nation having its own distinct
and exclusive language, see Esther 1:22; 3:12; 8:9; Dan. 7:14; Neh. 13:23-24; Adele
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2.4 SEVENTY LANGUAGES FROM THE BEGINNING

could be understood to suggest that the existence of multiple
languages was a condition for the confounding (mixing) of their
speech(es), rather than its consequence.”” Perhaps it is their geo-
graphic dispersal that results in their no longer being able to under-
stand one another’s language, as they previously had been able while
they were in close physical and social contact with one another.

R. Eleazar (I presume) arrives at this understanding, it would
appear, by taking Genesis 11:1 to mean that a single (meta)language
(langue = nnx now) comprised multiple “utterances” (paroles =
X 013271).” By this interpretation, the difference between pre-
and post-Babel is that humankind previously spoke many (in fact,
all) languages and understood one another, whereas subsequently
they collectively still spoke multiple languages, but each “nation”
only spoke and understood its own language. Thus, the divine pun-
ishment of that generation was not so much the multiplication of

Berlin, JPS Bible Commentary: Esther (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society,
2001), 76. For the same association, see 4Q266 (4QD?) 11 10: orrmnawnb on[y] nnTo
ommx> maw (“You established [pe]oples in accordance with their families and
tongues for their nations”). Note the later rabbinic expression wh oy 53 (“every
nation and [its] language”). For the maintenance of Israelite identity through the
preservation of Hebrew while slaves in Egypt, see Mek. of R. Ishmael Pisha 5 (ed.
Horovitz-Rabin, 14-15; but cf. ed. Lauterbach, 1:34-36, following MS Oxford).

This would require Gen. 11:7 to be understood to mean that they previously spoke
different languages, now to be “confused” so that they would no longer understand
one another’s “language(s),” rather than “speech” (as in NJPS and NRSV). This is
certainly a possible reading.

»

The adjective o™X, in the plural can mean “several.” For other rabbinic traditions that
interpret the meaning and plurality of onx, see Gen. Rab. 38:6 (ed. Theodor-Albeck,
353-56); and Rashi to Gen. 11:1. See as well, Adiel Kadari, “Same Language Different
Words: The Story of the Tower of Babel in Bereshit Rabba and Tanhuma,” in Carmi
Sheli: Studies on Aggadah and Its Interpretation Presented to Professor Carmi
Horowitz, ed. Nahem Ilan, Avraham Grossman, Arnon Atzmon, Michael Schmidman,
and Joseph Tabori (New York and Boston: Touro College Press, 2012), 177-91
(Hebrew). In particular, he treats Gen. Rab. 38:6 (ed. Theodor-Albeck, 354); Tanh.
Noah 22, 24-25, 27, 28 (ed. Buber, 51, 53, 55, 56); Tanh. Noah 16, 18, 19 (printed); and b.
Sanh. 109a. The Septuagint and all of the targumim render the phrase in the singular.
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BEFORE BABEL

languages as humans’ cognitive confusion in conjunction with
their geographic dispersal. In other words, the human consequence
of Babel was primarily social dislocation and fragmentation and
only secondarily, as its consequence, linguistic splintering. I am not
arguing that this is the plain sense of the biblical narrative, but that
it could provide through its difficult wording the multiple under-
standings that undergird R. Eleazar’s view.**

By contrast, R. Yohanan takes both nnx now and omnx ona7 to
refer, by a wordplay, to the language of the “Single One (7r) of the
World” (= God), that is, to Hebrew as the singular language of the
singular holiness (of God). According to him, all of humankind
spoke Hebrew prior to the Tower of Babel, but that thereafter the
single language of the Single One was divided into many (presum-
ably seventy) languages.”” Both views begin with the ideal of

** For a consonant understanding to that of R. Eleazar, that the multiple languages that
preceded Babel were “confused” (i.e., mixed-up), rather than one language having
been “divided” or “separated” into many, see Philo, Conf. 191-92 (but cf. 8), based on
Gen. 11:9. For further discussion, see Steven D. Fraade, “Rabbinic Views on the
Practice of Targum, and Multilingualism in the Jewish Galilee of the Third-Sixth
Centuries,” in The Galilee in Late Antiquity, ed. Lee I. Levine (New York and
Jerusalem: The Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1992), 267 n. 37; Willem
Smelik, “Language Selection and the Holy Tongue in Early Rabbinic Literature,” in
Interpretation, Religion and Culture in Midrash and Beyond: Proceedings of the 2006
and 2007 SBL Midrash Sessions, ed. L. Teugels and R. Ulmer (Piscataway, NJ:
Gorgias Press, 2008), 95-99; Willem Smelik, “Code-switching: The Public Reading of
the Bible in Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek,” in Was ist ein Text? Alttestamentliche,
dgyptologische und altorientalistische Perspektiven, ed. Ludwig Morenz and Stefan
Schorch, BZAW 362 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2007), 140; Esther Eshel and
Michael E. Stone, “The Holy Language at the End of Days in Light of a New
Fragment Found at Qumran,” Tarbiz 62 (1993): 169—78 (Hebrew) on 4Q464 (4Q
Exposition on the Patriarchs) 3 I, 8 (wnpn nw’ [“holy tongue”]), for a sectarian belief
in the eschatological reunification of all human language (on which see n. 30); Esther
Eshel and Michael E. Stone, in DJD 19 (1995): 218-21; Avigdor Shinan, ““The
Language of the Sanctuary’ in the Aramaic Translations of the Pentateuch,” Beth
Mikra 66 (1976): 472—74 (Hebrew).

For Hebrew as the single language of Gen. 11:1, the language of Creation, see also Tg.
Ps.-]., Tg. Neof., Frg. Tg. (MS Vatican) Gen. 11:1. On the difficulty of rendering Gen.
11:1, and for its broader ancient Near Eastern implications for multilingualism and

»
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2.4 SEVENTY LANGUAGES FROM THE BEGINNING

originary linguistic unity, however for one it is the unity of a single
holy language, whereas for the other it is the unity of many human
languages communicating in mutual comprehension.

The same talmudic passage cites, in the name of Bar Kappara, an
interpretation of Genesis 9:27 as “that they may speak the language
of Japheth (= Greek) in the tent of Shem (= the Hebrews),” and be
understood.”® This would appear to be a middle position between
those of R. Eleazar and R. Yohanan, conferring a privileged status to
Greek in particular, thereby allowing for the possibility of Hebrew—
Greek translation, presuming thereby Hebrew-Greek bilingualism
as an ideal at least for some, prior to Babel.”” Alternatively, Greek is
employed here as a societally familiar example of the sort of mul-
tilingual exchange that was possible for the descendants of Noah,
in one another’s tents, as it were, prior to the Tower of Babel, and
possibly again in messianic times.

For an appreciation of multilingualism as a societal advantage
and ideal, rather than a curse or punishment, see Philo, Conf. 13,
who expresses some of the same ambivalence regarding one versus
multiple languages, writing in a predominantly Jewish Greek cul-
tural milieu:

KAv el pévrol T dvijp mheiovg avapdBot Stahéktovg, edSOKIUOG
€00VG mapa Tolg émoTapévolg £0Tiv wg fon @iliog dv, ov Ppaxd
yvaplopa kovoviag migepdpevog v év Toig Ovopaot [ovviielay,
4@’ g 10 &degq eig 10 undev dvrikeotov mabeiv £otke memopioBat. Ti

translation, see William W. Hallo, “Bilingualism and the Beginnings of Translation,”
in William W. Hallo, Origins: The Ancient Near Eastern Background of Some Modern
Western Institutions, Studies in the History and Culture of the Ancient Near East 6
(Leiden: Brill, 1996), 154—-68.

One of the sons of Japheth is Javan (Greece), according to Gen. 10:2, next cited in
our text. Similarly, Abraham is a descendent of Shem (Gen. 10:10-26), the progenitor

24

o

of the Semites. See also n. 19; and Chapter 7, nn. 22, 23.

»
N

For the privileging of Greek, compare the view of Rabban Shim‘on ben Gamliel in
m. Meg. 1:8; y. Meg. 1:11, 71¢ (ed. Academy of Hebrew Language, 749); b. Meg. 8b—9b;
18a; this book, Chapter 7, Section 7.3.
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Further the acquisition of languages other than his own at once
gives a man a high standing with those who know and speak them.
They now consider him a friendly person, who brings no small evi-
dence of fellow-feeling in his familiarity with their vocabulary, since
that familiarity seems to render them secure against the chance of
meeting any disastrous injury at his hands. Why then, they ask, did
God wish to deprive mankind of its universal language as though
it were a source of evil, when He should rather have established it
firmly as a source of the utmost profit?*®

Multilingualism could have been a source of social harmony as a
result of mutual cultural, that is, linguistic respect. God, as it were,
should have known better than to separate peoples because of their
linguistic differences, thereby giving rise to confusion.

2.5 Seventy Languages as Eschatological Anticipation

If, as the German expression Endzeit gleicht Urzeit (“the end of time
corresponds to the beginning of time”) would have it, the human
condition at the end of time mirrors or is foretold by that of the
beginning of time, like two chronological bookends facing one
another. We might expect that either of the two views of the ori-
gins of language that we have seen, one/many (seventy) languages
at Creation and in Eden, might be restored in the world to come.
Then, either the single language of the Single One will be uniquely
restored to its linguistic monopoly, or the multitude of languages
will be restored to their originary, mutual comprehensibility. For the
former expectation (in accord with the view of R. Yohanan), turning
back to Hebrew, see the following late midrash from the Tanhuma:

2 LCL 4:16-17.
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X5 onwH N 1"apn 22pw L, (X nwx1a) [onsw ow nban] nma nan”
WTPN NWH,12 0T AW PR MK 17 1,100 b YT onn TnX an
5ax ,n"apn by pRvIN NMMAm MPIRA PR 09wa .ohyn X121 12w,
171172 19w DMy DR MODAR IR D" MKW 1TaYd TN N w1910 Xan ohwd
9., (v many) "[Tnx Dow 112pb ' owa 0% xph]

“Let us, then, descend [and confound their speech there]” (Gen.
11:7): When the Holy One, Blessed Be He, mixed up their language,
not one of them knew his companion’s language. What was that
language which they had been speaking? It was the holy language
through which the world had been created. In this world nations
and peoples take issue with the Holy One, Blessed Be He, but in the
world to come all of them will be like a single shoulder for serving
Him, as it is said, “For then I will make the peoples pure of speech
[so that they all invoke the Lord by name and serve Him with one
shoulder]” (Zeph. 3:9).

The mixed-up languages of the nations post-Babel will be restored to
the singular Holy Language by which the world was created. The
eschatological ideal of all of humanity serving God in unity will require
the replacement of the cacophony of languages with the single,
unadulterated ma now (“pure” or “clear” language”) of Creation.*®
Just as, according to some, Adam speaks seventy languages in
Eden, and Moses overcomes a speech defect so as to reveal the
Torah in all seventy languages at revelation and in the wilderness,
so too, the continuation of the Tanhuma midrash imagines, the
stopped-up streams of Torah teaching will flow again freely with-
out linguistic obstruction in messianic times, parsing Isaiah 35:6:*

* Tanh. Noah 28 (ed. Buber, 28b). Also in Tanh. Noah 19 (printed).

3% For a single language being connected to a single counsel (n¥y), see Frg. Tg. (MS
Vatican) Gen. 11:1: 1 Xwp 1wb2 01K X0 73091 10 590m1 11 1wd XpaRT Xm1 53 m
MW 1A Xnby Mamx 121 55en (“And all the inhabitants of the earth had one
language and one word and one counsel, because they spoke in the holy language, by
which the world was created in the beginning”). See also n. 24.

o

For the text (and parallels), see n. 17.
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The mouth which said, “I am not a man of words” (Exod. 4:10), said
“These are the words” (Deut. 1:1). And the prophet cries out, saying,
“Then the lame shall leap like a deer, and the tongue of the dumb
shall sing aloud” (Isa. 35:6a). How so? “For waters shall burst forth
in the desert (12n2), streams in the wilderness (na7ya)” (Isa. 35:6b).
Therefore, it says, “These are the words [which Moses spoke ... in
the desert (1aa) in the wilderness (na1pa)]” (Deut. 1:1).

It is unclear whether the bursting multiple linguistic streams
of Isaiah 35:6 are contained within the single “pure language” of
Zephaniah 3:9, or are superseded by it. Moses here both fulfills and
anticipates the prophetically foretold linguistic wonder of linguistic
unity of purpose.

2.6 The Function of Seventy Languages for Israel and
the Nations

The existence of seventy nations is derived from Genesis 10 (one
chapter prior to the story of the Tower of Babel in Gen. 11°*), the
so-called Table of Nations, which traces the descendants of Noah’s
three sons in terms of their expanding familial-national identi-
ties. The number seventy, being the product of two smaller “com-
plete numbers,” ten and seven, has great typological significance as
it denotes completeness on a grand scale. It is frequently employed
as such in the Hebrew Bible and beyond.* That each nation has its

3% For this reason, some text critics have suggested that Gen. 10 belongs after Gen. 11.

33 For the typological significance of the “seventy nations” of Gen. 10, see Nahum
M. Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication
Society, 1989), 69 (and nn. 1-3 on 357). See also n. 37 this chapter; as well as Steven D.
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particular language, and that the complete number of human languages
is thereby seventy, rests on the direct association of language with
nationality, an association made explicitly in Genesis 10:31 and implic-
itly perhaps in Genesis 11:7-9.>* While the typological significance of the
number seventy is already scriptural,® as is, implicitly at least, the total
number of seventy nations (Gen. 10), the existence of seventy languages
is first explicitly expressed in early (tannaitic) rabbinic texts.*®

Fraade, “Before and After Babel: Linguistic Exceptionalism and Pluralism in Early
Rabbinic Literature,” Diné Israel 28 (2011): 39* n. 18; 48* n. 41.

3 See n. 21.

% For example: Jacob’s seventy offspring go down to Egypt: Gen. 46:27; Exod. 1:5; Deut.
10:22. Moses creates a council of seventy elders, seventy-one if Moses, sitting at the
head of the council, is in addition to the count of seventy: Exod. 24:9; Num. 11:16, 24; cf.
Ezek. 8:11. Jeremiah predicts seventy years of exile: Jer. 25:11-12; 29:10; expanded to seven
times seventy by Daniel: Dan. 9:2, 24. The number of elders who translate the Torah
into Greek (seventy-two, also referred to as “the seventy” as in the term “Septuagint”), is
based on six translators from each of the twelve tribes; they take seventy-two days to do
so: Let. Aris. 46, 50, 273, 307. I will return to traditions concerning the translation of the
Torah into Greek in Chapter 7.

3¢ The earliest occurrences are in m. Sotah 7:5 and m. Seqal. 5:1, to be discussed in
Chapter 3, Sections 3.3 and 3.4. There are two additional occurrences in the Tosefta
(Sotah 8:6-7), but they are derivatives of m. Sotah 7:5. The Great Sanhedrin has
seventy-one members (based on seventy elders plus Moses, an odd number, so as to
avoid a tie vote): m. Sanh. 1:5, 6. The unusually large number of seventy bulls
sacrificed over the week-long Shukkot festival (Num. 29:12-34) is rabbinically
understood (b. Sukkah 55b) to represent offerings on behalf of, that is, in atonement
for the sins of the seventy nations. The list could go on. For the typological
significance of seventy languages in later Jewish mysticism, see Moshe Idel, Old
Worlds, New Mirrors: On Jewish Mysticism and Twentieth-Century Thought
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010), 172. On the later expression
“seventy faces of (to) the Torah,” see Hananel Mack, “The Torah Has Seventy
Aspects: The Development of a Saying,” in Rabbi Mordechai Breuer Festschrift:
Collected Papers in Jewish Studies, ed. Moshe Bar-Asher, vol. 2 (Jerusalem:
Akademon, 1992), 449-62 (Hebrew); Shmuel Ashkenazy, “Shivim Panim la-Torah,”
in Alfa Beta Kadimta de-Shmuel Zera, vol. 2 (Jerusalem, 2011), 844-45 (Hebrew). For
the rabbinic idea that revelation at Sinai was in simultaneously multiple (either four
or seventy) languages, see Fraade, “Before and After Babel,” 45%-49*. I consider the
Hebrew Testament of Naphtali (8:3-6; 9:1) to be a medieval work in its extant form.
It describes the angelic revelation of seventy languages to the seventy nations, with
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If the existence of seventy languages for seventy nations has the

effect, post-Babel, of separating them from one another, as each one

employs its respective language in ignorance of the others, then the

role of translation, practically speaking, is to connect them enough

to facilitate mediated communication between them. For example,

Joseph acquired knowledge of all seventy languages in order for him

to fulfill his diplomatic functions in Egypt as emissaries came from

all over to obtain provisions (Gen. 41:57).”” Similarly, the members

o
<
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Hebrew residing among the sons of Shem and Eber, after which it was assigned only
to the “house” of Abraham,” their descendent. For the Hebrew text, see S. A.
Wertheimer, Batei Midrashot, 2 vols. (Jerusalem: Rav Kook Institute, 1950-53), 1:196.
For an English translation, see H. W. Hollander and M. de Jonge, The Testaments of
the Twelve Patriarchs: A Commentary, Appendix I (Leiden: Brill, 1985), 449.
Compare Tg. Ps.-]. Gen. 11:8; Pirqe R. El. 24 (ed. Warsaw, 57b; trans. Friedlander,
176-77). Interestingly, the phrase is inscribed in an Aramaic magical bowl (possibly
Manichaean): C. D. Isbell, Corpus of the Aramaic Incantation Bowls (Missoula, MT:
Scholars’ Press, 1975), 113; ]. BeDuhn, “Magical Bowls and Manichaeans,” in Ancient
Magic and Ritual Power, ed. M. Meyer and P. Mirecki (Leiden: Brill, 1995), 419. My
thanks to Sara Ronis for bringing this to my attention. See also Geoffrey Herman,
“Jewish Identity in Babylonia in the Period of the Incantation Bowls,” in A Question
of Identity: Social, Political and Historical Aspects of Identity Dynamics in Jewish and
Other Contexts, ed. Dikla Rivlin Katz, Noah Hacham, Geoffrey Herman, and Lilach
Sagiv (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2019), 131-52, esp. 135 and n. 19 (IM 6519):pTaynmT pwan
w pyawa (“sorcery produced in 7o languages”), cited also in Chapter 6, n. 43. For
an early Christian, but possibly Jewishly dependent, reference see Ps.-Clem. Homilies
18.4 (brought to my attention by Yakir Paz), where the seventy languages of the
seventy nations are linked to the seventy descendants of Jacob who went to Egypt
(see n. 35). The same association is made in Tg. Ps.-J. Deut. 32:8, as in Sarna, The JPS
Torah Commentary: Genesis, 69. For more on seventy languages, see Ginzberg,
Legends of the Jews, 5:194-95 n. 72. For there being 140 nations/languages (brought to
my attention by Gideon Bohak), see Sifre Deut. 311 (ed. Finkelstein, 352); Song. Rab.
6.19 (to 6:8); Num. Rab. 9.14; Saul Lieberman, Greek in Jewish Palestine in the II-IV
Centuries C.E., 2nd ed. (New York: Feldheim, 1965), 15 n. 3; Daniel Sperber, Magic
and Folklore in Rabbinic Literature (Ramat-Gan, Israel: Bar-Ilan University Press,
1994), 100-2; Ginzberg, Legends of the Jews, 5:195. For more on the symbolism of the
number seventy, as well as the relationship between multilingualism and magic, see
Chapter 1, n. 15; Chapter 3, n. 19.

See b. Sotah 36b; Fraade, “Before and After Babel,” 56*~57* and nn. 65-66; Fraade,
“Moses and Adam as Polyglots,” 189 and n. 11.
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of the Sanhedrin are said to have known seventy languages (ideally
at least) so they could receive testimonies directly from witnesses
without the need for intermediary translators.”®

But what would have been the purpose of the ideal of seventy
languages (and of translation between them) prior to Babel, even
as far back as the first humans in Eden, when it would have served
no practical purpose, strictly speaking?*® To answer that question
more fully, we will look, in Chapter 3, Sections 3.3 and 3.4, at the
two earliest occurrences of the expression “seventy languages” in
the Mishnah (or anywhere): m. Sotah 7:5 and m. Seqal. 5 (on which
see n. 36). Although, as we shall see, later rabbinic texts understand
the “seventy languages” of the first of these two mishnaic passages
as referring to their use by the seventy nations (one language per
nation), in light of the second mishnaic passage, the knowledge
of seventy languages is necessary for purposes of interpretation,
or clarification, by Moses himself and by the Israelites as a single
people. In a sense then, the rendering of a discrete monolingual
expression into the panoply of seventy languages may be said to be
restorative of language to its originary linguistic fullness. Again, this
will be argued much more fully in Chapter 3, in the context of the
broader history of rabbinic reception of m. Sotah 7:5.

2.7 Multilingualism in Eden with an Islamic Echo

Returning to the Garden of Eden and the Tower of Babel, we have
seen two views of earliest multilingualism, especially within rab-
binic literature. The more commonly held one is that from Creation
until the dispersion resulting from the Tower of Babel, humankind

3% See b. Sanh. 17a-b; Fraade, “Before and After Babel,” 55*—56* and n. 64; Fraade,
“Moses and Adam as Polyglots,” 189 n. 11.

3 Cf. Philo, Conf. 13, for the social advantages of knowing multiple languages, cited
in n. 28.
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utilized the single revealed or implanted language of Hebrew (or
Aramaic, or Syriac, or Arabic). After the dispersion, in order to
curb human hubris and designs, the single language of Creation
multiplied, as it were, into seventy languages for seventy nations,
with most people having monolingual facility in the language of
their nation alone.*°

The alternative view, expressed with varying degrees of explicit-
ness in rabbinic texts, is that language originated as seventy divinely
revealed or implanted languages, with all of them coexisting in the
Garden of Eden and spoken by and between the first humans and
their creator, and perhaps between them and the animals. All lan-
guage and languages are presumed to have been created by God
prior to the creation of the physical world and divinely imprinted
within the first humans (like the “image of God”). According to this
view (or combination of views), the first humans were able to com-
municate in all seventy languages without having been taught to do
so. It was only after the incident of the Tower of Babel, with the geo-
graphic dispersion of humanity, that each language was employed
and understood by a specific monolingual nation alone (except for
the bilingual [at a minimum]) translators among them, with learn-
ing of any other language, for most (but not all), requiring great
effort. Thus, and here I lean on Philo, at Babel, for the first time, the
many languages of Creation and the first humans were “confused,”
rather than “divided” from one original language, as this story is
commonly understood.

After Babel, full multilingual facility (fluency in all seventy lan-
guages) became a distant ideal that was achieved by select individu-
als or groups alone — Adam (and Eve?), Joseph, Moses, the members
of the Sanhedrin - with others needing to rely on multilingual (or
at a minimum bilingual) translators or scribes to communicate

4% For recent critiques of this dominant understanding of pre- and post-Babel, more
consonant with the alternative rabbinic view which I shall next summarize, see the
works of Bellos, Kilito, and Ost, fully referenced in n. 3.
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across linguistic boundaries. Linking some of the rabbinic texts,
that are not in themselves explicitly linked, I surmise: Just as
Adam, in order to fully establish the identities (and characters) of
the animals, needed to assign to them their names in all seventy
languages, so too to fully signify the meaning(s) of a text (princi-
pally the Torah) required being able to read or recite it in its full
plenitude of meaning, that is, in all seventy languages. Here I lean
heavily on my understanding of the two mishnaic passages that are
the earliest texts which evince the idea that knowledge or writing
of all seventy languages is for purposes of interpreting or obtaining
the clearest or fullest meaning of a speech act performed in one of
those languages: m. Sotah 7:5 and m. Seqal. 5:1. Ideally speaking, to
most comprehensively and comprehensibly “read” (or “translate”)
a text (or other sort of object) requires viewing it through the lens
(or lenses) of all seventy languages, in effect, reverting back to or
inverting Adam’s Edenic naming of the animals, and presumably
being able to switch freely between them, as context required.

Multilingualism, therefore, as viewed according to this model,
is a lost ideal that only fully existed pre-Babel, rather than being,
in the word of David Bellos, a “Dreadful Mess.”* It is a desirable
linguistic state that humans post-Babel can only approach partially
and episodically. To quote Bellos at greater length:

Babel [as usually understood] tells the wrong story. The most likely
original use of human speech was to be different, not the same....
Let us therefore abandon the old image of linguistic diversity as a
picture of rivulets splitting and dividing as they course down the
mountainside from the single glacier tip. We should see it rather
as the always provisional result of a multiplicity of springs, wells,
ponds, and snowmelts furrowing down into valleys to meet and
merge in broader, deep rivers.*

4 Bellos, Is That a Fish in Your Ear?, 326.
42 1bid., 336-37.
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Perhaps, to a degree at least, as interpreted by some of the rabbinic
(and pre-rabbinic Jewish) texts we have examined, the Tower of Babel
tells a story closer to the “right” one of linguistic diversity being as close
as we can get to the origins of human language and humanity itself.

In a recent book, Abdelfattah Kilito devotes a chapter to
“A Babelian Eden,”* in which he summarizes the views of tradi-
tional Islamic thinkers with respect to our topic, with particular
attention to the tenth-century grammarian Ibn Jinni. Contrary to
the common view that the multitude of languages derive from a
single original language (most commonly thought by Arabic speak-
ers to have been Arabic), Ibn Jinni argues that the first humans
spoke the full panoply of languages, and that this will be the lin-
guistic state which will prevail in paradise, but with full interlingual
comprehension. E pluribus unum, as it were.

According to this view, all languages, being equal in God’s eyes,
will reunite through Islam, as a restoration of pre-Babelian multilin-
gual unity. According to Ibn Jinni, Adam spoke all languages, having
been taught them by God. This is based on the Koran’s version of
Genesis 2:20 (Koran 2:31), according to which God, holding all lan-
guages in esteem, taught Adam the names of all things, especially the
animals, from which it is surmised that God conveyed to Adam all
of the languages.** According to Kilito,* these were seventy-two in
number (his source for which is not evident, but this number is also
found in late antique Christian sources, which reckon Gen 10 as refer-
ring to seventy-two nations, on which, see Minets 2021: 147). This
can be compared to the rabbinic idea of seventy languages/nations of
rabbinic literature, with seventy and seventy-two (and seventy-one)
being closely connected to one another.*’

According to Ibn Jinni, Adam and his children continued to
speak to one another in seventy languages (“internal translation,”
4 Kilito, The Tongue of Adam, 25-34.

4 In Gen. 2:20, by contrast, Adam is told by God to name the animals of his own
accord, without having been taught those names by God.

+ Kilito, The Tongue of Adam, 26.
46 See n. 35.
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in a sense, to borrow George Steiner’s term*) after their expulsion
from Eden. Only gradually did they forget the languages other
than their own national language over time.** Quoting Kilito para-
phrasing Ibn Jinni, both of whose words deserve to be read at some
length:

Adam and his children spoke them [= the seventy-two lan-
guages], and afterward the children scattered across the earth:
each adopted one of the languages, which marked him more and
more deeply until he forgot the others. In the beginning, then,
Adam and his children knew all languages. They could speak one
as easily as the next, and it was deemed praiseworthy to use sev-
eral languages at once. Depending on taste, time, and circum-
stances, they would use the language most appropriate to their
needs and desires.*

Continuing, he writes:

In the early days, multilingualism was the rule - a multilingualism
that was commonly practiced and even nurtured. All languages
had the same value; none had precedence; none suppressed or
excluded the others. All languages were sanctified because they
were taught by God. The plurality of tongues was synonymous
with cohesion - diversity with unity. There was no such thing as
a native tongue or a mother tongue. Even Eve, the first mother,
wasn’t attached to any particular language. The milk that flowed
from her breasts tasted the same to all her children. She didn’t
have to teach them to speak because language was God’s gift. Cain,
Abel, and the others could speak all tongues at birth and they
didn’t have to learn any of them.”®

4 Steiner, After Babel, 29-31, 47-49.
# For an emphasis on the forgetting of languages with respect to the story of Babel and

Dante’s De vulgari eloquentia, 1.9.6-7, see Heller-Roazen, Escholalias, 219-31.
4 Kilito, The Tongue of Adam, 27-28.
5° Tbid., 28.
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Similarly:

This harmonious multilingualism wasn’t unique to paradise. The
original sin didn’t bring it to an end, or at least not right away.
Adam and Eve continued to live in many tongues; the only sou-
venir from their time in the garden was their knowledge of lan-
guages.... It was the same with their immediate progeny, who,
despite being born after the fall, lost nothing of the original multi-
lingualism. Life on earth was certainly hard for those exiled from
paradise, but they spoke to one another without any difficulty. No
matter what language they used, no incomprehension, no misun-
derstanding arose at the level of speech.”* And then slowly things
began to change. From unity in the diversity of tongues came dis-
unity in the monotony of single tongues.... Moving away from the
original place meant moving away from multilingualism, which
slowly slipped out of memory. They [= each nation] forgot all the
languages except one. So began the era of ethnicities, of communi-
ties irremediably divided from one another - in other words, the
era of mother tongues.”

While much of this rings surprisingly true with the rabbinic alter-
native view of language(s) in Eden (and implicitly post-Babel),
other aspects resonate less so (e.g., the Rabbis’ designation of
Hebrew alone as the “holy tongue”).”® According to Ibn Jinni,

ot Tbid., 29.

5 Ibid., 29-30.

> For Hebrew as the “holy tongue,” see n. 24. Nevertheless, in y. Meg. 1:11, 71b (ed.
Academy of the Hebrew Language, 748), four languages are singled out for special
merit, with no sense of Hebrew being above that of the other three: 1na »21 “nx
My KRS M0 . 27p% 1 an b g DR 05N 102 wnnww 0K MRS AYaIN antniaT
ano5 Mwx ax ok wn maro. (“Said R. Jonathan of Bet Gubrin [ca. 250 cE]: ‘Four
languages are pleasing for use in the world, and these are they: Greek for song, Latin
for battle, Sursi [Aramaic] for dirges, Hebrew for speech.” And some say, ‘also
Assyrian for writing”). See Fraade, “Before and After Babel,” 59*-60%; as well as
Chapter 7, Section 7.3. Elsewhere, the Torah is said to have been revealed in four
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2.7 MULTILINGUALISM IN EDEN WITH AN ISLAMIC ECHO

the linguistic “fall” from the ideal of Eden is a gradual (“slow”)
one and not the product of a single “original sin.” This can be
positively compared to the rabbinic characterization of the collec-
tive decline of humankind from Adam to Abraham as a gradual
process of cultural decline, a sort of inverse cultural primitivism,
in rabbinic terms, qilqiil haddérét, which translates best as the
“degeneration of the generations,” gaining in its translation).’*
Noteworthy, in particular, is Ibn Jinni’s and the Rabbis’ inversion
of the unity/diversity dialectic usually applied to the Babel narra-
tive, what Kilito characterizes as “turning the story inside out,”
moving from many languages to one per nation, instead of from
one language to many. It is precisely the multilingual diversity of
languages in Eden (and thereafter), denoted by Kilito as “original”
and “harmonious multilingualism,” that marks humankind’s and
other creatures’ cohesion, whether in the Urzeit or the Endzeit.
By contrast, it is the monolingual nature of each of the dispersed
nations after Babel that marks their linguistic diffusion, or con-
fusion, through loss of linguistic memory. We might say that
harmonious multilingualism was gradually succeeded by cacoph-
onous monolingualism. Multilingualism, which had been thought
of as a “fall,” or punishment, akin to the expulsion from Eden, is
now thought of as a primeval and paradisiacal ideal, not in the
mere sense of there existing many languages in isolation from one
another, but of a social context in which all languages and their
elect speakers are inclusive of one another in their mutual and
comprehensive comprehensibility.

languages, these being Hebrew, Latin, Arabic, and Aramaic, as exegetically derived
from Deut. 33:2 in Sifre Deut. 343 (ed. Finkelstein, 395). See Fraade, “Before and After
Babel,” 45%-49%. For the Torah revealed in seventy languages, see n. 36.

>+ See Steven D. Fraade, Enosh and His Generation: Pre-Israelite Hero and History in
Post-Biblical Interpretation, SBLMS 30 (Chico, CA: Scholars’ Press, 1984), index s.v.
“cultural primitivism.”

> Kilito, The Tongue of Adam, 30.
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BEFORE BABEL

2.8 Conclusion: Looking Forward from the Beginning

In sum, “The idea of an original [and ultimate?] multilingualism
is a happy one.” It is impossible to know whether there were any
direct or indirect connections between the minority view of the
Rabbis and that of Ibn Jinni regarding the linguistic condition of
pre-Babelian humanity (and other creatures). To my eyes and ears,
the overlaps (mutatis mutandis) are too profound and specific to be
coincidental. But where lie the bridges between their parallel tradi-
tions is impossible (for me, at least) to determine based on the tex-
tual evidence.”” While the rabbinic traditions in their present form
most likely predate those expressed by Ibn Jinni, we do not know
(so far as I know) what preexistent traditions, or cultural contexts,
whether Jewish or Islamic, upon which he draws. In any case, hold-
ing them up against one another enriches our consideration and
appreciation of their converging multilingual imaginations. While
readers of either tradition might find it more satisfying to inhabit
an imagined final Babelian reversion to an ample multilingualism
of “seventy” languages, rather than one alone, the traditions we
have examined are, whether in their respective or conjoined aggre-
gates, less sure of which to anticipate and celebrate, an ambivalence
that we shall witness repeatedly in the rabbinic sources still to be
considered.

Moving along in biblical chronology, we progress from the
pre-Israelite human condition of multilingualism, either already
at Creation or only as a consequence of the Tower of Babel, to a

56 Ibid., 30.

°7 Tam reminded of Erwin R. Goodenough’s (apocryphal?) statement that, by
definition, parallel lines could never meet, no matter how far they extend. For an
important qualification - that literature behaves differently than mathematics - see
Joseph A. Fitzmyer, Responses to 101 Questions on the Dead Sea Scrolls (New York:
Paulist, 1992), 111. Stated differently, for every diagnosis of “parallelomania” (Samuel
Sandmel, “Parallelomania,” JBL 81 [1961]: 1-13) there is one of “parallelophobia
(Israel Yuval, orally).
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2.8 CONCLUSION: LOOKING FORWARD FROM THE BEGINNING

fascinating cluster of rabbinic texts that discuss the translation or
transcribing of the Torah into seventy languages just subsequent to
Joshua’s leading of the Israelites into the Promised Land, and the
performance of a series of covenant-renewing public ceremonies
(Deut. 27-29). Here, we will encounter multiple views (no surprise)
of the relation of multilingualism and translation to Israel’s place
among the nations, each with its own distinctive language. In short
we may ask, what happens to the status of the Torah once translated
into the national languages of the non-Israelite nations?
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3 | Seventy Languages (and Translations)
for Seventy Nations

3.1 Introduction: The Biblical Base(s)

This chapter will return to the mishnaic passages briefly mentioned
in Chapter 2 (e.g., n. 36), dealing with early rabbinic interpretations
of biblical instructions and narratives regarding the ritual inscrip-
tion of the Torah (variously understood) on stones soon after the
Israelites entered the Land of Israel under Joshua’s leadership and
following Moses’ death. I will do so against the backdrop of the
recent plethora of scholarship on multilingualism and translation
in ancient Judaism and its broader Greco-Roman cultural con-
text, but will extend our analysis to later rabbinic receptions and
understandings of the meager mishnaic passages upon which they
rest." At heart here, is the question of what purpose is served by

' The mishnaic passages herein considered (m. Sotah 7:5; m. Seqal 5:1) were briefly
noted in Chapter 2, Section 2.6, but will now be considered in their broader biblical
and post-biblical contexts, especially for the hermeneutical basis they provide for the
rabbinic tradition of the Torah having been revealed in seventy languages respectively
to the seventy nations. For my own previous publications on these intersecting
subjects see as follows: Steven D. Fraade, “Rabbinic Views on the Practice of Targum,
and Multilingualism in the Jewish Galilee of the Third-Sixth Centuries,” in The Galilee
in Late Antiquity, ed. Lee I. Levine (New York and Jerusalem: The Jewish Theological
Seminary of America, 1992), 253-86; Steven D. Fraade, “Scripture, Targum, and
Talmud as Instruction: A Complex Textual Story from the Sifra,” in Hesed ve-Emet:
Studies in Honor of Ernest S. Frerichs, ed. Jodi Magness and Seymour Gitin, Brown
Judaic Studies 320 (Atlanta: Scholars’ Press, 1998), 109-22; Steven D. Fraade,
“Locating Targum in the Textual Polysystem of Rabbinic Pedagogy,” BIOSCS 39
(2006): 69-91; Steven D. Fraade, “Before and After Babel: Linguistic Exceptionalism
and Pluralism in Early Rabbinic Literature,” Diné Israel 28 (2011): 31¥-68%; Steven D.
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3.1 INTRODUCTION: THE BIBLICAL BASE(S)

the translation and/or transcription of the Torah into the universal
roster of national languages, in the very context of the renewal of
Israel’s unique self-defining covenant with God. That is, how does
it reflect upon and contribute to the tension between universal and
particular understandings of language and translation within the
broader biblical historiographic scheme, questions to which we will
return repeatedly in future chapters, especially Chapter 7.

Fraade, “o»m1ax1 0»nn00 oR¥0N PPN AP SR paRa nenwhmam mawd vy,
Leshonenu 73 (2011): 273-307; Steven D. Fraade, “Language Mix and Multilingualism
in Ancient Palestine: Literary and Inscriptional Evidence,” Jewish Studies 48 (2012):
1¥-40%*; Steven D. Fraade, “Moses and Adam as Polyglots,” in Envisioning Judaism:
Studies in Honor of Peter Schifer on the Occasion of His Seventieth Birthday, ed.
Ra‘anan S. Boustan, Klaus Hermann, Reimund Leicht, Annette Yoshiko Reed, and
Giuseppe Veltri, 2 vols. (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013), 1:185-94; Steven D. Fraade,
“The Rehov Inscriptions and Rabbinic Literature: Matters of Language,” in Talmuda
de-Eretz Israel: Archaeology and the Rabbis in Late Antique Palestine, ed. Steven Fine
and Aaron Koller, Studia Judaica 73 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2014), 225-38. More recently
and extensively, see Willem F. Smelik, Rabbis, Language and Translation in Late
Antiquity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013). For the broader recent
study of multilingualism in Greco-Roman antiquity, see James N. Adams, Mark Janse,
and Simon Swain, eds., Bilingualism in Ancient Society: Language Contact and the
Written Word (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002); James N. Adams, Bilingualism
and the Latin Language (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003); Hannah M.
Cotton, Robert G. Hoyland, Jonathan J. Price, and David J. Wasserstein, eds., From
Hellenism to Islam: Cultural and Linguistic Change in the Roman Near East
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009); Arietta Papaconstantinou, ed., The
Multilingual Experience in Egypt, from the Ptolemies to the Abbasids (Farnham and
Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2010); Alex Mullen and Patrick James, eds., Multilingualism
in the Graeco-Roman Worlds (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press,
2012); Randall Buth and R. Steven Notley, eds., The Language Environment of First
Century Judaea, Jerusalem Studies in the Synoptic Gospels 2, Jewish and Christian
Perspectives 26 (Leiden: Brill, 2014); Olivia Elder and Alex Mullen, The Language of
Roman Letters: Bilingual Epistolography from Cicero to Fronto, Cambridge Classical
Studies (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2019); Fergus Millar,
The Roman Near East: 31 BC-AD 337 (Cambridge, MA, and London: Harvard
University Press, 1993), esp. chap. 10; Fergus Millar, Rome, the Greek World, and the
East, vol. 3: The Greek World, the Jews, and the East, ed. Hannah M. Cotton and Guy
M. Rogers (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2006); Siobhan McElduff
and Enrica Sciarrino, eds., Complicating the History of Western Translation: The
Ancient Mediterranean in Perspective (London: Routledge, 2011).
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SEVENTY LANGUAGES (AND TRANSLATIONS)

The main biblical base text, for our present purposes, is Deuter-

onomy 27:1-8, part of Moses’ final instructions to the Israelites, in

the Land of Moab, in preparation for their entry into the Promised

Land and the performance of covenantal renewal ceremonies. As in

much of the book of Deuteronomy, Moses’ concern is for the con-

tinuity of their memory of and adherence to the narratives and laws
which constitute the preceding content of that book, especially in
preparation for the absence of his charismatic, prophetic leadership

and of God’s visible presence in their midst:
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[1] Moses and the elders of Israel charged the people, saying:
Observe all the Instruction that I enjoin upon you this day.

[2] As soon as you have crossed the Jordan into the land that the
Lord your God is giving you, you shall set up large stones. Coat
them with plaster

[3] and inscribe upon them all the words of this Teaching. When
you cross over to enter the land that the Lord your God is giving
you, a land flowing with milk and honey, as the Lord, the God of
your fathers, promised you —

[4] upon crossing the Jordan, you shall set up these stones, about
which I charge you this day, on Mount Ebal, and coat them with
plaster.



3.1 INTRODUCTION: THE BIBLICAL BASE(S)

[5] There, too, you shall build an altar to the Lord your God, an altar
of stones. Do not wield an iron tool over them;

[6] you must build the altar of the Lord your God of unhewn stones.
You shall offer on it burnt offerings to the Lord your God,

[7] and you shall sacrifice there offerings of well-being and eat them,
rejoicing before the Lord your God.

[8] And on those stones you shall inscribe every word of this Teach-
ing most distinctly.”

Interpreters have long recognized that two sets of stones appear
to be mentioned here.’ Verses 1—-4 would seem to refer to the erec-
tion of stelai, large stones with flat surfaces, which are coated with
plaster, onto which are to be inscribed the words of “this Teach-
ing,” presumably the book of Deuteronomy or some antecedent
form thereof. This is to take place soon, if not immediately, after
crossing the Jordan River, although the specification, in verse 4, of
this occurring at Mt. Ebal (more than a day’s travel from the river
crossing) would seem to suggest general but not immediate chron-
ological (and geographic) proximity between crossing the Jordan
and erecting, plastering, and inscribing the stones.* Mt. Ebal is
also the site, along with Mt. Gerizim, of the immediately follow-
ing ritual of blessings and curses as prescribed in Deuteronomy
27:11-28:68.

Verses 5-7 of chapter 27 would appear to refer to a different set
of stones, altar stones that are unhewn (cf. Exod. 20:21-22), that
is, without flat surfaces that can easily be plastered and inscribed.
Therefore, to which stones (altar or stelai) does “those stones” of

* Translation from NJPS. “Teaching” here renders torah. Except for such citations from
NJPS, I will use “Torah” without necessarily implying (pre-mishnaically) that the
Pentateuch as a whole is intended. Unless otherwise noted, biblical citations are from
NJPS, whereas translations of rabbinic texts are my own.

* The Palestinian Talmud (Sotah 7:5, 21d) and the Babylonian Talmud (Sotah 35b) both
count three or more (but different) sets of stones.

4 The Babylonian Talmud (Sotah 36a) considers it a miracle that Israel would have
covered so much ground in one day.
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SEVENTY LANGUAGES (AND TRANSLATIONS)

verse 8 refer, the altar stones as the immediate antecedents to that
verse or the stelai stones of verses 2-4 as being more appropri-
ate for inscribing? While we might presume that verse 8 resumes
the instructions for writing of verses 2—4, with the building of the
altar of unhewn stones in verses 5-7 being a narrative digression
or insertion, it cannot be denied that the immediate antecedent of
the stones of verse 8 are those of the altar in verse 6.° However we
understand the editorial process (and purpose) behind the seem-
ingly composite text as it is canonically composed,® later interpret-
ers, already inner-biblically, had to determine how to understand
what exactly was prescribed, that is, what was to be inscribed and
where. Of course, the passage as we have it does not indicate the
purpose of the inscribed stones (whichever they were), except to
stress at the end of verse 8 that they were to be inscribed “most
distinctly” (av'n 2x1a), a phrase whose interpretation will preoc-
cupy us shortly. At the very least, we can presume that the publicly
inscribed words were intended to be read (and understood), but by
whom and for how long?

These seeming textual irregularities and ambiguities in our
unhewn scriptural text are smoothed out, as it were, in the account
of the fulfillment of these instructions in Joshua 8:30-32, but not
without leaving other questions unanswered:

> Compare the covenantal ritual of Exod. 24:4-8, which similarly combines the erecting
of twelve (cf. Josh. 4, below) stelai (but without any mention of writing upon them)
and the construction of an altar (presumably of unhewn stones) for sacrifice.

¢ Michael Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1985), 161-62, suggests that verses 5—7 were inserted here so as
to divert attention from the possible idolatrous nature of such erected stones (as
matsevot; see Deut. 16:22) to the more proper form of worship though sacrifice on
an altar. Conversely, Jeffrey H. Tigay (The JPS Torah Commentary: Deuteronomy
[Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1996], 250, see also 488) suggests that verses
2-4 and 8, stipulating inscribed stelai, serve as brackets to verses 5-7, stipulating
sacrifices, to the effect that “the text makes clear that the terms of the Teaching, and
not the sacrifice, constitute the heart of the ceremony”
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[30] At that time Joshua built an altar to the Lord, the God of Israel,
on Mount Ebal,

[31] as Moses, the servant of the Lord, had commanded the
Israelites — as is written in the Book of the Teaching of Moses — an
altar of unhewn stone upon which no iron had been wielded. They
offered on it burnt offerings to the Lord, and brought sacrifices of
well-being.

[32] And there, on the stones, he inscribed a copy of the Teaching
that Moses had written for the Israelites.

In this internal passage of “rewritten Bible,” with clear reference to the
earlier passage in Deuteronomy (“as is written”), the inscribed stelai
(or plaster) are not mentioned at all, leaving the only antecedent to
“on the stones” to be the unhewn altar stones. It is upon those stones,
at Mt. Ebal, that a “copy of the Teaching of Moses” (perhaps referring
to the book of Deuteronomy) was inscribed in fulfillment of Moses’
prior instructions. Should we presume from the textual sequence that
the inscription on the altar stones followed sacrifice thereupon?

Prior to this passage in the book of Joshua, we find another ritual
involving stones, this one without direct reference to Moses’ prior
instructions (Josh. 4:1-8,19-24). Here, immediately after crossing
the Jordan River, God instructs Joshua to have twelve men, rep-
resenting the twelve tribes, each take a stone from the river, from
the places where the priests placed their feet in crossing the parted
waters, and to bring them to their night encampment (7n) at
nearby Gilgal. These stones are to serve as a memorial to the mira-
cle of the parting of the waters of the Jordan as the priests, carrying
the Ark of the Covenant, crossed it. In addition, according to 4:9,
another set of twelve stones were erected by Joshua in the middle
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of the river. However, the twelve stones set up at Gilgal are to be
a reminder of God’s miracle not only to the Israelites, and espe-
cially to their children who ask about their meaning,” but to “all the
peoples of the earth,” yxn my>3  (4:24). These stones, both at and
in the Jordan, unlike those of Deuteronomy 27:1-8, are entirely
separate from those with which an altar is built and upon which
the words of God’s/Moses’ Torah are inscribed (according to Josh.
8:30-32), but are similarly associated with the crossing of the Jordan
and the entering into the Promised Land, with the difference that
those that are erected at Gilgal are to be a permanent reminder of
God’s miraculous deeds on behalf of Israel, for the future benefit
of both Israel and the other peoples. What is less clear, in the book
of Joshua’s narration of the fulfillment of Moses’ instructions, is
what happened to the large plastered stelai upon which, according
to the book of Deuteronomy, were to be written, very clearly, the
words of the Torah. What appear to be two conflated narratives
in the book of Deuteronomy are unspliced, as it were, in the book
of Joshua to produce two narratives (at least), but with questions
remaining nevertheless, as we shall immediately see.

3.2 Sparse Second Temple Retellings

Before turning to our earliest rabbinic sources, it should be noted
that the inscribing of the Torah, or a part thereof, whether as Moses’
command or Joshua’s deed, leaves very few interpretive traces in
the Jewish writings of the late Second Temple period that have
survived, and none that focus on the manner (or purpose) of the
writing per se. This relative pre-rabbinic silence should cause us to
ask (in an admitted argument from silence, but with some silences
being more eloquent than others) what drew the rabbinic expos-
itors to this passage that went so unnoticed by their interpretive

7 As in Exod. 12:26; 13:14; and Deut. 6:20.

54



3.2 SPARSE SECOND TEMPLE RETELLINGS

predecessors. For example, Pseudo-Philo’s Liber Antiquitatum Bib-
licarum 21:7-8 harmonistically paraphrases Joshua 8:30-35 in con-
junction with Deuteronomy 27:1-8:

[7] Et descendit Thesus in Galgala, et edificavit sacrarium lapidibus
fortissimis, et non intulit in eos ferrum sicuti preceperat Moyses. Et
statuit lapides magnos in monte Gebal et dealbavit eos et scripsit
super eos verba legis manifesta valde. Et congregavit omnem pop-
ulum in unum, et legit in aures eorum omnia verba legis. [8] Et
descendens cum eis levavit supra sacrarium sacrificia pacifica, et
hymnizaverunt omnes valde.

[7] And Joshua went down to Gilgal and built an altar with very
large stones and did not lift an iron tool to them as Moses had com-
manded. And he set up large stones on Mt. Ebal and whitened them
and wrote on them very plainly the words of the Law. And he gath-
ered all the people together and read out loud before them all the
words of the Law. [8] And he came down with them and offered
peace offerings on the altar; and all sang many praises.”

This retelling resolves several interpretive cruxes in the scriptural
sources by carefully differentiating between the plastered and
clearly inscribed stone stelai erected on Mt. Ebal, and the sacrificial
altar of unhewn stones at Gilgal. Certainly, the Latin phrase here
translated as “very clearly” (manifesta valde) is a gloss on Deuteron-
omy 27:8, 2v1 X2 (“most distinctly” in the NJPS rendering. of the
Hebrew text), indicating subtly that the inscription was made on
the plastered stelai. The only role reserved for the altar of unhewn
stones is the ritual sacrificial offerings. The inner-biblical contradic-
tion or ambiguity is hereby resolved.

¥ For the Latin text, see Pseudo-Philon, Les Antiquités Bibliques, vol. 1: Introduction et
Texte Critiques, ed. Daniel J. Harrington, Sources Chrétiennes 229 (Paris: Editions
du Cerf, 1976), 174. The English translation is by Daniel J. Harrington, in The Old
Testament Pseudepigrapha, ed. James H. Charlesworth, 2 vols. (New York: Doubleday,
1985), 2:330.
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Our only other significant interpretation of our passages from Sec-
ond Temple times is by Josephus, who conflates the two, curiously
combining Moses’ instructions for reciting the blessings and curses
of the covenant at Mts. Ebal and Gerizim with their being recorded,
by Moses (presumably before his death on the eastern side of the Jor-
dan). Once again we see a conflation of Deuteronomy 27: 1-8 with
verses 9—14, whereby the words are inscribed on a sacrificial altar:

avéypaye 68 Tag edhoyiag kal TaG KaTdpag avtog, wg pndémote
EKATETY TNV pudbnoy adt@v vmod tod xpovov, dg M kai @ Popd
TEAEVTOV EVEYpaYE KATA TAEVPAV EKATEPAY, [] KAl GTAVTA POt TOV
Aaov Bboai te kal dlokavT@oal kai peT’ Ekeivnv TNV fUEPAV 00K
éneveykely iepeiov £tepov, o yap elvan voppov.

These blessings and curses he [= Moses] put on record himself,
to the end that their lesson might never be abolished by time, and
indeed at the last he inscribed them upon the altar, on either side
even where he said that the people were to stand and offer sacrifices
and whole burnt-offerings, but after that day they should offer no
further victim thereupon, that being unlawful.’

Here, clearly, the inscribed words of the Torah, now limited to the
blessings and curses, are inscribed on the stones of the sacrificial
altar, as might be inferred from the sequence of Deuteronomy 27:1-8
(and as it is understood by Josh. 8:30-32). Josephus stresses that the

° Josephus, Ant. 4.307-8 (LCL 4:625). Josephus has one other interesting conflational
paraphrase relevant to our subject. In Ant. 5.20 (LCL 5:11), in the context of narrating
the crossing of the Jordan River under Joshua’s leadership (Josh. 4), Josephus states:
'Incodg e TOV T Pwpdv €k T@V AiBwv OV ExaoTog dveileto TOV YUAAPXWY €K
700 PuBod T TPOPNTOL KEAEVOAVTOG ISPVOAEVOG TEKUNPLOY YEVIOOUEVOV TiiG
&vaxoTtiig Tod pedparog EBvev ¢ avtod 1@ Bed (“And Joshua, with the stones which
each of the tribal leaders had, by the prophet’s orders, taken up from the river-bed,
erected that altar that was to serve as a token of the stoppage of the stream, and
sacrificed thereon to God”). There is nothing in Scripture, except perhaps geographic
proximity, to suggest that the commemorative stones taken from the Jordan River in
Josh. 4:1-8 were the ones used to construct the altar in Josh. 8:30-32.
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sacrifices at this altar are a one-time occurrence, presumably because
they are not performed in a central temple, as required by the book of
Deuteronomy (e.g., 12:8-12). This is a motif that will recur in later rab-
binic accounts. Once the sacrifices were offered on this single occa-
sion, the altar’s only function was to continue to bear the inscription.

In contrast to these sparse exegetical “rewritings” of Scripture,
the early rabbinic sources to which we now turn are more explicit
and direct in engaging the actual words of Scripture in their sev-
eral locations, producing thereby multiple mishnaic, midrashic,
and talmudic understandings of what transpired and why. It is in
these later (but relatively early in the rabbinic corpus) traditions
that the idea of a multilingual (in seventy languages) revelation first
appears, and without forewarning.

3.3 Mishnah Sotah 7:5 (MS Kaufmann)

In the context of determining which ritual recitations must be said
in Hebrew (“the Holy Language”) and which are permitted to be
recited in “any language,” the Mishnah describes the procedure
for the ritual recitation of blessings and curses of Deuteronomy
27:15-28:68, which it deems can be recited only in Hebrew. As a
continuation of this narrative, the Mishnah (Sotah 7:5) describes
the inscribing of stones with the words of Torah as follows:"

N7 ™27 53 DX DY 12021 TP DITEY MmN AR 121 02X DX IR0 70 R
JmIpna 151 1821 01aRA NR Yo "2 kA" mxaw b owaw[a] nxm

And afterward they brought the stones and built the altar and plastered
it with plaster. And they wrote on them all the words of this Torah in
seventy languages, as it is written, “very clearly” (Deut. 27:8). And they
took the stones and came and spent the night in their own place.

'° There are no textual variants of significance between MSS Kaufmann and Parma,
or the printed versions. I have treated this and the following rabbinic texts more
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This mishnaic “rewritten” scriptural narrative is perplexing in sev-

€r

1
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al regards, in large part due to its brevity:

1. Contrary to Deuteronomy 27 and Joshua 8, it suggests that the
stones were inscribed after the ritual recitation of the blessings
and curses.

2. It makes no mention of the stelai of Deuteronomy 27, but
assumes that the words of Torah were inscribed on the plas-
tered altar stones (in accord with Josh. 8 and with Josephus’
understanding of where Moses inscribed the blessings and
curses, neither of which mentions plaster).

3. After the stones were inscribed, they were removed and
brought to the place of the night encampment, presumably at
Gilgal, following Joshua 4:3, 8, with respect to the twelve stones
taken from the Jordan River. Were they there reassembled
or abandoned? Perhaps the Mishnah reflects an understand-
ing similar to that expressed by Josephus, that the altar stones
inscribed with words of Torah could only serve as a sacrificial
altar on one occasion. In accordance with the book of Deuter-
onomy’s insistence on a single, centralized place for sacrificial
worship, altars prior to the establishment of a centralized place
of worship would be deemed temporary and in need of disas-
sembly following their one-time use." Here, as previously, the
impracticality of plastering and inscribing unhewn altar stones
with such a long text (or texts) is not considered.

briefly in “Before and After Babel,” 49*-55*; “mnw% 21vp”, 280; and “Language

Mix and Multilingualism,” 9¥-10*. See also Saul Lieberman, Tosefta Ki-Fshutah:

A Comprehensive Commentary on the Tosefta, Part 8: Order Nashim (New York:
Jewish Theological Seminar of America, 1973), 699—702 (Hebrew); Marc Hirshman,
Torah for the Entire World (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 1999), 108-13
(Hebrew); Azzan Yadin, “The Hammer on the Rock: Polysemy and the School of
Rabbi Ishmael,” Jewish Studies Quarterly 10 (2003): 15-17; Azzan Yadin, Scripture
as Logos: Rabbi Ishmael and the Origins of Midrash, Divinations: Rereading Late
Ancient Religion (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004), 76-79; and,
most recently, Smelik, Rabbis, Language and Translation, 29-32.

See Section 3.7; and Lieberman, Tosefta Ki-Fshutah, 701.



3.3 MISHNAH SOTAH 7:5

4. Most striking and significant for our purposes, however, is the
Mishnah’s concise claim, not only that all of the words of the
Torah (presumably the complete Pentateuch for the Rabbis, as
they would have understood Deut. 17:18-20; Neh. 8:1-8; etc.)
were inscribed on the unhewn plastered altar stones, but that
they were so inscribed in “seventy languages,” that is, the full ros-
ter of human languages (of the seventy nations of Gen. 10, as rab-
binically understood), with each nation identified by its language.
This is explicitly said to derive from the scriptural words “most
distinctly,” or very clearly (axn nma). As we saw, this biblical
phrase had not attracted any attention previous to the Mishnah
in any of our extant sources. While the verb axn is biblically
understood to refer to the physical clarity with which the words
of the Torah were to be inscribed,” post-biblically the same verb
increasingly acquires meanings relating to interpretation, as in
to clarify the meaning of a text. Thus, the Mishnah seems to be
saying that obtaining the clearest and fullest understanding of the
meaning of the words of the Torah requires their being inscribed
(and read) in all (seventy) human “tongues.” Compare in this
regard the use of n5w in Nehemiah 8:8 for Ezra’s clear reading
of the Torah, rendered as “made distinct” by BDB (831), as “with
interpretation” by NRSV, and as “translating it” by NJPS."*

Leaving aside, again, the seeming impracticality of such a

vastly multilingual inscription, we might want to speculate on

12

13

S

See Hab. 2:2; Ze’ev Ben-Hayyim, “The Contribution of the Samaritan Inheritance,”
Proceedings of the Israeli Academy of Sciences and Humanities 3 (1969): 166—68.
Compare the use of the verb 7xa in Deut. 1:5, understood by medieval exegetes (e.g.,
Rashi on this verse as on Deut. 27:8) to mean that Moses explicated the words of
Torah that he taught (to Israel) in seventy languages. See my article, “Moses and
Adam as Polyglots,” esp. 192-93 for the tradition that the number seventy derives by
gematria from the word av7. For the typological significance of the number seventy,
see Chapter 2, nn. 33, 35, and 36.

For the last, see y. Meg. 4.1, 74d and parallels: ounn nr wman (“clearly,” that is the
translation [targum]”), as rendered by Smelik, Rabbis, Language, and Translation,
195. See n. 44.
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what understanding of language in general, or of revelatory lan-
guage in particular, is being suggested or presumed here. The
mishnaic text in its extreme but characteristic brevity provides
little direct assistance to us in this task.” There is, as already
noted by Willem Smelik,'® an irony here - that in the mishnaic
context of emphasizing that the ritual recitation of the scriptural
blessings and curses was to be in Hebrew alone, the proximate
(and in some sources, interlaced) ritual of writing the words of
Torah as a whole was to be performed in all seventy languages -
an irony with which other rabbinic versions of this tradition, as
we shall soon see, appear to wrestle. Which is to say that in all of
these regards, the Mishnah is as much interpreting (and inter-
weaving elements of) its three biblical antecedents (Deut. 27:1-8;
Josh. 4:1-8; Josh. 8:30-32) as offering up, as it were, its own text
for subsequent interpretation.

3.4 Mishnah Sheqalim 5:1 (MS Kaufmann, with Later Gloss)

The expression “seventy languages” appears only once elsewhere
in the Mishnah, unrelated to the inscribed stones of Deuteronomy
and Joshua, but very telling for our purposes nevertheless:"”

% The idea seems remarkably similar, mutatis mutandis, to Walter Benjamin’s
conceptions of language and translation, as expressed in his essays, “The Task of
the Translator,” in Selected Writings, vol. 1: 1913-1926, ed. Marcus Bullock and
Michael Jennings (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 253-62; Walter
Benjamin, “On Language as Such and on the Language of Man,” in Selected Writings,
vol. 1: 1913-1926, ed. Bullock and Jennings, 62-74. For explication, see Carol Jacobs,
In the Language of Walter Benjamin (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1999), esp. 75-90. For the advantage of knowledge of multiple languages in the
midrashic interpretation of Hebrew Scripture, see n. 19.

Smelik, Rabbis, Language and Translation, 32.

There are no textual variants of significance between MSS Kaufmann and Parma.
The words in parentheses, presumably an explanatory gloss, appear in the printed
versions.
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3.4 MISHNAH SHEQALIM 5:1
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These are the officers who served in the Temple: ... Petahiah was
over the Bird-offerings. (This same Petahiah was Mordechai.)’® Why
was his name Petahiah? Because he would “open” (poteah) matters,
and interpret (doresh) them, and he knew seventy languages.

As in the previously considered Mishnah, seventy languages are
again associated, although less directly, with the activity of interpre-
tation, previously expressed by be’er and now by darash (and patah).
Although not linked explicitly, Petahiah’s interpretive renown is
associatively connected to his knowledge of seventy (that is, all
human) languages, based on a wordplay on his name.” Mordechai,
which, according to a secondhand explanatory gloss, is Petahiah’s
cognomen, refers to the person by this name who is mentioned in
Ezra 2:2 and Nehemiah 7:7 as being among those who returned with
Zerubbabel from the Babylonian Exile. His name is immediately
followed by that of Bilshan. However, if the two are taken as one
name, then, by a wordplay it could mean that said Mordechai was
a master of languages (ba‘al lashon), or even a mixer of languages
(balal lashon). Thus, in both mishnaic passages, the knowledge of
seventy languages (and presumably the ability to switch or translate

'8 This gloss is not in MS Kaufmann or the other early manuscripts. My argument
would remain the same if this gloss were removed.

' For other individuals who are said, in rabbinic literature, to have known all seventy
languages, see Fraade, “Before and After Babel,” 55*-58*; Fraade, “Moses and Adam
as Polyglots.” For the expression, see n. 13. For the knowledge of multiple languages
as an aid to interpreting Scripture through multilingual wordplays, see “Before and
After Babel,” 47* n. 38; “Moses and Adam as Polyglots,” 188. For the verb patah
denoting exegetical activity, see Paul Mandel, “wtn 1y :nmvnan 5 'nna’ 5p,” in
Higayon L’Yonah: New Aspects in the Study of Midrash, Aggadah and Piyut in Honor
of Professor Yona Fraenkel, ed. Joshua Levinson, Jacob Elbaum, and Galit Hasan-
Rokem (Jerusalem: Magnes, 2006), 49—-82, esp. 56. My understanding of this passage
would be strengthened if we were to assume that the waw here were an explanatory
waw (“because he knew seventy languages”), rather than a conjunctive waw (GKC
484). My appreciation to A. J. Berkovitz for this suggestion.
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between them) is of assistance (or even necessity) in being able to
fully clarify/interpret the meaning of texts or matters in general
(m. Sheqalim) and of Scripture in particular (m. Sotah).

3.5 Tosefta Sotah 8:6—7 (MS Vienna, ed. Lieberman, 205)

We turn next to the Tosefta that is closely connected to m. Sotah
7:5. As is often the case with Mishnah-Tosefta “parallels,” the pre-
cise nature of their relationship (and chronological priority) is
difficult to determine. To indicate two commonly proposed pos-
sibilities, does the Tosefta presume the Mishnah (or an anteced-
ent), which it seeks to expand and/or interpret, or does the Tosefta
represent the sort of “raw materials” from which the more concise
and tightly structured Mishnah was editorially fashioned?** In the
present case, either is possible but neither is certain.* I like to think

** For discussion of this question, see the following, the second of which deals with our
Mishnah and Tosefta: Fraade, “Before and After Babel,” 54*~55%; Shamma Friedman,
“Mishnah and Tosefta Parallels (1): Shabbat 16:1,” Tarbiz 62 (1993): 313-38 (Hebrew);
translated and expanded as “The Primacy of Tosefta to Mishnah in Synoptic
Parallels,” in Introducing Tosefta: Textual, Intratextual and Intertextual Studies,

ed. Harry Fox and Tirzah Meacham (Hoboken, NJ: Ktav, 1999), 99-121; Shamma
Friedman, “An Ancient Tosefta: On the Relationship of Parallels in Mishnah and
Tosefta (2): The Story of Rabban Gamaliel and the Elders,” Bar Ilan Annual 26-27
(1995): 277-88 (Hebrew); Shamma Friedman, Tosefta Atigta: Pesah. Rishon: Synoptic
Parallels of Mishna and Tosefta Analyzed with a Methodological Introduction
(Ramat-Gan: Bar-Ilan University Press, 2002) (Hebrew); Judith Hauptman,
“Mishnah as a Response to “Tosefta,” in The Synoptic Problem in Rabbinic Literature,
ed. Shaye J. D. Cohen (Providence, RI: Brown Judaic Studies, 2000), 13-34; Judith
Hauptman, “The Tosefta as a Commentary on an Early Mishnah,” JSIJ 3 (2004):
1-24; Judith Hauptman, Rereading the Mishnah: A New Approach to Ancient Jewish
Texts (Ttibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005); Robert Brody, Mishna and Tosefta Studies
(Jerusalem: Magnes, 2014). See also Chapter 5, Section 5.3.

Cf. Judith Hauptman, Rereading the Mishnah: A New Approach to Ancient Jewish
Texts, Texts and Studies in Ancient Judaism 109 (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005),

»

109-24, who sees our Mishnah as a condensing of our Tosefta; Smelik, Rabbis,
Language and Translation, 32 n. 69, rejects this view.
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3.5 TOSEFTA SOTAH 8:6-7

of the Tosefta as the pieces that were gathered and arranged from
the “cutting-room floor,” rather than discarded. In what follows,
I will treat them as autonomous texts in their own rights. Unlike the
anonymous Mishnah, the Tosefta takes the form of two accounts
of the inscribing of the stones, each attributed to a different (but
contemporaneous) tannaitic sage:*
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[6] R. Judah says: They inscribed it [= the Torah] on the stones of the
altar. They said to him: How did the nations of the world learn the
Torah? He said to them: This teaches that the Omnipresent inspired
every nation and kingdom to send their notaries (scribes) and they
transcribed the writing from the stones in seventy languages. At that
moment the verdict was sealed for the nations of the world to be
consigned to the nethermost pit (as punishment).

[7] R. Simeon says: They wrote it on plaster. How so? They laid it out
and plastered it with plaster, and they wrote on it all the words of the
Torah in seventy languages,* and they wrote below, “That they teach
you not [to do after all their abominations]” (Deut. 20:18): “If you
[non-Jews] repent, we shall receive you.”

Unlike m. Sotah 7:5, which, I have argued (especially in light of
m. Seqal. 5:1) understands the recording of the Torah in seventy
languages to have an interpretive function (within Israel), both

** Smelik (Rabbis, Language and Translation, 31) strangely treats what is attributed to
R. Judah, but not what is attributed to R. Simeon.
# I read as omvn = notarii. MS Erfurt has o1 See Lieberman’s note ad loc.

** “In seventy languages” does not appear in MS Erfurt.
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views in the Tosefta understand the purpose of the inscription (or
transcription) of the Torah in seventy languages to have been to
make it accessible to the (seventy) “nations of the world.” Note that
unlike the Mishnah, neither R. Judah nor R. Simeon makes refer-
ence to “seventy languages” as deriving from the scriptural words
avn axa (“very distinctly”) of Deuteronomy 27:8. However, it is
possible that the phrase nnw 7xa (“nethermost pit”)* is an ironic
wordplay on apq axa (“very distinctly”) of Deuteronomy 27:8,
based on their sharing the consonantal homograph -xa. It is the
recording of the Torah (“very distinctly”) that leads or will lead to
the nations’ destruction (in the “pit”). Alternatively, it may be that
in an earlier version of the disagreement between R. Judah and R.
Simeon, their dispute was limited to the question of where the words
of the Torah were inscribed (altar stones or plastered stelai), without
reference to the nations as readers or copyists of the inscription.
Whereas R. Judah is explicit in saying that the words of the Torah
were written upon the altar stones, R. Simeon says that they were
written upon the plaster, which in light of Deuteronomy 27:2, 4
would seem to mean on the stelai, but in light of m. Sotah 7:5 could
mean on the altar. In either case, for the first time we see explicitly
stated — something that we have assumed was the case all along - that
the number of languages/translations correlated to the total number
of nations; each nation with its respective language/translation.*®

In its present redacted setting, R. Judah seems to be saying (the
syntax is somewhat ambiguous) that what was written on the
stones was the Torah in Hebrew alone, and that God inspired
the (seventy) nations to send their (seventy) scribes (omon =
notarii, notaries) to transcribe (literally, “lift” or “elevate,” but with
meanings like “carry” and “convey” as well”’) through spontane-
ous translation the Hebrew writing, each one into the language of

» E.g., Ps.55:24.

* For the roots and development of this equation, see Chapter 2, n. 21.

% Similarly, the English/Latin verbs to “transfer” and “translate” are etymological kin.
For this understanding of the hiph'il of the verb xw1 as to “lift,” see Marcus Jastrow,
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3.5 TOSEFTA SOTAH 8:6-7

his particular nation.”® The use of the Latin loan word notarim
(“notaries” instead of the perfectly adequate ommo (“scribes”),
lends a sense of verisimilitude to the narration, to which we will
return momentarily.

However, the purpose of making the Torah available to the
nations in their own languages was hardly ecumenical. It denied
the nations the excuse of not knowing the Torah’s laws, that is, not
having access to a copy of the Torah, each in their own national lan-
guage. Without such an excuse, their doom is immediately sealed
for their lawless behavior.*

By contrast, as incorporated in the present text of the Tosefta, R.
Simeon’s understanding is that the Torah in all seventy languages
was inscribed on plastered stones, but that the purpose of so doing
was more irenic: The nations whose doom has not yet been sealed
are given the opportunity to learn from Israel’s Torah, translated

A Dictionary of the Targum, the Talmud Babli and Jerushalmi, and the Midrashic
Literature (New York: Choreb, 1926), 938, citing our passage. See also Saul Lieberman,
Studies in Palestinian Talmludic Literature, ed. David Rosenthal (Jerusalem: Magnes,
1991), 57-58 (Hebrew); Shlomo Naeh, “n ;2 nar nmay niwn Sy wn van :n pm1 o™,
in Studies in Talmudic and Midrashic Literature in Memory of Tirzah Lifshitz, ed. M.
Bar-Asher, J. Levinson, and B. Lifshitz (Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 2005), 418 n. 24.
Similarly, see Smelik, Rabbis, Language and Translation, 31, 168-69, who ignores the
opinion of R. Simeon (the whole Torah written in seventy languages) in t. Sotah
8:7. According to the Babylonian Talmud (Sotah 35b), and attributed to R. Judah,
the inscription was made directly to the stones, after which it was plastered over. The
notaries of the nations came and peeled off the plaster layer, onto which a (reverse)
copy of the inscription was impressed, and carried this back (mx'wn) with them to
their respective peoples.

® Alternatively, the Torah is already written in seventy languages on the stones, and

»
&

notaries simply transcribe the translation that suits their nation. It is a question

of whether “in seventy languages” modifies adjectivally “the writing,” or whether

it modifies adverbially “lifted.” I favor the latter as better fitting the word order,

but cannot deny the possibility of the former. We will see the same ambiguity in

the Palestinian Talmud, but there the wording seems to me to favor the former
understanding. For the Babylonian Talmud’s understanding of this “lifting,” see n. 27.
Cf. Saul Lieberman, Hellenism in Jewish Palestine: Studies in the Literary
Transmission, Beliefs and Manners of Palestine in the I Century B.C.E.-IV Century
C.E., 2nd ed. (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1962), 201.

24

°
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into their respective languages, so that they may have the opportu-
nity to repent (remove their abominations) and be received, rather
than be destroyed (as per Deut. 20:15-18).

In light of a recent (2012) study of notaries in the Greco-Roman
world, particularly in Egypt, more can be said of R. Judah’s version
of the story.>® Each such notary, sent by his respective nation (nmx
ma5m [“nation and kingdom™]), need not have known all seventy lan-
guages, but only two: the Hebrew of the Torah and the language of the
nation that sent him. That is, at the very least they can be presumed
to have been bilingual. It is only collectively that they represented the
linguistic totality of seventy languages (necessary, according to the
Mishnah, for the full comprehension of the Torah). In real life, of
course, such notaries would have had facility in the language of the
ruling empire (e.g., Greek, or, in an earlier period, Imperial Aramaic)
and their local language (e.g., Egyptian) and the ability to translate
between the two in both directions. Thus, the story as attributed to
R. Judah places Hebrew (Israel) in the position of the imperial lan-
guage (and rulers), rather than that of one subject language/people
among many, a fantasy of great significance for the privileged place
of Hebrew (and the identity of Hebrew speakers, readers, or audi-
tors) among the languages (and peoples) of the world.

I wish to emphasize that this version of the story might be thought
of as a clever inversion of the famous story of the translation of the
Torah into Greek (the “Septuagint”) in Ptolemaic times, as it was
surely known to the early rabbinic sages.’ Rather than the Jerusalemite
priesthood sending seventy-two (but often referred to as seventy)

3% Marja Vierros, Bilingual Notaries in Hellenistic Egypt: A Study of Greek as a Second
Language, Collectanea Hellenistica 5 (Brussels: Koninklijke Vlaamse Academie van
Belgié voor Wetenschappen en Kunsten, 2012). On the role of transcription as a
means of transmuting cultures in ancient Judaism and the broader Greco-Roman
world, see Jonathan J. Price and Shlomo Naeh, “On the Margins of Culture: The
Practice of Transcription in the Ancient World,” in From Hellenism to Islam, ed.
Cotton et al., 257-88.

See Mekilta of R. Ishmael Pisha 14 (ed. Lauterbach, 1:11-12); y. Meg. 1.9, 71d; b.

Meg. 9a-b; Mas. Sop. 1.7 (6-8) (ed. Higger, 100-5); Mas. Sep. Torah 1.6 (8-9)

[
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elders from the Land of Israel to Alexandria at the bidding of the
Ptolemaic king to produce there a single, authoritative (and possibly
inspired) translation into Greek for the benefit of Jews and non-Jews
alike, and to the acclaim of all, here the seventy nations, at the bid-
ding (and possible inspiration) of the sovereign of all the nations, send
each one a notary/translator to the Land of Israel so as to produce sev-
enty different translations of the Hebrew original,** with, according to
R. Judah’s telling, disastrous consequences for all but Israel.*
Compare further the expression used here for God’s inspiring of
the nations, mabm nmx 53 2531 mpnn 1w (“God placed [understand-
ing] in the heart of each and every nation and kingdom,” and in the
version in the Palestinian Talmud, to be treated shortly: n"apn 1
mR1 MR 53 252 nra), with that used in Mas. Sop. 1:8 (as in b. Meg.
9a MS Munich) for the inspiration of the seventy-two elders gath-
ered by King Ptolemy: tnx1 7nx 53 2523 nyy mpnn 11 (“God placed

(ed. Higger, 22—-24). There is extensive scholarly literature on the rabbinic use of this
story, which originates with the Letter of Aristeas in the mid-second century BCE (but
narrating events of a century earlier). Most recently, see Abraham Wasserstein and
David J. Wasserstein, The Legend of the Septuagint: From Classical Antiquity to Today
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006); Giuseppe Veltri, “Deconstructing
History and Traditions: The Written Torah for Ptolemy,” in Giuseppe Veltri,
Libraries, Translations and “Canonic” Texts: The Septuagint, Aquila and Ben Sira in
the Jewish and Christian Traditions, ]SJSup 109 (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 147-89; Moshe
Simon-Shoshan, “The Tasks of the Translators: The Rabbi, the Septuagint, and the
Cultural Politics of Translation,” Proof 27 (2007): 1-39; Richard Kalmin, “The Miracle
of the Septuagint in Ancient Rabbinic and Christian Literatures,” in “Follow the
Wise”: Studies in Jewish History and Culture in Honor of Lee Levine, ed. Zeev Weiss,
Oded Irshai, Jodi Magness, and Seth Schwartz (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns,
2010), 241-53; Richard Kalmin, Migrating Tales: The Talmud’s Narratives and Their
Historical Context (Oakland: University of California Press, 2014), 80-94 (on early
Christian adaptations). The rabbinic accounts stress (mock?) the mistranslations of
the Septuagint, notwithstanding claims for its having been divinely inspired.

3 There is some ambiguity whether the seventy nations/languages include Israel/
Hebrew or not. Needless to say (see n. 13), “seventy” is a typological number,
regardless of whether it is “actually” sixty-nine, seventy-one, or seventy-two.

* For the notion that the translation of the Torah into Greek had disastrous
consequences for Israel, see Mas. Sop. 1:7; Mas. Sep. Torah 1:6; Pesiq. Rab. 5 (ed.
Meir Friedmann, 14b; trans. William Braude, 93; ed. Rivka Ulmer, 51-52).
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guidance in the heart of each and every one”). Needless to say,
this narrative places the origins of scriptural translation much
earlier than Ptolemaic times (mid-third century BCE), to the time
of Joshua but in fulfillment of the command of Moses, as if to say
that the totality of scriptural translation is a homegrown Israelite
innovation, rather than a foreign import, produced under divine
rather than imperial authorization. Also, no single translation (e.g.,
into Greek) is privileged over any other, with the benefit of all such
seventy translations to their respective intended foreign audiences
being dubious at best. Given the certainty that the tannaitic Rabbis
(or a least some of them, such as R. Judah) were well aware of the
widely disseminated story of the origins of the Greek Bible (n. 31),
on which more to come in Chapter 7, the Hebrew narrative of the
Tosefta (and the Jerusalem Talmud, to be examined shortly) is of
profound rhetorical and exegetical ingenuity for its barely “hidden
transcript.”

3.6 Mekilta Deuteronomy (Geniza Fragment,
ed. Kahana, 345)

We turn next to the last of our tannaitic sources, a Cairo Geniza frag-
ment of a lost commentary to the book of Deuteronomy from the
midrashic “school” of R. Ishmael. Discovered by Solomon Schechter
and published by him in 1913, it was since lost, no small irony for our
purposes, as we shall see. Saul Lieberman improved on Schechter’s
reconstruction, and it was most recently published by Menahem
Kahana.** Any interpretations of the fragment must be qualified by
recognition of its highly fragmentary and restored nature:

3* Solomon Schechter, “The Mekhilta Deuteronomy, Pericope Re’eh,” in Tiferet Ysra’el:
Festschrift zu Israel Lewy’s siebzigsten Geburtstag, ed. M. Brann and J. Elbogen
(Breslau: M. and H. Marcus, 1911), 187-92 (Hebrew); Lieberman, Tosefta Ki-Fshutah,
700-1 (Hebrew); Menahem I. Kahana, The Geniza Fragments of the Halakhic
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On the same day that Israel crossed the Jordan, they took the stones,
brought them across, and erected them and wrote on [the stones] all
the words of the Torah [in the Holy Language]. R. Ishmael says, They
wrote in seventy languages, [as it is said, “most distinctly” (Deut.
27:8)]. R. Simeon b. Yohai says, They did not write on the[m bu]t
[a copy] of the Torah of Moses (or: the book of Deuteronomy), as it
is said, “And there, on the stones, he inscribed a copy of the Torah of
Moses” (Josh. 8:32). R. Yose b. Yosi says in the name of R. Eleazar b.
Simeon,*” They did not write on them but that which the nations of
the world desired, such as, “When you approach a town to attack it,
you shall offer it terms of peace. If it responds peaceably,” etc. (Deut.
20:10-11); “When you besiege a city for along time,”etc. (Deut. 20:19).
They wrote them on [the stones] [of the alta]r. These are the words of
R. Judah. R. Simeon says, They wrote them on the stones (cf. Deut.
27:2—4). [Said] [Rabbi (?) I prefer] the words of R. Simeon, who said,
They wrote them on the stones, to the words of R. Judah, who said,
They wrote them on the altar. For if they had written them [on] the

Midrashim, Part I: Mekhilta d’Rabbi Ishma‘el, Mekhilta d’Rabbi Shim‘on ben Yohay,
Sifre Numbers, Sifre Zuta Numbers, Sifre Deuteronomy, Mekhilta Deuteronomy
(Jerusalem: Magnes, 2005), 345 (Hebrew).

¥ As Lieberman notes (Tosefta Ki-Fshutah, 700 n. 17), no tannaitic sage by this name
is otherwise known to us, whether as Yose or Yosi, the two being variants of the

same name.
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altar, how could the nations of the world who desired to read the law
(been able to do s0)? [At the bottom was written] on them: “Who-
ever wishes to receive right (forgiveness) shall come and receive!”*
But the very same day they hid them (the stones of the altar) away.

To begin with, unlike the Mishnah and the view of R. Judah
according to the Tosefta, the anonymous opening voice of the
Mekilta Deuteronomy fragment endorses the view that the
Torah was inscribed (presumably in Hebrew) on the stelai (or
possibly the stones removed from the Jordan River according to
Josh. 4). By contrast, R. Ishmael, citing Deuteronomy 27:8 (and
the Mishnah’s interpretation thereof), affirms that the Torah was
inscribed on the stones (without specifying which) in seventy lan-
guages. I assume that the only difference between the anonymous
opening and R. Ishmael is whether what was actually written on the
stones (presumably the stelai) was the Torah (in its entirety) just
in Hebrew (anonymous) or in all seventy languages (R. Ishmael,
echoing R. Simeon of the Tosefta). I understand R. Simeon of
Mekilta Deuteronomy to say (following the wording of Josh. 8:32)
that it was only the book of Deuteronomy (nwn miin mwn), and
not the whole Pentateuch, that was inscribed (presumably on the
stelai), leaving unclear whether it was just in Hebrew or in seventy
languages.

Strikingly different from any of the views thus far expressed as
to how much was inscribed, and without parallel elsewhere, is the
view of R. Eleazar b. Simeon, as transmitted by R. Yose b. Yosi, that
all that was written (presumably both in Hebrew and the other lan-
guages) were several scriptural verses that relate somewhat sym-
pathetically to non-Israelites in time of war, as if to gain thereby
the nations’ appreciation.”” Alternatively, it is only such “univer-
sal” laws of warfare that would interest the bellicose nations, with

3% On the difficulties of the text here, see Lieberman, Tosefta Ki-Fshutah, 701 n. 19.
% Lieberman, Hellenism in Jewish Palestine, 201-2, refers to these as “international
law.” Alternatively, we might think of them as “ethics of law,” erected just after
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anything else being wasted on them.** Since these verses, or at least
their being recorded at the boundary(-stone) crossing, are intended
for the “ears” of the nations, they are presumably recorded in sev-
enty languages, although this is not stated explicitly. This is rem-
iniscent of Joshua 4:24, in which the erecting of commemorative
stones is intended for the benefit of “all the peoples of the earth”
(yxi muH3).

Thus far, we have seen three different attitudes toward the
non-Jews for whom the translated words of Torah are intended:
cynical (only to condemn them), irenic (so they might repent
and be “received” by Israel), and apologetic (only to convey to
them what they want to hear), the last being possibly insulting or
mocking as well.*

Again we encounter the persistent question of which stones
were written upon, with R. Judah favoring the stones of the altar
(as in the Mishnah), R. Simeon favoring the stelai, and Rabbi (?)
preferring the words of R. Simeon (the stelai; contra the Mishnah).
Rabbi (?) explains his preference for the view of R. Simeon (stelai)
as follows: Had the words of Torah been written on the stones of
the altar, they would not have remained there for long, since the
inscribed altar stones would have been removed immediately after

crossing an international boundary, beyond which a conquering nation would

expect to face hostility unless appeased. While we do not know how many such

verses R. Yose had in mind, what is cited being examples of a larger class of laws,
we can presume that the challenge of insufficient space for the inscription(s)

was significantly mitigated by such a narrow selection of verses. Note that Deut.

20:15-18, calling for the genocide of the native nations, is elided in this selection of

verses. Compare Gen. Rab. 74.15 (ed. Theodor-Albeck, 872-73), where it is said that

in David’s time, the Edomites and Moabites produced stelai (m™vox) with Torah
verses (Deut. 2:3 and 2:9) that are favorable to these nations in avoiding combat
with them.

I thank Daniel Stein Kokin for this suggestion.

3 Respectively: R. Judah in the Tosefta, R. Simeon in the Tosefta, and R. Yose b. Yosi
in the name of R. Eleazar b. Simeon in Mekilta Deuteronomy. On the question of
for whose benefit are the laws of the Torah, see the sources, primary and secondary,
cited n. 51.
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the one-time sacrifices were completed, as stated in the Mishnah
(reflecting Josh. 4:3,8).

On this reading of R. Judah by Rabbi (?), even the irenic view of
the public writing of the Torah in seventy languages (on the altar
stones), so as to provide an opportunity for the nations to follow the
Torah and be received by Israel (as per the added subscript of the
inscription), was in reality a cynical, if not duplicitous, ploy, since
the altar stones (with the Torah inscribed in seventy languages) did
not remain in place for long enough to accomplish that purpose,
as the midrash’s conclusion confirms in its statement that the altar
stones were “hidden away” (ganzum, from the same root as geniza)
on the very same day that they were inscribed. But what of R. Sim-
eon’s implied view that the Torah (or at least the book of Deuter-
onomy), inscribed on stelai, remained accessible to the nations for
some time? Did its inscription similarly have a subscript (as per
the Tosefta) holding out the hope of the nations’ repentance and
acceptance? Or was it too simply a cynical ploy? Our fragmentary
text eludes us on these questions.

As for the other (nonirenic) views represented here, the inscrib-
ing of the Torah in seventy languages was either to condemn the
nations for their transgression or to gain their appreciation (how-
ever briefly), or, alternatively, to mock them for their warmonger-
ing, but not to join with them in the practice of Torah since that
opportunity, according to this midrash in its final lines, was not
truly provided to them. Perhaps it is an irony of history that the
frank uncovering of the duplicitous nature of the seemingly irenic
public disclosure of the Torah in seventy languages by Rabbi (?) is
found only in this largely unknown ancient midrash, which was
itself “hidden away” in the Cairo Geniza in medieval times, only to
be discovered (and lost again) much more recently.*°

4% T have incorporated here some suggestions of Daniel Stein Kokin. Menahem
Kahana, “na7an nxnwmxn mwnn 0mat xnbonn i oo1,” Tarbiz 57 (1988): 180-85,
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3.7 Palestinian Talmud Sotah 7:5, 21d (ed. Academy
of the Hebrew Language, 935-36)

Several familiar traditions, but with some new twists, are found in
the Palestinian Talmud, presented as a barayta, as follows, presum-
ably being either contemporary to the preceding passages we have
examine, or, as I would favor, subsequent:

A3N23 1AM Nax 5y Amx e 127 LT 127 12T a0 1Hnn Nax Sy oan
X PRWNM 101 Prdwn o9yn 'mx om or 53212023 11Hnn 1ax by T Rn
i nywh XS 01 narmin 1max by anT xn b owawa nano nnnw ann
AN R IRWM IR X 53 252 13 n"apn na .o Awyn X my anan

QWS Dwawa nng nnnw

It was taught: [The words of the Torah] were written on the stones
of the lodging place (Josh. 4:3, 8). These are the words of R. Judah.
R. Yosi says: They were written on the stones of the altar. [With
respect to] the one who says that they were [permanently] written
on the stones of the lodging: Every day the nations of the world
would send their notaries, who would transcribe the Torah which
was written in seventy languages. [With respect to] the one who
says that they were written on the altar, [how can this be?] Were
they not (there) for only a short time before they were hidden away?
[Rather,] this was another miracle. The Holy One, blessed be He,
gave insight into the heart of each and every nation so that they
transcribed the Torah that was written in seventy languages.

200-1 has argued that at least for some nonlegal sections (Ha’azinu and Ve-Zo’t
Ha-berakha) Mekilta Deuteronomy is more “universalistic” in its attitudes to non-
Jews than is Sifre Deuteronomy to the same verses. See also Menahem Kahana,
“The Halakhic Midrashim,” in The Literature of the Sages, Second Part: Midrash and
Targum, Liturgy, Poetry, Mysticism, Contracts, Inscriptions, Ancient Science and

the Languages of Rabbinic Literature, ed. S. Safrai, Z. Safrai, J. Schwartz, and P. J.
Tomson (Assen: Royal Van Gorcum, 2006), 51-52. A similar argument, it seems to
me, cannot be made here, in part because the Sifre’s commentary to Deut. 27:1-8 is
not extant.
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The disagreement over which stones were inscribed with the words
of the Torah continues, although here R. Judah is associated with
the view that the inscribed stones were those of the night encamp-
ment (Josh. 4:3,8), presumably the stelai at Gilgal, whereas in the
Tosefta he is credited with the view that they were the altar stones
at Mt. Ebal. Here that position is attributed instead to R. Yosi.
In the first case it is assumed that the inscription was on permanent
display, and that every day (and without rush) the seventy nota-
ries of the seventy nations could transcribe the Torah, each in his
own native language.* However, this would not seem to be possi-
ble according to the view that the Torah was inscribed on the altar
stones, since they would have been disassembled and hidden away
(as the Rabbis presume, in keeping with Deuteronomic insistence
on centralized sacrificial worship) once the sacrifices had been per-
formed.** It is in this event that God needed to inspire the notaries
(presumably) so that they could miraculously complete their task
of transcription and translation in the shortest possible time. Thus,
in either case, whether of inscribing on the altar stones (and being
divinely inspired) or on the stelai (and having plenty of time), the
notaries would have succeeded at their task of either transcribing or
translating the Torah in seventy languages.

However, the Palestinian Talmud does not indicate whether the
intent of the translations (that is, of God’s inspiring the nations or
their notaries to transcribe them) was to condemn the nations for
their knowing transgressions (as attributed to R. Judah in the Tose-
fta), or to allow for their repentance and acceptance by Israel (as
attributed to R. Simeon in the Tosefta and in Mekilta Deuteron-
omy). My sense is that the tone of the Palestinian Talmud is more
irenic than that of either the Tosefta or Mekilta Deuteronomy, since
it removes the obstacle of insufficient time to complete the task of

# On my understanding of this verb as to transcribe and translate, and of the
ambiguous syntax, see nn. 26, 27.
42 See Section 3.3.
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transcription/translation, whether on the altar stones or the stelai,
without indicating any others. The toseftan version of the tradition
conveys a greater sense of consensus, but not without disagree-
ment. The rougher edges of the debate have been burnished but not
removed.

3.8 Palestinian Targumim to Deuteronomy 27:8
(Fragmentary Targum MS Paris, ed. Klein, 111)

Finally, let us hear from those who translated the Torah into Ara-
maic, choosing one example that is representative of the Palestinian
targumic tradition.®

T2 MPNN X0 WD PPA AN3 X1 XOMIX 12w n 53 m X1ax Sy panom
JwS pyawa amnm b

And you shall inscribe upon the stones all of the words of praise of
this Torah, in engraved writing and very distinct; to be read in one
language and translated into seventy languages.

In rendering the key phrase avi axa (“most distinctly”), the
targum employs a double translation, first fairly (but slightly expan-
sively) literal as “in engraved writing and very distinct,” before
moving on to a more expansive gloss, “to be read in one language
and translated into seventy languages.”** This confirms my earlier
understanding of the use of the verb xwi in the hiph'il (by R. Judah
in the Tosefta and, less certainly, in the Palestinian Talmud), as

4 Much the same translation is found in other manuscripts of Frg. Tg. and from the
Cairo Geniza, as well as in Tg. Ps.-Jon. Tg. Neof. and Frg. Tg. MS Vatican are slightly
different as I will note later in this section. Tg. Onq., the Peshitta, and Sam. Tg. are
all fairly literal, lacking the targumic glosses that I will highlight.

4 For wnnn here as denoting the clarity of writing (and not interpretive exposition),
see Michael Sokoloff, A Dictionary of Jewish Palestinian Aramaic of the Byzantine
Period, 3rd ed. (Ramat-Gan: Bar Ilan University Press, 2017), 512 (“it is explicitly
written”), as well as ibid, 220 (for ppn an3 as “an engraved writing”). See also n. 15.
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denoting that the words of Torah that were written on (and directly
read from) the stones were in Hebrew alone, whereas what was
“lifted” from the stones by the notaries were spontaneous transla-
tions into seventy (or sixty-nine) languages, thereby retaining their
oral quality and status.” Only the Hebrew was privileged to be
inscribed and read aloud (in public?) to all, whereas each of the
individual translations was intended for the use of its particular lin-
guistic society alone. Of course, given the relatively compact nature
of the targumic translation, most of the questions that are addressed
in other rabbinic sources — on which stones was the Torah inscribed?
How much of the Torah was inscribed? For how long was it on
public display? For what purpose was the Torah made available in
translation to the nations? — are not addressed here.

That makes all the more remarkable what it does address: the
difference between what was written on and read directly from
the stones — the Torah in Hebrew - and what was subsequently
translated spontaneously - the seventy translations.*® Significantly,
this is very similar to the rabbinically prescribed practice of reading
Scripture from a written scroll and orally reciting targum without
such a written aid as part of the synagogue service.* It is as if the
written text of the targum here authorizes its own oral liturgical
practice, not surprising given the fact that this text, presumably,
was authored and performed by a targumist (meturgeman).

# See nn. 27, 28. On the “orality” of targum, see Chapter 1, n. 28.

4% Tg. Neof departs slightly from this translation, being less explicit in this regard:
w5 owawa oxnm xpnm (“to be read and translated into seventy languages”).
However, this most likely has the same meaning: “to be read [in Hebrew] and
[thereafter] translated into seventy languages.” The same is true for Frg. Tg. MS
Vatican.

4 A similar point is made by Smelik, Rabbis, Language and Translation, 30. For the
practice of targum in ancient synagogues according to rabbinic literature, see Philip
S. Alexander, “The Targumim and Rabbinic Rules for the Delivery of Targum,” in
Congress Volume Salamanca 1983, ed. John A. Emerton, VTSup 36 (Leiden: Brill,
1985), 14-28; Fraade, “Rabbinic Views on the Practice of Targum.” We shall return to
this practice in Chapter 6.
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However, one further detail may have eluded us: The fairly literal
first part of the translation includes the phrase “all of the words
of praise of this Torah” (X711 XX naw *>m 53). The word “praise”
(naw) may suggest a solution to the question, which we have pre-
viously raised, of how the whole Torah, not to mention its seventy
translations, could have practically fitted on the stones, and further,
whether the non-Jewish auditors have appreciated much of its con-
tents (e.g., its laws and the attendant punishments for noncompli-
ance). Perhaps, “words of praise” could have referred to the “Song
of Moses,” or ha’azinu (Deut. 32), which we know had something of
aliturgical life of its own in ancient times.*’ In any case, we see here
a common practice of the targumim, combining close attention to
the biblical words and syntax, while using the Aramaic translation
to allow for some translational freedom, often with the goal, as we
saw in other rabbinic genres, of resolving interpretive cruxes in the
biblical text.

3.9 Conclusion

Wehave seen two fundamentally different attitudes toward multilin-
gual scriptural translation in the rabbinic texts herein surveyed. The
first is typified by the Mishnah (and other early rabbinic texts on the
multilingual nature of revelation, as I have discussed elsewhere*).
According to it, it is in the very nature of the language of revela-
tion (if not of language more broadly°) that interlingual translation
(and maximally/ideally translation into every language) is neces-
sary in order to fully uncover the plenitude of scriptural meaning.

4 See Steven D. Fraade, From Tradition to Commentary: Torah and Its Interpretation
in the Midrash Sifre to Deuteronomy (Albany: State University of New York Press,
1991), 26465 n. 22.

4 See n. 14. For the knowledge of multiple languages for the midrashic interpretation
of Hebrew Scripture, see n. 20.

> See n. 16.
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The second is typified (but with significant variations) by the other
rabbinic texts that we have examined as interpretations of the
covenantal-renewal ritual prescribed in Deuteronomy 27:1-8 and
described in Joshua 8:30-32, with assistance from Joshua 4. Accord-
ing to it, scriptural revelation, via translation into the languages of
the “seventy” nations, defines Israel’s often ambivalent relationship
to those nations, and thereby its social and cultural identity and
status with respect to them. Posed as a question, these two attitudes
can be conveyed as follows: Does the translation of the Torah into
all seventy languages enable its fullest possible meaning(s) to be
apprehended, that is, for it to achieve its maximal polyglossic reso-
nance, even if only within Israel, or is it simply a concession to the
nations so as to assure their punishment, enable their repentance
(but not really), or, by sharing with them only so much Scripture as
they desire/need to know, to gain their favor (however briefly) or,
alternatively, to mock them?"

Does the recording of the Torah in all seventy languages suggest
that Hebrew is just one language among seventy, each one convey-
ing the Torah’s meaning in the respective tongue of each people,
as the Babylonian Talmud (Meg. 18a) in a different context states,
“Egyptian for the Egyptians, Hebrew for the Hebrews,’* Elamite for

> The question of the extent to which the Torah was intended for all of humankind,

or only a select part thereof, is a very old one. See, for example, Ben Sira (ca. 180
BCE), as demonstrated by Seth Schwartz, Were the Jews a Mediterranean Society?
Reciprocity and Solidarity in Ancient Judaism (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2009), 45-79; as well as Hirshman, Torah for the Entire World. See also my treatment
of the story in Sifre Deut. 344 (ed. Finkelstein, 400-1), and parallels, in Fraade, From
Tradition to Commentary, 51-54; Steven D. Fraade, “Navigating the Anomalous:
Non-Jews at the Intersection of Early Rabbinic Law and Narrative,” in The Other

in Jewish Thought and History: Constructions of Jewish Culture and Identity, ed.
Laurence J. Silberstein and Robert L. Cohn (New York: New York University Press,
1994), 152—54 (= Steven D. Fraade, Legal Fictions: Studies of Law and Narrative in

the Discursive Worlds of Ancient Jewish Sectarians and Sages [Leiden: Brill, 2011],
355-57).

“Hebrew” here may mean something other than the Hebrew of the Hebrew Bible or
of the Rabbis, but for present purposes this question need not detain us.
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the Elamites, and Greek for the Greeks”? Alternatively, does the
view that only the Torah was inscribed on the stones, and that the
nations had to send their notaries to transcribe and possibly trans-
late the text in their own tongues (even if by divine inspiration),
affirm the superior, exceptional status of the Hebrew original and
the inferior, derivative status of all other translations (as well as lan-
guages and national identities)? The fact that most of our rabbinic
texts do not answer these questions with a monological voice (even
the Aramaic targum provides a “double translation”) suggests that
the polyglossic nature of revelation might be a correlate of its poly-
semic divine origins, human reception, and transmission.”
Although this chapter has focused intensely on the exegetical
aspects of the texts considered, as interpretations of both Scripture
(already inner-biblically) and (inner-rabbinically) of received rab-
binic traditions, they are very much part of a larger multilingual
cultural world, as revealed not just by literature, but by the arche-
ological uncovering of ancient inscriptions, coins, and documents.
Elsewhere,>* I have explored in some detail the rich prevalence
of multilingualism, but especially bilingualism in ancient Jewish
society, and its surrounding and penetrating Greco-Roman world,
whether as evidenced by synagogue and funerary inscription,
coinage, legal documents, magical spells, or, of course, ancient
literature, including rabbinic literature itself as a multilingual
performance. I call this the daily realia of multilingualism that the
Rabbis encountered at every turn (and virtually on every “page”).
It is against that vibrant background of multiple cultures navigat-
ing their social and political boundaries via language(s) that the

>3 See, in this regard, the following exchange: Steven D. Fraade, “Rabbinic Polysemy
and Pluralism Revisited: Between Praxis and Thematization,” AJSR 31 (2007): 1-40;
Azzan Yadin-Israel, “Rabbinic Polysemy: A Response to Steven Fraade,” AJSR 38
(2014): 129-41; Steven D. Fraade, “A Response to Azzan Yadin-Israel on Rabbinic
Polysemy: Do They ‘Preach’ What They Practice?” AJSR 38 (2014): 339-61.

>+ See Fraade, “mnwb a1p”; Fraade, “Language Mix and Multilingualism” (translations
of one another). See also Chapter 1, nn. 18-21.
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rabbinic traditions regarding the inscribing of linguistic boundary
stones need to be viewed, understood, and appreciated, Rosetta
Stones, as it were, of a different time and place. The constant nego-
tiation of “code-switching” and “bilingual interference,” and their
necessary assumptions about the role and status of each language
in relation to and in contact with the others, suggests that what is
at stake in the rabbinic texts we have examined is as much per-
ennial intellectual questions of the contested role of language(s)
in revelation, its transmission, and its decipherment, as perennial
practical questions of the contested role of language in the arena of
competing social identities.

We have come a long way from the mishnaic assertion, without
explanation, that the biblical phrase avn axa (“most distinctly”) in
Deuteronomy 27:8 signifies the inscribing of the Torah in stone in
seventy languages, upon crossing the boundary of the Land (and
people) of Israel. At heart there are (at least) three intersecting
vectors, which will run as well through the following chapters: (1)
What is the language(s) of divine revelation and its transmission, a
single pure and holy language or all of human tongues combined?
(2) In light of the observed widespread reality of social and cultural
multilingualism, how does language choice (as a form of linguistic
“code switching,” as inherent as it is in task of translation) define
the liminalities of social/national identity? (3) What is the nature
and function of scriptural translation, in rabbinic terms targum,
in light of such multilingualism, both in public liturgy and private
study, where the reading of Hebrew Scripture and the declaiming
of Aramaic targum alternate with one another to produce meaning
and understanding.

We continue our chronological run through rabbinic texts
on multilingualism and translation, beginning in the Beginning
(Chapter 2), with a minority view that multilingualism (and by
implication, translation), are as old as human and divine language;
proceeding (Chapter 3) to the translation of the Torah into seventy
languages shortly after Moses” death and its implications for Israel
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among the nations; and coming next (Chapter 4), the association
of the origins of targum with the figure of Ezra, a second Moses,
as it were, both for renewing the covenant, and for authoring the
dissemination of the Torah (and perhaps the Prophets and Writ-

ings) through the explication of translation for a new linguistic and
Persian imperial condition.
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4.1 Introduction: The Biblical Ezra as Scribe

This chapter continues the chronological progression from multi-
lingualism in the Garden of Eden (Chapter 2); to the translation/
transcription of the Torah of Moses into the universal seventy lan-
guages, upon the Israelites’ crossing into the Land of Israel, as a part
of a covenant renewal ritual between God and Israel alone at Mts.
Ebal and Gerizim (Chapter 3); and now, to the career of Ezra the
Scribe, and yet another covenant renewal ceremony, this time at the
Second Temple Water Gate in Jerusalem.

Ezra is of interest with regard to our subject from several angles.
The profession of the scribe, in its many aspects, was deeply tied
to writing, and hence to language and, as will see, to multilingual-
ism and translation under Persian imperial rule. In several con-
texts, perhaps already inner-biblically, but surely in the late Second
Temple period, at the time when rabbinic Judaism and its Torah
teaching surely had its roots, as difficult as they might be to exca-
vate, Ezra emerges as a central figure in the renewal, yet again, of
covenant and the teaching and transmitting of Torah law after the
Babylonian Exile.

Ezra, as we shall see, is considered a second Moses, already in late
Second Temple texts, and probably already hinted at in the biblical
books of Ezra and Nehemiah, and emerges as such in early rabbinic
texts, in part for his attributed role as the restorer of the Torah,
including its manner of writing, and is associated with the origins
of Jewish scriptural translation, or targum. Another aspect of Ezra’s
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restoration of the Torah and its language is his innovation, as rab-
binic lore has it, with respect to the written script of the Bible (such
as it was). As we shall see, script is an aspect of scribalism as con-
sequential for social and cultural identity as is language itself, with
Hebrew written script by various names having a history as long
and varied as that of the biblical text itself. In short, script (includ-
ing orthography), and the variety thereof and changes thereto, is
the primary physical representation of language. Like language,
script also conveys meaning, identity, and status, and thereby war-
rants our attention.

One other aspect of the relationship of scribalism to reading,
writing, and translating, and exemplified by Ezra, is its central role
in the shaping, preserving, transmitting, and restoring of cultural,
collective memory. From the preceding chapter, we should recall
that the Hebrew scribes (omn10) share with the non-Israelite nota-
ries (notarim) not just the tasks of recording, reading, and copying
of documents, but of translating them as well, in the case of the
Torah, into every conceivable (seventy for the Rabbis) language.'

While in Chapter 2 we examined a view of multilingualism as
extending as far back as Creation itself, and in Chapter 3 the ori-
gins of the full rendering of the Torah into the totality (seventy)

' On the omvu = notarii = scribes, see Chapter 3, nn. 23, 27, 28, 30. The bibliography on
ancient Israelite scribalism, especially in its broader cultural context, is huge. Three
recent excellent books are William M. Schniedewind, Finger of the Scribe: How Scribes
Learned to Write the Bible (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019), index s.v.
“multilingual scribes” and “multilingual student exercises”; Sara J. Milstein, Tracking
the Master Scribe: Revision through Introduction in Biblical and Mesopotamian
Literature (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016); and Karel van der Toorn,
Scribal Culture and the Making of the Hebrew Bible (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2007), 75-108, esp. 100. On Ezra as a scribe, the classic work is Hans
Heinrich Schaeder, Esra der Schreiber, BHT 5 (Tiibingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 1930). On
scribalism as a backdrop to the emergence of rabbinic Judaism, see Michael Fishbane,
“From Scribalism to Rabbinism: Perspectives on the Emergence of Classical Judaism,”
in The Sage in Israel and the Ancient Near East, ed. John G. Gammie and Leo G.
Perdue (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1990), 439-56.
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of human languages, in this chapter we look at the origins of the
translation of the Torah (as well as other books of Scripture) into
“authored” (if only by attribution) and authorized “texts” (even
if performed largely orally and encountered aurally). Underlying
these traditions is a fundamental challenge, posed in particular by
scriptural translation from Hebrew into non-Israelite languages
in a multilingual context, that can be boiled down to the question:
Whose (identity-bestowing, divinely inspired) Torah/Scripture is it
anyway? This is a question that we shall return to repeatedly in this
and the upcoming chapters (especially Chapter 7), in a large variety
of rhetorical and hermeneutical forms and tones.

So, when and under what circumstances was the beginning not
just of the activity of translating, but of the translation of the Torah
as a whole (and other whole books of Scripture), verse by verse,
from the holy tongue of Hebrew Scripture into the vernacular of
Aramaic, as targum? A central figure, in one such account, is the
priest and scribe Ezra, who, according to the books of Ezra and
Nehemiah, was known for his authoritative expertise in and teach-
ing of the Torah’s laws. In Ezra 7:6 he is identified by the “title” of
5 9K 1Y Mn naina ran 1goxam (“A scribe expert in the
Teaching [t6rd] of Moses which the Lord god of Israel had given”
[NJPS]).> Some modern critical scholars, like their ancient rab-
binic predecessors, identify the founding event of scriptural trans-
lation, under Ezra’s direction, with the narrative of Nehemiah
8:1-8, in which he plays the central role of reader and expositor
(directing the Levites), which warrant citation and translation at
length:

WK 2MTOX X WX DY 1WoRN’ DA DX N pawn wIna yan
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o2 YW PR 531 NEX-TY WK Sapn 195 mMinnTnX 1020 X X0 2 X
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* Similarly, see Ezra 7:10, 12, 14, 21, 25-26; as well as n. 18.
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When the seventh month arrived - the Israelites being [settled] in
their towns - 'the entire people assembled as one man in the square
before the Water Gate, and they asked Ezra the scribe to bring the
scroll of the Teaching of Moses with which the Lord had charged
Israel. *On the first day of the seventh month, Ezra the priest brought
the Teaching before the congregation, men and women and all who
could listen with understanding. *He read from it, facing the square
before the Water Gate, from the first light until midday, to the men
and the women and those who could understand; the ears of all the
people were given to the scroll of the Teaching. “Ezra the scribe
stood upon a wooden tower made for the purpose, and beside him
stood .... °Ezra opened the scroll in the sight of all the people, for
he was above all the people; as he opened it, all the people stood up.
SEzra blessed the Lord, the great God, and all the people answered,
“Amen, Amen,” with hands upraised. Then they bowed their heads
and prostrated themselves before the Lord with their faces to the
ground. 7... and the Levites explained the Teaching to the people,
while the people stood in their places. *They read from the scroll
of the Teaching of God, translating it and giving the sense; so they
understood the reading. (NJPS)

As we shall see in greater detail, among the many uncertainties in

the English translation of this passage (including the Hebrew syn-

tax, e.g., who is doing the actual reading of the Torah, Ezra or the

Levites under his direction?), especially its final verse, is the Hebrew

word here translated as “translating” (v7sn), meaning some sort of

activity that would enable the people to “understand the reading,”

which could yield other possible translations as well, for example,
“distinctly.” As we shall also see, the author(s) of Ezra-Nehemiah, if
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he/they meant to denote translation per se, for example, from
Hebrew to Aramaic, could have used a verbal form of the loan-
word root oan, as in Ezra 4:7: ojnn (“translated”).

The scriptural passage narrates a one-time event in the career of
the priest-scribe Ezra, some time soon after the return from the
Babylonian Exile and the building of the Second Jerusalem Temple
and restoration of divine worship therein, ca. 450 BCE. As a sort of
covenant-renewal ritual, Ezra is said to have publicly read the
“scroll of the Teaching (t6rd) of Moses” to the multitude assembled
just outside the eastern Temple Water Gate on the occasion of the
first day of the seventh month (Lev. 23: 23-25; Num. 29:1-6), in
anticipation of the fall pilgrimage festival of Sukkot.> Clearly, the
simple reading by Ezra was insufficient for conveying the full or
correct meaning of the scriptural reading. It was critical that the
people understood what they heard if they were to obey its words
(Neh. 8:12): b 2r1in WX 01272 a0 *» (“for they understood the
things that they were told”; NJPS). Therefore, the reading needed to
be accompanied by some sort of explanatory glosses, annotations,
or translations (e.g., “translating it” in Neh. 8:8, as rendered above
according to the NJPS, but “with interpretation” according to the
NRSV), the key Hebrew word being wnbon, which can have a wide
range of meanings, such as “clearly,” “distinctly” (as the LXX trans-
lates the word in Neh. 8:8), or “with meaning.”

A translation, whether full or selective, would presumably have
been from the original language of Hebrew to a vernacular dialect
of Aramaic, a language presumed to have been better understood
by the returnees from the Babylonian Exile. They now lived under
Persian imperial rule, whose local administrative lingua franca
was Aramaic, but whose imperial court language was Old Persian.
Behind this presumption is one that the people required a rendition

* Tassume that the text read was an early form of what would become the Pentateuch,
or selections therefrom. Compare the septennial Torah reading ceremony mandated
by Deut. 31:10-13 (5npn).
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of the Teaching of Moses that they could understand if they were
to comply with and be held accountable to its commandments. As
Jacob M. Myers surmises, but with caution, “Apparently Ezra read
from the Hebrew while the Levites gave what he read in Aramaic
and so assisted in making the law intelligible to the people, though
the whole matter is far from clear.”* The common assumption that
the ceremony involved a word-by-word or verse-by-verse version
of the complete Hebrew original in Aramaic translation has very
little if anything to ground it in the Hebrew narration of the cere-
mony in Nehemiah 8:1-8. For example, the text could just as eas-
ily bear the meaning of the Levites circulating among the people
explaining difficulties in the Hebrew scriptural reading, without
necessarily denoting a single continuous translation heard by all
alike, as usually envisioned by way of retrojection from later syn-
agogue practices (earliest known from the Mishnah, ca. 220 CE).

* Jacob M. Myers, Ezra Nehemiah: Introduction, Translation, and Notes, AB 14 (New
York: Doubleday, 1965), 154, adding, “cf. P. Kahle, The Cairo Geniza, 1st ed., 1947,
p. 124, who thinks the Targum goes back to Ezra.” For critical scholarship on Neh.
8:1-8 and 8:8 in particular as denoting translation/ targum, see, among others,
Schaeder, Esra der Schreiber, 51-59; Michael Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in
Ancient Israel (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), 113; Arie van der Kooij,
“Nehemiah 8:8 and the Question of the “Targum’-Tradition,” in Tradition of the
Text: Studies Offered to Dominique Barthélemy in Celebration of his 7oth Birthday,
ed. Gerard J. Norton and Stephen Pisano, OBO 109 (Géttingen: Vandenhoeck
& Ruprecht, 1991), 79-90; Lawrence H. Schiffman, “The Early History of Public
Reading of the Torah,” in Jews, Christians and Polytheists in the Ancient Synagogue,
ed. Steven Fine (London and New York: Routledge, 1999), 44-56; Michael LeFebvre,
Collections, Codes, and Torah: The Recharacterization of Israel’s Written Law (New
York and London: T&T Clark, 2006), 40-47; Ingo Kottsieper, “And They Did Not
Care to Speak Yehudit’: On Linguistic Change in Judah during the Late Persian Era,”
in Judah and the Judeans in the Fourth Century B.C.E., ed. Oded Lipschits, Gary N.
Knoppers, and Rainer Albertz (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2007), 95-124; Sara
Japhet, “The Ritual of Reading Scripture (Nehemiah 8:1-12),” in New Perspectives
on Old Testament Prophecy and History: Essays in Honour of Hans M. Barstad,
ed. Rannfrid I. Thelle, Terje Stordalen, and Mervyn E. Richardsonx, VTSup 168
(Leiden: Brill, 2015), 175-90; Mark Whitters, “The Persianized Liturgy of Neh 8:1-8,
JBL 136 (2017): 63-84.
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Note as well that the passage makes no direct reference to the
“Hebrew” language, or to “Judean” (yahiidit), as we find in Nehe-
miah 13:24,° or to Aramaic. Similarly, Philo (Prob. 82 [LCL 56-59]),
in describing the Sabbath synagogue services of the Essenes, says,
el elg pév g tag Pifrovg dvaywvwoket Aapwv, Etepog 8¢ T@OV
éumelpotdtwy doa pun yvopipa mtapeAbav dvadidaoket (“Then one
takes the books and reads aloud and another of especial proficiency
comes forward and expounds what is not understood”), without
suggesting necessarily a continuous translation, or commentary, or
any difference between the language of the reading and that of the
explanations.

The understanding of v1an (Neh. 8:8) as denoting translation
relies on the use of the same word, but slightly differently vocalized,
in Ezra 418, where it is in Aramaic, in which Artaxerxes I, the Per-
sian king, is speaking in response to a petition to cease construction
of the Temple:

TR MR WIS X2y PANDY T XNAY)
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Now the letter that you wrote me has been read to me in translation.
(NJPS)°

The original letter was written in Aramaic, but needed to be
translated, presumably by bilingual scribes or administrators,
into Persian for the king to understand.” This, in turn, refers back
to Ezra 4:7:

> It also appears in 2 Kings 18:26, 28; Isa. 36:11, 13; 2 Chr. 32:18. The earliest use of the
word “Hebrew” to denote the language per se, is in the Prologue to Ben Sira (ca. 130
BCE).

¢ Similarly NRSV, “[TThe letter that you send to us has been read in translation before
me” Compare as well Isa. 8:1, wiax vna (“in common script” [NJPS]; “in common
characters” [NRSV]), as rendered by Tg. Isa. as waon ana (“distinct writing”).

7 For such professional translation and “language contact” by bilingual officials, see
Aren Wilson-Wright, “From Persepolis to Jerusalem: A Reevaluation of Old Persian—
Hebrew Contact in the Achaemenid Period,” VT 65 (2015): 152—67.
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[they wrote] to King Artaxerxes of Persia, a letter written in Ara-
maic and translated.
Aramaic: (NJPS)®

It would appear, then, that the passive verbal forms wnan (Ezra 4:18)
and oynn (Ezra 4:7) are synonyms meaning “translated” (here from
Aramaic to Old Persian). Whether this meaning can be transferred
to v1on in Nehemiah 8:8 (for translation from Hebrew to Aramaic,
presumably), with a slightly different vocalization, as perhaps a
calque, is reasonable, but not certain. The possibility remains viable
that the text refers to the clarity of the script, and hence of its reading
(see n. 6). In any event, the readers of the books of Ezra and Nehe-
miah are presumed to be bilingual enough so as to follow the
code-switching between Hebrew and Aramaic in these books, as in
the book of Daniel.

4.2 4 Ezra: Ezra as a Latter-day Moses

Already in ancient rabbinic sources, amoraic but not tannaitic, Bab-
ylonian as well as Palestinian, Nehemiah 8:8 is understood to denote
not just a targumic translation of the Torah in general, but the reci-
tation and study of the specific, “authorized” Aramaic targum (“our
targum”) of Ongelos.” In this way, anachronistic as it is (Ongelos is
said to have lived around 100 CE), the authority of Targum Ongelos
derives from its being anchored to the figure of Ezra as a second

¥ NRSV: “the letter was written in Aramaic and translated” This rendering presumes that
the second “Aramaic” refers to the letter that follows as being in Aramaic, rather than
Hebrew, as is the narrative frame. We find a similar usage of the word “Aramaic” in Dan.
2:4. The ambiguity arises in part due to the absence of a preposition (e.g., “from” or “to”).

° For this equating of won with “targum” (Ongelos), see b. Meg. 3a; b. Ned. 37b; y. Meg. 411,
74d; Gen. Rab. 36:8 (ed. Theodor-Albeck, 1:342). The view of Targum Ongelos as being the
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Moses, with a ritual enactment, as depicted in Nehemiah 8:1-8,
mimicking and thereby experientially renewing the revelation at Mt.
Sinai.'” For those who simply identify the word w1on as denoting
translation/targum, it is the targumic tradition and activity in gen-
eral that is so anchored. A further step is to identify, in turn, that
activity with a specific, known targumic text, whether written or
oral. For the more generic sense, note the words of Saul Lieberman:

But the first rudiment of the interpretation of a text is the épunveia,
the literal and exact equivalent of the Hebrew o1n, which means
both translation and interpretation. The Rabbis derived from the
verse in Nehemiah (8:8) that Ezra performed the functions of a ¢pp

nvevtrg (translator and interpreter) and ypappotikog.”

“official” targum of the Pentateuch, as is Targum Jonathan of the Prophets, is more
typically Babylonian. See, in particular, b. Meg. 3a, in which it is said that the targum
revealed at the time of Ezra, according to Neh. 8:8, was forgotten over the generations and
had to be reestablished by Ongelos in the first century ck. By this account, Ongelos is, in a
sense, a latter-day Ezra. For the Torah having been forgotten by the people and restored by
Ezra, see nn. 27-29. The same source in b. Meg. 3a attributes the targum of the Prophets to
have been composed by/revealed through Jonathan ben Uzziel. Palestinian sources seem,
at first at least, to view targumic translation as not being bound to any particular targumic
version, and to have been more spontaneous in their performance, both in study and in
synagogue recitation. For the Babylonian view, see as well b. Qidd 49a; Steven D. Fraade,
“Rabbinic Views on the Practice of Targum, and Multilingualism in the Jewish Galilee of
the Third-Sixth Centuries,” in The Galilee in Late Antiquity, ed. Lee I. Levine (New York
and Jerusalem: The Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1992), 264-65 n. 30; and at
greater length, Willem Smelik, “Translation as Innovation in BT Meg. 3A,” in Recent
Developments in Midrash Research: Proceedings of the 2002 and 2003 SBL Consultation on
Midrash, ed. Lieve M. Teugels and Rivka Ulmer, Judaism in Context 2 (Piscataway, NJ:
Gorgias Press, 2005), 25-49. B. Meg. 3a is also treated in “Translation and Authority:
Three (Very Different) Cases.” Since Neh. 8:1-8 is often viewed as a model (which it may
have been) for what would eventually become the synagogue ritual for the public reading
of the Torah in the synagogue, aspects of that later ritual are easily, but incorrectly,
retrojected anachronistically onto the one-time ritual presided over by Ezra.

For such reenactments, see, in particular, y. Meg. 4:1, 74d, to be treated in Chapter 6.
Lieberman continues: “The elementary task of the interpreter of the Bible was to
explain the realia and to render the rare and difficult term in a simpler Hebrew, or,
sometimes, in Aramaic.” Saul Lieberman, Hellenism in Jewish Palestine, 2nd ed. (New
York: Jewish Theological Seminary, 1962), 48. This is similarly cited in Chapter 1, n. 11.
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It should not be surprising, therefore, that Ezra is portrayed as a
second, latter-day Moses, already implicitly inner-biblically in
Ezra-Nehemiah, but much more suggestively in the pseudep-
igraphic writing known as 4 Ezra, dating from the end of the first
century CE, following the destruction of the Second Temple, pre-
sumably in Judea."” This idea subsequently finds even more con-
crete expression in later (yet still relatively early) rabbinic traditions
regarding Ezra, where the emphasis is on renewed language and
script, which we shall treat following our consideration of 4 Ezra.”

First and foremost, Ezra is portrayed as a second receiver and trans-
mitter of divine revelation, with some striking similarities. Just as Moses
is addressed by God from a bush (Exod. 3:1-6), so is Ezra, although it
is not said to be burning (4 Ezra 14:1-2). Just as Moses is gone from the
people for forty days and nights to receive revelation (Exod. 24:18), so
is Ezra (4 Ezra 14:36). Just as Moses receives both exoteric and esoteric
revelation (4 Ezra 14:6), so does Ezra (4 Ezra 14:26; 14:45-46).

But there are also differences, albeit not as much emphasized.
For example, Moses ascends a mountain to receive revelation
(Exod. 19), whereas Ezra goes to an uncultivated field (4 Ezra 14:37),
although they both might be thought of as places of separation and
solitude fitting for prophetic communication (Sinai being both a
mountain and a wilderness). While Moses is said not to have eaten
or drunk anything while on Mt. Sinai for forty days and nights,
Ezra, according to 4 Ezra 9:24-25, subsisted in the field on a simple
diet of flowers."* Whereas Moses records himself what is revealed

9

For a recent introduction, translation, and commentary to 4 Ezra, see Michael
Edward Stone, Fourth Ezra: A Commentary on the Book of Fourth Ezra, Hermeneia
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990).

For a broader treatment of 4 Ezra (and 2 Baruch) in light of early rabbinic literature,
see Steven D. Fraade, “4 Ezra and 2 Baruch with the (Dis-) Advantage of Rabbinic
Hindsight,” in Fourth Ezra and Second Baruch: Reconstruction after the Fall, ed.
Matthias Henze and Gabrielle Boccaccini, JSJSup 164 (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 363-78.

" According to rabbinic sources, Moses was like the celestial angels in partaking of
neither food nor beverage while on Mt. Sinai for forty days and nights. See Exod.
34:28; Deut. 9:9,18; b. Yoma 4b; Gen. Rab. 48:14 (ed. Theodor-Alback, 491); AbotR.
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to him (except perhaps for the last eight verses of Deuteronomy®),
Ezra, according to 4 Ezra 14:24, is accompanied by five scribes who
do the actual writing, in a previously unknown script (14:42)."°

4.3 Rabbinic Sources: Ezra as a Latter-day Moses

While some of these traditions or motifs find expression in early
rabbinic sources, others are unique (so far as I can tell) to 4 Ezra
(e.g., Ezra being addressed from a bush). But overall, Ezra and
Moses share being portrayed as foundational recipients and teach-
ers of revelation, mainly exoteric for Moses in the Bible and largely
esoteric for Ezra in 4 Ezra (ch. 14), although rabbinic literature and
4 Ezra have them both being the receivers and transmitters of both
kinds of knowledge.

To begin with, early rabbinic texts make the comparison between
Moses and Ezra much more explicitly, directly, and exegetically,
already in the Tosefta:"”

Nat. 1 (ed. Schechter, 1). For fasting or a vegetarian diet in preparation for receiving
revelation or entering a spiritual state, see 1 Kings 19:8; Dan. 10:2-3; 2 Bar. 9:2; 20:5-
6; 4 Ezra 5:13,20; 6:31,35; Apoc. Ab. 9:7; Philo, Leg. 3.138-45 (LCL 1:392-99); Moses
2.14 (68-70) (LCL 6:482-85); Matt. 4:2; Luke 4:2; Josephus, Vita 11 (LCL 1.4-7).

> On which see Sifre Deut. 357 (ed. Finkelstein, 427-28) and the sources cited
in Finkelstein’s notes ad loc. On the larger question of the role of Moses as
recorder of revelation, both at Sinai and thereafter, see my article, “Moses and the
Commandments: Can Hermeneutics, History, and Rhetoric Be Disentangled?” in
The Idea of Biblical Interpretation: Essays in Honor of James L. Kugel, ed. Hindy

Najman and Judith H. Newman, JSJSup 83 (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 399-422, with notes.
16

See Louis Ginzberg, Legends of the Jews, trans. Henrietta Szold and Paul Radin,

7 vols. (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1913-39), 6:443-44 1. 44; Stone,
Fourth Ezra, 410-11, 439.

T. Sanh. 4:7 following MS Erfurt. The slightly variant wording in MS Vienna does
not affect its meaning for present purposes. See the edition of Chaim Freiman.
See also nn. 19, 22. The Tosefta is notoriously difficult to date, with its constituent
traditions and tradents being tannaitic (first two-three centuries CE), but in its
redacted form being considerably later.

92



4.3 RABBINIC SOURCES: EZRA AS A LATTER-DAY MOSES

WNA INRRI YR MTH XK 1T 5Y AN nenw XA n IR mx e
NKI DORA DR MOy Iwm 1w nmhY Iwna 7nKl avOY RATYA RN Oy
1w SRS 1N 5 nwna mmxn Ay nn Saan mby XAty X0 Ay XApa
Y R AR by X oswm opn 0ank Tbh XMn nya v my nR
211 " TSh mwym » nina winT 1225 AR Pan XA 0 W Mwna on

.owm

R. Yose says: Ezra was worthy for the Torah to have been given by
him, had not Moses preceded him. It is said of Moses “going up,”
and it is said of Ezra “going up.” It is said of Moses “going up,” as it
is said, “And Moses went up to God” (Exod. 19:3). It is said of Ezra
“going up,” as it is said, “That Ezra came up from Babylonia” (Ezra
7:6). Just as, in the case of “going up” which is said of Moses, he taught
Torah to Israel, as it is said, “At the same time the Lord commanded
me to teach you laws and rules” (Deut. 4:14), so, in the case of “going
up” which is said of Ezra, he taught Torah to Israel, as it is said, “For
Ezra had dedicated himself to study the Teaching of the Lord so as to
observe it, and to teach to Israel laws and rules” (Ezra 7:10)."®

Both Moses and Ezra ascended (Moses literally, Ezra figuratively),
in order to teach Torah to Israel. The fact that Scripture uses much
the same language to describe their ascending and teaching of
Torah “laws and rules,” suggests that Scripture itself is equating
their roles, which it might, more subtly, be doing. Perhaps hyper-
bolically, for 4 Ezra, Moses’s main advantage over Ezra is that he
“got there first.”

Similarly, the notice in 4 Ezra 14:42, that the five scribes who
accompanied Ezra “wrote what was dictated, in characters that they
did not know,” is usually associated with an early rabbinic tradition
of a changed Torah script (in the continuation of the previously
cited passage from the Tosefta) to which we now turn:"”

' Cf. p. Meg. 1:9 (1), 71b—c; b. Sanh. 21b-22a. For expressions of Ezra’s pedagogic
authority, similar to that of Ezra 7:10, see n. 2.
' T. Sanh. 4:7 (following MS Erfurt).
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Also through him [= Ezra] were given a script and a language, as it is
said, “a letter written in Aramaic [script] and translated [into Ara-
maic]” (Ezra 4:7°°). Just as its translation [language] was Aramaic, so
too its script was Aramaic. And it says, “But they could not read the
writing, nor make known its meaning to the king” (Dan. 5:8).” This
teaches that on that very day [= in Ezra’s time] it [= the changed
Torah] was given. And it says, “And he shall write a copy [or, an altered
version] of this law” (nx mina mwnnx) (Deut. 17:18): a Torah which
is destined to be changed.”” And why was it [= the Aramaic script]
called Assyrian? Because it came up with them from Assyria. Rabbi
[Judah the Patriarch] (ca. 200 CE) says, “The Torah was given to Israel
[at Mt. Sinai] in Assyrian script, but when they sinned, it was changed
to Ro‘as [= Samaritan script]. But when they merited it in the time of
Ezra, it reverted for them back to Assyrian, as it says, ‘Return to Biz-
zaron [= Samaria], You prisoners of hope. In return [I] announce this
day: I will repay you double’ (Zech. 9:12).”

*° On which, see n. 9.

21

That is, they could neither decipher its script nor comprehend its language, both
being in Aramaic.

** See nn. 17, 19. Cf. Sifre Deut. 160 (ed. Finkelstein, 211); p. Meg. 1:9 (11), 71b—c; b. Sanh.

»

21b-22a. See Ginzberg, Legends of the Jews, 4:355-56; 6:443—44 nn. 41-44; Shlomo
Naeh, "Xa1y "2 anon nabni by nmonn :(x) 5" 272 amnn ano 5p" (“The Script of the
Torah in Rabbinic Thought [A]: The Traditions Concerning Ezra’s Changing of the
Script”), Leshonenu 70 (2008): 125-43. Most recently, see Adiel Schremer and
Binyamin Katzoff, “Inseparable Considerations: The Origins, Redaction, and Text of
the Baraita about the Script of the Torah in Tosefta Sanhedrin 4:7,” JSIJ 22 (2022) (in
Hebrew with English abstract).

When they return from exile they will also (doubly) return to the Torah as it was
originally revealed at Mt. Sinai in Assyrian (Aramaic) script. The Torah was changed
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The Tosefta continues (4:8) with another possibility, attributed to
Rabbi Simeon ben Eleazar (ca. 200 CE), and based on Esther 8:9
(o2iwH31 D2N23; “according to their writing and language”) that nei-
ther the language nor the script had changed from revelation to the
present, language and script being, in a sense, mutually connected
and inseparable. This, of course, directly contradicts the interpre-
tation of Deuteronomy 17:18 (nxt ninn mywn) as referring to “a
Torah which is destined to be changed,” whether in language,
script, or both.*

The passage begins by crediting Ezra with having introduced
both the “square” Aramaic (aka Assyrian) script and language (of
targum), just as, it is presumed, Moses had previously introduced
the Hebrew script and language at Mt. Sinai, script and language
going, as it were, hand in hand. However, whereas the script of the
Torah was permanently changed (from Paleo-Hebrew to Aramaic/
Assyrian) by Ezra, its language (although perhaps briefly changed,
as per Rabbi Judah the Patriarch) remained the same (Hebrew) as
it had been. In other words, initially Moses revealed the Torah in
the Hebrew language and Hebrew script, whereas Ezra, after hav-
ing “come up” from Babylonia, reveals the changed Torah, now in
the Aramaic language and Aramaic (Assyrian) script, presumably
because the people after the Babylonian Exile were better versed (so
to speak) in Aramaic language (targum) and Aramaic (Assyrian)
script.

The continuation of the passage presents other rabbinic views
that assert either that such a change of script did not take place,
and that the Torah was always written in the Hebrew language and
the Aramaic (Assyrian) script (as it is), or that if there had been a
change in script, it had only been for a while, between Moses and
Ezra, after which it was restored (not changed) by Ezra to its original

from what had been revealed at Mt. Sinai, but only temporarily, since ultimately it
remained the same.
>4 See n. 23.
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combination of Hebrew language and Hebrew script. The net result
of this give and take is that a compromise, as it were, was reached.
The Torah of rabbinic times (if not Ezra’s) is presumed, in the end,
to have been a partly altered or hybrid Hebrew language text in
Aramaic/Assyrian script, rather than a pure, unalloyed Hebrew
language and paleo-Hebrew script (e.g., Samaritan) or Aramaic
language and script (e.g., Christian Syriac). Moses and Ezra, in
addition to sharing the distinction of being teachers of Torah law
are credited with the origins of its changing languages and scripts.

* it was the

According to a later elaboration of this tradition,
Israelite people of Ezra’s time (by a unanimous vote, as it were)
who chose, as a sort of diplomatic linguistic compromise, to retain
the Hebrew language of the Torah (as revealed by Moses), but to
change its script to Aramaic/Assyrian (as introduced by Ezra), a
Moses-Ezra, Hebrew-Aramaic, language-script hybrid. Thus, the
Hebrew language and the (original) Hebrew script are not inextri-
cably linked to one another as it might seem. While the present
Hebrew language of Scripture is imagined as going back to Moses,
Aramaic script (if not, by association, the Aramaic translation as
well) goes back to Ezra, or at least to his time.

This is, most likely, a retrojection from a later time when Hebrew
and Aramaic vied with one another, as with Greek, for sociolin-
guistic priority and code-switching, especially with respect to scrip-
tural reading (Hebrew), translation (Aramaic), and interpretation
(mainly Hebrew) in the Land of Israel and in Babylonia, but not in
the western diasporas. The same trilingual competition, as it were,
is reflected in the multilingual diversity of synagogue and funerary
inscriptions, both in the Land of Israel and in the Jewish diaspora
(as discussed in Chapter 1).

Interestingly, the “newly” introduced Aramaic/Assyrian script
has continued to be used by Jews down to the present, not just for
the Hebrew and Jewish Aramaic languages, but for later Jewish

» Y. Meg. 1:9 (11), 71b; y. Sotah 7:2, 21¢; b. Sanh. 21b.
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hybrid (or “bridge”) languages across centuries and continents
(Judeo-Arabic, Ladino, Yiddish, and many others). What begins
as a simple reference to an unrecognized script in 4 Ezra develops
into a complex discussion of the relation of language to script in
revelation and its transmission, and of the ways in which Ezra was
imagined not just as a belated Moses as teacher and transmitter of
Torah, but as a scribal innovator of lasting consequence. This is not
to presume that the early Rabbis knew of 4 Ezra (or vice versa), but
it does suggest that they are employing, each in its own way and for
its own purposes, a shared tradition of indeterminable origin, or at
the very least a common motif.

As a coda to this section, and in anticipation of the Afterword
(Chapter 8), it should be noted that after Ezra neither the Hebrew
language nor the “Aramaic” script remained unchanged. Perhaps
Deuteronomy 17:18 would be better understood as foreseeing the
ever-changing “Torah” language and script. As much as both the
Hebrew language and the specifically Jewish Aramaic script have
been tied to Jewish identity and status, they have both continuously
changed, largely in relation to the languages and scripts of the sur-
rounding and “host” non-Jewish cultures, which they tend to mir-
ror, but also due to inner linguistic propellants. Thus, the Hebrew
script absorbs aspects of Gothic Latin script, or Arabic script, or
Italian humanist script, each in due course and each as if nothing
has changed. Yiddish, or Judeo Arabic, or Ladino may preserve
their Hebrew (that is, “Assyrian”) scripts, which serve as bulwarks
against German, Arabic, and Spanish cultural dominance, as well
as providing a sense of identity and continuity with the past, but
they hardly come away unscathed by the culture wars that so often
revolve around language choice and domination.

The idea, that we have examined, that changes in script might
be thought of as being temporary or reversible is a fantasy of small
imprint at first, but of great interest and importance in the aggregate.
It might be argued, or here hinted, that preserving some continuous
aspects of language and script enable others (including translation
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and transliteration) to change, as it were, without notice. Like other
traditional cultures and like other aspects of cultural adoption and
adaptation across cultures, the more things change, the more they
(are thought, ideally at least, to) stay the same.

4.4 Rabbinic Sources: Ezra as Repository of Collective
Memory

Finally, I wish to add to the mix of traditions two that signal Ezra’s
unique role in the renewal and transmission of Torah, without ref-
erence to language and script, but with respect to memory, raising
the question of the centrality of memory (and the anxiety of forget-
ting) to the scribal vocation as preserver and transmitter of collec-
tive memory. While the scribe is distinguished for his facility with
written language and script, he not only copies from text to text,
but also from the orality of memory. The following passages are
tannaitic (first two centuries CE) and amoraic (next five centuries),
Palestinian and Babylonian:*

19w Y KD 19K 11 NAONWNR 1N A0 RS DRIWM MNP Ty X n
M2NWNA 7NN A0 KD NPWA NapY 130 NPwa XY nywa

Were it not for those who arose and established the Torah, would
it not have been forgotten from among Israel? Had not Shaphan in
his time, Ezra in his time, and R. Akiba in his time stood up, would
it not have been forgotten?*’

6 See Shlomo Naeh, “5"tn n1npa voav Sw Nraam PAT Sw 01an T MImK,” in
Mehgerei Talmud III: Talmudic Studies Dedicated to the Memory of Professor
Ephraim E. Urbach, ed. Yaakov Sussmann and David Rosenthal (Jerusalem: Magnes,
2005), 543-89. See also n. 10.

*7 Sifre Deut. 48 (ed. Finkelstein, 112; trans. Hammer, 104), as well as the continuation,
on which see my article, “Rabbinic Polysemy and Pluralism Revisited: Between
Praxis and Thematization,” AJS Review 31 (2007): 13-15.
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For in ancient times when the Torah was forgotten from Israel, Ezra
came up from Babylon and established it. When it was again forgot-
ten, Hillel the Babylonian came up and established it. When it was
again forgotten, R. Hiyya and his sons came up and established it.**

In these passages, Ezra takes his place within a chronological chain
of select learned figures who periodically reestablish the Torah by
saving it from being forgotten, a chain that begins within the Bible
and culminates with rabbinic sages, establishing, in a sense, a dia-
chronic chain of memory (like the order of Chapters 2-4, on which
see Chapter 1) that is repeatedly broken, presumably by the people
as a whole, and heroically restored by leading individuals. Need-
less to say perhaps, the figure who implicitly precedes Ezra in these
chains of forgetfulness is the Egyptian Moses (a near-immigrant),
with whom revelation began before being repetitively forgotten. If
any link in the chain had been “forgotten,” the chain would have
ceased to exist.” Interestingly, each of the figures in the second par-
agraph, beginning with Hillel, were Babylonian sages who immi-
grated to the Land of Israel, bringing with them, presumably, their
diasporic (and hence multilingual) learning. It is as if to say that
had they not migrated, geographically and linguistically, the Torah
might not have survived and been “established,” perhaps a polemi-
cal point, since the second tradition is found only in the Babylonian
Talmud, whereas the preceding one is of Palestinian provenance.

% B. Sukkah 20a. For other rabbinic texts that speak of a practice having been forgotten
and restored/arranged (01701 7tm DNaw), see: b. Shabb. 104a; b. Yoma 80oa; b. Sukkah
443; b. Meg. 3a (treated in n. 19); 18a. For Hillel as a disciple of Ezra, see t. Sotah 13:3
(ed. Lieberman, 231).

* See Fraade, “4 Ezra and 2 Baruch,” 366-68 (“Torah Destroyed/Hidden/Forgotten
and Restored”). For the idea that the prophets simply restored what had been
forgotten since Sinai, and hence are not sources of new revelation, see b. Meg.
3a, with many parallels in both Talmuds, for which see Smelik, “Translation as
Innovation,” 35 n. 33.
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In the former passage, the rescuers stood up (‘amad), whereas in
the latter they ascended (‘ald, that is, immigrated). The two verbs
may serve as synonyms, but synonyms with a distinct difference in
significance.

4.5 Conclusion

If previously Ezra is credited for his innovation of changing (or,
according to some, restoring) the script (and, according to some,
the language) of the Torah, from Hebrew to Aramaic (targum),
here he is credited with restoring the continuity of memory (and
presumably practice). Taking these texts together, Ezra stands as a
model of the scribal vocation over all: mastery of language(s) and
script(s) and repository of memory, in a sense generative and restor-
ative, with each dyad being dynamically intradependent. Of course,
the texts we have engaged - biblical, pseudepigraphic (4 Ezra), and
rabbinic — are themselves innovative preservers and shapers of
language and memory. Their full histories are beyond our ability,
or collective memory, to reliably trace, even if they are imagined
to have begun with Moses at Sinai (mountain and wilderness) as
inscriber and teacher of texts and shaper of memories, of which his
successors, select and nonselect, are worthy inheritors and inno-
vators in their own successive times, places, and languages.’® If
memory predicates not just history but destiny, both are physically

3° On law as legacy, focusing on a midrashic text that stars Moses and Rabbi Judah the
Patriarch, see my essay, “Enjoin Them upon Your Children to Keep’ (Deut. 32:46):
Law as Commandment and Legacy, Or, Robert Cover Meets Midrash,” in Law
as Religion, Religion as Law, ed. David C Flatto and Benjamin Porat (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2022), 273-90. On Moses as a polyglot in seventy
languages, see my essay, “Moses and Adam as Polyglots,” in Envisioning Judaism:
Studies in Honor of Peter Schifer on the Occasion of his Seventieth Birthday, ed.
Ra‘anan S. Boustan, Klaus Hermann, Reimund Leicht, Annette Yoshiko Reed, and
Giuseppe Veltri, with the collaboration of Alex Ramos, 2 vols. (Tiibingen: Mohr
Siebeck, 2013), 1:185-94.
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embodied in language and script as they continuously and interde-
pendently switch and adapt. Ezra the Scribe is a model of the voca-
tion of writing, in a world in which language and script are always
taking on new forms, even as they anchor and are anchored by the
fragility of collective memory across time and place.**

Our focus will next turn from diachronic sweep to a selection of
rabbinic texts that deal in a variety of ways with targum in its mate-
rial form as a written scroll, even as its orality is affirmed, accom-
panying the written scrolls of Scripture without displacing them in
use or status.

3! On collective memory in the reshaping of biblical models, see Jan Assmann, Moses
the Egyptian: Memory of Egypt in Western Monotheism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1997), esp. 1—22. For my own prior exploration of ritual and
collective memory, see Steven D. Fraade, “Memory and Loss in Early Rabbinic Text
and Ritual,” in Memory and Identity in Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity: A
Conversation with Barry Schwartz, ed. Tom Thatcher, SemeiaSt 78 (Atlanta: Society
of Biblical Literature, 2014), 113-27.
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5 | Out of the Fire and Into the Wall

5.1 Introduction

In the present chapter, adopting a more materialist and metahis-
torical frame, I shall explore two intersecting textual themes, one
of law (“Out of the Fire” of the chapter title) and one of narrative
(“Into the Wall” of the same), both relating to the liminal status of
scriptural translation as, on the one hand, a representation of holy
Scripture and, on the other, a human rendition of a sacred text in
a non- or quasi-sacred tongue.' I should stress at the outset that
these are difficult texts to understand, about which there has long
been scholarly debate from ancient to contemporary times, largely
unresolved.” I do not pretend that my understandings of them will

' T have dealt with this tension in several articles, for example, Steven D. Fraade,
“Scripture, Targum, and Talmud as Instruction: A Complex Textual Story from the
Sifra,” in Hesed ve-Emet: Studies in Honor of Ernest S. Frerichs, ed. Jodi Magness and
Seymour Gitin, Brown Judaic Studies 320 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1998), 109-22;
Steven D. Fraade,
from Early Rabbinic Texts (and Beyond),” in Social History of the Jews within the
Ancient World: Studies in Dialogue with Al Baumgarten’s Work, ed. Michal Bar-Asher
Siegal and Jonathan Ben-Dov, TSAJ 185 (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2021), 217-31.

Reading Leads to Translating’ in a Multilingual Context: The View

For a summary of the difficulties in making sense of these rabbinic texts, beginning
with the Mishnah, see, recently, Vered Noam and Elisha Qimron, “A Qumran
Composition of Sabbath Laws and Its Contribution to the Study of Early Halakah,”
DSD 16 (2009): 81-82 n. 72. For a critical response, questioning the textual
reconstructions of Noam and Qimron, see Richard Hidary, “Revisiting the Sabbath
Laws in 4Q264a and Their Contribution to Early Halakha,” DSD 22 (2014): 68-92. For
a review of the rabbinic texts, see Noam and Qimron, “A Qumran Composition of
Sabbath Laws,” 81-87, as well as, in this book, n. 6.
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5.2 MISHNAH SABBAT 16:1

be the last word. This is especially true of the mishnaic passage with
which we will begin, due in part to its typically mishnaic concision
and ambiguity.

However, the questions these texts raise are of central impor-
tance to the place and performance of translation universally. For
example, does the status of a sacred text rub off, as it were, on its
translation, about which the same can be asked of commentary? Or,
and these are by no means mutually exclusive, does the very act of
translation confer authority, for example, canonicity, to its source
text and its language? Is there a difference between private and pub-
lic readings or study of translation, that is, between the individual
and the collective, for example, between weekday private study and
Sabbath communal recital and interpretation? Again, which con-
fers status or authority on which? Finally, does a sacred or quasi-
sacred text have a “life” that needs to be ritually ended when it is no
longer physically or ideologically usable. We shall progress through
the texts in the rough chronological order of their composition so
we can approximate how the traditions might have unfolded over
time.

5.2 Mishnah Sabbat 16:1 (MS Kaufmann)

SOK L2 TP IPRW 121772 DIpW 1A LD 100 MK PO wTpn 1ana b
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[A] All holy writings are rescued [from a building on the Sabbath]
on account of fire,> whether they are [publicly] read or are not read
[on the Sabbath]. [B] Even if they are written in any language, [if

* This is allowed even though such rescue constitutes a form of forbidden labor on the
Sabbath: transferring something from the “private” to the “public domain” See m.
Sabb. 7:2.
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they become unusable]* they require being hidden away (ganiza).
[C] Why [are some scrolls] not read [on the Sabbath]? Because
[such reading would cause] neglect of the house of study.” [D] They
rescue the case of the scroll with the scroll and the case of the phy-
lacteries (tefillin) with the phylacteries, even if they contain coins.
[E] And to where are they rescued? To an alley that is not open [as
a public thoroughfare]. [F] Ben Batira says: Also to [an alley] that
is open.’

Section [A] positively answers the question of whether “holy
writings” — comprising Torah (Pentateuch), Prophets, and Writ-
ings (Hagiographa) — can be rescued from a burning building on

4 Scrolls can be required to be hidden away either due to their poor condition or for
their objectional content. Unless otherwise stated, I assume that the former obtains in
the texts to be examined, notwithstanding some ambiguity. See n. 21.

> It is a bit confusing, perhaps due to an editorial conflation, but the first reference to
books that are “not [publicly] read [on the Sabbath]” refers to books of Scripture (e.g.,
from the Writings) that are not read in public as part of the Sabbath (and festival)
lectionary cycle. The second reference to “[scrolls] not read” refers to the same books
not being read on the Sabbath by individuals in private. That is, they (books of the
Writings such as Job) are neither read from liturgically in public nor privately in study
on the Sabbath (and festivals). It would appear, then, that they can only be read (or
studied) in private on days or times when the house of study is not in session. On
the tension between private and public recitation of targum, see Chapter 6. We will
return (in Sections 5.3-5.6) to this conflation in our consideration of rabbinic texts
that prohibit the private reading of a targum of the book of Job. For a prohibition,
with exceptions, of private reading of any holy Scriptures on the Sabbath, see t. Sabb.
13 (14): 1 (ed. Lieberman, 57). For a possible parallel Sabbath law among the Dead
Sea Scrolls, prohibiting private scriptural reading of some books on the Sabbath, see
4Q264a (4QHalakhah B) 11, 4-5 (DJD 35:54-55, with Joseph Baumgarten’s comment
ad loc.), as newly reconstructed and interpreted by Noam and Qimron, “A Qumran
Composition of Sabbath Laws,” 80-88. They suggest that 4Q251 (4QHalakhah A) 1-2 5
(DJD 35:28-30, with note ad loc. by E. Larson, M. R. Lehmann, and L. Schiffman) may
be similarly understood.

o

Edition of the Academy of the Hebrew Language, 121. For a more detailed discussion,
see Willem E Smelik, Rabbis, Language and Translation in Late Antiquity
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 240-46, as well as, in this chapter,

n. 2. The following, presumably later, parallels will not be treated here: Sop. 5:17 (ed.
Higger, 161-62); 15:1-3 (ed. Higger, 273-76); Addition 2, 8-9 (ed. Higger, 376-77).
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the Sabbath, involving “labor” that is otherwise forbidden on the
Sabbath.”

Section [B] would seem to address another question: Do all
scriptural scrolls, or only those written in Hebrew, and not in
translation, require being disposed of by being hidden (gonizd) in
a place where they will naturally decay when they are no longer
usable, rather than being actively destroyed. In other words, is this
sign of textual status presumed to apply to all Hebrew scriptural
scrolls, extending to those in translation (into “any language”)? The
mishnaic response is again positive.

However, the relation between sections [A] and [B] is unclear.
Are they wholly separate from each other, or does [B] presuppose
[A] to mean that the expression “all holy writings” includes Scrip-
tures in translation, which similarly must be rescued from a burn-
ing building on the Sabbath [A], as well as require ganiza if unfit for
use [B]? Although a positive response becomes, over time, the dom-
inant view, the opposite view has long been argued across the his-
tory of mishnaic interpretation, that is, that whereas such scriptural
scrolls in translation are not sufficiently holy to warrant the viola-
tion of the Sabbath to rescue them from fire, they are still entitled to
the respect of ganizd (e.g., by virtue of their including expressions
for the divine name). In other words, do scriptural scrolls in trans-
lation enjoy the same status as those in Hebrew both with respect to
rescue from a burning building on the Sabbath and with respect to
goniza for unusable texts, or only the latter?®

The two sections might be associatively linked as follows: If dam-
aged Scriptures in translation require ganizd, and rescued scrolls

7 See n. 4. This may be compared to permission, even obligation, to violate the Sabbath
in order to save a life (pigqtiah nepes), e.g., Mek. Sabb. 1 (ed. Horowitz-Rabin, 340-41).

® Although, in these regards, scriptural scrolls in translation might be included under
the classification of “holy writings,” elsewhere (m. Yad. 4:5), as usually understood,
scrolls of targum do not “defile the hands” (whatever that means), as do canonical
Hebrew Scriptures. We shall return to this in Section 5.5, in discussion of y. Sabb. 16:1,
15b—c.
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from a burning building on the Sabbath might be damaged by the
fire, should they not be rescued so as to spare them such damage or
destruction? Stated differently, if such scrolls are not rescued from
a burning building on the Sabbath, they will be destroyed by fire
rather than allowed to decay naturally in a place of ganiza. The lim-
inal status of scriptural translations (between sacred and profane) is
hinted at in the expression “even if” (*a-5y=x), that is, the fact that
they are written in languages other than Hebrew might mean that
they are of lower status, for which reason they would not require
ganizd,” which the Mishnah denies. If such translated scrolls are not
of a lower status with respect to requiring gonizd, likewise they
should not be of a lower status with respect to being rescued from
fire on the Sabbath, even if the Sabbath is desecrated as a result. So
the argument would go.

Section [C] seeks to clarify the expression “whether they are
[publicly] read [on the Sabbath] or are not read,” with respect to
saving scriptural scrolls from a burning building on the Sabbath.
This is understood to mean that among the holy writings a further
distinction (in a sense, a canon within a canon) is drawn between
those scrolls that are publicly read as part of the Sabbath (and fes-
tival) lectionary cycle of the synagogue and those that are not (e.g.,
as we shall see, the book of Job among the Writings). While one
might think that the latter should enjoy a somewhat lower status
than the former due to their not being ritually performed in public,
the Mishnah (section [A]) asserts that with respect to being res-
cued from a burning building on the Sabbath, there is no distinc-
tion to be drawn between the two: Both types of scriptural scrolls
(publicly read and not read) are to be rescued from fire. Section [C]

° On the liminal status of targum, see Steven D. Fraade, “Rabbinic Views on the Practice
of Targum, and Multilingualism in the Jewish Galilee of the Third-Sixth Centuries,” in
The Galilee in Late Antiquity, ed. Lee I. Levine (New York and Jerusalem: The Jewish
Theological Seminary of America, 1992), 253-86; Fraade, “Scripture, Targum, and
Talmud as Instruction,” 109-22; Fraade, “Reading Leads to Translating™; as well as
Chapter 6.
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implicitly asks whether such scriptural scrolls that are not publicly
read on the Sabbath or festivals can be read, presumably in private
(and presumably on the Sabbath and festivals), for an individual’s
edification, and if not, why? The reason is that the private reading
of such scrolls would cause their readers to neglect attendance at
communal textual study at the house of study (bét midras), which is
of a higher socioreligious value."

The remainder of the Mishnah (sections [D] through [F]) clar-
ifies some further aspects of the rescue of scriptural scrolls from
a burning building on the Sabbath, without further regard to the
distinctions between Hebrew original and translations into other
languages, or between scrolls liturgically read in public and those
(Writings) read by individuals in private. The storage cases in
which scriptural scrolls are kept have the same status as the scrolls
themselves with regard to rescue from fire on the Sabbath, as do the
storage cases of phylacteries (which contain tiny scriptural scrolls),
even if such storage cases contain coins, whose handling is other-
wise forbidden on the Sabbath. Finally, rescued scrolls (on the Sab-
bath) should not be transferred from the courtyard of the burning
building (synagogue?) to an open thoroughfare, that is, from the
private to the public domain, with an attributed, dissenting, more
permissive opinion.

We turn next to the Tosefta, whose relation to the Mishnah, as we
have previously seen in another set of passages, is fraught, notwith-
standing their rough contemporaneity to one another." At the risk
of being overly reductive and repetitive, is the Mishnah composed
from less fully edited traditions as they appear in the Tosefta, or
does the Tosefta presume, and thereby implicitly comment on the
text (or ur-text) of the Mishnah as we have it? We shall see some of

'© A debate occurs in b. Sabb. 116b between Rav and Samuel as to whether this
prohibition obtains for the entirety of the Sabbath (Samuel) or only for the hours in
which the House of Study is in session (Rav).

" For previous treatment of the relationship between the Mishnah and the Tosefta, see
Chapter 3, nn. 20, 21.
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both, which makes it all the more important to attend to the Tosefta
in its own right (as we did for the Mishnah), without presuming too
linear and exclusive a relationship between them.

5.3 Tosefta Sabbat 13:2—3 (ed. Liecberman, MS Vienna)
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[2] [A] If [scriptural scrolls] were written in targum [= Aramaic], or
in any language, they rescue them and store them away. [B] R. Yose
said: It once happened that R. Halafta went to Rabban Gamaliel (II)
in Tiberias and found him sitting at the table of R. Yohanan b. Nezif
with a scroll of Job in targum in his hand, which he was reading.”
[C] R. Halafta said to him: I am reminded of Rabban Gamaliel the
Elder (I), the father of your father, that he was sitting at the top of the
stairway going up to the Temple Mount. They brought before him a
scroll of Job in targum. He said to (his sons) [the builders], [“Store it
away,”] and they stored it away [in a wall] under a course of stones.

[3] [D] At that moment [upon hearing the story of Rabban Gamaliel
()], Rabban Gamaliel (I) gave instructions and they hid it away.

> This should not be presumed to be the same as the targum to Job found among
the Dead Sea Scrolls (on which, more below, n. 21), or the rabbinic targum to Job
of significantly later times. It is unclear whether this was a scroll wholly written in
Aramaic, that is, a continuous text of the book of Job in Aramaic (as is the Aramaic
Job from Qumran), or an interversal text of Job in both Hebrew and Aramaic,
alternating between the two languages, the rabbinic norm, as will be discussed in
Chapter 6.
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[E] R. Yose b. R. Judah says he [Rabban Gamaliel (I)] covered it
over with a trough of mortar. Rabbi [Judah the Patriarch] says [F],
“There are two replies [= objections] to this [account]: There was no
mortar on the Temple Mount. [G] Another [reply]: Do they destroy
them by hand [= deliberately]? Rather, they leave them in an aban-
doned place and they decay of their own accord.”

It is difficult to understand this toseftan sequence without knowl-
edge of the previously considered Mishnah, or some other mishnaic
antecedent. I say this having already (at the end of Section s5.2) said
that it is important “to attend to the Tosefta in its own right,” lest
we overly harmonize our understandings of the two texts. In this
case, some mild “harmonization” is unavoidable. For example,
we must presume that “rescue” is from a burning building on the
Sabbath. The Tosefta (section [A]), in effect, clarifies the ambigu-
ous sequence of the Mishnah by declaring that scriptural scrolls in
translation require both being rescued from a burning building on
the Sabbath and being stored away (gonizd) if they become unus-
able. In these ways in particular, scriptural translations share the
same status as do “holy writings.” But can we presume that this is
equally so “whether they are [publicly] read from or are not read
from [on the Sabbath],” as asserted by the Mishnah? The Tosefta
does not explicitly consider this distinction.

According to the framing story (sections [B] and [D]), Rabban
Gamaliel IT was seen by R. Halafta holding and reading an Aramaic
translation of Job (in what format we cannot know) while sitting at
another Rabbi’s table. We are not informed that this takes place on
the Sabbath or that the targum scroll is deemed unusable due to its
condition. However, given the fact that the book of Job is part of the
Writings and is never known to have been publicly read as part of

* For detailed notes, see Saul Lieberman, Tosefta Ki-Fshutah: A Comprehensive
Commentary on the Tosefta, Part 3: Order Mo‘ed (New York: Jewish Theological
Seminary of America, 1962), 203—4. For a more detailed treatment, see Smelik,
Rabbis, Language and Translation, 246-49.
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the synagogue service, we might presume that the implied critique
of Rabban Gamaliel I by R. Halafta is that the former should have
been engaged in the public study of the week’s Torah lection, or
some other form of textual study in the communal house of study.
His private reading of the scroll of Job would constitute, thereby,
“neglect of the house of study,” for which reason it needed to be
removed from circulation by ganizd. Even in its removal it is given
respect. Writings that might be in fine physical form but whose
private reading was considered unacceptable would require ganiza.
Consequently, the targum of Job is removed from circulation so as
not to cause “neglect of the house of study,” and not because of its
contents or condition.

But would that not have been the case if the text being privately
read was a Hebrew scroll of Job, similarly a scriptural book not
read publicly, and therefore if read in private, especially on the Sab-
bath or festivals, would have been an activity that could lead to or
represented “neglect of the house of study?” Perhaps, as a tenta-
tive suggestion, the reasoning could be that if the Hebrew scroll of
Job was of a lesser status with respect to books of the Torah and
the Prophets that were regularly read in public, how much more
so an Aramaic translation thereof, a writing of even lower status.
Thus, choosing to read not just one of the Writings not read in pub-
lic, but one such scroll in Aramaic translation, would have been
considered doubly, as it were, disrespectful of the house of study
(and the Hebrew language). Thus, a targum of Job would represent
an extreme, boundary-defining case: having restored some of the
ambiguous ritual status of scrolls of scriptural translation (allowed
to be rescued from burning buildings on the Sabbath), but of lesser
status in defining prohibited private study on the Sabbath and
festivals.

In a sense, these stories of private reading of a targum of Job,
and yet of its public consequences, blur the dichotomy of private
and public, which difference this chapter seeks to highlight. This
should not be surprising however, given the rabbinic penchant for
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problematizing and upending seemingly firm dichotomies of all
kinds, that is, rendering their boundaries porous, especially legal
ones. Other reasons have been suggested for the perplexing treat-
ment of the targum of Job, but before considering them let us con-
tinue with our text.

R. Halafta is reminded of an incident involving Rabban Gamaliel
IT’s grandfather, Rabban Gamaliel I on the Temple Mount. In that
story, no one is said to have been reading the targum of Job. Nei-
ther is the scroll said to have been damaged. Nor is it said to have
been the Sabbath. Presumably, again, the mere existence of such a
scroll was sufficient for it to be hidden away so as not to provide
an opportunity for “neglect of the house of study.” The fact that in
both stories the targumic scroll that is removed is from the Writ-
ings, and from Job in particular, suggests that scrolls of scriptural
books that are regularly read in the synagogue and studied in the
house of study would not have been so treated as scriptural transla-
tions into Aramaic, or “any language.”

In the remaining sections, Rabbi Judah the Patriarch (section [F])
calls into question the verity of the inner story (sections [C], [E]) by
raising two objections to the manner of disposal of the scroll of the
targum of Job by Rabban Gamaliel I as recounted by R. Halafta: It
cannot be destroyed by being buried in mortar, first, ([G]) because
mortar was not used for construction on the Temple Mount, and
second ([H]), because the decomposition of withdrawn scrolls
must occur of its own, rather than by, or accelerated by, human,
physical means.

An alternative rationale for the gonizd of the targum of Job is said
to have been a prohibition of writing the targum (of whatever scrip-
tural book) on a scroll as part of a broader prohibition of recording
the “Oral Torah” in writing or the performative reading from such
a scroll in public ritual. The following from the Palestinian Talmud
is sometimes cited in support of this view:'*

4 See also Pesiq. Rab. 5 (ed. Friedmann, 14a-b).
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5.4 Jerusalem Talmud Megillah 4:1, 74d (MS Leiden)
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R. Haggai said: R. Samuel b. R. Isaac once entered a synagogue where
he saw a schoolteacher declaiming” the targum from the book."* He
said to him: You are forbidden to do so! Teachings which were said
[= revealed] orally [must be performed] orally and teachings which
were said in writing [must be performed] in writing."”

This “book” (or scroll) could refer to a book of some part or parts
of Hebrew Scripture, in which case the declaimer of targum would
be reciting the targum either spontaneously or from memory, or
a combination of the two, but being prompted by the reading of
the written text of Scripture, which he follows with his eyes as he
translates. Thus, it might appear to the congregants that he is recit-
ing the Aramaic targum from a book containing it in written form.
This would not be allowed since targum is understood to fall, albeit
ambiguously, into the category of “Oral Torah.” Alternatively, the
translator is declaiming the Aramaic targum by actually reading it
from a written copy, which would be similarly disallowed.
However, it is not clear from this passage whether the objection
is to the existence of a written scroll of targum or to its being read
from (rather than recited from memory or spontaneously rendered
into Aramaic'®) as part of the public ritual of scriptural reading
in the synagogue, during which the distinction between Written

> For this understanding, see Michael Sokoloff, A Dictionary of Jewish Palestinian
Aramaic of the Byzantine Period, 3rd ed. (Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan University Press,
2017), 262.

On the form that such a book (scroll) might have taken, see n. 13. See also Chapter 6,
n. 39.

7 Edition of the Academy of the Hebrew Language, 768. This text is also treated in
Chapter 6, Section 6.5.

For which see b. Meg. 18a with respect to reciting the targum to the book of Esther.
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Torah and Oral Torah is to be ritually reinforced through the man-
ner of their being publicly performed. The fact that targum scrolls
can be rescued from a burning building on the Sabbath (the dom-
inant view) suggests that the use of such scrolls nonliturgically, for
example, to be consulted, is not necessarily prohibited. Elsewhere
(e.g., m. Meg. 1:8) the Mishnah clearly evidences the normativity
of written scrolls of Scripture “in any language,” but limits their
public performative roles, especially vis-a-vis the reading and study
of Hebrew Scripture.” In short, there appears to be no sanctioned
public use of a targum scroll, but that does not appear to be the jus-
tification for the removal of a targum scroll of Job, in the mishnaic
context of “[scrolls] not read [on the Sabbath]” due to “neglect of
the house of study.”

Another rationale for the removal (twice) of a targum of Job from
circulation derives from the fact that the only extant ancient targum
of the book of Job, or of any book of the Writings, was found among
the Dead Sea Scrolls in two copies (11QtgJob [11Qi10] and 4Q157).*°
Even though there is no evidence that the Qumran targum of Job
is of sectarian provenance, it has been argued (unconvincingly to
my mind) that the removal of the targum of Job by the two Rab-
ban Gamaliels (I and II) was because it was considered a sectar-
ian (heretical) translation, if not the very copy discovered among
the Dead Sea Scrolls. This would be a case of consigning a text to

' For recent scholarship on the orality of Oral Torah, see Martin S. Jaffee, Torah in
the Mouth: Writing and Oral Tradition in Palestinian Judaism, 200 BCE-400 CE
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001); Yaakov Sussmann, Oral Law - Taken
Literally: The Power of the Tip of a Yod (Jerusalem: Magnes, 2019) (Hebrew); Steven
D. Fraade, “Literary Composition and Oral Performance in Early Midrashim,”
Oral Tradition 14 (1999): 33-51; Steven D. Fraade, “Concepts of Scripture in
Rabbinic Judaism: Oral Torah and Written Torah,” in Jewish Concepts of Scripture:
A Comparative Introduction, ed. Benjamin D. Sommer (New York: New York
University Press, 2012), 31-46. See also Chapter 6, nn. 12, 18, 24.

** For Qumran fragments of an Aramaic translation of parts of Leviticus, see 4Q156
(to Lev. 16:12-15, 18-21), which may not be from a continuous scroll of targum to the
book of Leviticus, but of separate verses recited liturgically.
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ganizd not because of its condition or usability, but because of the
unacceptability of its contents, which require its being taken out of
circulation.”

In sum, the question of whether and in what manner scrolls of
the targum of Job, and by extension of other books of the Writings,
could be publicly and/or privately read and handled, exemplifies the
ambiguous status of scriptural translations more broadly, even as
the targum of Job is somewhat exceptional as scriptural translation,
perhaps an extreme, marginal test. Were such translations subject
to the same rules as divinely revealed Scripture, even as humanly
rendered translations, or were they to be less revered materially?
Yes and Yes.

We turn next to the Jerusalem Talmud’s commentary on our
Mishnah, with reference to our Tosefta:

5.5 Jerusalem Talmud Sabbat 16:1, 15b—c (MS Leiden)

TP 112 W AL 0a PR PR AR ppw A nn D "wmpn sana 5o
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' For the view that the Qumran targum of Job is not properly a targum, by comparison
with the later rabbinic targum of Job and the Syriac translation (Peshitta) of the
same, see David Shepherd, “What’s in a Name? Targum and Taxonomy in Cave 4
at Qumran,” JSP 17 (2008): 189-206; David Shepherd, “Will the Real Targum Please
Stand Up? Translation and Coordination in the Ancient Aramaic Versions of Job,”
JIS 51 (2000): 88-116; David Shepherd, Targum and Translation: A Reconsideration
of the Qumran Aramaic Version of Job, SSN 45 (Assen: Van Gorcum, 2004). For the
twofold function of ganizd (removal because of condition or content), see Adina
Hoffman and Peter Cole, Sacred Trash: The Lost and Found World of the Cairo
Geniza, Jewish Encounters (New York: Nextbook and Schoken, 2011), 12-13, citing
Elkan Nathan Adler, “Genizah,” Jewish Encyclopedia, 12 vols. (London and New
York: Funk & Wagnalls, 1901-1906), 5:612: “A genizah serves ... the twofold purpose
of preserving good things from harm and bad things from harming.”
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[A] “All holy writings,” etc.: What is the meaning of “whether they

2922

are read from or are not read from”?** Whether they contain mis-
takes or do not contain mistakes. [B] But it is taught: “A scroll that
has two or three mistakes on every page, can be repaired and read
from. [If it has] four [or more], it cannot be read from.” [C] But
from what we have learned: “Why [are some scrolls] not read from?
Because of neglect of the house of study.” That is to say: [A distinc-
tion is made] between the Torah and the Prophets, and [the other]
holy writings [= the Writings], [the latter of] which are not rescued
[on the Sabbath] from fire. [D] [According to] the one who said,
they [= holy writings including the Writings] defile the hands, they
rescue them from fire.” And [according to] the one who said they
do not defile the hands, they do not rescue them from fire. [E] They
objected: Behold, Hebrew [Scriptures] that are written in Aramaic
translation (targum) do not defile the hands, but are rescued [on
the Sabbath] from fire. [F] This is based on what we have learned:
“Even though it is written in any language, it requires being hidden
away (ganiza).”** This is to say that they rescue them [= scriptural
translations] from fire [on the Sabbath]. [G] The Mishnah accords
with [the view of]| R. Simeon, for R. Simeon said, “There is noth-
ing prohibited for the sake of Sabbath rest that takes priority over

22 M. Sabb. 16:1, with which we began.
» Seen. 8.
4 M. Sabb. 16:1.
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[the safeguarding] of holy writings.”” Do they disagree? [There R.
Simeon seeks to] avoid disrespectful treatment [of holy writings],
whereas here everyone agrees that they rescue them [= holy writ-
ings in translation] from fire [on the Sabbath]. [H] For whom is
this needed? For Rabban Simeon ben Gamaliel. Even though Rab-
ban Simeon ben Gamaliel said, “Also regarding scrolls, they only
permitted them to be written in Greek,”*® he agrees that they may
be rescued [from fire on the Sabbath]. [I] It once happened that
Rabban Gamaliel (I) was supervising the builders on the Temple
Mount. When they brought him a scroll of Job written in [Aramaic]
translation, he instructed the builders to hide it under a course of

stones.”

While the Jerusalem Talmud builds on traditions that we have
already seen in the Mishnah and Tosefta, it includes new or alterna-
tive formulations. First (sections [A]-[B]), it provides an alternative
explanation for the mishnaic phrase, “whether they are read from or
are not read from,” previously understood to differentiate between
those scriptural books which are read as part of the liturgy (Torah
and Prophets) and those which are not (Writings, e.g., Job). Now
the distinction is not one of contents but of condition: Some books
are not read because they are damaged. Presumably these are dam-
aged scriptural scrolls, of any scriptural book, that have not (yet)
been consigned to ganizd, perhaps because they can be repaired, but
should, nevertheless, be rescued from a burning building on the Sab-
bath. In section [C], the previous distinction between books read
(Torah and Prophets) and not read (Writings), with both requiring
being rescued from a burning building, is reaffirmed.

In section [D], a new criterion is introduced for which books
can be rescued from fire on the Sabbath and which not: Those that

* M. ‘Erub. 10:3.

*¢ M. Meg. 1:8; b. Meg. 18a.

¥ Edition of the Academy of the Hebrew Language, 436-37. For a more detailed
treatment, see Smelik, Rabbis, Language and Translation, 254-58.
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“defile the hands” (a mark of canonicity, however understood) and
those that do not. The former can be rescued from fire on the Sab-
bath and the latter cannot. But an objection is raised ([E]): trans-
lated Scriptures (targum) transgress the model, for they do not
“defile the hands™** ([F]), and yet are to be rescued from a burning
building on Sabbath, as if they were, so to speak, a hybrid species:
canonical but not, yet still somehow valued.

This is in accord with the view of R. Simeon ([G]), that rules
of Sabbath rest ($abiit) are superseded by the need to both show
respect for holy writings (through ganiza) and to rescue them from
a burning building on the Sabbath. It is then asked ([H]), for whom
is it necessary to state this? It is necessary for Rabban Simeon ben
Gamaliel, who only allowed the translation of holy Scriptures into
Greek,” while allowing their rescue (presumably of Hebrew and
Greek scriptural scrolls) from a burning building on the Sabbath.
This, in turn, leads to the citing of an abbreviated version of the
story of Rabban Gamaliel (I) on the Temple Mount, but without the
framing narrative of Rabban Gamaliel (II) in Tiberias. Once again,
Rabban Gamaliel has an Aramaic targum of the book of Job hidden
away beneath the building stones as a form of ganiza.

In the end, the dominant view is much as we saw it in the Mishnah
and Tosefta. Translations of Scripture are generally viewed as hav-
ing a status akin to that of Hebrew Scripture, but with a consensus
that they do not “defile the hands,” a near consensus that they are
to be rescued from a building on the Sabbath, a clear consensus that
they require gonizd when no longer usable, and a nervousness that
such translations of the books of the Writings such as Job might,
through private, noncommunal study, cause “neglect of the house
of study,” the center of rabbinic community, at least on the Sabbath.

% See n. 8. Perhaps semisacred texts of targum, precisely because they do not “defile
the hands,” according to this view, could be more readily used for private study
so as not to convey ritual impurity. This is speculation on my part, since I find no
expression of it, either in traditions sources or modern critical scholarship.

* See n. 27.
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5.6 Babylonian Talmud Sabbat 115a (MS Oxford)

Our textual tour continues with the Babylonian Talmud, where, as
is typical, the plot thickens and the cast of characters widens.’® Yet,
the fundamental questions that we encountered in earlier texts con-
tinue to be asked, even as they resist linear, final answers:
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3% MS Bodleian 366 according to the database of the Academy of the Hebrew Language
(Ma’agarim, as therein corrected).
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5.6 BABYLONIAN TALMUD $ABBAT 115A

[A] “All holy writings are rescued [from a building on the Sab-
bath].” [B] It was stated: “[Even] if they are written in [Aramaic]
targum or in any [other] language™:* R. Huna (ca. 280) said: “They
do not rescue them [= scriptural translations] [on the Sabbath] on
account of fire.” R. Hisda (ca. 300) said: “They rescue them [on
the Sabbath] on account of fire.” [C] According to the view that
it is permissible to read them [on the Sabbath], all agree that they
are to be rescued. They differ with respect to the view that they are
not to be read [on the Sabbath]: R. Huna says: “We may not rescue
[them] since they are not permitted to be read.” R. Hisda says: “We
rescue [them]. Because of the disgrace to holy writings [were they
to be burned], we rescue them.” [D] We have learned: “All sacred
writings may be rescued from the fire, whether we read them or do
not read them, and even if they are written in any language.” [E]**
Surely, “whether we read them” refers to the Prophets;* “or do not
read them” refers to the Writings. [F] “And even if they are writ-
ten in any language,”* though they may not be read, yet he [= the
tanna] teaches that “they may be rescued,” which seems to refute
R. Huna. [G] R. Huna has an answer. R. Huna says to you: Is that
logical? Consider the second clause: “They require being hidden”
(gonizd):*® Seeing that they must be rescued [according to your
view], need hiding (gonizd) be mentioned?*” [H] Rather, R. Huna
explains it in accordance with his view, while R. Hisda explains it
according to his view. R. Huna explains it in accordance with his
view: “whether we read them” [refers to] the Prophets; “or do not

T. Sabb. 13:2.

Cf. m. Sabb. 16:1.

As well as the Torah.

M. Sabb. 16:1.

Cf. t. Sabb. 13:2

M. Sabb. 16:1.

The argument goes like this: Seeing that (in your view) they are of sufficient holiness
to be saved from a burning building, we can presume that they require ganizd, but
not vice versa. Thus, you cannot say that their requiring ganizd requires them to be
rescued from a burning on the Sabbath.
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read them” [refers to] the Writings. That is, only if they are written
in the Holy Tongue [= Hebrew], but if written in any [other] lan-
guage, we may not rescue [them]. However, even so they require
gonizd. [I] R. Hisda explains it according to his view: “whether we
read them” [refers to] the Prophets, “or do not read them” [refers
to] the Writings. [That is,] “even if they are written in any language,
they are still rescued [regardless of whether they are read].” And
this is what he states: “And [even] their worm-eaten [material]
requires gonizd. [J] An objection: “If they are written in [Aramaic]
targum or in any [other] language, they rescue them from fire [on
the Sabbath].”*® [K] This refutes R. Huna? R. Huna can say to you:
This Tanna holds, “They may be read and be rescued from a burn-
ing [building on the Sabbath].”*® [L] Come and hear: “If they are
written in Egyptian, Median, Hebrew [script], Elamitic, or Greek,
though they may not be read [on the Sabbath], they are rescued
from fire [on the Sabbath].” [M] This refutes R. Huna? R. Huna can
answer you: “It is [already a controversy of the] Tannaim.” For it
was taught: “If they are written in targum or in any language, they
rescue them from a fire [on the Sabbath]. R. Yose said: They may
not be rescued.”*°

[N] R. Yose said: “It once happened that my father Halafta visited
Rabban Gamaliel (II) Berabbi* at Tiberias and found him sitting
at the table of R. Yohanan b. Nizuif with a scroll of Job in targum
in his hand, which he was reading.”** [O] He said he to him, “I am
reminded of R. Gamaliel, the father of your father, who was stand-
ing at the top of the stairway going up to the Temple Mount, when
they brought before him a scroll of a targum of Job, whereupon he

3% T, Sabb. 13:2

39 Cf. t. Sabb. 13:2.

4 Tbid.

4" An honorific patronym.

4 This should not be presumed to be the same as the targum to Job found among
the Dead Sea Scrolls (on which, see nn. 20, 21), or the rabbinic targum to Job of
significantly later times.
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said to the builders, ‘Bury it under a course of stones!”” [P] He [R.
Gamaliel II] too gave orders, and they hid it. [Q] R. Yose son of
R. Judah said: “They covered it over with a trough of mortar.” [R]
Said Rabbi [Judah the Patriarch]: “There are two objections to this
[account]: First, from whence would mortar have come to the Tem-
ple Mount?* [S] Furthermore, is it then permitted to destroy them
[= such scrolls] with [one’s own] hand? Rather, they leave them in
an abandoned place and they decay of their own accord.”

While many of the traditions incorporated into the Babylonian
Talmud are familiar from the considerably earlier Palestinian
collections, several are unattested or weakly attested in earlier
strata of rabbinic literature. First, what began as an ambiguity in
the Mishnah (whether scriptural translations are rescued from a
burning building on the Sabbath) that is resolved (positively) in
the Tosefta continues to be argued in the Jerusalem Talmud. How-
ever in the Babylonian Talmud the disagreement is more strongly
framed as a vigorous and sustained dialectical and dialogical debate
between two third—fourth-century Amora’im: R. Huna (do not res-
cue) and R. Hisda (do rescue) (sections [B], [C], [F], [G], [H], [K],
[M]). The Babylonian Talmud highlights the question of whether
or not there is a correlation between reading and rescuing books:
Books that are not publicly read on the Sabbath (the Writings) are
not to be rescued from fire on the Sabbath (R. Huna) and vice versa
(R. Hisda) (sections [C], [D], [E], [F], [H], [1], [K]). R. Hisda argues
for rescuing scrolls in either case out of concern that it would be a
“disgrace” to allow them to burn ([C]). As we have previously seen,
but here now in a more sustained and personalized manner, the
argument, in effect, is over whether (or not) the public performa-
tive reading of a book of Scripture determines its sacred status, with
regards to overriding the Sabbath, rather than other more material
considerations (e.g., language and script).

4 Mortar was not used for construction on the Temple Mount.
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Another link is adduced between rescuing scrolls on the Sabbath
and disposing of them through ganizd: Books that are rescued can
be presumed to require ganizd, but does the opposite obtain, that
is, can it be presumed that texts that require ganizd merit can be
rescued on the Sabbath? Not necessarily, and particularly not if the
scrolls are in translation, irrespective of the translation language
([G], [L]). If there appears to be a continuing disagreement, espe-
cially on saving Writings from a fire on Shabbat, some solace can
be had in recognizing that this is a debate that has remained much
the same since tannaitic times ([M]), even if some of the named
rabbinic voices have changed identities. Similarly, the double story
of the two R. Gamaliels (I and II), and the proper disposal of the
Aramaic targum of Job, remains much the same, perhaps since it
has no bearing on the much debated question of whether scriptural
scrolls, especially the Writings, whether in Hebrew or translation,
should be rescued from fire on the Sabbath.

5.7 Conclusion

What can we take away from this collection of often ambiguous
texts? The category “holy writings” is not a static one, as it encom-
passes texts of varied levels of holiness and written-ness. This is
both with respect to material form and to public function, which
I scale according to the descending order of textual status from
Torah to Writings, Hebrew and translations, in correlation with
four intersecting variables: source of ritual impurity; rescue from
fire on Sabbath; disposal (ganizd); and public lection. A remarka-
bly stable coherence emerges, notwithstanding all of the back-and-
forth argumentation and ambiguity:

1. Highest status: Scrolls which defile the hands are to be rescued
from fire on the Sabbath, require gonizd, and are publicly read on
the Sabbath (and festivals). All agree that these are the books of
the Torah and the Prophets in Hebrew.
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2. Intermediate status: Scrolls which defile the hands, are/are not
to be rescued from fire on the Sabbath, require ganizd, and are
not publicly recited on the Sabbath (and festivals). All agree
that these are the books of the Writings (e.g., Job) in Hebrew,
but disagree whether they are to be rescued from fire on the
Sabbath.

3a and b. Lowest or liminal status: Scrolls which do not defile the

hands, are/are not to be rescued from fire on the Sabbath, do
require gonizd, and are not publicly recited in Hebrew on the
Sabbath (and festivals), as they are not part of the synagogue
lectionary cycle. All agree that these are the scriptural scrolls in
translation (“in any language”), especially of books of the Writ-
ings (e.g., targum of Job), which are not publicly read on the Sab-
bath, but the sages continue to disagree whether such scrolls are
to be rescued from a burning building on the Sabbath. Notice
that targum is of lower status than Hebrew Scripture, but the tar-
gum of the Writings (e.g., Job) is the very lowest. Yet, even these
receive status and respect, albeit ambivalent, by virtue of their
accompaniment to Hebrew Scripture.

In tabular form:*#*

Type of scrolls Defile Rescue from  Disposal ~ Public
hands? fire? (goniza)?  reading?

Torah, Prophets 4.0 Yes=1.0 Yes=1.0 Yes=1.0 Yes=1.0

Writings 3.0 Yes=10 Yes=10 Yes=10 No=0.0

Trans Torah & No=0.0 Dispute=0.5 Yes=10 Yes=10

Prophets 2.5

Trans Writings 1.5 No=0.0 Dispute=05 Yes=10 No=0.0

4 The left column represents my division into “types of scrolls,” in descending
status, while the headings of the four columns to the right of the “types of scrolls”
represent the four qualifications assigned or denied to each type of scroll. The
numbers immediately to the right of each type of scroll represent its total score of
qualifications satisfied, with 1.0 assigned to each fulfillment of the qualification, 0.0

123



OUT OF THE FIRE AND INTO THE WALL

Public reading of Scriptures confers authority on those texts
(and, by extension, their readers), while private reading detracts
therefrom. Translation of Scriptures is a kind of “reading,” but not
a proper “recitation” in its own right, both for its readers and audi-
tors, as indicated by the unresolved dispute between sages regard-
ing its liminal status vis-a-vis written and read Scripture.®

It is not until the Gaonic times and the Middle Ages, when the
books of the Oral Torah, including targum, were committed to
writing for the sake of their preservation, that the law (hdlakad) was
determined to follow the view of R. Hisda: All scriptural books,
whether in Hebrew or in translation, require rescue from fire on
the Sabbath. It should not be surprising that such rescue is, as it
were, the last holdout, since at stake is the ritually consequential
question of which holiness supersedes which: holiness of time (Sab-
bath) or holiness of text. Both Torah scrolls and their translations
(as well as their containers), have proved to be remarkably porta-
ble, but yet vulnerable, across place and time. Put differently and
echoing R. Hisda, which covenantal marker (temporal Sabbath or
material scrolls, including translations) is more readily and more
fundamentally “disgraced” by acts of human hands?

Many of these themes, and their dynamic, liminal ambiguities,
will cross over with us to the next chapter, where we will encounter
even more directly the performative aspects of targum (and transla-
tion more broadly), both in public and private spaces, with renewed
attention, at the end of the chapter, with the materiality of written
targum.

assigned to each absence of the qualification, and lack of consensus assigned a score
of 0.5. Thus, a maximum score would be 4.0 and a minimum score would be 0.0,
with no type of scroll suffering such complete embarrassment.

4 For further discussion of these dialectical dichotomies, with respect to a different set
of rabbinic texts, see Chapter 6.
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6 | “Reading Leads to Translation” Whether
Public or Private

6.1 Introduction

As we have seen, ancient scriptural translations had both private
and public performative lives. That is, they functioned as aids to
private (or semi-private) multilingual study of Scripture and its
associated interpretive derivatives, as well as having a role in the
public ritualized recitation of Scripture in the similarly multilin-
gual context of the synagogue liturgy.
employed throughout this chapter heuristically since they often

1«

Private” and “public” are

overlap or intersect.” Yet, they presume different audiences and fol-
low different modes and rules for their performance, which it is my
intent to better expose for a fuller and more precise understanding
of both their respective and their overlapping functions. While the
latter setting (public/worship) is well recognized, the former (pri-
vate/study) has received less attention. We have already seen one
example of the former in Chapter 5 (the stories of individuals pri-
vately reading, that is, chanting a scroll of a targum of Job) and will
see additional examples of both in this chapter.

My purpose here is to compare the two through our reading
and analysis primarily of two very different rabbinic texts, in the
hope that viewing each in the light of the other will cast both in

' For my working definition of “multilingual” and “multilingualism” see Chapter 2, n. 16.

* Nevertheless, it is a distinction, as we shall see, that appears in targumic manuscripts
themselves. For the Aramaic expression, xm27¥a nxann X5 (“not to be translated in
public”), see nn. 33, 67.
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sharper relief. At the very outset I should state that in the ancient
world, “reading,” especially of the Torah, was done out loud, that is,
chanted. To the extent that it was done in (relative) private, it was
not what we would think of as silent reading. This should be kept
in mind throughout what follows. Toward the end of this chapter
(Section 6.7), we will examine in some detail an actual example of
how targum functions as a bi- or bridge-text (as Aramaic is a bridge-
language), that is, dynamically accompanying and interacting with
the Hebrew scriptural verse, for a bilingual (if only modestly and
ideally) audience, a central argument of both this chapter and the
book as a whole.

6.2 TheKing’s Torah

Deuteronomy 17:14—20 legislates a set of rules that mandate (or
allow) the installation of a human king of Israel, but only on the
conditions that his royal prerogatives and excesses be limited.’
Verses 18-19 add the requirement that he always have a Hebrew
Torah scroll, presumably of Deuteronomy or some part thereof,
but rabbinically understood to be Torah writ large, incorporating
written (Pentateuch) and oral (mishnah) with him to read regularly,
so that he may learn to revere God, and obey his teachings and laws:

3 For fuller treatments of the king’s Torah, but for different purposes, see Steven D. Fraade,
“The Torah of the King’ (Deut. 17:14-20) in the Temple Scroll and Early Rabbinic Law;” in
The Dead Sea Scrolls as Background to Postbiblical Judaism and Early Christianity: Papers

from an International Conference at St. Andrews in 2001, ed. James R. Davila, STDJ 46
(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 2003), 25-60 (= Fraade, Legal Fictions: Studies of Law and Narrative
in the Discursive Worlds of Ancient Jewish Sectarians and Sages, JS]Sup 147 [Leiden: Brill,
2011], 285-319); Steven D. Fraade, “Priests, Kings, and Patriarchs: Yerushalmi Sanhedrin
in its Exegetical and Cultural Settings,” in The Talmud Yerushalmi and Graeco-Roman
Culture, ed. Peter Schifer, TSAJ 93, vol. 3 (Titbingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2002), 315-33

(= Fraade, Legal Fictions, 323-44). For a broader discussion of the “Torah of the King”

in ancient Judaism, and its “afterlife;” in terms of political philosophy and theology, see
David C. Flatto, The Crown and the Courts: Separation of Powers in the Early Jewish
Imagination (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2020).
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07127 *3997 190™5Y NI 17iRa MIWnRTNR 5 2021 inabnn X3 by inawa mm

:oniwyb 1R DPNaTNRY IR 1YiR0 M1

18 When he is seated on his royal throne, he shall have a copy of
this Teaching (Torah) written for him on a scroll by the levitical
priests.

19 Let it remain with him and let him read in it all his life, so that
he may learn to revere the Lord his God, to observe faithfully every
word of this Teaching as well as these laws. (NJPS)

The first thing to note is the king’s posture: He is seated on this
royal throne, presumably the source or symbol of his royal author-
ity over his subjects.* The Sifre commentary however, inverts this
presumption by saying:®

X0 by aww X 772 1Ipa 1nKa D3 X aww ox ,inabnn Xoa by inaws mm
Rlakpiatal

“When he is seated on his royal throne”: If he does everything
herein stated on this matter, he will merit sitting on his royal
throne.

His royalty is a function of his practice of Torah and, as we shall
see, his study thereof, and not vice-versa. Cause and effect are

*# For the king’s unique prerogative of sitting while (publicly) reading from the Torah as
part of the septennial 5npi ceremony (Deut. 31:10-13), see m. Sotah 7:8, which recounts
a single exception on the part of King Agrippa II, who stands while reading, contrary
to the usual royal custom. By contrast, according to the Mishnah, the High Priest
stands when handing the Torah scroll to the seated king, and stands for his reading of
the Torah (m. Sanh. 7:7). For the priest needing to stand for his priestly service to be
valid, see Sifre Deut. 155 to Deut. 17:12 (ed. Finkelstein, 307). For the semiotics of sitting
and standing in rabbinic group study, see Shimon Fogel, “Sitting or Standing? Teaching
Postures in Early Rabbinic Literature;” in Rabbinic Study Circles: Aspects of Jewish
Learning in its Late Antique Context, ed. Marc Hirshman and David Satran, with the
assistance of Anita Reisler, SERAPHIM 8 (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020), 37-51.

5 Sifre Deut. 160 (ed. Finkelstein, 211).
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“READING LEADS TO TRANSLATION”

here inverted.® The second thing to note is the position of fear of
God preceding, in order, the practice of Torah law, as if the former
is a precondition for the latter.

Turning to the larger biblical unit, the king is to be accompanied
and guided by the Torah scroll in all his activities. In the hands of
the rabbinic midrashist of Sifre Deuteronomy, however, the verb
to “learn” (“so that he may learn [yilmad] to revere”) is unpacked
so as to produce a series of nouns that represent successive forms
of learning in the rabbinic study curriculum, of both Written and
Oral Torah, each one “leading” (naturally, as it were) to the next.
In Judith Newman’s terms,” the king’s composite learning consti-
tutes a fully “augmented curriculum” of Torah Study midrashically
derived, to begin with, from the Written Torah text at hand:*

(x1mw) Thn rHR AR RS b b L. 5312 xapy my nnem (v°)
IO TS K1an DLAN ,0UAN T RN Xpn ,X1pn T xan [xmnnw )
IR D RN wyn L,nwyn T Ran Tndn ,mndn mh ARan mwn

“Let it [the Torah scroll] be with him and let him read in it all the
days of his life” ... “so that he may learn to revere the Lord his God”
(Deut. 17:19): This teaches that the sight (mar’eh; Vatican MS) (of
it) leads to reading (migra’/Scripture), reading leads to translation
(targum), translation leads to oral teaching (mishnah), oral teach-
ing leads to dialectical study (talmud), dialectical study leads to

¢ For the same rhetorical pattern, see Sifre Deut. 55, 156, 160, 162, 170, 297 (ed.
Finkelstein, 122, 208, 211, 212, 217, 316).

7 Judith H. Newman, Before the Bible: The Liturgical Body and the Formation of
Scriptures in Early Judaism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018).

¢ Sifre Deut. 161 (ed. Finkelstein, 212). Interestingly, the targumim to Deut. 17:18-19
including the Peshitta and the Samaritan Targum) cleave fairly closely to Hebrew
Scripture. Therefore, they will not be considered in what follows. On the rabbinic
study curriculum, see Steven D. Fraade, From Tradition to Commentary: Torah and Its
Interpretation in the Midrash Sifre to Deuteronomy (Albany: State University of New
York Press, 1991), 51, 97, 116, 214 n. 131, 239 N. 69, 243 N. 92, 244 N. 111, 254 N. 179, 256 Nn.
201. See also m. Ned. 4:3. Note especially Louis Finkelstein, “Midrash, Halakhah and
Aggadot,” in Yitzhak F. Baer Jubilee Volume on the Occasion of His Seventieth Birthday,
ed. S. W. Baron et al. (Jerusalem: Historical Society of Israel, 1960), 28—47 (Hebrew).

128



6.2 THE KING'S TORAH

performance (ma‘aseh), performance leads to reverence (yirah)
(of God).?

Having the Torah with him at all times causes the king to see it,"
which leads him to read (that is, chant) it, and so on. What is ret-
rojectively ascribed to the king, or we might say, is projectively
modeled by the king, is the sequence of reading, translating, study,
practice, and reverence. Each stage of performance draws the per-
former to the next, as if they were intrinsically interconnected.”

°  Sifre Deut. 161 (ed. Finkelstein, 212). My translation follows Finkelsteins edition,
with the exception that “sight” renders hammar'eh found in MS Vatican Assemani
32, as well as the texts of the commentaries of Rabbenu Hillel, R. Suleiman, and
David Pardo, and the Genizah fragment TS 12.852a (unavailable to Finkelstein).
Finkelstein has hammora’ (“fear”), which is found in MSS Oxford, London, and the
editio princeps (Venice, 1545). “Sight” (hammar’eh), seeing the scroll that constantly
accompanies the king, makes more exegetical sense than beginning the chain of
study with “fear,” which does not appear until later in the verse. David Weiss Halivni
has kindly pointed out to me that this is an unusual use of the word mar’eh, which
usually denotes “appearance,” as in the appearance of a symptom of skin disease.
However, in one other place the Sifre uses mar’eh in the sense of the seeing of
something. In Sifre Deut. 339 (ed. Finkelstein, 388), Moses, in pleading with God
not to die, says: “Would it not be better for the people to say ‘Moses is good” from
seeing [him] than ... from hearing [about him]?”

'° For the king’s many activities during which the Torah scroll is by his side, see m.
Sanh. 2:4; Sifre Deut. 161 (ed. Finkelstein, 211).

For a similar biblical sequence and midrashic interpretation, see Deut. 31:12 as
commented upon by Midrash Leqah Tov (ed. Buber, 5:105): "1 jynb wnwr ynb"

75 AR XM "My e’ .ax T xan Tmbnm nbn T nxan nynwnw mhn
mrnw (““That they may hear and that they may learn’: This teaches that listening
leads to study and study leads to reverence [of God]. ‘And they observed to do’: And
reverence leads to observance”). The Sifre commentary is not extant for this verse.
Compare Sifre Deut. 106 to Deut. 14:23 (ed. Finkelstein, 167, and note): mbn jyn>"
1N TN TS DIRA DX X0an Wwynnw Tan prdx 1k Ak (“‘So that you may learn to
revere the Lord your God’: This tells us that tithing leads a person to study of
Torah”). I have not found any others passages that follow this exegetical pattern,
except for a barayta in b. Menah. 43b: x1 :"ormwyr ... onon MK oexM” TR X0N
WY TH AXan 1 ,1rar b axan (“Another barayta taught: ‘Look at [sisit] it and
remember [all the commandments of the Lord] and observe [them]’ [Num. 15:39]:
Looking leads to remembering, remembering leads to observance”). For the idea that
the various branches of the rabbinic curriculum are interconnected within the
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Note, in particular for our purposes, the liminal yet critical role
of targum as a buffer and bridge, or, we might say, gatekeeper,
between migra’ (Scripture/Written Torah) and mishnah (oral
teaching).” Having read a section of Scripture (presumably as little
as one verse), he recites its translation (presumably into Aramaic),
before proceeding in turn to rabbinic oral (or mishnaic) teaching
and dialectical interpretation, leading in the end to performance of
the laws and reverence of God.

Note the change in order from the scriptural text, whereby
“fear” (“reverence”) is now at the end of the sequence, rather than
the beginning, thereby enabling the process to begin with mar’eh
(“sight,” from the root r’h) and to end with yir'd (“fear,” from the
root yr’), creating an inclusio based on a word play between the
two morphologically similar verbs. Fear of God is now the out-
come of performance, rather than, as in the biblical lemma, its
precondition.

Note how translation immediately follows the reading of Scrip-
ture and precedes its rabbinic interpretive expansion, presumably
in Hebrew, thereby sequentially integrating them all while linguis-
tically differentiating between them. We may once again compare
Saul Lieberman’s observation: “But the first rudiment of the inter-
pretation of a text is the épunveia, the literal and exact equiva-
lent of the Hebrew minn [targum], which means both translation

scholar who learns them all, see ’Abot R. Nat. A 8 (ed. Schechter, 35-36; trans.
Goldin, 49-50), commenting on ’Abot 1:6: w12 15 1NX"W MO MWN2 1> NI DY
(“The interpretation which he neglected to tell him in the study of Mishnah he will
eventually tell him in the study of Midrash”), etc. For my discussion of the larger
passage, see Steven D. Fraade, “The Vital Intersection of Halakha and Aggada,” in
The Literature of the Sages: A Re-visioning, ed. Christine Hayes, CRINT 16 (Leiden:
Brill, 2022), 463-71.

For a similarly ambiguous, liminal placement of targum between Written Torah
and oral teaching, see, Sifra Semini parasa 1:9 to Lev. 10:10-11, discussed by me in
“Scripture, Targum, and Talmud as Instruction: A Complex Textual Story from the
Sifra,” in Hesed ve-Emet: Studies in Honor of Ernest S. Frerichs, ed. Jodi Magness and
Seymour Gitin, BJS 320 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1998), 109-22.
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6.2 THE KING'S TORAH

and interpretation.”” Or, in terms of translation theory: reading
as translation; translation as reading,'* producing what Gideon
Toury (citing Brian Harris) terms a “bi-text,”” or, we might say,
in this context, “multi-text.” Historically speaking, this medial role
of Aramaic targum may be compared to the connecting-bridge,
administrative function that Aramaic played in communication
between the Persian Empire and its vast subject peoples, including
the Judeans, whose local language was still Hebrew, even if weakly.
It is for this linguistic administrative role that Aramaic took the
world stage to begin with.

Note, as well, the bilingual (or even trilingual) nature of this peda-
gogic exercise: Scripture is recited in (biblical) Hebrew, targum is ren-
dered in Jewish Palestinian Aramaic, and oral teaching is declaimed
in mishnaic Hebrew. The king is imagined as linguistically code-
switching between them. Stated differently, the alternating Hebrew
and Aramaic performance constitutes what anthropologists call
“ritual code-switching.”"® Aramaic targum here is hardly a substitute
for Hebrew Scripture but rather its accompaniment and an extender
to the more fully dialogical forms of mishnah and talmud (or mid-
rash); in Walter Benjamin’s term, targum is Scripture’s “flowering”:

&

Saul Lieberman, Hellenism in Jewish Palestine, 2nd ed. (New York: Jewish
Theological Seminary, 1962), 48, and n. 15, previously cited in Chapter 1, n. 115
Chapter 4, n. 11.

"4 See also Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “The Politics of Translation,” in Spivak,
Outside in the Teaching Machine (London and New York: Routledge, 1993), 180:
“Translation is the most intimate act of reading” (in a section titled, “Translation as
Reading,” followed by “Reading as Translation”). If so, interpretation is only a little
less so; if less intimate, then deeper and more sustained.

&

For this term, see Gideon Toury, Descriptive Translation Studies and Beyond
(Amsterdam: Benjamins, 1995), 96-99, quoting from Brian Harris, “Bi-text: A New
Concept in Translation Theory,” Language Monthly 54 (1988): 8-10.

Anderik Blom, “Linguae sacrae in Ancient and Medieval Sources: An
Anthropological Approach to Ritual Language,” in Multilingualism in the Graeco-
Roman Worlds, ed. Alex Mullen and Patrick James (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2012), 12440 (126). On code-switching in the rabbinic contexts, see
Chapter 1, n. 15.
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Translations that are more than transmissions of subject mat-
ter come into being when in the course of its survival a work has
reached the age of its fame. Contrary, therefore, to the claims of bad
translators, such translations do not so much serve the work as owe
their existence to it. The life of the originals attains in them to its
ever-renewed latest and most abundant flowering.”

Returning to our text, the king’s recitation of targum does not
replace his reading of Scripture but enhances and amplifies it.

I presume that while Scripture is to be chanted from a written
text, targum, like the other rabbinic components of the oral study
curriculum (mishnah in its broadest sense), is recited either spon-
taneously or from memory, or some combination of the two, but
not from a set written text.”® The king is not imagined as consult-
ing his royal (rabbinic) physical library, but as beginning with the
written scroll of Scripture from whence he is “led” to and through
the successive steps of oral performance. While translation is an
immediate extension of reading, it is physically, linguistically, and
performatively distinct from it, even as it serves as a transition to
the oral and dialogical forms of rabbinic interpretive teaching that
follow, thereby integrating the curriculum as a whole in its relation
to the scriptural lemma.

7" Walter Benjamin, “The Task of the Translator: An Introduction to the Translation
of Baudelaire’s Tableaux Parisiens,” in Illuminations: Essays and Reflections, ed.
Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1968),
72. For a more musical metaphor, see Steven D. Fraade, “Rabbinic Views on the
Practice of Targum, and Multilingualism in the Jewish Galilee of the Third-Sixth
Centuries,” in The Galilee in Late Antiquity, ed. Lee I. Levine (New York and
Jerusalem: The Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1992), 253-86. See also
Chapter 1, nn. 11, 13.

For the condoning of written texts of targum, see Fraade, “Rabbinic Views on the
Practice of Targum,” 256. For the prohibition of their being read from in public
worship, and hence their performative oral recitation, see ibid., 256-57. For the
spontaneous (or semi-spontaneous) nature of such oral recitation, see ibid., 259-62.
See especially y. Meg. 4:1, 74d, to be treated in Section 6.5.
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Although, as previously noted,” there would have been occa-
sions, if only imagined, for the king to read from the Torah as part
of a septennial public ceremony (Deut. 31:9-13 as conflated with
Deut. 17:18-20 in m.Sotah 7:8, but without the king reciting tar-
gum), I presume that the practice that is midrashically described
(if not prescribed) by the Sifre’s commentary is one mostly per-
formed in private, that is, without an audience, or with a very lim-
ited one. It would be performed for the king’s own, what we might
call “character development” (i.e., “reverence”), “all the days of his
life,” through the intertextual practices of reading, translating, oral
dialectical study, and the embodied practice (ma‘aseh) of Torah
law as rabbinically radically augmented. That this royal idealiza-
tion mirrors the study practices of later Rabbis can be seen in the
following two anecdotal passages from a later rabbinic collection.
Even monoglottals, of whom there must have been a significant
number (majority or minority we cannot know, and among the
rabbinic sages were nary a one), in a predominantly multilingual
society would have appreciated and gleaned something from the
multilingual performance, whether as actually performed or rab-
binically imagined.

6.3 Two Tales of Leading Rabbis

Lest we think that the king’s Torah reading, translating, and study
are unique to him, or that he is exceptional in this regard, note how
similar are the portrayed reading and study practices attributed to
two of the most venerated Rabbis of the tannaitic period (although
the collection in which they appear here is considerably later):*

¥ See n. 4.

*° There is little consensus regarding the dating of Avot deRabbi Natan, in either of its
two recensions. As in all rabbinic anthologies, the dating of its constituent parts is
likely to be earlier, but by how much, especially in the absence of earlier parallels, is
impossible to determine. In any case, the two Rabbis portrayed here are dated to the
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Snnm 200 m25 5 150 .amnn 1 [AnX] awns mndbr HX [Rapy 120 nx]
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[R. Akiba] said: ... I will go and study a section of Torah. He went
to the schoolhouse and began to read from a student’s [wax] tab-
let, he and his son. He studied Scripture, Targum, Midrash, Halaka,
and Aggadah, (arcane) speech and parables; he studied everything.
(Trans. Saldarini)*

51 TS KOW NN 0 ANX WD 10 KOW IRIT 1A 1M 121 5Y 1YY 1nR
b 5o mbwm Pivw ArTaR1 Mabn Dunm Xapn

It is said of Rabbi Johanan ben Zakkai that he did not leave one
section of the Torah unstudied; he studied Scripture and Targum,
Halakah and aggadah, (arcane) speech and parables. He studied
everything. (Trans. Saldarini)**

Once again, Aramaic targum functions as a buffer and bridge

between written Hebrew Scripture and oral Hebrew rabbinic teach-

ing, leading, as it were, from the former to the latter, yet differenti-

ating between them even as translating (or transferring) between

them. Is it possible that the king’s reading and study practice corre-

sponds to an actual practice with which the Rabbis would have been

»

N
N

late first and early second centuries CE. I hasten to add that I make no presumptions
as to how widely or narrowly the practice portrayed here was actually performed.

In this regard, the later date of the editing of Avot deRabbi Natan compared to

that of the Sifre (mid- to late third century) allows us to consider the possibility (by
no means certainty) that the representation of the practice of scriptural reading,
translation, and study in these sources would have rung true over a considerable
period of time, regardless of who practiced them.

Avot deRabbi Natan B 12 (ed. Schechter, 29; trans. Saldarini, 94-95, and notes on 95).
Avot deRabbi Natan B 28 (ed. Schechter, 58; trans. Saldarini, 166). This text also
appears in Sop. 16:6 (ed. Higger, 289). A similar portrayal of rabbinic study according
to its curricular divisions appears in Avot deRabbi Natan A 14 (ed. Schechter, 57;
trans. Goldin, 74), once again depicting the practice of Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai,
but without the element of targum. Similarly, see b. Sukkah 28a; b. B. Bat. 134a.
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familiar? We know that his “curriculum” of reading and study, as
portrayed by the Sifre commentary, with some variation, was not
unique to the king. Rather, it represents an anachronistic projection
of a later rabbinic pedagogic curriculum onto him, that is, the rab-
binization of the king and thereby the interpretive authorization of
the rabbinic practice. In the case of the passage about Rabbi Akiba,
the pedagogic nature of this practice is made explicit in its locus
(“schoolhouse,” qavn na) and medium (“tablet,” mb), as well as his
being accompanied by his son. It is not clear, however, how much
of what Rabbi Akiba recited or studied was written on the tablet.”
I assume that what was written on the tablet was limited to scrip-
tural verses, or mnemonic scriptural headings, with the other com-
ponents of his study, beginning with translation, being generated
from the scriptural reading, but oral in their performance.**

Nor can we presume from the formulaic listing of the components
of oral teaching (mishnah) that these were fixed elements always
studied in the same order, especially since not all such lists include
the same components, with only these two passages (other than that
of the Sifre regarding the king) containing the element of “targum.”
In any event, both of our passages emphasize the all-inclusive nature
of the exemplary study curriculum: “He studied everything.” The
Torah text, even as canonically “closed,” is pedagogically wide open,
hyperbolically speaking, to include “everything.”*®

Finally, in the absence of any audience for the study performances
of Rabbis Yohanan Ben Zakkai and Akiba (except for his son), we

* On the performative use of tablets in the Roman world, see Elizabeth A. Meyer,
Legitimacy and Law in the Roman World: Tabulae in Roman Belief and Practice
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), esp. 73—-90 (“Recitation from
Tablets”). Such tablets could constitute “templates for speech” (74).

** On the orality of targumic performance, see nn. 12, 18. The broader question of the
orality of rabbinic oral teaching is one that has long been vigorously debated. For
recent scholarship, see Chapter s, n. 19.

» Seen. 22.

*® Compare m. ’Abot 5:22 (in Aramaic): na 15197 12 T9m 72 797 X 22 32 12 (“Ben Bag-
Bag said: Turn it and turn it again for everything is in it”).
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must assume that these were private performances, which, like that
of the king, were for their personal learning, training, transforma-
tion, and perfection.

6.4 Reading Extends to Translation

We shall now look at other examples of rabbinic texts that portray
translation (Aramaic targum) as an extension of reading (Hebrew
miqra’), performed by the same person, who presumably understood
both, to whatever degree. First, we need to look at the mishnaic back-
drop to a passage from the Tosefta, m. B. Mesi‘a 2:8a (MS Kaufmann):

Sax L[55a] () mph pre ek oxy Lo owbw([5] nnx jna XMp .0Mno Ryn
ARy ANX XAp? K91 15 MNA 102 T XS (oK)

One who finds scrolls may read in them once every thirty days. But if
he does not know how to read, he unrolls them. But he may not learn
from them something new, nor may someone else read with him.

Someone who finds someone else’s lost scrolls is responsible for main-
taining their condition until they can be returned to their rightful
owner. This entails minimal use, lest intensive use cause them dam-
age. (It would be like my asking you to store my car while 'm away, to
drive it around the block once a week so it will start when I return, but
not to drive it over long distances.) In the case of lost scrolls, accord-
ing to the Mishnah, reading them occasionally (once per month) so
they do not become moldy, or, in case of someone unable to read,
periodically rolling them from beginning to end is permissible (even
advisory). However, intensely studying the lost scrolls, or having two
people simultaneously read from them, would exceed the limited use
rule and potentially cause damage to the scrolls or support a claim by
the finder of having taken possession of the scrolls be virtue of use.

Along similar lines we find the following in the Tosefta
(t. B. Mesi‘a 2:21):
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R1p? XD1,MIwn 7w1Dn AKX 12 X1 K91 ,07 07wbwb ThX 172 X11p 0™MOD X¥n
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One who finds scrolls, may read in them once every thirty days, but
should not read in them the section and repeat (it), and should not
read in them the section and translate (it). And three people should
not read from a single volume (all at once), and one should not
open a scroll more than three columns. Samkhus says: In the case
of new ones, once in thirty days, but for old ones, once in twelve
months.

Here too a balance is struck between reading the scrolls occasion-
ally so they do not degrade, and using them in a way that will cause
them damage. More specifically to our topic, simple reading (pre-
sumably in Hebrew) is permissible (if not advisory), but reading
a section of Scripture twice, presumably for the sake of review or
memorization, is not permitted, being comparable to the prohi-
bition of “learning something new” in the related Mishnah. Sim-
ilarly, reading and translating is comparable to reading twice (and
perhaps to studying) and is therefore prohibited as excessive use.
Perhaps the objection relates to the amount of time that the scroll
is open for study and translating. As in the cases of the king and
Rabbis Akiba and Yohanan ben Zakkai, I assume that the scroll that
is read contains the biblical text (of whatever length) in Hebrew
alone, while the translation is not read directly from a written text
(whether a scroll or a tablet), but produced by the finder of the
scroll either spontaneously or from memory, or by some combina-
tion of the two. The other details of this passage need not detain us
for present purposes.

A somewhat similar understanding of the relation between read-
ing and translating is found in the following barayta (actually two),
in Hebrew, and accompanying editorial glosses, in Aramaic, from
b. Qidd. 49a, the passage as a whole being itself bilingual, as is pre-
sumed of its subjects:
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Our Rabbis taught: [If he says, “I will betroth you] on condition that
Iam a karyana™:*” Once he has read three verses [of the Pentateuch]
in the synagogue, she is betrothed. R. Judah (bar Ilai) said: He must
be able to read and translate it. Even if he translates it according
to his own understanding? But it was taught: R. Judah said: If one
translates a verse literally, he is a liar; if he adds thereto, he is a
blasphemer and a libeller.”® Then what is meant by “translation”?
Our [authorized] translation.” Now, that is only if he said to her

>»

“karyana’.” But if he says: “I am a kara’,” he must be able to read

¥ The talmudic manuscripts vary on the exact term, but the meaning is the same, as it

24

&

°

is where it appears below in the text. For this term for “reader,” see Michael Sokoloft,
A Dictionary of Jewish Babylonian Aramaic of the Talmudic and Geonic Periods
(Ramat-Gan, Israel: Bar Ilan University Press, 2002), 1042-43. On this term see also
Shlomo Naeh, “xnarx71 x3™p: Notes on Talmudic Diplomatics,” in Sha‘arei Lashon:
Studies in Hebrew, Aramaic and Jewish Languages Presented to Moshe Bar-Asher,
vol. 2: Rabbinic Hebrew and Aramaic, ed. A. Maman, S. E. Fassberg, and Y. Breuer
(Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 2007), 22855 (in Hebrew).

For the same statement by R. Judah, see t. Meg. 3:41. Later commentators, e.g., Rashi
and Tosafot, give targumic examples of each extreme. Defining the happy medium
is more difficult. According to Tosafot, when Ongqelos appears to add to the verse
in translating it, he is not adding of his own accord but doing so “from Sinai,” that
is, he is restoring what was revealed at Mt. Sinai but forgotten in the interim, and
restored by Ongqelos (as had previously been done by Ezra). See b. Meg. 3a; and
Chapter 4, nn. 10, 28, 29, 30.

I take this to denote Targum Ongqelos to the Pentateuch or Targum Jonathan to the
Prophets, or their antecedents, that acquired authoritative status in the Babylonian
rabbinic academies, in contrast to the more paraphrastic “Palestinian” targumim of
the Land of Israel. So far as I have been able to discern, this is the only appearance
of this phrase in early rabbinic literature. Much more frequently used, especially in
the Babylonian Talmud and aggadic midrashim, are forms of 1rmannT a1 (“thus we
translate”).
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the Pentateuch, Prophets and Writings with exactitude.® (Trans.
Soncino modified)

What defines a “karyana™ or “reader” for purposes of a man’s ful-
filling this as his condition for betrothing a woman? Two opinions
are given, the first being anonymous (but attributed to R. Meir in
some talmudic manuscripts) and the second being attributed to
R. Judah bar Ilai: (1) Read three verses of Scripture, presumably as
part of the synagogue lection for that day; or (2) read and translate,
presumably also three verses, not being clear whether this too is
in the synagogue or in a more private setting.’’ According to the
second view, “reading” (or chanting) incorporates both reading
(chanting) and translating. The anonymous voice of the gemara
(switching from the Hebrew of the barayta to the Aramaic of the
editorial layer) asks whether he can translate according to his own
understanding of the Hebrew, for to do so risks the dual (univer-
sal) pitfalls of translating too literally or too freely, as expressed in
the famous other barayta attributed to R. Judah. This presumes
that there are at least some bilingual auditors present who can
judge the relation of the Aramaic translation to its Hebrew source
text. Rather than run these risks of both too free and too literal
translation, according to the anonymous voice of the gemara we
should assume that the translator does not translate spontaneously
but does so from “our [authorized] translation,” that being Tar-
gum Ongelos for the Pentateuch (and Targum Jonathan for the
Prophets) in Babylonia. However, I would argue that this does
not express the view of the opening barayta (reflecting Pales-
tinian rabbinic norms), which understands the translation to be
“according to his own understanding,” notwithstanding the risks

3% Tunderstand “exactitude” (xpr1a) to mean with precision, clearly enunciated.
3 Mishnaic law states that the same person cannot both read and translate during the
same public synagogue service, but that might not reflect actual practice. See Fraade,
“Rabbinic Views on the Practice of Targum,” 257 n. 9; 258-59 n. 12. The Soncino

translation translates loosely: “He must be able to read and translate it.”
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(of the second barayta’). Once again, targum is viewed, at least by
the anonymous voice of the opening barayta, to be a spontaneous
product of its performer, which is not to deny the possibility that
some mixture of memorization or familiarity with targumic tradi-
tion is at play.*

Our final rabbinic example in this section is from the Babylonian
Talmud (b. Ber 8a-b), once again referring to private reading and
translating:

OMW M2AX DY PRTWID OTR 0Ow? 051P5 X 127 0K T 12 K0 20 X
D17N TANI Xpn

Rav Huna bar Judah says in the name of Rabbi Ammi (Palestine,
ca. 300):

A person should always complete his parashoth (weekly lections)
together with the congregation, [reading] twice the Hebrew text and
once the [Aramaic] Targum. (Trans. Soncino modified)

This refers to private study during the week in preparation for
the scheduled Torah lection of the upcoming Sabbath. It seems to
me unlikely that the person described here would have had writ-
ten copies of both the Torah lection and its Aramaic translation
from which to read (as might have been the case much later). The
primary status of Scripture vis-a-vis targum is signaled by the for-
mer being read twice, as compared to the latter being recited once.
Assuming (if only ideally) that the person had some level of facility
with both Hebrew and Aramaic, the Aramaic recitation, once again

# For a simila r understanding of this passage, see Richard Kalmin, “Targum in the
Babylonian Talmud,” in Envisioning Judaism: Studies in Honor of Peter Schiifer on
the Occasion of his Seventieth Birthday, ed. Ra‘anan S. Boustan, Klaus Hermann,
Reimund Leicht, Annette Yoshiko Reed, and Giuseppe Veltri, with the collaboration
of Alex Ramos, 2 vols. (Ttibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013), 1:512-13. For cases of the
synagogue audience, or at least some of them, being able to reprimand (literally,
silence) the Aramaic translator for taking liberties in translating the Hebrew text,
presuming thereby that they were following the chanting in both languages, see m.
Meg. 4:9. This Mishnah is also cited in Chapter 1, n. 10.
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an extension of the reading of Scripture, is produced by him in the
course of private study.

6.5 Four Anecdotes of Public Translation

The public performance of targum in the synagogues of ancient
Palestine differs, according to rabbinic rules and narratives (regard-
less of their historicity), from its private performance in individual
study in several regards. Most notably, the reader of written Scrip-
ture in Hebrew in public performance is a different individual from
the person who orally declaims the Aramaic targum. They alternate
between the reading of a written Hebrew verse by one (the “reader”
or “chanter”) and its oral Aramaic accompaniment, for each succes-
sive verse, by another (the “translator” or meturgeman). Similarly,
the reader in public is of higher social status or seniority than the
translator, and the latter cannot be so loud as to overshadow the
former.*

These differences can be best illustrated by the following four
anecdotes, from the Palestinian Talmud, of third- to fourth-
century rabbinic sages entering a synagogue (or schoolhouse) and

* See Philip S. Alexander, “The Targumim and Rabbinic Rules for the Delivery of
Targum,” VTSup 36 (1985): 14-28; Fraade, “Rabbinic Views on the Practice of
Targum,” 253-86, esp. 256-65. On the question of the difference between targumic
texts being used in private or in public performance, certain scriptural verses that
reflect negatively on Israel or its leaders are said to be “read but not translated” into
Aramaic, notably Reuben’s indiscretion with Bilhah (Gen. 35:22), and the second
account of the golden calf incident, in which Aaron bears responsibility for the
people’s sin (Exod. 32:21-25, 35), However, targumic manuscripts often include such
verses in Aramaic translation, but in some cases with a marginal note instructing,
XT127¥3 Dnn X5 (“not to be translated in public”), meaning skip their translation
in public reading and translation, but not private. In this regard, see Philip. S.
Alexander, “The Rabbinic Lists of Forbidden Targumim,” JJS 27 (1976): 177-91;
Michael L. Klein, “Not to be Translated in Public — x112°¥a oann x5,” JJS 39 (1988):
80-91. For more specifics and fuller discussion, see Fraade, “Rabbinic Views on the
Practice of Targum,” 260-61, esp. n. 15; see also, in this chapter, nn. 2 and 67.
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responding to what they observe. Significantly, the talmudic text
is itself bilingual, with the framing of each of the four narratives
in Aramaic, followed by direct speech in Hebrew (the Hebrew
speech is in bold print with its English translation below). Like
the lectionary performance of alternating Hebrew Scripture
and Aramaic targum, the talmudic text performs its own “ritual
code-switching” between Aramaic frame and Hebrew speech.’*
Note as well the emphasis on sight rather than sound, the visual
and the audible, although the audible is presumed. In all four
cases, while the locus of the synagogue is stated explicitly, I have
assumed that the scenes depicted occur during lectionary part of
the public worship:*

Mo Dann oRp W1 12 10 [Rnn] .kAw 35 BRY prive 21 72 brinw a1 [1]
712 15 127¥ X 2 XM AKA TINNW 0w .72 110K LD X KTy
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[1] R. Samuel b. R. Isaac (ca. 280 CE) once entered a synagogue
[where he saw] a man standing and translating [the lection] while
leaning against a pillar. He said to him: “You are forbidden to do
so! Just as it [the Torah] was given in reverence and fear, so too
must we relate to it in reverence and fear.”

In this scene, the scriptural translator signifies by his leaning posture
disrespect not only for the act of translation, but for the Torah itself as
divinely revealed Scripture. Just as Israel stood at Mt. Sinai to receive
the Torah,* those receiving and transmitting it in the synagogues of

3* For the expression “ritual code-switching,” see n. 16. For Hebrew-Aramaic ritual
code-switching in the lectionary realm of the synagogue, see Willem Smelik, “Code-
switching: The Public Reading of the Bible in Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek,” in Was
ist ein Text? Alttestamentliche, Agyptologische und altorientalistische Perspektiven,
ed. L. Morenz and S. Schorch (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2007), 123-51. For code-
switching in the Yerushalmi more broadly, see Willem Smelik, Bilingual Rabbis:
Code-switching in the Yerushalmi (in press).

% Y. Meg. 4:1, 74d, according to MS Leiden, for all four contiguous anecdotes.

3 See Deut. 29:9; Neh. 8:5; Let. Aris. 310.
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the present must do so with an attitude, conveyed by posture, of “rever-
ence and fear.” Like the Deuteronomic king, the synagogue reader and
translator perform so as to induce “reverence and fear,” but for them
it is via an interversal, bilingual, bi-vocal, antiphonal recitation and
response. As in the following vignettes, the Torah reading and transla-
tion in present-day synagogues is experienced as a reenactment of the
originary, mediated revelation of the Torah at Mt. Sinai.

02NN ORP AT XA L.KNW05 SRY prye 21 72 Sxanw 121 ank an an 2]
AKX 72 MO0 T OY manaw. 0w .7> 1POX LD 0K nnn w13 opn KN
Moo 1 5Y 1A b pomy
[2] R. Haggai (ca. 300 CE) said: R. Samuel b. R. Isaac once entered
a synagogue where he saw the sexton standing, [reading and]
translating without having appointed someone else under him.
He said to him: “You are forbidden to do so! Just as it was given
by way of a middleman so too we must relate to it by way of a
middleman.”

As noted, the public performance of Torah reading and translation
(unlike their private performances) is to be enacted by two sepa-
rate persons, or voices: that of the reader and that of the transla-
tor. The translator plays the mediating role that Moses, the ideal
prophet, played at revelation. Just as the roles of God and Moses
are not to be confused, neither are those of reader and translator to
be conflated. Once again, the synagogue reading and translation are
reenactments of originary revelation, which then, as “now,” was a
mediated, performative reception.

T XN NPa 02 7 P T DIXLADIRY 1Tap: T N2 e a0 SRy (3]
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[3] R. Judah [bar R. Simeon] b. Pazzai (ca. 300 CE) entered and pro-
vided a biblical prooftext: “I [= Moses] stood between God and
you [= Israel] at that time to declare to you the word of the Lord”
(Deut. 5:5).
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Another Rabbi similarly enters the synagogue and, presumably,
witnesses and objects to the same conflation of the roles of reader
and translator, but provides a scriptural prooftext in support of his
objection. With Scripture as proof, the translator serves as an inter-
mediary to revelation just as did Moses, who interposed himself
between God and the Israelite people at Mt. Sinai.’’ The require-
ment of mediated revelation is no longer simply a human opin-
ion or preference but a latter-day embodiment of originary divine
revelation itself. The fourth anecdote elevates the mediated nature
of Torah recitation and reception to a fundamental ideological
principle:

VWA 1D TN XNM .XOW25 DRY PRY? 27 12 DRINW 27 0K man " (4]
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[4] R. Haggai said: R. Samuel b. R. Isaac once entered a synagogue
where he saw a school teacher declaiming®® the targum from the
book (scroll).*® He said to him: “You are forbidden to do so!
Teachings which were said [= revealed] orally [must be per-
formed] orally and teachings which were said in writing [must be
performed] in writing.”

%7 'The verse, immediately preceding the utterance of the Decalogue, is better
referenced as a whole: “I stood between the Lord and you at that time to convey the
Lord’s words to you, for you were afraid of the fire and did not go up the mountain”
(NJPS). However, in the preceding verse (Deut. 5:4), not cited in the talmudic
anecdote, Moses says that God’s revelation to Israel was unmediated (“Face to face
the Lord spoke to you on the mountain out of the fire” ([NJPS]).
The meaning here is not certain. For this understanding, see Chapter s, n. 16.
3% This “book” (or scroll) could refer to a book of Hebrew Scripture, in which case
the declaimer of targum would be reciting the targum either spontaneously or
from memory, or a combination of the two, but being prompted by the alternating
recitation of the written Hebrew text of Scripture, which he follows with his eyes
as he translates, presumably verse by verse. Thus, it might appear that he is reciting
the Aramaic targum from a book containing it. This would not be allowed since
targum is understood to fall, albeit ambiguously, into the category of “Oral Torah.”
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The specific meaning of the forbidden practice in this anecdote is
unclear,*® but the underlying principle of the objection is clear: The
targum is not to be declaimed from a written text, nor should the
impression of such be allowed. Although the targum might share
certain qualities of written Scripture, it is as much a form of oral
teaching and should be differentiated as such, in part by posture
with respect to the reading of written Scripture.* This should not
be taken to mean that the existence or consulting of written scrolls
of targum, whether wholly in Aramaic or in interversal Hebrew and
Aramaic, is forbidden, but only that their public performance must
serve to transmit the targum orally, as distinct from (but interwo-
ven with) written Scripture, thereby actualizing the targum’s inter-
mediary status and function in dialogical performance.

6.6 A Bilingual Liturgical Analogue

Turning to liturgical practice, while the rabbinic prayer service is
mainly in Hebrew, some key prayers (e.g., Kaddish) are partly or
fully in Aramaic. Close to our interests in the reading of Hebrew
Scripture followed, verse by verse, by its Aramaic targum, we find
an example of interversal translation of Scripture from Hebrew to
Aramaic embedded in the “Kedushah de-Sidra” prayer. While it is
recited overall in Hebrew, the three verses of the Kedushah dox-
ology (Isa. 6:3; Ezek. 3:12; Exod. 15:18) are first recited, one by one,
in scriptural Hebrew and then rendered in paraphrastic Aramaic

Alternatively, he is declaiming the Aramaic targum by actually reading it from a
written copy, which would be similarly disallowed. It is unclear whether this would
have been a scroll wholly written in Aramaic, that is, a continuous biblical text in
Aramaic (as is the Aramaic Job from Qumran), or an interversal text in both Hebrew
and Aramaic, alternating between the two, as are targum texts found in the Cairo
Genizah, to which we will return.

4% See nn. 38, 39. This part of the text is also treated in Chapter s, Section 5.4, in a
different context.

4 For a similarly ambiguous status, see n. 12.
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targum. Given the context, it is unlikely that these verses were so
rendered so as to make them comprehendible to an audience who
understood Aramaic but not Hebrew (however fluent they might
have been in either), but to enhance and dynamically enunciate
their dialogical significance and antiphonal performativity, whether
between heavenly choruses of angels, the human prayer leader and
the congregation, and ultimately between worshipers and God,
but now with the added linguistic counterpoint of alternating
Hebrew verses with their Aramaic paraphrastic renderings. Later
commentators understood the function of this inner-translation as
providing a modicum of scriptural study through the recitation of
scriptural verses and their targumic interpretive accompaniments,
with reading (chanting) and translating combined in alternation
constituting the core or first stage of study.**

Finally, we find a similar alternation of biblical verses in Hebrew
and their targumic translations in Aramaic in some of the pre-
dominantly Aramaic incantation bowls. Their bilingual purpose in
this context is unclear and requires a detailed examination in the
broader context of magical language(s), synagogue lection, and rab-
binic scribalism. They would seem to suggest that the writing/reci-
tation of alternating scriptural verses in Hebrew and Aramaic was
not limited to rabbinic circles, depending on how one situates the
bowls, their creators, and clients, vis-a-vis Babylonian rabbinism.
However, unlike the other textual examples of bilingual interversal

4 Seeb. Sotah 49a (with Rashi ad loc.); Ruth Langer, To Worship God Properly:
Tensions between Liturgical Custom and Halakhah in Judaism, HUCM 22
(Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Press, 1999), 206-14; Daniel Boyarin,

"papn n>ana Twn manx1 mynwna :nawm vwn," in Eshel Beer Sheva 3 (= Essays in
Jewish Studies in Memory of Prof. Nehemiah Allony), ed. Gerald J. Blidstein et al.
(Beer-Sheva: Ben Gurion University, 1986), 91-99; Daniel Boyarin, “Bilingualism
and Meaning in Rabbinic Literature: An Example,” in Fucus: A Semitic/Afrasian
Gathering in Remembrance of Albert Ehrman, ed. Yoél L. Arbeitman, Amsterdam
Studies in the Theory and History of Linguistic Science, Series 4, Current Issues in
Linguistic Theory 58 (Amsterdam and Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 1988), 150. For
a similar dynamic, compare the texts examined in Section 6.5.
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recitation that we have encountered, both public and private, the
bilingual bowls contain select verses for citation and translation
(usually of Targum Ongelos), and not a sequential series of verses
as in a continuous translation. Furthermore, these inscriptions,
we might presume, were not ritually performed, except perhaps in
the original act of their inscription and placement, before being, in
effect, buried for their incantational “life.”*

6.7 A Targumic Example

Let us look at one targumic example so as to model an approach
that looks at targum as dynamically mediating between its biblical

4 On the magic bowls inscribed with scriptural verses, see Stephen A. Kaufman, “A
Unique Magic Bowl from Nippur,” JNES 32 (1973): 170-74; Christa Miiller-Kessler,
“The Earliest Evidence for Targum Ongqelos from Babylonia and the Question of Its
Dialect and Origin,” Journal for the Aramaic Bible 3 (2001): 181-98; Shaul Shaked,
“Rabbis in Incantation Bowls,” in The Archaeology and Material Culture of the
Babylonian Talmud, ed. M. J. Geller, IJS Studies in Judaica 16 (Leiden: Brill, 2015),
97-120; Mordechay Mishor, “Hebrew in the Babylonian Incantation Bowls,” in
Sha‘arei Lashon, vol. 2, ed. Maman, Fassberg, and Breuer, 204-27 (in Hebrew). I
thank Gideon Bohak for these references, as well as Bohak, “Jewish Amulets, Magic
Bowls, and Manuals in Aramaic and Hebrew,” in Guide to the Study of Ancient
Magic, ed. David Frankfurter, RGRW 189 (Leiden: Brill, 2019), 388—415. On bilingual
aspects of ancient and medieval Jewish magic see Ortal-Paz Saar, Jewish Love Magic:
From Late Antiquity to the Middle Ages, Magical and Religious Literature of Late
Antiquity 6 (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 151-55. I thank Alessia Bellusci for this reference.
For the bilingual or multilingual competencies of the scribes of some magic bowls,
see also Geoffrey Herman, “Jewish Identity in Babylonia in the Period of the
Incantation Bowls,” in A Question of Identity: Social, Political and Historical Aspects
of Identity Dynamics in Jewish and Other Contexts, ed. Dikla Rivlin Katz et al.
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2019), 131-52, esp. 135 and n. 19 (IM 6519): Pyawa p1aynmT pwan
mw (“sorcery produced in 70 languages”). For more on multilingualism and magic,
see Chapter 1, n. 19; Chapter 2, n. 36; Chapter 3, n. 13. For bilingual bowl inscriptions,
alternating between Hebrew Scripture and Aramaic targum, see most recently,
Simcha Gross and Avigail Manekin-Bamberger, “Babylonian Jewish Society: The
Evidence of the Incantation Bowels,” JQR 12 (2022): 1-30, esp. 11-14. They emphasize
less the magical and more the scribal context and function. Some other relevant
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source and its rabbinic target culture. The verse in question, Exodus

7:1, is part of God’s charge to Moses and Aaron to return to Egypt

to deliver a powerful message to Pharaoh, who claimed for himself

divinity, to release the Israelites from servitude:**

4.

i

Exod. 7:1 MT: o J0X 17K Ipn05 075K NN ARY Awn SR 1 anxn
SRT)
The Lord said to Moses: Behold, I have set you [as] God before
Pharaoh, and Aaron your brother shall be [as] your prophet.
Tg. Ongelos: .oxnnn 7> INX 1R AP 27 00T TN Awnb " 0K
The Lord said to Moses: Behold, I have appointed you [as]
master to Pharaoh, and Aaron your brother shall be [as] your
meturgeman.
Tg. Neofiti: mnr Jinx 1nx1 Ay vhwr 21 90 12T mn nwnd 71k
SJmann
The Lord said to Moses: Behold, I have appointed you [as] master
and ruler to Pharaoh, and Aaron your brother shall be [as] your
meturgeman.

studies are: Avigail Manekin-Bamberger, “Who Were the Jewish ‘Magicians’ behind
the Aramaic Incantation Bowls?” JJS 71 (2020): 235-54; Avigail Manekin-Bamberger,
“Intersections between Law and Magic in Ancient Jewish Texts” (Ph.D. dissertation,
Tel Aviv University, 2018), esp. 50-52; Marek Vinklat, “Nejstarsi doklady Targumi
z Babylonie” (“The Earliest Evidence for Targum in Babylonia”), in Svét pro p#isti
generace. Zapasy soucasne teologie o realizaci zvésti radosti a nadéje pro tento svét,
ed. K. Veverkovd, J. Lasek, and J. Luke$ (Chomutov: n.p., 2014), 67-75 (in Czech),
providing examples; Philip Alexander, “The Aramaic Bible in the East,” AS 17
(2019): 39-66; Ohad Abudraham, “Features of the Hebrew Language on Babylonian
Jewish Incantation Bowls” (5aan nvmin nyawnn nmyp Sw nmayn mn omp nwbw)
Leshonenu 83 (2020): 24-58. In private conversation with James Nathan Ford, he
provided me with two unpublished examples, one from the Scheyen Collection (MS
1927/27), including a highly fragmented citation of Exod. 15:26b (God as healer), and
another with a string of biblical verses from various parts of Scripture, including the
inscription of Deut. 33:2 in Hebrew followed by its targum.

There appears to be nothing from the Cairo Geniza targum texts or from the
Fragmentary Targum to this verse. Text editions from which the following are taken are
Ongelos (ed. Sperber), Neofiti (ed. Diez Macho), and Pseudo-Jonathan (ed. Clarke).
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Tg. Pseudo-Jonathan: 90’ nmw 9257 mn "snon nx xnb nwnb ™ nx

57T X023 M TINX TR 19T XOX 15X Apned Xt
The Lord said to Moses: Why are you afraid? Behold I have already
made you awesome to Pharaoh, as if [you were] his god, and Aaron
your brother will be your prophet.

Targum Ongelos follows Scripture very closely with three word
changes:

(1) Inplace of the Hebrew verb ntn (“give,” here rendered as “set”) it
uses the Aramaic verb mny (“appoint”), which is a stock substi-
tute when the former verb is understood to denote the appoint-
ment of someone to a position of authority.* The latter verb,
both in Hebrew and in Aramaic, is frequently used in rabbinic
literature for the appointment of sages to positions of authority.

(2) More significantly, in place of “God” the targum uses “master”
(rab), which word, in both rabbinic Hebrew and targumic Aramaic,
means, in general terms, one of superior authority or greatness, or
more specifically a rabbinic master or teacher (a sage). This is one
of only two places where Targum Ongqelos makes this substitution.
The other is Exodus 4:16, where it is said that Aaron will serve as
Moses” “mouth” (translated as meturgeman) to the people, and that
Moses will be to him (as) God.* In other passages where the word
élohim is taken to refer to a human or humans, Targum Ongelos
translates it as “judge/judges” (dayyand’/dayyanayd’), as in Exodus
21:6; 22:7, 8, 27, or as “great men” ([bané] rabrabayd’), as in Genesis

# For examples, see Targum Ongqelos to the following verses: Gen. 41:41, 43; Exod.
18:25; Num. 14:4; Deut. 1:15; 16:18.
4 There too Targum Ongqelos substitutes rab for “God,” but Targum Pseudo-Jonathan
expands it to “a rab seeking teaching from before the Lord.” The same idea is found
in the translations of Targum Neofiti and the Fragment Targum (MSS V, B) to Exod.
4:16. Saadia renders *¢lohim in Exod. 4:16 and 7:1 as ustadh (“instructor”). Note that
the Peshitta, which translates Exod. 7:1 literally, renders peh (“mouth”) in Exod. 4:16
as mtrgmn’. Although “to him” in Exod. 4:16 refers to Moses, one later midrash, of
unknown origin, takes it to refer to Pharaoh, under the influence of Exod. 7:1. See
Midr Haggadol Exod. 4:16.
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(3)

6:2, 4; 33:10, all in the plural. If the latter had been intended here by
the targum, that is, Moses as a superior authority to Pharaoh, which
is more likely the verse’s simple meaning, the latter, more common
translation would presumably have been employed.*’

Instead of “prophet” it uses meturgeman (“interpreter”), the only
place where Targum Ongelos makes this substitution. This loan-
word functions identically in rabbinic Hebrew as in targumic
Aramaic. The usual targumic rendering of “prophet” is simply
its Aramaic equivalent, nabiyyd’. The word meturgeman is used
in Targum Ongelos only in two other places: Exodus 4:16, where

>«

it also refers to Aaron (as Moses’ “mouth”), and Genesis 42:23,
where it renders melis (“interpreter, translator”). Thus, Targum
Ongelos achieves its translation without increasing or decreas-
ing the number of scriptural words: Each word of the Aramaic
targum can be directly “mapped” onto one of the Hebrew Scrip-
ture. In this sense (alone) it can be said to be “literal,” even, as
I shall now demonstrate, it has significantly transformed the

verse’s meaning.

The meturgeman referred to here is not one who translates Scripture in

the synagogue (from Hebrew to Aramaic), but one who is appointed

to a rabbinic master (rdb), as a kind of assistant, to communicate

(within Hebrew) and mediate the master’s teaching to his audience,

an example of what George Steiner calls “internal translation.”**

# But compare Targum Ongelos’ use of rab in Gen. 23:6 (for Hebrew nasi’); Gen. 27:29,

3

4

37 (for Hebrew gabir); Gen. 39:9 (for Hebrew gadol); Exod. 2:14 (for Hebrew sar).

My point is not that Targum Ongqelos could not use rab for a human of superior

authority, but that its substitution for ¢lohim in combination with meturgeman is

unusual (except for Exod. 4:16), and hence more likely denotes “master” as “teacher,”

and not simply as someone of superior status. See n. 46.
George Steiner, After Babel: Aspects of Language and Translation, 3rd ed. (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1998), 28-31, 48-50. I could find only two examples of the

meturgeman to the sage translating from Hebrew to Aramaic. In those cases he translates

either an ambiguous phrase from Scripture (Gen. Rab. 70:16 and parallels) or one from

the Mishnah (b. Yoma 20b) into Aramaic, presumably in the context of communicating

the sage’s teaching on that passage. In both cases the sage takes issue with his translation.
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This position is already known from tannaitic sources,* but appears
more prominently in amoraic sources (as the ’dmoéra’).”° The practice
appears to have been for a distinguished sage, either when delivering
a homily to the public on the Sabbath or especially when teaching the
disciples of the sages in the school, to speak quietly to the meturge-
man, who, standing beside him, would broadcast the sage’s teachings
to his audience.” Such a human amplifier confers socioreligious status
upon its speaking source as Moses did to God and as Aaron did to
Moses, and vice-versa.>

Since the Hebrew words for “God” and “prophet” are very
common in Scripture (as in postbiblical Hebrew) and have Ara-
maic stock-equivalents in Targum Ongelos, the present ren-
derings respond to a stimulant not so much in the language of
the individual words of the verse as in its contextual meaning,
whether in the source text, the target culture, or, most likely, the

4 See t. Meg. 3:41, where he is juxtaposed to the meturgeman of the Torah reader, on
which see Saul Lieberman, Tosefta Ki-Fshutah: A Comprehensive Commentary on
the Tosefta, Part 5: Order Mo‘ed (New York: Jewish Theological Seminar of America,
1962), 1221-23 (Hebrew); a barayta in b. Pesah. 50b; Sifre Num. 140; Sifre Deut.

176, 305.

> For a fuller, albeit not historically critical, treatment of this figure, see Abraham
Shaul Amir, Institutions and Titles in Talmudic Literature (Jerusalem: Mossad Harav
Kook, 1977), 76-101 (Hebrew).

> B. Sanh. 7b suggests that a judge would also employ a meturgeman (or ’amora). On
the meturgeman to the sage being paid for his services, even on the Sabbath, see b.
Pesah. 50b (barayta). Some sages appear to have had a regular meturgeman, e.g., R.
Judah b.Nahmani, who is frequently mentioned as the meturgeman to Resh Lagqish:
b. Git. 6ob; Sanh. 7b; Hag. 16a; Sota 37b. The meturgeman could make minor changes
to what he transmitted, e.g., in the attribution of a teaching, depending whether it
is in the name of the father or teacher of the sage or of the meturgeman. See p. Meg.
4110, 75¢; b. Qidd. 31b. Cf. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah Hil. Talmud Torah 4:3. See
also b. Sotah 4oa. For later evidence of this practice, see Shelomo Dov Goitein, A
Mediterranean Society, a Mediterranean Society: The Jewish Communities of the
Arab World as Portrayed in the Documents of the Cairo Geniza, vol. 2: Community
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1971), 198.

> For example, according to midrashic tradition, when Moses transferred his teaching
authority to Joshua (Num. 27:12-23), he signified the latter’s elevation by assigning
to him a meturgeman. See Sifre Num. 140 (ed. Horovitz, 186); Sifre Deut. 305 (ed.
Finkelstein, 323-24); Avot deR. Natan 17 (ed. Schechter, 65).
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former as transposed into the latter. Note, therefore, that all of
the other ancient, nonrabbinic translations render the words of
the verse routinely.”® The biblical verse is obviously employing
“God” and “prophet” as metaphors: Moses will speak to Phar-
aoh as authoritatively as if he were Pharaoh’s God, and Aaron,
serving as Moses” mouthpiece, will act the part of prophet. But
the targum is uncomfortable with this metaphor and its poten-
tial meaning that Moses was elevated to the status of God, as
are several midrashic comments to this verse.>* So a different
metaphor is substituted:>® Moses is a rabbinic master (rab) who
teaches through the intermediary agency of a meturgeman. This
rendering can work, except that the familiar combination of rab
and meturgeman, together with the verb mny, so much suggests
a pedagogic context that it seems a bit out of place in the biblical
narrative context in which Moses and Aaron are to command
Pharaoh to release the Israelites from captivity.*

It is precisely because of this uncomfortable fit, I presume, that
the more expansive Targum Neofiti translates "élohim with the dou-
ble translation rab wasallit (“master and ruler”), using two words
for Scripture’s and Targum Ongqelos’ one, and now making clear
that Moses is to be Pharaoh’s superior in power.”” Having so trans-
lated, Targum Neofiti is able to retain the translation of “prophet”
as meturgeman, the latter now denoting not so much a pedagogic
as a bureaucratic interpreter, a well-attested usage for meturgeman.

>3 However, in Exod. 4:16 the Peshitta renders “mouth” as mtrgmn’.
See Tanh. Wa’éra’ (ed. Buber) 7, 8, 9, for a collection; as well as Exod. Rab. 8:2.

w
by

v

For metaphor substitution in translation, see Toury, Descriptive Translation Studies
and Beyond, 81-84.

©
EY

The combination works better in Exod. 4:16, where the biblical context speaks of
Moses’ need to address the people on God’s behalf, with Aaron as his intermediary. It
should be noted that elsewhere, Moses himself is conceived in relation to God as the
meturgeman is to the Torah reader. See b. Ber. 45a.

>7 The phrase rab wésallit presumably derives from Dan. 2:10. It is used as a doublet
frequently in Targum Neofiti, either as a substitute for a single scriptural word, or

to fill in a perceived scriptural lacuna, in all cases referring to a human of stature
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The even freer Targum Pseudo-Jonathan renders: “And the Lord
said to Moses: Why are you afraid? Behold, I have already made you
awesome (dohild’) to Pharaoh, as if (k2’illit) [you will be] his god,
and Aaron your brother will be your prophet.” Once this targum
has paraphrastically explained and made explicit the comparison
of Moses to God (as inducing fear in Pharaoh), it is able to render
“prophet” literally without difficulty, but in so doing fully elimi-
nates the rabbinic, pedagogic projection onto the relationship of
Moses to Aaron.*®

In contrast to these freer renderings, the semantic simplicity but
contextual awkwardness of Targum Ongelos’ rendering stands
out. Whereas they might make sense as substitutes for the bibli-
cal lemma, Targum Ongqelos would only do so with difficulty. It
would be attractive to reinterpret Targum Ongqelos in light of the
other, more expansive targumic renderings, taking rab to denote
one of superior authority, but this should not be done for two rea-
sons: First, if that had been Targum Ongqelos’ intended meaning it

or power. See Tg. Neof. to Gen. 27:29, 37; 39:2, 9; 41:41, 43; 44:15; 49:26; as well as
marginal glosses to Tg. Neof. to Gen. 23:6; Deut. 7:24; 11:25; Tg. Ps.-Jon. Gen. 27:29;
49:26; Frg. Tg. Gen. 27:29 (MSS P,V,N,L); Deut. 11:25 (MS P,V,N); and Geniza MS E
Gen. 39:9. On such doublets, see Michael L. Klein, “Associative and Complementary
Translation in the Targumim,” Erlsr 16 (1983): 134—40, esp. 138-39. A marginal gloss
to Tg. Neof. Exod. 7:1, representing another but related targumic tradition, uses only
rbwn (presumably, ribbon), meaning “lord” or “master,” thereby communicating the
same sense with a single word. Otherwise, Targum Neofiti translates as does Targum
Ongelos, substituting meturgeman for “prophet.” Similarly, Rashi in his commentary
to Exod. 7:1 renders “God” as $6pét iirddeh (“judge and ruler”), even while citing
explicitly Targum Ongqelos’ rendering of “prophet” as meturgeman.

In Exod. 4:16, where the context is different (that is, pedagogic), Targum Ps.-

” “teacher”) for
*élohim (“God”), but adds for the latter, “who seeks teaching from before the Lord.”
Note that Tg. Neof. and the Frg. Tg. (MSS V and B), render *¢lohim in Exod. 4:16

simply as “one who seeks teaching from before the Lord.” For such metaphor shifts

Jonathan uses matiirgaman for “mouth” (Aaron) and rab (“master,

in translation, see n. 54. Nowhere else besides Exod. 7:1 does Targum Ps.-Jonathan
render Hebrew *é¢lohim with Aramaic dohila’.

153



“READING LEADS TO TRANSLATION”

could have used another word, for example, rabraba’.>® Secondly,
Targum Ongelos’ interpretation of Exodus 7:1, that Moses and
Aaron stand for master and meturgeman, is well attested in rab-
binic midrashic sources, both early and late.°® Earlier in this chap-
ter we saw Moses as revelatory intermediary between God and
Israel.

If Targum Ongelos’ rendering is awkward in the context of the
biblical narrative, it at least avoids the even more awkward possi-
bility of the scriptural attribution of divinity to Moses. However,
if we read the translation not as a substitute, continuous narrative
but as an interlinear (or interversal) translation, that is, in relation
to the verse of Hebrew Scripture which has preceded it and which
it accompanies, whether in public recitation or in private study, it
takes on a new meaning. So read or heard as a bi-text,”" the bib-
lical identification of Moses with God has been targumically sup-
plemented with an even more daring (and in social terms more
significant), albeit subtle, identification: that of the rabbinic master
with God and of his meturgeman with the prophet, in both instances
thereby enhancing the status of the sage. The former is not uncom-
mon in rabbinic exegesis,’” and neither is the latter: The meturge-
man serves not simply as a translator in some ancillary sense, but
as an essential component of the medium by which Torah teaching,

59 See n. 56.

° See Exod. Rab. 3:17 (3); 8:3 (2) (ed. A. Shinan, 143, 205); Tanh. Wa.éra. 10 (and
parallels). But that this understanding is much older than these midrashic
formulations can be seen from t. Meg. 3(4):21, which cites Exod. 7:1 in such a way
as to presume that Moses represents the Torah reader (or in another context the
rabbinic sage) and Aaron the 22.

1 See n. 15.

% T have gathered several examples in “The Early Rabbinic Sage and His Torah in
the Text of the Sifre,” in From Tradition to Commentary, 69—121. One example will

«

have to suffice here (Sifre Deut. 49): “Loving the Lord your God, walking in all His
ways, and holding fast [literally, attaching yourselves] to Him’ (Deut. 11:22): But is
it possible for a person to ascend to heaven and to cleave to fire? ... Rather, attach
yourselves to the sages and their disciples and I will account it to you as though you

had ascended to heaven ...”
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like revelation itself, is mediated to the people, as it is between the
master-sage and the disciples.”’

Such an understanding of rdb in relation to ‘élohim and
matiirgaman in relation to nabi” presumes an audience who heard
and understood (however imperfectly) Hebrew Scripture and
Aramaic targum in responsive, dialogical juxtaposition with one
other.** In that case, the targum may be said not only to interpret
Scripture but to require Scripture for its own interpretation, and to
assume a bilingual audience (even if to a degree ideally) who could
attend to this translational transition from Mosaic to rabbinic
authority within the social pedagogic context in which such rab-
binic empowerment mattered the most. So understood, the verse is
no longer simply about God’s historical bestowal of authority upon
Moses, but about that divinely bestowed authority having been
transmitted via Moses (as rab) and Aaron (as matiirgoman), across
history, to the rabbinic sages and their auditors, who in turn regard
Moses as their originary master/teacher (mdseh rabbénii; “Moses,
our master-teacher”).

6.8 Conclusions

As anticipated at the outset of this chapter, I hope to have demon-
strated that many of the performative strategies by which written or

 Seey. Meg. 411, 74d, treated earlier in this chapter. For rabbinic interpretations of the
mediated nature of Torah revelation and teaching, see Steven D. Fraade, “Moses and
the Commandments: Can Hermeneutics, History, and Rhetoric Be Disentangled?”
in The Idea of Biblical Interpretation: Essays in Honor of James L. Kugel, ed. Hindy
Najman and Judith H. Newman, JSJSup 83 (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 399-422, with

additional bibliography, 399 n. 1.
6.

X

On the question of the multilingual basis of certain midrashic interpretations, see,
recently, Galit Hasan-Rokem, “The Almost Invisible Presence of the Other: Multi-
Lingual Puns in Rabbinic Literature,” in The Cambridge Companion to Rabbinic
Literature, ed. Martin S. Jaffee and Charlotte Fonrobert (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2006), 222-39.
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oral texts were scripturalized in Second Temple times (e.g., transla-
tion, commentary, “rewritten Bible”) can be seen at work in early
rabbinic literature, especially with respect to the dialectical augmen-
tation of Torah via the dual activities of translation and study.® This
is not to deny the importance of scriptural canonization as either
process or product, but to argue that it allowed, and indeed required,
that its protective curtain be porous, and did so not just with respect
to targum, but with respect to every branch, as it were, of the rabbinic
study curriculum. Even as the canonical text became closed and fixed,
its human target audience, as well as their socio-cultural-political
context, was constantly changing, both from within and from with-
out, requiring that the continuation of revelation be, by necessity,
humanly and communally mediated by a variety of performative
media, including but by no means limited to translation/targum.
However, in some contexts, targum was the first stage (after reading/
chanting) in that interpretive flowering, to borrow Walter Benjamin’s
term. In short, revelation continued to require mediation, even if the
forms and rationales for such mediation were fluid and variegated.
A great variety of virtues were made of such necessity.

As we saw, such mediation, especially with respect to translation
and study, could be both private and public, the former contributing

% For this use of “augmentation,” see n. 7. For examples from my own scholarship that
highlight the ways rabbinic texts (whether midrash, Mishnah, Talmud, or targum)
expand the very concept of Torah so as to be (virtually) all-inclusive (see n. 26),
especially with respect to the biblical book of Deuteronomy;, itself an augmentation
of the Tetrateuch, with important Second Temple antecedents, especially the Dead
Sea Scrolls, but also Philo of Alexandria, see Fraade, From Tradition to Commentary;
Fraade, Legal Fictions; Steven D. Fraade, ““If a Case is Too Baftling for You to
Decide ...” (Deuteronomy 17: 8-13): Between Constraining and Expanding Judicial
Autonomy in the Temple Scroll and Early Rabbinic Scriptural Interpretation,”
in of Sibyls, Scriptures, and Scrolls: John Collins at Seventy, ed. Joel Baden, Hindy
Najman, and Eibert Tigchelaar, JSJSup 175, 2 vols. (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 1:409-31;
Steven D. Fraade, “Between Rewritten Bible and Allegorical Commentary: Philo’s
Interpretation of the Burning Bush,” in Rewritten Bible after Fifty Years: Texts,
Terms, or Techniques? A Last Dialogue with Geza Vermes, ed. Jozsef Zsengellér,
JSJSup 166 (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 221-32.
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to the formation and perfection of the individual studying self, with
the latter contributing to the formation and perfection of the stud-
ying community. In the rabbinic texts we examined, the individual
could view himself as reenacting and embodying a study curricu-
lum that extended back to the idealized exemplary figures of the
Deuteronomic king sitting on his throne and the early rabbinic
scholars and leaders, R. Yohanan ben Zakkai and R. Akiba, pre-
sumably standing with study tablets in hand.

By contrast, with respect to the public reading and translating
of the Bible in the synagogue, the community could imagine itself
standing at Mt. Sinai to receive the revealed and mediated Torah
from God, but now via the human mediation of a trained (to var-
ying degrees) translator. Whether in private or in public, the out-
come was (as it always had been), to instill “reverence and fear.” The
Bible’s performers, whether as readers (chanters), auditors, transla-
tors, worshipers, or students would perpetually stand facing Scrip-
ture as it was continually being received, performed, augmented,
and transmitted, but now bilingually and antiphonally. It is not the
only model for study of Scripture and Mishnah, but it is one that
is pedagogically and performatively both affective and effective. In
sum, scriptural reading alone, whether in worship or in study, is
incomplete. Scripture’s meaning(s) cannot reside in a single lan-
guage alone, or be transferred unidirectionally, like a liquid, from
one linguistic vessel to another, with the “original” vessel becoming
thereby void of purpose. The two vessels, as it were, need to remain
in dynamic dialogue.

6.9 Postscript: The Physicality of Targum as an Extension
of Reading
Our earliest (ca. 1000 CE) scribal evidence for the format of Palestin-

ian Pentateuchal targumic texts, as discovered in the Cairo Genizah,
contains not a continuous targumic (Aramaic) text, as we find in the
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texts of the Aramaic translation of Job among the Dead Sea Scrolls,*
but each complete scriptural verse, first in Hebrew and then imme-
diately following in Aramaic, employing the same stichography for
each Hebrew verse and its targumic rendering. These texts appear
on parchment in three continuous columns per page, the same for-
mat as the Hebrew Torah scrolls of the same period. Such interversal
text formats would be unwieldy for someone interested in reading
the Aramaic targum alone as a self-contained text, as it requires the
reader to alternate between Hebrew and Aramaic for each successive
verse, without demarcations between them. Therefore, it is a misrep-
resentation of this interversal placement of fargum to represent it as
if it were a continuous Aramaic translation alone.®”

This practice, of writing verses in alternating sequence between
Hebrew Scripture and Aramaic targum, continued well into the
Middle Ages, especially in Germany, long after Aramaic ceased to
function as a Jewish vernacular language. In other places, especially
with the invention of printing, the targum (Ongelos) was moved,
demoted as it were, to a side column of its own, in a smaller script,
and subsequently replaced either by Rashi’s commentary (especially

6 On the relation of these Aramaic translations of Job to rabbinic targum of the
same book, see Chapter 5, nn. 13, 22. On fragments of a targum to Leviticus, see
Chapter s, n. 20.

7 For such texts of Palestinian targum, see Michael L. Klein, Genizah Manuscripts of

Palestinian Targum to the Pentateuch, 2 vols. (Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College

Press, 1986). Note in particular MSS B, C, and D from the Cairo Genizah (ibid.,

1:xxii). Alternatively, some manuscripts provide the first word or few words of the

Hebrew scriptural lemma before providing the verse’s Aramaic translation. This may

be termed an abbreviated interversal format. Klein misleadingly translates the

Genizah fragments that he edits into English, as if they represented continuous texts

of Aramaic translation. See, for example 1:[2]-[3] in Klein’s edition, where his

transcription of the bilingual interversal text is correct, but his English translation on
the facing page renders into English only the Aramaic translation, again giving the
mistaken impression that there exist in this corpus running texts of Scripture

Aramaic alone. That such targum manuscripts could have played a dual function of

both private and public study/recitation is explicitly and graphically indicated with

marginal instructions in some manuscripts to omit some targumic renderings when

recited in public: xm2¥a nxnn X5 (“not to be translated in public”). See nn. 2, 33.
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in France) or Saadia’s Arabic translation (especially in Spain), so
that the placement of both Scripture and targum would now, for the
first time, represent two continuous, self-contained texts, each unto
itself, as they had not been previously: Scripture in one column
and translation (or commentary, or translation as commentary) in
another, giving the false impression that they are two separate texts
placed side by side, rather than intertextually interlaced.®® Thus,
the targum’s relationship with the scriptural text was more like that
of a running commentary, and no longer a bilingual, antiphonal
performance, as it continues to be in Yemenite synagogues to this
day. The chanter or auditor of an interversal text — in contrast to
one who encounters targum in the format of parallel columns of
self-contained Scripture and translation - would experience the two
as a single braided whole, the format not being conducive to recit-
ing one in isolation from the other. The midrashic words, “reading
leads to translation” (and back again), with which we began, are
substantiated across a long and broad textual history.

Thus, both physically and functionally, the Aramaic targum
never existed apart from its Hebrew scriptural source in preme-
dieval times, the two being recited, studied, and written (as best
we can tell), as a “bi-text,”®® with Hebrew and Aramaic alternating
verse by verse so as to differentiate between the functions and sta-
tuses of Scripture and its interpretive accompanying translation.
In short, we have little evidence for the existence of a free-standing

 For medieval manuscripts, see Ismar Elbogen, Jewish Liturgy: A Comprehensive
History, trans. Raymond P. Scheindlin (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society,
1993), 151-56; Sarit Shalev-Eyni, Jews among Christians: Hebrew Book Illumination
from Lake Constance (Turnhout: Brepols, 2010), 9-10, with photos on 132-34, 136;
David Stern, “The Hebrew Bible in Europe in the Middle Ages: A Preliminary
Typology,” Jewish Studies, an Internet Journal 11 (2012): 1-88 (www.biu.ac.il/]S/
JSIJ/11-2012/Stern.pdf); Elodie Attia, “Targum Layouts in Ashkenazi Manuscripts:
Preliminary Methodological Observation,” in A Jewish Targum in a Christian World,
ed. Alberdina Houtman, Eveline van Staalduine-Sulman, and Hans-Martin Kirn
(Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2014), 99-122.

% See nn. 15, 60.
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“READING LEADS TO TRANSLATION”

Jewish “Aramaic Bible,” at least as the Rabbis conceived of the
place of targum, in relation to Scripture on the one hand and oral
study on the other.” The same cannot be said for other ancient lan-
guages, especially the Greek of the Septuagint, but also non-Jewish
Aramaic translations of the Hebrew Bible such as the Samaritan
Targum and the Syriac Peshitta, which do exist as continuous texts
of translation, with little evidence for how they would have been
performed.

Rather, as I have argued in greater detail elsewhere,”" the practice
of targum, as performed both in the synagogue and in private study,
should be seen as “internal translation,” reflecting a broader social
phenomenon, across ages and continents, of what Max Weinreich

»72,

terms “internal Jewish bilingualism.””* Reading (chanting) and trans-

lation, migra’ and targum, are performatively interlaced for a shared
audience. Here we may cite again Walter Benjamin, from his con-
cluding words of his famous essay, “The Task of the Translator™:

’° For a laudable exception, translating Scripture and targum interversally, see The
Targum of Canticles, trans. Philip S. Alexander, The Aramaic Bible 17A (Collegeville,
MN: The Liturgical Press, 2003). Alexander states (xi): “All the Targumim should be
read in dialogue with the biblical text and not as free-standing translations.” Another
scholar whose scholarship is to be commended in this regard, but whose ideas and
mine have converged only belatedly (in my view), especially with regard to targum
as a part of rabbinic literature, is Alexander Samely, for whose scholarship see his
listings in the Bibliography.

See Steven D. Fraade, “Locating Targum in the Textual Polysystem of Rabbinic

~

Pedagogy,” Bulletin of the International Organization for Septuagint and Cognate
Studies 39 (2006): 69-91, here 81; Fraade, “Scripture, Targum, and Talmud as
Instruction, 109-22; Steven D. Fraade, “Language Mix and Multilingualism in
Ancient Palestine: Literary and Inscriptional Evidence,” Jewish Studies 48 (2012): 29.
For evidence of a Greek translation being read alongside the Hebrew, see Justinian’s
Novella 146 (553 CE).

For the phrase “internal translation,” see Steiner, After Babel, 28-31, 48-50. See

also Max Weinreich, History of the Yiddish Language, trans. Shlomo Noble, Yale
Language Series (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), 247-314 (chap. 4,

~
©

“Internal Jewish Bilingualism”). However, I use these designations heuristically
since, as with the pair “public” and “private” (on which see n. 2), they can
significantly overlap and intersect.
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For to some degree all great texts contain their potential translation
between the lines; this is true to the highest degree of sacred writ-
ings. The interlinear version of the Scriptures is the prototype or
ideal of all translation.”

Note the resonance of these concluding words of Benjamin with
those of an article by Dries De Crom, regarding ancient Hebrew-
Greek (and Aramaic) translation in the multilingual context, with
which I conclude this chapter:

Whereas the default view in modern-day Translation Studies has
long considered translation as occurring between two homogene-
ous, monolingual cultural entities — no doubt still a legacy of the
19th century nation-state ... the study of translation in the ancient
world, especially in the Ancient Near East and in the margin of the
dominant Greek and Roman cultures, opens up a different world:
one where languages cut across cultural borders instead of creating
them, where “sources” and “targets” are as manifold as the transla-
tors/authors that construe them and where translation is a symp-
tom of multilingualism rather than of linguistic deficit.”*

The next and final substantive chapter, Chapter 7, will take up
related threads of language(s), translation, ideology, and identity,
revisiting a question that we encountered previously in Chapter 3,
with respect to translating the Torah into all seventy (or sixty-nine
non-Jewish) languages, but now with seemingly greater urgency:
Once the Hebrew Bible is translated into Greek (the Septuagint), in
particular, and adopted by early Christians as the Old Testament,
whose Bible is it?

7> Benjamin, “Task of the Translator,” 82. See also n. 17; Chapter 1, nn. 11, 13.

74 Dries De Crom, “Translation and Directionality in the Hebrew-Greek Tradition,”
in Complicating the History of Western Translation: The Ancient Mediterranean in
Perspective, ed. Siobhan McElduff and Enrica Sciarrino (London: Routledge, 2011), 8.
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7 | Be Careful What You Wish For

7.1 Introduction

As we saw in Chapter 3, seventy languages for seventy Torah trans-
lations for seventy nations could be viewed positively, negatively,
or ambivalently. The availability of the Torah to each nation in
its own language, rendering it thereby fit for universal study and
practice, or polemic, could be viewed as a means to convert the
non-Jews, if they embraced it, or to damn them, if they rejected
it. However, in these traditions, no single translation language is
singled out for elevation or denigration with respect to the others.
The arguments themselves, whether positive, negative, or ambiva-
lent, are universal, applying equally to each non-Jewish nation and
its language. The possibility that any nation could be multilingual
is not entertained, with each language metonymically standing for
a nation (or people) and vice versa. If there has been a polemic in
any of the texts that we have thus far examined, it has been mild,
implied, or self-constrained.

The traditions to be considered in this chapter, by contrast,
focus on one language, Greek, and its translation of the Torah
(vouds), loosely designated as the “Septuagint,” for the seventy
(actually seventy-two) Judaean elders who are said to have pro-
duced their collective and consensual translation of the Pentateuch
under divine providence in mid-third-century Alexandria, under
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the royal patronage of the Ptolemaic king." In our leadoff rabbinic
text, in this chapter, the tone will become, as well, more sharply
polemical.

! Aristobulus (ca. 160 BCE), frag. 3 in Eusebius, Praep. Ev. 13.12.1-2 and Clement of
Alexandria, Stromata 1.22.150.1-3; Let. Aris. (ca. 150 BCE) esp. 301-11; Philo (ca.
20 BCE-40 CE), Mos. 2.25-44; Josephus (ca. 37-ca. 100 CE), Ant. 12.11-118, esp.
103-14; C. Ap. 2.44-47. For good introductions, see Karen H. Jobes and Moisés
Silva, Invitation to the Septuagint, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic,
2015), 17-24; Benjamin G. Wright III, The Letter of Aristeas: Aristeas to Philocrates,
or On the Translation of the Law of the Jews, CEJL 8 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2015),
3-75. For a good recent treatment of the Greek sources, see Benjamin G. Wright
111, “Translation as Scripture: The Septuagint in Aristeas and Philo,” in Septuagint
Research: Issues and Challenges in the Study and Translation of the Greek Bible,
ed. Wolfgang Kraus and R. Glenn Wooden (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature,
2006), 47-61. For the Letter of Aristeas in its Jewish (and Homeric) Alexandrian
context, see recently, Maren R. Niehoff, Jewish Exegesis and Homeric Scholarship in
Alexandria (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 19-37. For the reception
of the Letter of Aristeas in Hellenistic and early Christian writings, see Michael L.
White and G. Anthony Keddie, eds., Jewish Fictional Letters from Hellenistic Egypt:
The Epistle of Aristeas and Related Literature: Texts and Translations with Notes
and Introductions, WGRW 37 (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2018), 173-274. For rabbinic
texts that show familiarity with this Hellenistic account, but take it in a different
direction, emphasizing the specifics of how the Greek translators emended the
text of Scripture, see the following: Mek. of R. Ishmael Pisha 14 (ed. Lauterbach,
1:111-12; ed. Horovitz-Rabin, 50-51); y. Meg. 1.9, 71d; b. Meg. 9a—b; Mas. Sop. 1.7 (ed.
Higger, 100-5); Mas. Sep. Torah 1.6 (ed. Higger, 22-24). There is extensive scholarly
literature on the rabbinic use of the story of Septuagintal origins. See Chapter
3, 1. 31, including, recently, Abraham Wasserstein and David J. Wasserstein, The
Legend of the Septuagint: From Classical Antiquity to Today (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2006); Giuseppe Veltri, “Deconstructing History and Traditions:
The Written Torah for Ptolemy;” in Veltri, Libraries, Translations and “Canonic”
Texts: The Septuagint, Aquila and Ben Sira in Jewish and Christian Traditions,
JSJSup 109 (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 100-46; Timothy H. Lim, “The Idealization of
Ptolemaic Kingship in the Legend of the Origins of the Septuagint,” in Times of
Transition: Judea in the Early Hellenistic Period, ed. Sylvie Honigman, Christophe
Nihan, and Oded Lipschits (University Park, PA: Eisenbrauns, 2021), 231-39; Moshe
Simon-Shoshan, “The Tasks of the Translators: The Rabbi, the Septuagint, and
the Cultural Politics of Translation,” Prooftexts 27 (2007): 1-39; Richard Kalmin,
“The Miracle of the Septuagint in Ancient Rabbinic and Christian Literatures,” in
“Follow the Wise”: Studies in Jewish History and Culture in Honor of Lee Levine,
ed. Zeev Weiss, Oded Irshai, Jodi Magness, and Seth Schwartz (Winona Lake,
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At its most extreme expression in antiquity, Philo of Alexandria
(ca. 20 BCE—40 CE) asserts that the original Torah in Hebrew and
its translation into Greek were, for all intents and purposes, equal
in meaning as in authority. In effect, nothing is lost in the transla-
tion. Philo describes the process in revelatory terms, possibly sug-
gesting a reenactment on the desolate island of Pharos of the divine
revelation in the wilderness at Mt. Sinai, whereby the translators,
having been isolated from one another as from society, produced
identical results: kaBanep évBovolwvteg mpoeprnTevOV 0VK EANA
dAot, ta § adTd mévteg Ovopata Kal prjpata, domep VTOPOAEWS
gKkaoTolg dopdtwe evyodvtog (“They became as it were possessed,
and, under inspiration, wrote, not each several scribe some-
thing different, but the same word for word, as though dictated
to each by an invisible prompter”). He characterizes the Hebrew
and Greek versions, kafamnep d8eh@dag pdAov § wg piav kai thv
avTnV €v Te TOiG Mpdypaot kai Toig Ovopaot tednmaoct (“as sisters,
or rather one and the same, both in matter and words”), and the
translators, o0y épunvéag éxeivovg dAN iepo@dvtag Kai mpoPrTag
TpocayopebovTeG oig éeyéveto cuvSpapeiv AoyLopoic eilikpivéot
@ Mowvotwg kaBapwtatyw mvevuatt (“not as translators, but as
prophets and priests of the mysteries, whose sincerity and single-
ness of thought has enabled them to go hand and hand with the
purest of spirits, the spirit of Moses”). True Hebrew-Greek bilin-
guals, or Hebrew speakers who learned Greek and Greek speakers

IN: Eisenbrauns, 2010), 241-53; Richard Kalmin, Migrating Tales: The Talmud’s
Narratives and Their Historical Context (Oakland: University of California Press,
2014), 80-94 (on early Christian adaptations); Shlomo Naeh, “The Script of the
Torah in Rabbinic Thought (B): Transcriptions and Thorns,” Leshonenu 72 (2010):
89-123 (Hebrew); Yael Fisch, “The Septuagint,” in Josephus and the Rabbis, ed. Tal
Ilan and Vered Noam, 2 vols. (Jerusalem: Yad Ben Zvi, 2017), 1:145-67 (Hebrew).
Fisch argues that the more negative rabbinic views of the Hebrew—Greek translation
are later than the more positive ones, as does Dries De Crom, “Translation and
Directionality in the Hebrew-Greek Tradition,” in Complicating the History of
Western Translation: The Ancient Mediterranean in Perspective, ed. Siobhan
McElduff and Enrica Sciarrino (London: Routledge, 2011), 82-83.
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who learned Hebrew, as Philo puts it, could vouch for the precise
identity of the Greek translation with its Hebrew original.”

Two hundred years prior to Philo, the author of the Letter of
Aristeas is more subtle,’ hinting at divine providence, that is, “delib-
erate design” in the seventy-two translators of the Septuagint com-
pleting their work in exactly seventy-two days (307), oiovel kata
npoBeoiv Tiva Tod TolovTov yeyevnuévov (“just as if such a result
was achieved by some deliberate design”).

Even so, the work of translation is here described in more col-
laborative and consensual than prophetic terms, oi 8¢ énetéhovv
€kaoTa oOpPQVA TOLODVTEG TPOG EaVTOVG TAlG AvTiBoAaic TO
0t ¢k TG ovUPWVIaG YLVOUEVOV TPEMOVTIWG Avaypapis olTwg
étdyxave mapa tod Anuntpiov (“They set to completing their
several tasks, reaching agreement among themselves on each by
comparing versions”) (302), publicly endorsed by the people and
their leaders (308-11), Tapdvtwy kai TOV SlEPUNVEVOAVTWY, OITIVEG
peydAng amodoxng kai mapd tod mAnBovg ETvxov, WG &v Heydwy
ayabadv mapaitior yeyovoteg (“in the presence of the translators,
who received a great ovation from the crowded audience for being
responsible for great blessings”) (308).*

However, for a less sanguine view of translation (and transla-
tors), including of Scripture (however delineated) from Hebrew

* Philo, Mos. 2.37-40 (LCL 6:466-69). For the revelatory origins of Targum Jonathan to
the Prophets, see b. Meg. 3a. For discussion of the revealed status of targum among the
Geonim, see Marc Daniel Herman, “Systematizing God’s Law: Rabbanite Jurisprudence
in the Islamic World from the Tenth to the Thirteenth Centuries” (Ph.D. dissertation,
University of Pennsylvania, 2016), 105-6. On Alexandrian Jewish bilinguals, see
Albert I. Baumgarten, “Bilingual Jews and the Greek Bible,” in Shem in the Tents of
Japhet: Essays on the Encounter of Judaism and Hellenism, ed. James L. Kugel, JSJSup
74 (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 13-30; Arie van der Kooij, “The Origin and Purpose of Bible
Translations in Ancient Judaism: Some Comments,” AR 1 (1999): 204-14. Previously
(Chapter 3, Sections 3.5 and 3.7), we saw rabbinic texts that stressed the seventy divinely
inspired notaries, who translated the Torah into seventy languages in little time.

* English translations of the Letter of Aristeas are from OTP, vol. 2.

4 For the people’s approval, see also Josephus Ant. 12.107-8.
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to Greek, note the Prologue to Ben Sira by his grandson (ca. 130
BCE): abTd év éavtoig EBpaioti Aeyopeva kai dtav petoxdi eig
etépav yAwooav: (“For what was originally expressed in Hebrew
does not have exactly the same sense when translated into another
language”) and, ov pupav éxet v Stagopdv €v £avToig Aeyopeva
(“differ not a little as originally expressed” [NRSV]).

One can only imagine what a different course the history of
Christianity (and by extension, Judaism) would have taken if its
attitude to Greek Scriptures had followed Ben Sira’s grandson’s
jaded view of scriptural translation rather than the more explicitly
enthusiastic one of Philo, and implicitly that of the Letter of Aris-
teas with its royal, yet divine authorizing of the Septuagint.

7.2 Moses, Beware What You Wish For

In the following passage, from a relatively late (seventh-century?)
composite midrash (Pesiqta Rabbati 5 [ed. Friedmann, 4b; cf. trans.
Braude, 93]), the liminal relation of Scripture to translation is joined
to that between written and oral modes of performance and transmis-
sion.” After stating that the synagogue Torah reader cannot publicly
recite the weekly lection from memory, but must do so by reading
from a written scroll, it adds that the person reciting the targum
(herein considered of the class of Oral Torah) cannot do so while
looking at a written text, whether of Aramaic targum or Hebrew
Torah, lest it appear that he is reading the Oral Torah from a written
scroll, thereby blurring the line between written and oral, and thereby
between Scripture and targum, a rabbinic view that we encountered
previously (Chapter 6, Section 6.5) in the Jerusalem Talmud. R. Judah

«

Parallels can be found in Tanh. Ki Tissa’ 34 (ed. Warsaw, 127a); Tanh. Ki Tissa’ 7 (ed.
Buber, 58b-59a), which might be antecedents to our passage based on source analysis,
for which we cannot divert our attention now. For my purposes, the three passages
reflect similar attitudes to the translation of the Torah into Greek, and the oral
transmission of the Oral Torah.
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ben Pazzi (ca. 350 CE) is said to derive both rules, and their underly-
ing differentiation, from the successive halves of Exodus 34:27: “write
down” and “by mouth” (a-5y). Hebrew Scripture and its Aramaic
translation must remain both materially and performatively distinct
from one another, notwithstanding their deep interconnection, lest
they blur the distinction between written and oral, or at least give the
impression of doing so. The midrash continues:

X177 12 WITPR 119¥ .AN22 MIwn XINw nwn wpn mbw 113 7T 10 X
LDRAW? 0 PX DMMIKD DO 112 DRAIP DPAD IMNA DR D3RS TRy MR
IR SXIW? 0 NN DMK DPRD NIMIKG PTRY AW RO K0T 9Tpn b anx
0K . PMYN DPITRAN PWIPT .01 S 1M 0 1K 0mIK SXAwn .01pn bw maon
T700NW M XKHX YT OPX M2 DAXY DMMIX DAX 11 MNIRD KN N2 wTpi
WITP 0K ... WA T DAY InK . OW Mo D 1n1D 1InRK 12 KT b
MmXS bR Pa M .anoa mwnn XKINw wpan anx mn awnd Xn ma
a1 113 12 ox1 .(20 N oywin) Tnan a5 210K R X [aw] (99) Jman

.(ow)rawm

R. Judah the son of R. Shalom (ca. 375 CE) said: Moses requested [of
God] that the oral teaching (mishnah) be written. The Holy One,
blessed be he, foresaw that in the future the nations would trans-
late the Torah and read from it in Greek and say, “They are not
Israel.” The Holy One, blessed be he, said to him, “O Moses! In the
future the nations will say, ‘We are Israel; we are the children of the
Lord.” And Israel will say, ‘We are the children of the Lord.” Now,
the scales would appear to be balanced [between the two claims].”
The Holy One, blessed be he, would say to the nations, “What are
you saying that you are my children? I only recognize as my son one
in whose hand are my ‘mysteries.” They would say to him, “And
what are your “mysteries?” He would say to them, the oral teaching
(mishnah).” .... Said the Holy One, blessed be he, to Moses, “What
are you requesting, that the oral teaching be written? What then
would be the difference between Israel and the nations?” Thus, it

° On this Greek loan word, see n. 7.
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says, “Were I to write for him [= Israel] the fullness of my teach-
ing (torah)”; if so, “they [= Israel] would have been considered as
strangers” (Hos. 8:12).”

In this beautifully constructed, fanciful, and evocative exchange,
Moses seeks God’s permission to record the ever-expanding Oral
Torah in writing, presumably in Hebrew, most likely so as not to be
so dependent on memorization to achieve its preservation and
transmission. God foresees that one consequence of reducing the
Oral Torah to writing will be its translation into Greek, which
would consign it to the same fate as the translation of the Written
Torah into Greek (the Septuagint): It would no longer belong, as it
were, to Israel alone. Israelites would no longer enjoy the unique
status of being God’s “children” by virtue of possessing the Hebrew
Oral Torah alone. As the parallel in Tanh. Ki Tissa’ 7 (ed. Buber,
58b-59a) puts it, “They [the teachings of the Oral Torah] separate/
differentiate (15>"1an) between Israel and the nations of the world.”
But only if those teachings remain oral and untranslated. That is,
the “internal” performative differentiation between written Hebrew
Scripture and oral Aramaic fargum (in the synagogue) facilitates
and maintains the “external” separation between Israel and the
other nations (in public view). Interestingly, it is the translation of
the Torah (Written and Oral) into the Greek language alone, among
the “seventy” languages of universal humanity, that is of concern
here to God, as it should be to Moses. Furthermore, the translation

7 On this passage, see Steven D. Fraade, “Concepts of Scripture in Rabbinic Judaism:
Oral Torah and Written Torah,” in Jewish Concepts of Scripture: A Comparative
Introduction, ed. Benjamin D. Sommer (New York: New York University Press, 2012),
39-40; Marc Bregman, “Mishnah and LXX as Mystery: An Example of Jewish-
Christian Polemic in the Byzantine Period,” in Continuity and Renewal: Jews and
Judaism in Byzantine-Christian Palestine, ed. Lee I. Levine (Jerusalem: Merkaz Dinur
and the Jewish Theological Seminary, 2004), 333-42; Marc Bregman, “prvons mwn”
(“Mishnah as Mystery”), in Mehgerei Talmud I1I: Talmudic Studies Dedicated to the
Memory of Professor Ephraim E. Urbach, ed. Yaakov Sussmann and David Rosenthal
(Jerusalem: Magnes, 2005), 101-9 (Hebrew).
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of the Written Torah into Greek is understood to have been under-
taken by and for “the nations,” and not originally for the conveni-
ence of the Jewish community of Alexandria (as some have
supposed),” presumably since Greek was the international lingua
franca of the Eastern Mediterranean Roman rule (as had once been
the role of Aramaic under Persian rule), thereby symbolically
standing for the universal language of “the nations” as a whole.

However, it is safe to presume that since only one language,
Greek, is mentioned here, “the nations” stands for (Western)
Christians, who adopted the Greek Jewish Bible (Septuagint) as
the first installment of their own two-part Bible. Who else among
“the nations” would say, “We are Israel; we are the children of
the Lord”?° In this passage at least, the translation of the Written
Torah into Greek serves not all seventy of the nations but only the
Christians for whom it, and not its Hebrew original, with some
notable exceptions, serves as the first installment of what would
become their dual Bible (Old Testament + New Testament). Once
in possession of their own (more complete) authorized version
of Scripture, the Christians would be able to claim that they are
the true Israel and not the Jews, since the latter no longer have
any advantage over the former in terms of their possession of self-
legitimating Scripture, whether in Hebrew or Greek (or Syriac, or
Latin, etc.).”

At first it would appear that the “scales are balanced” between
Israel and “the nations” (here Christians) with each having a Writ-
ten Torah (vouog) of its own and in its own language. However
initially, Israel is in possession of an esoteric (“mystery”"') advan-
tage, which is not (yet) in the possession of “the nations.” It is the
oral teaching (mishnah) possessed by Israel alone and committed

¥ Seenn.1-2.

° Perhaps the Samaritans, but they would not have needed their Torah translated into
Greek for such polemical purposes.

' But see n. 2.

" On which see n. 7, especially the articles by Marc Bregman.
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to memory rather than to writing. The assumption here is that so
long as it remains unwritten it will not be translated, and hence
remain the possession, and identity-granting medium, of Israel
alone. Finally, and ingeniously, the Hosea verse is invoked as an
exegetical proof text, by being, as it were, divided (in two) and
conquered, so as to mean that so long as God’s (oral) torah (or
mishnah) remains unwritten and untranslated, Israel alone, in
possession of God’s “mysteries,” will remain God’s true intimates,
rather than “strangers,” being in sole possession of both Written
and Oral Torah (the “fullness” thereof). In other words, Moses, in
this multilingual marketplace of beliefs and identities, beware what
you wish for, lest you lose your linguistic home advantage!

7.3 Positive or Ambivalent Rabbinic Views
of Greek Language

This negative, dare I say threatening, view of translation (at least of
Scripture from Hebrew to Greek), contrasts with that found, not
surprisingly, in Greek-language Jewish texts, which view transla-
tion as a means of spreading the wisdom and renown of Jewish
Scriptures and sole deity to an international audience, to Israel’s
benefit."”” Yet, even within Hebrew texts of the early rabbinic sages,
perhaps before Christianity had begun to pose a serious challenge
to Jewish scriptural and social identity, we see a high regard for the
Greek language, sometimes singled out among the putative lan-
guages of scriptural translation. We may recall here that Ben Sira,
who wrote his wisdom in Hebrew, but which was transmitted in
Greek (and other languages), initially by way of his grandson, sim-
ilarly expresses an ambivalent view of the translation of Hebrew
Scriptures and wisdom into Greek, with something gained and
something lost in the transaction. Similarly, notwithstanding such

> See the sources listed and cited in n. 2.
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ambivalence among the Rabbis, with regard to Greek as a language
per se, they relate to it positively or at least neutrally.” For example,
the following is an oft-quoted saying attributed to R. Jonathan of
Bet Gubrin (Palestine, ca. 250 CE):

1151 0D 12 WRnww DX Mnwh Panx .Ma1a AT N a0 anx
.2n25 MWK X DMINIK WM .M AP XPRD 200 27p5 ) b b

Said R. Jonathan of Bet Gubrin (ca. 250 CE): Four languages are
pleasing for use in the world, and these are they: Greek for song,
Latin for battle, Sursi (= Palestinian Aramaic) for dirges, Hebrew
for speech. And some say, also Assyrian for writing."*

The four languages, each credited as being superior for a particular
type of speech, include Greek first for its suitability (and presum-
ably beauty) for song (or poetry, which was typically sung). The
other three languages need not detain us at present,” but it might
be noted that elsewhere (in tannaitic midrash) the Torah is said to
have been revealed (to Israel) in four languages (Hebrew, Latin,
Arabic, and Aramaic), Greek not being included, perhaps simply
for exegetical reasons.'® In both cases the number four typologically
denotes completeness, based on the four principal points of a com-
pass, the four winds, the four seasons, and so on.

3 For the widespread use of Greek, often alongside or alternating with Hebrew and
Aramaic in inscriptional settings of synagogues and funerary sites, both in the Land
of Israel and in the diaspora, see Chapter 1, as well as nn. 19-22 in this chapter.

4 Seey. Meg. 1:11, 71b (ed. Academy of Hebrew Language, 619); y. Sotah 7:2, 21c (ed.
Academy of Hebrew Language, 933); Esth. Rab. 4:12 (to 1:22). The reference to
“Assyrian for writing” refers, presumably, to the adaptation of the “Assyrian” square
Hebrew letters, of which we learned in Chapter 4, Section 4.3.

&

See Steven D. Fraade, “Before and After Babel: Linguistic Exceptionalism and
Pluralism in Early Rabbinic Literature,” Diné Israel 28 (2011): 59*-60*.

Sifre Deut. §343 (ed. Finkelstein, 395). For more discussion, see Steven D. Fraade,
“Rabbinic Views on the Practice of Targum, and Multilingualism in the Jewish
Galilee of the Third-Sixth Centuries,” in The Galilee in Late Antiquity, ed. Lee 1.
Levine (New York and Jerusalem: The Jewish Theological Seminary of America,
1992), 267 n. 36; Fraade, “Before and After Babel,” 46*-48*.
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Another well-known statement evidences ancient rabbinic famil-
iarity with four languages, two of which (including Greek) were in
active use in the Land of Israel, and the other two in Babylonia. The
following rhetorical statement, attributed to Rabbi Judah the Patri-
arch, appears twice in the Babylonian Talmud, once marked as a
barayta. It is followed by a rejoinder from the Babylonian Amora
Rav Joseph:

27 KR I S R wTIpn WS X XOKR 2ind oMo wb 0K a1 nRm
1omn D IR wMpn S IR XOR 2nnb max nwb 5233 mor

For Rabbi [Judah the Patriarch] (Galilee, ca. 200 cE) said: In the
Land of Israel, Why [use] the Syrian [= Palestinian Aramaic] lan-
guage? Either [use] the holy language [= Hebrew] or the Greek lan-
guage. And Rav Joseph (Babylonia, ca. 300 CE) said: In Babylonia,
Why [use] the Aramaic language? Either [use] the holy language
[= Hebrew] or the Persian language.”

Rabbi Judah the Patriarch’s statement has been repeatedly invoked
as self-evident and incontrovertible proof that Hebrew had
ceased to be a spoken language in the Land of Israel by his time."*

7" B. Sotah 49b; b. B. Qam. 82b-83a (barayta), where a sharp distinction is drawn
between cultivating (teaching one’s child) Greek language (approved) and
inculcating Greek wisdom (disapproved). Whether such a separation can be
achieved in pedagogical practice is another matter. See also nn. 34, 38.

% E.g., E. Y. Kutscher, The Language and Linguistic Background of the Isaiah Scroll
(Jerusalem: Magnes, 1959), 11 (Hebrew); English trans. (Leiden: Brill, 1974), 13,
considers this passage to be irrefutable proof that Aramaic had replaced Hebrew
as the spoken language of the Galilee by the time of R. Judah the Patriarch. Willem
Smelik (“Language Selection and the Holy Tongue in Early Rabbinic Literature,” in
Interpretation, Religion and Culture in Midrash and Beyond: Proceedings of the 2006
and 2007 SBL Midrash Sessions, ed. Lieve Teugels and Rivka Ulmer [Piscataway, NJ:
Gorgias Press, 2008], 145) states: “Rav Yoseph’s statement highlights the absurdity
of Rabbi’s claim [that Hebrew or Greek be spoken, but not Aramaic] and thus
provides a highly ironic comment on the use of Aramaic in both areas. Rabbi’s
position must have been related to an ideology of Hebrew rather than a society in
which the use of Hebrew was still a viable option for everyday speech.” As indicated
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By the same logic, we would have to say the same for Greek. Alter-
natively, scholars have taken this passage to reflect a devaluing of
Aramaic (both Palestinian and Babylonian)."” I see neither valuing
nor devaluing here, but rhetoric. Whatever the state of Hebrew
usage at his time, whether spoken or written, this passage is unable
to bear the weight of such far-reaching historical conclusions. All
it suggests is that while a normal expectation might have been for
the Jews of Palestine either to stick with their ancestral language
(Hebrew) or to adopt that of the ruling elites (Greek), with Ara-
maic being neither, Aramaic usage is, ironically, an anomalous
third possibility. In a sense, however, Aramaic, while being nei-
ther wholly native nor foreign, is something of both: a very close
cognate to Hebrew (and a biblical language), but also a language
shared with the surrounding non-Jewish cultures (e.g., Samaritan,
Christian, Nabataean, Palmyrene, but each with its own distinctive
script or scripts) among whom Jews dwelled, and a former imperial
language. It serves here as a connecting linguistic bridge, much as
it served as a connecting administrative bridge, beginning under
Persian imperial rule, as we saw in Chapter 4.

Rav Joseph’s gloss avers that the question of such a seeming
anomaly is not unique to the Land of Israel, but can be equally
asked of Jewish use of Aramaic in Babylonia, and, one might add,
of hybrid inside-outside Jewish languages throughout subsequent

earlier, determining monolingual spoken language is not my concern here, nor
is it warranted by this text, which does not indicate what kind of language use or
language domain it has in mind.

" See, for example, Moulie Vidas, “Greek Wisdom in Babylonia,” in Envisioning
Judaism: Studies in Honor of Peter Schiifer on the Occasion of his Seventieth
Birthday, ed. Ra‘anan S. Boustan, Klaus Hermann, Reimund Leicht, Annette
Yoshiko Reed, and Giuseppe Veltri, with the collaboration of Alex Ramos, 2 vols.
(Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013), 1:287-305 (297): “While these statements about
Aramaic are difficult to take at face value given the constant use of Aramaic by
Rabbis, the negative value this passage attaches to Aramaic cannot be denied, and
the audience of this text is thus invited to focus not on the endorsement of Greek
but the rejection of Aramaic.”
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history. It would be akin to asking of Eastern European Jews, “Why
use Yiddish? Use either Hebrew or Polish (or Russian, etc.).” At
the very least, our talmudic passage is evidence of Jews navigating
between, and in some cases combining, three language options:
inside (Hebrew)/outside (Greek or Persian)/inside-outside or
bridge language (Aramaic). Here we see a talmudic text rhetorically
thematizing the challenges of such language choices, often through
code-switching, as we see with targum.*® Greek is the only non-
Semitic language herein normativized as a dominant language (as
is Persian in Babylonia).

I have previously treated another passage that would appear to
grant Greek a favored status among the “seventy” languages, but in
another context:*

a2 e L (12:0 nrwr1a) "ow HnRa own nod 0bR o' X1ap 72 N
.ow Sw Smxa no Sw mwda

Bar Kappara (Palestine, ca. 250 CE) taught: “May God enlarge
Japheth, and let him dwell in the tents of Shem” (Gen. 9:27): That
they may speak the language of Japheth [= Greek] in the tents of
Shem [= the Hebrews].”

Genesis 9:27 is understood to foresee a time in which, by God’s
blessing, Greek language will feel at home in the dwellings of

*° For this pattern of a tripartite Jewish language use across Jewish history, see Max
Weinreich, History of the Yiddish Language, trans. Shlomo Noble (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2006), esp. 126. In previous work I have provided ample
evidence of such multilingual language use and selection in inscriptional realia
of the second through sixth centuries cE from the Land of Israel: “Language Mix
and Multilingualism in Ancient Palestine: Literary and Inscriptional Evidence,”
Jewish Studies 48 (2012): 1*—40*. A Hebrew version appeared in Leshonenu 73 (2011):
273-307. See also n. 13.

See Chapter 2, nn. 19 and 26. See also Fraade, “Before and After Babel,” 42*-43*.
Y. Meg. 1:11, 71b (ed. Academy of the Hebrew Language, 748). One of the sons

of Japheth is Javan (Greece), according to Gen. 10:2. Similarly, Abraham is

a descendent of Shem (Gen. 10:10-26). See also b. Meg. 9b; Gen. Rab. 36:8
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Semitic-language speakers, that is, the Hebrews/Jews. Stated

differently, speakers of Greek, especially, but not only, in the Land

of Israel, will be guests in the “tents” of Hebrews, rather than vice

versa. The parallel in b. Meg. 9b paraphrases the verse, by way of a

word play, to mean: ow xa X7 no 5w nrs? (“May the beauty of

Japheth be in the tents of Shem”), presumably referring to the
beauty of the Greek language (and/or song).*

For another example of a positive outlook on the Greek lan-

guage, and returning us to matters of scriptural translation, note

the following mishnaic statement:

2]

24

mnt 0m NS Y22 0°an% 0Mvonw XOX mnmm o'ran([b] 0moo pa PR
10 RS 01002 ax L['mix] 'XOna 13 pynw 120 0mwR XOX mano 1K
. K5X 1anoWw

There is no difference between [scriptural] scrolls and tefillim and
mezuzot except that the scrolls can be written in any language, but
tefillim and mezuzot can only be written in Assyrian [letters in
Hebrew language]. Rabban Simeon ben Gamaliel [said], “So too
with respect to scrolls [other than in Hebrew], they only permitted

if they are written in Greek.”**

(ed. Theodor-Albeck, 342). On other superiorities of the Greek language, see Gen.
Rab. 16:4 (ed. Theodor-Albeck, 158). See Willem F. Smelik, Rabbis, Language and
Translation in Late Antiquity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 28 n.
60. See also Chapter 2, n. 26.

For this understanding of “beauty” here as referring to the beauty of the “Greek
language,” see Midr. ‘Ag. Gen. 9:29 (ed. Buber, 29a). For a radiant discussion of the
“beauty of Japheth,” see Emmanuel Lévinas, “The Translation of the Scripture: From
the Tractate Megillah, 8b and g9a—9b,” in In the Time of the Nations, trans. Michael
B. Smith (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994), 52-54. For other rabbinic
understandings of Gen. 9:27, see Gen. Rab. 36:8 (ed. Theodor-Albeck, 1:342); Deut.
Rab. 1:1; and parallels.

M. Meg. 1:8, according to MS Kaufmann. See also y. Meg. 1:11, 71c (ed. Academy of
Hebrew Language, 749); b. Meg. 8b-9b; 18a; Sop. 15:1-2 (ed. Higger, 274-75). Tefillim
and mezuzot contain tiny scrolls of parchment, on which are written scriptural
verses, which are enclosed within small leather cases and not read, except by scribes
who wrote or inspected them.
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Rabban Simeon ben Gamaliel presumably takes a more restric-
tive view of scriptural translations than do his rabbinic colleagues.
According to them, unlike tefillim and mezuzot, which can only
be written in Hebrew and in “square” script, perhaps because they
are not publicly read, and hence do not require translation, but
serve as talismans), scriptural scrolls can be written in any language
(presumably of the seventy languages of humankind).” Appar-
ently in a minority of one, Rabban Simeon ben Gamaliel makes
an exception for only one non-Hebrew language and translation,
that being Greek. However, it is not clear whether this permission
applies only to a particular Greek translation of Scriptures or to
any, and what is there manner of writing. The question of language
choice, between Hebrew and Greek, in liturgical settings is directly
posed and debated in the following passage from the Jerusalem
Talmud. It comments on m. Sotah 7:1-2, which lists those rituals
that can only be recited in the Holy Language (Hebrew; presuma-
bly so as to be performatively affective and effective) and those that
can be recited “in any language,” including the twice-daily recita-
tion of the Shema“ among the latter group:*

NwHa KOX 'MXI WK Yw NMp R MK LK YL '0a A" 0ot "ynw oy

"o

™p 5P yuw oph SR anm a5 M mhxn omatn rm” L vo o Lempn
PTIIRY M K IR 72 AR CTIpIRY 01 Y pnw 1n1apn Xya o ynw
.12 M 2w LT Xanw NS D02 K¥P XOX AP D nmpr XD mwR npd
AR LMWX KOK 12 K IIKR LIPD DMOR PSP 0 .AN0R noan in
pha rmwx XHKX R X w5 nmwx nmnph P o anox nbuan LXan A
7 P71 XIWw WD 502 112 K¥1 191 1952 12 RYe

» As discussed in Chapter 3.

* Deut. 6:4-9; 11:13-21; Num. 15:37-41; and their accompanying blessings.

* Y. Sotah 7:1, 21b. The text is that of MS Leiden as per the edition of the Academy of
the Hebrew Language, 933, with slight modifications. Compare y. Meg. 2:1, 73a; b.

«

Sotah 32b. For further discussion of this passage, see Joseph Geiger, “‘Voices Reciting
the Shma in Greek’: Jews, Gentiles and Greek Wisdom in Caesarea,” Cathedra 99

(2001): 27-36 (Hebrew).
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“The recitation of the Shema™ [can be rendered in any language,]
as it is written, “And you shall speak of them” (Deut. 6:7).”* Rabbi
[Judah the Patriarch] (ca. 200 CE) says, “I say, “The recitation of the
Shema’ is said only in the Holy Language.””*® What is its Scriptural
basis? “And these are the [very] words ...” (Deut. 6:6).>° R. Levi bar
haitah (?) went to Caesarea. He heard them recite the Shema“ in
Greek (7vomdx = éMnvioti = Hellenistic). He wanted to stop them.
R. Yose (ca. 250 cE) heard and was angered. He said, “Should I say,
‘He who does not know how to read them in Assyrian letters [of
Hebrew language] should not read them at all?’ Rather, one fulfills
his obligation in any language which he knows.” R. Berekhiah (ca.
375 CE) replied, “With respect to the Scroll of Esther, if one knew
how to read it in either Assyrian letters [of Hebrew language] or
in everyday language,” he fulfills his obligation to read it only in
Assyrian letters [of Hebrew language].” Said R. Mana (250 CE), “As
to the Scroll of Esther, if one knew how to read it in Assyrian letters
[of Hebrew] and in everyday language, he fulfills his obligation to
read it only in Assyrian letters [of Hebrew language]. [If he knew
how to read it only] in everyday language, he can fulfill his obliga-
tion to read it [by doing so] in everyday language. And so [at least
in some circumstances] one fulfills his obligation to read it in any

language which he knows.”*

In short, while the ritual recitation of the Shema“ and the read-

ing of the scroll of Esther should preferably be done in the Holy

28

24

°

Meaning, you shall speak of them in the language that you speak.

Interestingly, the position here attributed to Rabbi Judah the Patriarch (the Shema’
can be recited in Hebrew alone) is contrary to the anonymous rule of the Mishnah,
which composition is conventionally ascribed, at least in its later stages, to him.
Meaning, these words are not to be altered through recitation in another language,
but should be the very same words as uttered by Moses. For the same interpretation
attributed to Rabbi Judah the Patriarch, see t. Sot. 7:7 (ed. Lieberman, 193).

While this could refer to any vernacular language, frequently, as most likely here, it
denotes Greek in particular.

It is unclear whether this refers to the recitation of the Shema’, the reading of the
scroll of Esther, or both.
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Language of Hebrew, so as to achieve maximal ritual effect, accord-
ing to one view, they can also be recited, especially by those who
do not know Hebrew, in the language with which the speaker has
greater facility and comprehension, with Greek being the only such
language singled out here as an exemplar. In other words, better
Greek than nothing! It is interesting that Caesarea is the locale in
which the question of the preferred/allowed language for the reci-
tation of the Shema" is disputed, as it was a major urban center of
Roman rule and culture on the Mediterranean coast, as well as a
center of rabbinic learning at the time of the Mishnah’s composi-
tion and beyond. Presumably the synagogue in question is one of
Greek-speaking and comprehending Jews in the Land of Israel.*
Similar ambivalence, in a context not dealing with translation
per se, surrounds the question of whether it is permitted (or even
desirable) to teach one’s son or daughter Greek language, in the ear-
lier and Palestinian sources, or wisdom in the Babylonian Talmud,
the difference between them not always being clear). R. Abahu (ca.
300), in the name of R. Yohanan (ca. 250), is said to have allowed
a father to teach his daughter Greek (language, wisdom, or both?),
“because it (= Greek) is a (beautiful) ornament ("wan) to her, once
again stresses the beauty of (presumably) the Greek language.”*

33 T would guess that the recitation of the Shema® doxology in modern diasporan
synagogues is predominantly performed in Hebrew, rather than the vernacular, even
if the congregants are functionally illiterate in Hebrew. For more on the question
of “Japhet in the tents of Shem,” see Maren R. Niehoff, “Homer between Celsus,
Origen and the Jews of Late Antique Palaestina,” in Text and Intertext in Greek Epic
and Drama: Essays in Honor of Margalit Finkelberg, ed. Jonathan J. Price and Rachel
Zelnick-Abramovitz (London and New York: Routledge, 2020), 185-209, esp. 202-4,
with reference to the copious previous scholarship on this question.

3* The most recent detailed examinations of the sources are those of Vidas, “Greek
Wisdom in Babylonia”; and Yael Wilfand, “The Roman Context for the Rabbinic
Ban on Teaching Greek to Sons,” JA] 8 (2017): 365-87. See also nn. 17 and 38. The
main primary sources are as follows, in rough chronological order: m. Sotah 9:14 (ed.
Academy of the Hebrew Language, 110); t. Sotah 15:8 (ed. Lieberman, 242); t. ‘Abod.
Zar. 1:20 (ed. Zuckermandel, 461; ed. Freiman, 146), citing Josh. 1:8 (It is permitted
to teach Greek to one’s son so long as it is neither day nor night); y. Pe’ah 1:1, 15¢ (ed.
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This contrasts with, but does not necessarily negate, other early
rabbinic teachings that emphasize the importance, especially in the
Land of Israel, of teaching one’s son Hebrew.*

Once again (see n. 24, for m. Meg. 1:8), it is Rabban Simeon ben
Gamaliel who appears more inclined toward favoring Greek, at
least for the members of his “family,” presumably due to his patri-
archal position, whether real or imagined, vis-a-vis Rome, whose
colonizing of the Eastern Mediterranean was conducted in Greek.
Such use of Greek to communicate with Roman elites could either
be traitorous (Greek-speaking Jewish informants,’® who are com-
pared to raisers of pigs”) or advantageous (Greek-speaking Jewish
interlocutors), depending on who is using it and for which pur-
poses.’® In any case, it is a double-edged sword, leading some sages
to forbid and some to permit.

Notwithstanding the calamitous view of the Torah having been
translated into Greek (presumably referring to the translation com-
missioned by King Ptolemy in Alexandria in the mid-third century
BCE), with which we began this chapter (Section 7.2), we know of
at least three other ancient Jewish translations of the Torah into

Academy of the Hebrew Language, 79), on informants and daughters; y. Sotah 9:14
(16), 24¢ (ed. Academy of the Hebrew Language, 950), on informants and daughters;
y. Sabb. 6:1, 7d (ed. Academy of the Hebrew Language, 395), sons and daughters in
the Patriarch’s “house,” ma5n5 pppr (“dependent on the government”); y. ‘Abod. Zar.
2:2, 41a (ed. Academy of the Hebrew Language, 1386), similar to previous; b.
Sotah 49b (story of siege and elder speaking Greek) with parallels: b. B. Qam.
82b-83a; b. Menah. 64b; 99b; b. Menah. 9gb, citing Josh. 1:8. For the story of the siege
of Jerusalem, but without any mention of Greek language or wisdom, see y. Ber. 4:1,
7b; as well as the parallel in Josephus: Ant. 14.25-28. Presumably the emphasis on
Greek language or wisdom represents a later stage of transmission.

% For sources and discussion, see my article, “Before and After Babel,” 33¥-35%.

For “informants” (mmon) see p. Pe’ah 1:1, 15¢.

¥ B. Sotah 49b and parallels.

The Tosefta (Sotah 15:8) allows the teaching of Greek to the “sons” of Rabban Simeon

ben Gamaliel on the grounds that they are mabn5 panp (“close to the government”).

«

See Rashi’s gloss to “Greek wisdom” in b. Sotah 49b: ““Greek wisdom’: The language
of wisdom which the members of the palace (1v5s 212) [= the Roman officials] speak,

but with which the rest of the [= Jewish] people are not familiar.” See also nn. 17, 34.
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Greek with which the Rabbis knew and of which they appear not
to have disapproved: those of Aquila, Symmachus, and Theodotion
(second-third centuries cE), all of which survive in fragmentary
form and patristic citations.>® The evidence for more direct rabbinic
knowledge and approval is strongest for the translation attributed
to Aquila.*° In other words, it would appear that it was not the
translation of Hebrew Scriptures into Greek per se that caused the
trouble. Rabbinic literature overall is negative neither toward Greek
as a language nor of translating the Torah into Greek.” At most,
they were collectively ambivalent toward both.

7.4 Worst Day Ever

After these relatively positive, or at least mixed views of the Greek
language and its employment for scriptural translation and ritual
recitation, we return to our first passage (in which God warns
Moses of the risks to Israelite identity were the Oral Torah to fol-
low the fate of the Written Torah in being translated from Hebrew

3 For introductions to these three translations, see Jobes and Silva, Invitation to the
Septuagint, 26-30.

4% See Giuseppe Veltri, “Deconstructing Translations: The Canonical Substitution
Aquila/Onkelos,” in Giuseppe Veltri, Libraries, Translations, and “Canonic”
Texts: The Septuagint, Aquila and Ben Sira in the Jewish and Christian Traditions,
Supplements to the Journal for the Study of Judaism, 109 (Leiden: Brill, 2006),
147-89; Jenny R. Labendz, “Aquila’s Bible Translation in Late Antiquity: Jewish
and Christian Perspectives,” HTR 102 (2009): 353-88; Alison Salvesen, “Did Aquila
and Symmachus Shelter under the Rabbinic Umbrella?” in Greek Scripture and the
Rabbis, ed. Timothy Michael Law and Alison Salvesen, CBET 66 (Leuven: Peeters,
2012), 107-25. Rabbinic sources that mention Aquila are provided in Salvesen’s “Did
Aquila and Symmachus Shelter under the Rabbinic Umbrella?” 107 n. 1, and treated
by Labendz, “Aquila’s Bible Translation in Late Antiquity,” 355-70 and Veltri,
“Deconstructing History and Traditions,” 176-85.

4 For other early rabbinic texts that suggest a special status for Greek among the non-
Hebraic languages, see m. Seqal. 3:2 (Greek was used in the Jerusalem Temple); m.

Git. 9:8 (a bill of divorce and names of witnesses, both in Greek).
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into Greek). Such writing and translating would render both the
Written and the Oral Torah not just accessible, but the legitimiz-
ing possession of anyone who would translate it into any language,
especially Greek. Turning back to the translation of the Torah into
Greek in mid-third-century BCE Alexandria, we find in another
relatively late (eighth-century?) text, the expression of another
strongly stated repudiation of that Greek translation:

DNmd "1 N anen XSw L,5apn 12 nwyaw o SRawS awp ovi Imx m
v 5o

That day [on which the Torah was translated into Greek under
King Ptolemy] was as disastrous for Israel as the day on which the
[Golden] Calf was made.** For the Torah could not be translated as
it requires.®

There are two parts of this statement that do not sit so comforta-
bly with one another. On the one hand, the making of the Greek
Torah in Alexandria is said to have been as calamitous for (the true)

2 This expression only appears in one other place in early rabbinic literature: t. Sabb.
1:16 (ed. Lieberman, 4), and parallels (e.g., y. Sabb. 1:4, 3¢; b. Sabb. 17a), with regard
to eighteen laws disputed by the Houses of Hillel and Shammai, which the latter
decreed as they outnumbered the former. No further explanation is provided. The
incident of the Golden Calf connects to targum in one other way: According to m.
Meg. 4:10, “The first [account of] the incident of the [Golden] Calf (Exod. 32:1-20)
is read and translated; the second (Exod. 32:21-35) is read but not translated.” Much
has been written regarding the “forbidden targumim.” Recently, see Smelik, Rabbis,
Language and Translation, 111, 201-18.

Sop. 1:7 (ed. Higger, 102) // Sep. Torah 1:6 (ed. Higger, 22-24). The last sentence of
the text might be a gloss. As it stands, does this sentence mean to say that the Torah

4

is untranslatable into any language (except, we might presume, Aramaic), or is it
specifically untranslatable into Greek? For its opposite (Greek alone is suitable),

see the citation at the end of this note. For other accounts, see nn. 1-2. Smelik
(Rabbis, Language, and Translation, 299) translates, “because the Torah cannot be
translated appropriately” (perhaps meaning “accurately”). Compare y. Meg. 1:8, 71¢
(ed. Academy of the Hebrew Language, 749), where, using the same expression, it is
said that Greek alone is suitable for translating the Torah namy %> (“as it requires”),
certainly a much more favorable view of Greek language and translation.
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Israel as was the making of the Golden Calf, for which, according to
Exodus 32:10, God was ready to destroy Israel (save for Moses), as
Moses had done to the tablets of the Pact, in Exodus 32:15. Accord-
ing to rabbinic tradition, not only was the making and worship of
Golden Calf Israel’s greatest sin of flagrant idolatry, but had they
not so sinned, the revelation at Mt. Sinai would have restored the
Israelites to immortality. The making and worship of the Golden
Calf was, in effect, Israel’s “original sin” as a people. Here is Louis
Ginzberg’s paraphrase:

[Flor the worship of the Golden Calf had more disastrous conse-
quences for Israel than any other of their sins. God had resolved
to give life everlasting to the nation that would accept the Torah,
hence Israel upon accepting the Torah gained supremacy over the
Angel of Death. But they lost this power when they worshipped the
Golden Calf.... [T]here is no sorrow that falls to Israel’s lot that is
not in part a punishment for their worship of the Golden Calf.**

Instead, Israel barely survived. That such an extreme punishment
could have been caused, by analogy, by such a seemingly well-
intended but possibly misguided translation (originally by Jews)
of the Torah into Greek might appear to not rise to the level of
“measure for measure.” Was the Greek translation of the untrans-
latable text of divine revelation (as Ben Sira’s grandson concurs)
as egregious a transgression as the idolatrous construction and
worship of the Golden Calf? So claims our text. But does it do so
for any translation into any language (the Torah being untranslat-
able), or does it do so for this particular translation into Greek in
particular? Lest we think the sages were univocal in this (or any)
matter, compare y. Meg. 1:8, 71c (ed. Academy of the Hebrew Lan-
guage, 749), where, using the very same expression as our text for

# Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews, trans. Henrietta Szold and Paul Radin, 7
vols. (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1913-39), 3:120, with notes
in vol. 6 for the rabbinic sources.
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the untranslatability of the Torabh, it is said that Greek alone is suit-
able for translating the Torah 75my 55 (“as it requires”), certainly
a much more favorable view of Greek language and translation,
albeit from an earlier time.

We might contrast the catastrophic rabbinic view with the very
enthusiastic response of the High Priest Eleazar, according to Let.
Aris. 41-46, to King Ptolemy’s request to have the Torah trans-
lated into Greek. There is not a hint of any suspicion of an impend-
ing calamity or of the impossibility of the translators’ task here,
but their very opposites. Perhaps Eleazar and his advisers simply
lacked the prophetic foresight that was divinely granted to Moses.
In hindsight, the author of the Letter of Aristeas views the trans-
lation of the Torah into Greek as the most effective enabler of a
positive “merger” between Jewish-Greek social identities, a far cry
from the rhetorical vanquishing of one “Israel” (Hebrew) at the
hands of another (Greek/Christian), as per our later rabbinic texts.
Some seventy years ago, Victor Tcherikover characterized the
ideology of the Letter of Aristeas as follows: “The Torah in Greek
would serve the Jews as a ticket of admission into the world of
Greek culture and Greek society,” rather than as a ticket of exclu-
sion.” If the rabbinic texts, especially later ones, bemoan the trans-
lation of the Torah into Greek, the Letter of Aristeas celebrates it,
that is, positively portraying the king and the people celebrating
it (Let. Aris. 308-309, 312) and taking measures to ensure that it
would never by altered (310-11). Philo (Mos. 2.41-43) reports the
establishment of an annual celebration by the Jews and non-Jews of
Alexandria to commemorate and give thanks to God “for the good
gift so old yet ever young.”*°

# Victor A. Tcherikover, “The Ideology of the Letter of Aristeas,” HTR 51 (1958): 59-85
(77), originally published in Hebrew in 1949. Much more recently, see Noah Hacham
and Lilach Sagiv, “Social Identity in the Letter of Aristeas,” Journal of Ancient
Judaism 9 (2018): 325-43.

46 LCL 6:468-69.
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7.5 Conclusion

Returning to our opening and closing rabbinic texts, if we read
them in light of one another, we might find them, unexpectedly,
to complement one another in their disagreement. It is only if
the Hebrew Torah (vouog) is fully translatable into Greek, “as it
requires,” that the “nations” (Christians) could claim to be of (at
least) equal status, that is, “the scales would appear to be balanced.”
Each would hold, as it were, an equal claim to being the true “Israel”
and “the children of the Lord.” The remaining question for the Rab-
bis is whether the existing Greek translation of the Septuagint is an
accurate version, “as it requires.”

The making and worship of the Golden Calf threatened to undo
everything that God and Moses had accomplished covenantally
through the Exodus from Egypt and the revelation at Mt. Sinai. Sim-
ilarly, a translation of the Torah into Greek, that could be claimed
by Hellenistic Jews (and, in effect, by later Christians) to be indis-
tinguishable, in sacred content and revelatory authority, from its
Hebrew source, would lead to the same fate, threatening to undo
(Jewish) Israel’s claim to a special covenantal divine bond through
the Sinaitic revelation to it alone.*® Thus, the threat to Israel’s identity
as God’s covenantal partner alone is the direct result not just of the
translation of the Torah into Greek, but of the Christian claim, begun
by Greek-speaking Jews such as Philo, that the resulting Greek trans-
lation was a “sister” (or “one and the same”) to the Hebrew “original.”

In sum, only if the unwritten Oral Torah (mishnah = God’s
“mysteries”) remained oral and untranslated could Israel achieve

# For early rabbinic texts that highlight the inaccuracy of the Septuagint, see n. 1.

4% Of course, what would become the Israelite covenant goes back to Abraham, but its
collective consummation occurs at Mt. Sinai. For rabbinic accounts of the non-
Jewish nations rejecting the Torah law offered to them by God, see Steven D. Fraade,
“Rabbis on Gentile Lawlessness: Three Midrashic Moments,” in Law and Lawlessness
in Early Judaism and Early Christianity, ed. David Lincicum, Ruth Sheridan, and
Charles Stang, WUNT 420 (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2019), 135-55.
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and maintain a distinct advantage (as the Rabbis viewed it) vis-
a-vis those who only possessed a Greek translation of the Torah,
and an imperfect one at that. Israel’s very identity, if not survival,
depended on it.

But how are we to understand or explain the sharp differences,
mutatis mutandis, between the earlier and later (chronologically
speaking) texts that we have examined, with respect to both the
scriptural translation and the Greek language, in relation to both
of the other languages directly and daily encountered by the Rabbis
(Hebrew and Aramaic), as well as the totality (seventy) of human
languages? I would argue, but not here in any detail, that in the
Hellenistic and early Roman periods, Greek was associated with
the Roman Empire, as that was the language of imperial power and
privilege in the Eastern Mediterranean, areas which Jews populated.
To aspire to social, cultural, economic, and political status, in effect,
required some degree of both fluency in Greek language and a taste
for Greek culture, obviously at different degrees in different local
and socioeconomic strata. One could argue that rabbinic Judaism
offered, to its limited but widening circles, a way to adopt, adapt,
and resist, mainly inwardly, Rome’s (that is, Greek’s) hegemony.*
The Rabbis resisted its inroads even as they were enamored of it,
especially its Greek language.

But with the Christianization of the empire, beginning in the
early fourth century and expanding gradually, Greek was increas-
ingly associated with the dominance of Christianity. Now their
converted “hosts” shared with them a degree of monotheism and a
shared Scripture, albeit in Greek, over which to compete for favor
and identity, such as had not existed, or exited much more limit-
edly, under the previous imperial regime, as well as those before
it. No wonder that the prospect of the Oral Torah being translated

4 For a lengthy and solid account, with reference to the prior history of scholarship,
see Katell Berthelot, Jews and Their Roman Rivals: Pagan Rome’s Challenge to Israel
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2021). See also nn. 17, 38.
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into Greek represented, at least potentially, a game-changer of the
gravest consequences. What changed, and it happened gradually,
was not the language, but the empire that it represented, both prac-
tically and symbolically.

Needless to say, history is full of ironies. The Oral Torah was even-
tually (scholars debate when) written down, eventually printed, and
more recently digitized, and circulated in many translations and
scripts, via a wide range of communicative media. What’s more,
Jews and Christians and others of many denominations have con-
tinued to argue about its meaning, with no one assured the final
say by God tipping the scale. But the written Oral Torah managed
to preserve aspects of its orality, especially in its dialogical forms of
discourse. And, when last checked, rabbinic Judaism and its written
Oral Torah, with all of their argumentative diversity of form and
content, continue to flourish. Just look at the thriving Jewish book
market for rabbinic writings, whether physical or virtual. God for-
bid, was God wrong in his catastrophic prediction to Moses? Only
time will tell.
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It is in the nature of rabbinic literature that it resists closure. In
part, this is a function of its anthological nature as a matter of
open textual form, and in part it is due to the open-ended nature
of its scholastic debates as an expression of its intellectual pro-
clivities to revel in “disagreement for the sake of heaven.” The
two explanations certainly complement one another." Notwith-
standing our intensive readings and analyses of the texts before
us, often juxtaposing them alongside one another, whether within
or between the preceding chapters, they leave many questions un-
or incompletely answered. Rather than seeing these loose ends as
a misfortune, I have repeatedly, but from a variety of vantages,
sought to illustrate the profundity of the liminal nature of transla-
tion in general, and of rabbinic translation of Scripture (targum)
in particular. The very variety of the rhetorical forms of argument
that we have explored is itself a cause for celebration, but also for
collaboration.

' For recent debate on the rabbinic culture of debate, see the following essays that
comment in turn on one another: Steven D. Fraade, “Rabbinic Polysemy and
Pluralism Revisited: Between Praxis and Thematization,” AJS Review 31 (2007): 1-40;
Steven D. Fraade, “A Response to Azzan Yadin-Israel on Rabbinic Polysemy: Do
They ‘Preach’ What They Practice?” AJS 38 (2014): 339-61; Richard Hidary, Dispute
for the Sake of Heaven: Legal Pluralism in the Talmud, B]S 353 (Atlanta: Society of
Biblical Literature, 2010); Moshe Simon-Shoshan, “These and Those Are the Words of
the Living God, But ...”: Meaning, Background, and Reception of an Early Rabbinic
Teaching,” AJSR 45 (2021): 1-29; Azzan Yadin-Israel, “Rabbinic Polysemy: A Response
to Steven Fraade,” AJS Review 38 (2014): 129-41.
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On the one hand, as I have tried to correct, targumic studies
resides on the borderlines of rabbinic literature and those who
study it are largely out of sight, just as rabbinic literature views
targum as straddling the porous boundary between the Written
and Oral Torah, whether as textual artifact or as textual practice,
whether in private or public, whether as teaching or as liturgy, with
gray areas between each pair, gray areas being the main ingredients
in the rabbinic curricular diet. In a sense, targum is denied a place,
or given a partial place, within the rabbinic “canon,” if we can call
it such. I have tried, rather, to bring front and center rabbinic views
and practices of multilingualism and targum, in fact to celebrate
their liminality on several fronts.

But I also hope to have opened some eyes between the academic
fields of Jewish/Judaic studies and translation studies, there being
precious little light cast between them.” The questions and issues
posed in the Introduction (Chapter 1) should be of equal interest to
both species of scholars, as should the profoundly remarkable texts
upon which I built my arguments. In part, this is because the field
of translation studies is more focused on multilingualism in mod-
ern times (as are scholars of multilingualism in Jewish studies). If
so, then I hope to convinced both groups that multilingualism (and
hence translation) and its “origins” reach far more deeply and widely
back into antiquity (if not into the Garden of Eden [Chapter 2]),
than is commonly presumed.’ One of my readers suggested that
Judaism, with its devotion to “The Book” in its “original” Hebrew
language (unlike, say, most denominations of Christianity), could be
presumed to frown on multilingualism and the translation of Scrip-
ture from Hebrew into vernacular tongues.

If T hope to have accomplished something in writing this book, it
would be to have succeeded in dispelling such a simplification, by

* A notable exception is Willem F. Smelik, Rabbis, Language and Translation in Late
Antiquity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), on whom see Chapter 1, n. 5.
3 See Chapter 1, n. 1, for some bibliography.
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painting a much more complex, nonessentialist, unhomogenized
picture. Similarly, I hope to have dislodged the presumption that
translation in general and targum in particular is intended (as medi-
eval Rabbis would regrettably say) for “women and children,” that
is, for those who lacked access, for whatever reason, to the Hebrew
“original.” In each chapter, I hope to have demonstrated that (to
varying degrees, of course) translation, especially of Scripture,* was
understood as the first pedagogical and hermeneutical step in the
dynamic process of interpretation, regardless of one’s level of lin-
guistic competency, and that Aramaic targum was Hebrew Scrip-
ture’s hermeneutical and dialogical accompaniment, rather than
its monolingual replacement. To what extent this is an idealization
and not a reliable representation of real practice (as is commonly
the case in rabbinic literature) is difficult to surmise, Once again,
one size does not fit all.

Given that this final chapter is an afterword and not a conclusion,
I wish to turn our attention from the ancient past to its successive
futures.

Jewish multilingualism, and especially bilingualism, whether
written or spoken, hardly ended with the death of Aramaic as a
spoken Jewish language, but continued to flourish in many soci-
olinguistic settings across two millennia and almost every con-
tinent. It continued to play a central role in the history of Jewish
identity-forming interactions with non-Hebraic neighbors, mainly
Christians and Muslims, as much as among its internal Jewish
denominations. Not only did Aramaic continue as a language
of literary religious creativity (e.g., Aramaic as a language of tal-
mudic commentary, as a language of legal writs, as a language
of prayer, and as a language of mystical commentary), but other
Jewish vernaculars took their places as vehicles of Jewish religious
expression alongside and in dialogue with Hebrew as the ances-
tral “holy tongue.” In the Middle Ages, such rabbinic masters as

* See Chapter 1, nn. 18-21, for other ancient manifestations of multilingualism.
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Moses Maimonides, Judah Halevi, Solomon ibn Gabirol, Bahya ibn
Paquda, and Abraham ibn Ezra wrote some works in Hebrew and
others in Arabic, a language and culture in which Jews in Islamic
societies were deeply immersed over a long period of time.” Some
of these were shortly translated from Arabic into Hebrew and cir-
culated in both. In more recent times, Jewish writers, most notably
Mendele Mocher Seforim and I. L. Peretz, employed both Hebrew
and Yiddish in their writings. While these writers are exemplary,
they are not exceptional. In Mendele’s case, he wrote versions of his
works in both Hebrew and Yiddish, each with a different intended
quality, and in some cases translating his own works from one lan-
guage to the other. These writers maintained and strengthened the
dynamic, creative link between Hebrew as the permanent Jewish
language and the temporal Jewish vernaculars which Jews adopted,
adapted, and combined.

Even though this assembly of essays has focused on cultural prod-
ucts of the distant past, its dual subjects of multilingualism and trans-
lation have been perpetual markers of Jewish society, culture, and
identity from its earliest days (sixth century BCE, with the Persian
conquest) to today, across millennia and continents. The template
that has largely sustained and strengthened Judaism from then until
now has been one forged of three sociolinguistic vectors: (1) Hebrew
as the eternal wnpn b (“holy tongue” or “language of holiness™); (2)
the language(s) of the dominant surrounding culture (Greek in
Greco-Roman antiquity, and Middle Persian in the eastern diaspora
of Babylonia);° and (3) a “bridge” language between Hebrew and the
dominant culture (Aramaic in antiquity), with the bridge language

> As robustly demonstrated by Shelomo Dov Goitein, Mediterranean Society: The Jewish
Communities of the Arab World as Portrayed in the Documents of the Cairo Geniza,
vol. 2: Community (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1971), as per Chapter 6,
n. st

© For the dire consequences of not knowing the language of one’s conquerors, see Deut.
28:49; Jer. 5:15. For the wealth of recent scholarly literature dealing with translation
and multilingualism in the Greco-Roman worlds, see Chapter 3, n. 1.
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typically being written in Hebrew characters, even as its language was
largely non-Hebrew).” This dialectical linguistic triangle has proven
itself to be remarkably sustainable, as well a culturally creative. In the
words of Qohelet (4:12), pn2 mina X5 Whwnn vinm (“A threefold cord
is not readily broken”).

Not only does Judaism represent the (if not one of the) longest,
continuous, multilingual translation projects of human history, but
translation among a plethora of languages has been a central com-
ponent of Judaism’s cultural vitality, despite, or perhaps in response
to, the vicissitudes of history, even as the specific “languages in con-
tact” have changed (as has Hebrew from time to time and place
to place).” Notwithstanding this longevity and centrality, we lack a
historical, literary, and linguistic overview of multilingualism and
translation in Jewish culture across time and place. It is hoped that
this book will provide an impetus to such an intellectually urgent
endeavor.’ A further desideratum would be to expand the scope so

7 See Chapter 7, n. 20.
¥ For the phrase, see Uriel Weinreich, Languages in Contact: Findings and Problems
(New York: Linguistic Circle of New York, 1953; repr. The Hague: Mouton, 1974).
°  Asa sampler of the smorgasbord: For the relationship of Hebrew to Aramaic
representing Jewish multilingualism across history, see E. Y. Kutscher,

“mTn qwna nnmb man nmayn nawn,” Hadoar 47 (1968): 507-10; Micah Josef
Berdichevsky (Bin-Gorion), “Hebrew and Aramaic,” in Poesy and Language,

ed. Emanual Bin-Gorion (Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 1987), 1015 (Hebrew). For

an excellent, but brief overview, see Gideon Toury, “Translation and Reflection

on Translation: A Skeletal History for the Uninitiated,” in Robert Singerman,

Jewish Translation History: A Bibliography of Bibliographies and Studies, Benjamins
Translation Library 44 (Amsterdam and Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 2002), ix—xxxi.
For an excellent historical overview of Jewish translation, that asks, among other
questions, “What’s Jewish about Jewish translation?,” see Naomi Seidman, “Sacred
Tongue, Translated People: Translation in the Jewish Tradition,” in The Routledge
Handbook of Translation and Religion, ed. Hephzibah Israel (Oxford: Routledge, 2023),
334—47. Note as well the recent collection of essays on translation in Jewish history and
culture, but which only begins with the seventeenth century ct: Marius Krah, Mirjam
Thulin, and Biana Pick, eds., “Transformative Translations in Jewish History and

Culture,” in PaRDeS: Zeitschrift der Vereinigung fiir Jiidische Studien e. V. / Journal of
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as to include reverberations, whether direct or indirect, among the

two other “peoples of the book,” and hence of translation between

sacred and vernacular languages, in Christianity and Islam, as I

have begun in Chapter 7 for the former and in Chapter 2 for the
latter.*

the German Association for Jewish Studies 19 (Potsdam: Universitatsverlag Potsdam,
2019). Others who have taken in the wide view, seeing multilingualism as an essential
source of Jewish creativity, include Dov Sadan, Abne-Bedeq: ‘al siprutenu, masadah,
weagapheha (Tel-Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuhad, 1962); and Shmuel Niger, Bilingualism
in the History of Jewish Literature, trans. Joshua A. Fogel (Lanham, MD: University
Press of America, 1990). For other relatively recent publications dealing with the
modern bilingualism of Hebrew and Yiddish, see Steven D. Fraade, “Before and After
Babel: Linguistic Exceptionalism and Pluralism in Early Rabbinic Literature,” Diné
elsrael 28 (2011): 68* n. 90; Steven D. Fraade, “Language Mix and Multilingualism in
Ancient Palestine: Literary and Inscriptional Evidence,” Jewish Studies 48 (2012): 40* n.
101. To those bibliographies can now be add the following: Naomi Brenner, Lingering
Bilingualism: Modern Hebrew and Yiddish Literatures in Contact (Syracuse, NY:
Syracuse University Press, 2016); Kirsten A. Fuderman, Vernacular Voices: Language
and Identity in Medieval French Jewish Communities (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2010); Liora Halperin, Babel in Zion: Jews, Nationalism, and
Language Diversity in Palestine, 1920-1948 (New Haven: Yale University Press,

2015); Adriana X. Jacobs, Strange Cocktail: Translation and the Making of Modern
Hebrew Poetry (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2018); Lital Levy, Poetic
Trespass: Writing between Hebrew and Arabic in Israel/Palestine (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2014); Anita Norich, “Under Whose Sign? Hebraism and Yiddishism
as Paradigms of Modern Jewish Literary History,” PMLA 125.3 (2010): 774-84;

Naomi Seidman, Faithful Renderings: Jewish-Christian Difference and the Politics

of Translation, Afterlives of the Bible (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006);
Abigail E. Gillman, “Between Religion and Culture: Mendelssohn, Buber, Rosenzweig
and the Enterprise of Biblical Translation,” in Biblical Translation in Context, ed.
Frederick Knobloch, Studies and Texts in Jewish History and Culture 19 (Bethesda:
University Press of Maryland, 2002), 93-114; Abigail Gillman, A History of German
Jewish Bible Translation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2018).

For starters, see Tim Denecker, Ideas on Language in Early Latin Christianity:

From Tertullian to Isidore of Seville, VCSup 142 (Leiden: Brill, 2017); Travis Zadeh,
The Vernacular Quran: Translation and the Rise of Persian Exegesis, Institute of
Ismaili Studies Qur’anic Studies Series 7 (Oxford and London: Oxford University
Press, 2012); Ronit Ricci, Islam Translated: Literature, Conversion, and the Arabic
Cosmopolis of South and Southeast Asia (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011).
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As we began by considering rabbinic views of multilingualism
as a creative blessing rather than a confusing curse, we ended with
an acknowledgment of both the great rewards and the severe risks,
especially societal, inherent in the translator’s dynamic vocation.
After our tour, I would hope that we would not embrace (as Wal-
ter Benjamin and George Steiner surely would not), Franz Rosen-
zweig’s advice to the readers of his translation of Judah Halevi’s
poetry from Hebrew to German: “Dear Reader, study Hebrew and
throw my version in the fire.”" Similarly, he writes to Gershom
Scholem, concerning his 1920 translation of the Grace After Meals:
“If Thappen to have a Jewish guest who can just read Hebrew - even
if he cannot understand a sentence, and so to speak, not a word - I
conceal the existence of the translation from him. The uncompre-
hended Hebrew gives him more than the finest translation.”* This
is not to say that Rosenzweig did not value the work of translation
(especially scriptural), to which he dedicated so much of his wan-
ing energies, but that he intended his translations for Christians
and Jews who did not read Hebrew and sought to communicate
to them not just the meanings but the very qualities of the Hebrew
source, as experienced by a Hebrew reader, in German, even when
that meant employing what others considered “bad” German. For
Rosenzweig, the translation, if “good,” would replace, not comple-
ment, the Hebrew source.

Rather, Benjamin and Steiner, we might imagine, would have
had Rosenzweig (as well as his readers, diners, and us) interline-
arly recite and interpret texts in as many languages as possible so as
to reveal thereby their fullest panoply of languages as language, of

"' Franz Rosenzweig, Jehuda Halevi: zweiundneunzig Hymnen und Gedichte deutsch
(Berlin: Lambert Schneider, 1927). For a fuller discussion of Rosenzweig as a
translator, see William W. Hallo, “Notes on Translation,” Eretz-Israel 16 (1982):
99-105 (English section).

> The translation is from Nahum N. Glatzer, Franz Rosenzweig: His Life and Thought,
2nd ed. (New York: Schocken, 1961), 100-2.
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meanings as meaning.” If nothing else, “dear reader,” we can now
better imagine and appreciate what a rich yet fraught discussion
Benjamin, Rosenzweig, and Steiner, and the many theorists of lan-
guage and translation that we have encountered, might have had
with one another over the deeply vibrant texts that we have read
and translated, if only they had been given the occasion.

3 For Steiner on Benjamin, see George Steiner, After Babel: Aspects of Language and
Translation, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 66-68, where he
groups Benjamin with Kafka and Borges as representing a “gnostic” or “kabbalistic”
approach to translation. I have argued, in effect, that such an approach is nascently
present, mutatis mutandis, already in many of the rabbinic texts that we have
engaged, but without any claims for influence in either direction. On Walter
Benjamin, “The Task of the Translator: An Introduction to the Translation of
Baudelaire’s Tableaux Parisiens,” in Illuminations: Essays and Reflections, ed.
Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1968),
69-82, and Walter Benjamin, “The Task of the Translator,” in Selected Writings, vol.
1: 1913-1926, ed. Marcus Bullock and Michael Jennings (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1997), 253—-62 (orig. in French, 1923), see Chapter 1, nn. 12, 14;
Chapter 2, n. 3; Chapter 3, n. 15; Chapter 6, n. 17.
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