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The name “Septuagint” originally designated the Greek translation of the first five books of the Bible (the Pentateuch). According to the legend transmitted by the second century BCE Letter of Aristeas, King Ptolemy Philadelphus II (284–246 BCE) commissioned a translation of the sacred texts of the Jews for the famous library of Alexandria. The task was accomplished by 72 translators—six translators for each of the twelve tribes of Israel. With time, the number became seventy, Latin septuaginta, hence LXX or lxx. While the authenticity of the Letter is questioned, the Letter of Aristeas underlines the inspired character of the translation and points out the need for a translation of the Law and the Hellenistic surroundings of the translators.

In the wake of the conquest of the Near East by Alexander the Great (332 BCE), post-Classical Greek (koine Greek) became the lingua franca of the East Mediterranean world. This must have been a major impetus for the translation of the Pentateuch as Jews were throughout the area and beyond. Egyptian influences on the lexicon of the LXX suggests that the translators were at work in the broader context of Ptolemaic Egypt, which includes contacts with near-by Palestine that was under direct Ptolemaic rule from 300 to 200 BCE.

The translation of the Pentateuch was probably completed by the third century BCE. The bulk of the other books were gradually translated in the next century, as attested by the second century BCE preface of the Wisdom of ben Sirach (Ecclesiasticus), while the translation of Qohelet (Ecclesiastes), Song of Songs and Lamentations was probably only completed in the first century CE. Though each biblical book had its own translator(s), the LXX displays a remarkable homogeneity.

Though “Septuagint” evokes a homogeneous entity, the Septuagint does not exist as such. The Greek translation, in fact, has been transmitted via manuscripts, versions and recensions differing amongst each other, and forms a heterogeneous corpus that now includes more books than the Hebrew Bible, a sequence that differs (Judges followed by Ruth, ___) and sometimes large differences in size, in particular in Jeremiah (…) and ???
The translation probably answered external and internal needs. A royal initiative and the production of a translation of the Law of the Jews for the library in Alexandria reflect needs external to Jewish communities. The Pentateuch, however, is more than a law, and legal reasons might not have been the primary motivation behind the translation. Therefore, liturgical or educational needs within Jewish communities were probably more pressing reasons. Little is known about Jewish liturgies at the time, the translation shows important parallels with the liturgical language of that time. The use of the translation for educational purposes rests on the presupposition that the Jews of the Diaspora no longer understood Hebrew, but used Greek (Egypt, Alexandria) or Aramaic (Palestine) as vernacular language. Yet, translation studies point at complex and well-studied word-choices, which suggests that the LXX responded to educational needs broader than giving access to the Hebrew Scriptures to non-Hebrew audiences.

The translation was not completed once for all. The Greek text continued to evolve and individual books display a diversity of variant readings and sequence. The so-called Old Greek (OG), i.e., an original Old Greek translation supposedly made from the Hebrew and later reworked by secondary revisions and recensions, can only be partially recovered by the careful evaluation of text-critical variants. Likewise, the Hebrew or Aramaic parent texts used by the Greek translators displayed textual diversity. The manuscripts found near the Dead Sea clearly indicate that there was no single standardised biblical text until the end of the first century CE and that several shapes of the biblical text circulated. It is only at the beginning of the second century CE that one text type imposed itself as the so-called textus receptus, which meant that the Greek translation of Scripture was expected to conform to this generally accepted biblical text. Conformity occurred through adaptions of the LXX version to concur with the current Hebrew text (revisions) and through new translations of the Hebrew into Greek (recensions).

The first revision known is the kaige-revision, a Jewish revision dated in the first century BCE and named after the use of the words kai gè (και γε), a weird expression in Greek that is the literal rendering of the Hebrew wegam (וגם). The process Jewish revisors/translators: Aquila (αˊ), Symmachus (σˊ), and Theodotion (θˊ). These “Three” were included in Origen’s Hexapla, an third century CE edition of the Old Testament, now largely lost. The Hexaplaric (Christian) revision was highly influential and left traces in many manuscripts. As a post-Hexaplaric revision, the Lucianic (Antiochene Christian) revision is important, especially in the books of Kings and Prophets, and seems to go back on an older textual recension. Later transmission is attested in the so-called daughter translations of the LXX, e.g., the second–third centuries CE Vetus Latina, a Latin translation of the LXX.

Besides the fact that the LXX represents the largest document in koine-Greek and is thus of immense value for lexicographic studies of post-classical Greek, the importance of the LXX for the study of the Hebrew Bible cannot be overstated. The complexity of the century-long processes that led to the textus receptus prevents considering the Greek texts as mere translations of a Hebrew text that would thus be more valuable as representative of the original or more simple inspired biblical text. As a translation, the LXX reflects a glimpse of what one type of the Hebrew texts looked like at a given time, but also clues about the translator’s interpretation of the Hebrew text. Hence, the differences between the Greek and the Hebrew witness more than the historical evolution of the text; they also reflect the theological, historical and political views of the translator, since a translation always involves a degree of interpretation. Accordingly, the LXX is valuable for plotting the history of the Hebrew text as well as the reinterpretation and contextualization of the text as early biblical exegesis. This last point connects the study of the LXX to studies in Hellenistic Judaism as the LXX provides clues about early Jewish ideology and theology.

Current research is moving away from using the LXX merely to reconstruct the possible Hebrew parent text, towards other domains, such as the Hexapla and post-Hexaplaric revisions to recover the influence and the significance of the Ptolemaic and Seleucid environments. Contemporary research also studies the Jewish reception of the Greek versions, as this reception not only attests further interpretation of ideological elements of the LXX, but also informs our understanding of Jewish-Christian relations.

That the LXX differs on some points from the Massoretic text does not imply unfaithfulness or inferiority, but rather shows how the Hebrew/Aramaic text and its interpretation evolved and left its traces in the oldest translation. The LXX is a heterogeneous corpus of Greek texts, with traces of revisions, theological, socio-political and lexicographic particularities. From its legendary origins to its dynamic transmission, the translation of the Seventy opens the door to innovative fields of research fields and deserves due attention in the study of the Christian Old Testament as much as of the Jewish Scriptures.
About the author
Ellen De Doncker is completing a PhD in Biblical studies at the Catholic University of Louvain (Louvain-la-Neuve, Belgium). Her research interests include Septuagint, translation-technique, modern and ancient Judaism, and material studies. She is the author of “The Lexeme panîm and its Greek Rendering in Exodus 33: Between Grammaticalized Idiom and Playfulness,” BABELAO Electronic Journal for Ancient and Oriental Studies 11 (2023); with Anne Létourneau and Olivier Roy-Turgeon, “A Parade of Adornments (Isa 3:18–23): Daughters Zion in the Light of Gender and Material Culture Studies,” Open Theology 8 (2022): 445–459.
Further Reading

In this volume

Canons; Pentateuch, Hexateuch, Enneateuch; Tanak versus Law-History-Prophets-Poetry; Periodization; Reading texts synchronically versus diachronically; Redaction and Textual criticism; Philo of Alexandria; Dead Sea scrolls

Elsewhere
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