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  For the Festschrift honouring Johan Lust I wrote an article on Septuagint 
Ps 28(29), a psalm I had previously used for illustrative purposes at the 
Colloquium Biblicum Lovaniense LIII, 2004. The article for the Festschrift, 
however, aims to be a systematic commentary on the entire psalm. Rather than 
giving you a digest of that commentary (which you can read for yourselves), I 
would like to take a step back from it and entertain the question: What might a 
commentary on a translated text look like? That question would seem to be the 
more pertinent, since in July of the current year the Society of Biblical Literature 
formally announced the Society of Biblical Literature Commentary on the 
Septuagint (SBLCS), though a prospectus for such a commentary series had 
appeared as far back as Fall 20001 in BIOSCS. 
 
  I have elsewhere expressed the view that the undertaking begun with 
NETS can be described as a two-stage venture of interpretation of the (translated) 
Septuagint. Since NETS is drawing to a close, the Commentary series is about to 
receive the full attention of the NETS team—something “to keep us off the 
street,” as Johan Lust might say. 
 
  By way of background for a Commentary Series on the Septuagint let me 
just say this. As I see it, the birth of over a half dozen translation projects of the 
LXX into modern languages, in the last couple of decades, has helped focus our 
discipline on the meaning of the text in distinction from its form, as perhaps never 
before. One might, in fact, speak of a “shaking of the foundations” caused by the 
translation projects, since nothing puts greater emphasis on the meaning of a text 
than having to translate it into another language. Though great strides have been 
taken and continue to be taken on the text-critical front, much less of a systematic 
and comprehensive nature is being done on the hermeneutical front. Yet, when 
one seeks to write a Commentary it would seem to be especially hermeneutics that 
comes into play. Moreover, when a reader picks up a commentary s/he expects to 
find an exposition on the meaning of the text—and rightly so! The tradition of 
writing biblical commentaries in which we all stand demands no less. 
 
  As I see it, our communal preoccupation with translating translated 
literature, in the recent past, has not only created a need in the discipline for 
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placing the Septuagint qua translation into a larger, scientific context, namely, 
that of translation studies (used generically here)—just as a generation ago 
biblical languages began to be studied within the science of modern linguistics, 
but it has also precipitated that the hermeneutics of translated literature (i.e. the 
Septuagint) be placed within the context of biblical hermeneutics, and in fact 
hermeneutics in general. At the risk of being proven a ‘pseudoprophetes,’ I 
predict that the hermeneutics of the Septuagint will become one of the central 
issues (if not the central issue) in the discipline for some time to come.  
 
  It is, of course, easy enough to say what needs to be done; it is quite 
another matter to do what needs to be done, and I am not at all sure that my 
philosophical acumen is equal even to telling you what to do. But that’s why one 
has students, to make up at least in part for one’s own deficiencies. 
 
  As already implied, I begin with the notion that the hermeneutics of 
translational literature is a sub-set of the hermeneutics of non-translational 
literature. That would not seem to be controversial, since central to both are two 
basic concepts: (1) the concept of a text, i.e. a human discourse in written form 
and (2) a scientific procedure designed to extract meaning from that text. 
Thereafter, one must tread more cautiously, since one dare not assume universal 
agreement on the nature of a text, nor on how one might best proceed to interpret 
that text. Be it noted from the start, however, that by calling hermeneutics of 
translational literature a sub-set of hermeneutics generally I am in no way 
implying that they are the same and therefore require the same procedures. 
 
  I have noted that NETS and SBLCS are intended to be a two-stage 
interpretive undertaking. That being the case, what may be expected of the 
Commentary series is that it will form, as much as possible, a conceptual and 
methodological continuum with NETS. Consequently, since we have explicitly 
sought, in NETS, to place the Septuagint as translated literature within the 
parameters of Descriptive Translation Studies (DTS) as championed by Gideon 
Toury, it may be expected that the Commentary will attempt to follow the same 
lines. There is, however, at first blush a major obstacle, since DTS, as Cameron 
Boyd-Taylor has rightly pointed out in a recent dissertation,2 aims to be an 
explanatory framework for the linguistic makeup of translations, but does not as 
such encompass a hermeneutics of translational literature, even though it can be 
said to have important ramifications for it.  
 
  Thus, in an effort to pick up where DTS leaves off, Boyd-Taylor begins by 
drawing attention to DTS’s key methodological assumptions and then proceeds to 

                                                
2 Boyd-Taylor, T. Cameron R. “Reading Between the Lines—Towards an Assessment of the 

Interlinear Paradigm for Septuagint,” Unpublished PhD Dissertation, University of Toronto, 2005, 
Chapter 12 “Which Text? Whose Self-Understanding?” pp. 426-453. 
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formulate two axioms based thereon, which can serve as a first step in developing 
a exegetical framework for the (translated) Septuagint. In what follows I aim to do 
three things: (1) to review Boyd-Taylor’s two axioms, (2) to suggest that Boyd-
Taylor’s axioms accord well with the basic tenets of Paul Ricoeur’s system of 
hermeneutics (at least as I understand it), and (3) to delineate some practical 
procedures based on Boyd-Taylor’s two axioms, applicable to my commentary on 
Ps 28.  
 
  The key methodological assumptions of DTS with which Boyd-Taylor 
starts might be encapsulated as follows. According to DTS a translation is an 
event within the literary system of the target culture, produced at a specific point 
in time and designed to occupy a specific slot within the literary system of that 
culture. More concretely, this can be said to mean that the production of a 
translation is to be distinguished from its reception and that the translation’s 
linguistic makeup is reflective of its intended cultural slot. As a footnote, it may 
be added that though the specific literary slot may end up being at variance with 
what was the intended slot, and that, in any case, that slot may change over time, 
such a change has no effect on the text’s linguistic makeup. It is on this DTS 
foundation that Boyd-Taylor then builds his two axioms: 
 
   Axiom 1—The basis of exegesis is the text qua translation. 
   Axiom 2—The basis of exegesis is the translation qua text.3 
 
Axiom 1—(The basis of exegesis is the text qua translation)—is meant to signal 
(a) that, as a product of a specific time and cultural milieu, the exegete’s focus is 
on the original form of that text; (b) that, in view of the fact that it is a translation, 
relatedness to the source text plays a key role in exegesis; and (c) that one’s aim is 
to determine the text’s interpretive difference from its source. As a result of this 
engagement with the source text, the exegete may be said to be working 
diachronically at this point. Differently put, at this point the exegete’s concern is 
with the text as produced in distinction from the text as received, i.e. the text of 
reception history. Furthermore, the exegete’s primary focus is on what I have 
elsewhere called the vertical dimension of the translated text. 
 
Axiom 2—(The basis of exegesis is the translation qua text)—is intended to 
convey (a) that the concern of the exegete is the text qua text, not now as to its 
inter-textual relatedness to the source text but as to its intra-textual relations. In 
other words, what comes into view is the text’s textual linguistic makeup; (b) that 
one’s concern is with the translator and his model reader, but exclusively as these 
are located, as the “I-you” of discourse, within the text itself, and (c) that one’s 
focus is on the character of the text as a literary product. As a result of this intra-
textual engagement, the exegete may be said to be working synchronically. 
                                                

3 Ibid. p. 426. 
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Differently put, here the exegete’s concern is (again) with the text as produced in 
distinction from the text of reception history, but one’s primary focus is on what I 
have elsewhere called the horizontal dimension of the translated text. 
 
  Boyd-Taylor’s two axioms based on DTS, accord well with the position of 
Paul Ricoeur,4 a writer he cites with approval. Ricoeur’s view of text and text-
interpretation may be briefly sketched as follows. To begin with, it may be said 
that a text is something in written form, which therefore means that ‘being 
written’ is constitutive of a text. When one then further asks what precisely it is 
that is in written form, the answer is that it is a discourse. As a result it can be said 
that a text is discourse in written form. Next we can ask, What is discourse? 
Constitutive of ‘discourse’ is certainly its ‘I-you’ relation; that is to say, in a 
discourse someone says something to somebody. But since the discourse is in 
written form, rather than in oral form, both the someone and the somebody (along 
with the something) become eclipsed. One might therefore conclude that a text is 
an autonomous entity, a discourse in written form, with both partners eclipsed. I 
shall borrow at this point from Boyd-Taylor (who in turn borrows from Umberto 
Eco) and use the term “model-reader” in place of “somebody,” i.e. the “-you” part 
of the I-you relation of discourse, so as not to confuse the model-reader 
constitutive of the text, with the reader who is external to the text, and who enters 
the picture at the point when the text, now an autonomous entity, is engaged by a 
reader, an engagement that might be labeled actualization. If I understand Ricoeur 
correctly, two subtle shifts take place at this point: (a) the introduction of the 
external reader in place of the model-reader, and (b) the replacement of the “I-“ of 
oral discourse by the text itself. As a result of these shifts we can now speak of 
author and reader and, as well, of a new ‘I-you’ relation. One further point may 
be helpful. If the creation of a text has to do with configuration, the reading of 
that text has to do with refiguration (both Ricoeur’s terms).  
 
  Having delineated the concept ‘text,’ Ricoeur then moves on to its 
interpretation. He sees two complementary moves, which may be said to stand in 
dialectical relation. The first of these is ‘explanation,’ by which he has in mind a 
structural analysis of the text, i.e. a delineation of its intra-textual relations. 
Differently put, at issue here is what is referred to as the bringing out of the statics 
of the text. It seems to me that what Ricoeur has in mind in ‘explanation’ is what 
Boyd-Taylor has in mind in Axiom 1 (The basis of exegesis is the text qua 
translation), except for one important difference, namely, the inclusion, by Boyd-
Taylor, of the relation between target text and source text, since he (unlike 
Ricoeur) is dealing with translational literature. With ‘interpretation’ Ricoeur has 

                                                
4 See especially his “What Is a Text?” in A Ricoeur Reader: Reflection &Imagination (ed. 

Mario J. Valdés). University of Toronto Press, Toronto and Buffalo: 1991 43-64. See further his 
Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning, Forthworth: Texas Christian 
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in mind (I think) what Boyd-Taylor means by Axiom 2 (The basis of exegesis is 
the translation qua text). And just as Ricoeur speaks of ‘explanation’ and 
‘interpretation’ as standing in a relationship of complementarity and reciprocity, 
so Boyd-Taylor speaks of his two axioms as being what might be termed two 
sides of the same coin. In ‘interpretation’ what comes into play is the restoring of 
the text to a living community, or, reconnecting it with the real world, including 
an I-you relation of discourse. What is also included at the stage is the text’s 
intertextuality (I anticipate here the reference of Ps 28.6 to Ex 32). 
 
  I move on finally to suggest some points of procedure based on Boyd-
Taylor’s axioms, vetted (as I see it) by Ricoeur’s ‘explanation’ and 
‘interpretation.’ The movement is logically from Axiom 1 to Axiom 2, or in 
Ricoeur’s terms from ‘explanation’ to ‘interpretation.’ I delineate the steps with 
some elucidation from Ps 28. 
Step 1: To determine whether a unit of translation constitutes a default rendering 
or a non-default rendering. The point here is that as long as one is dealing with a 
stereotypical Greek-Hebrew equivalency, the chances of its being of immediate 
exegetical interest are minimal. Thus, for example, since at (column) 1 line 0 
Greek yalmo/j always translates Hebrew rwmzm, there is no reason to believe that 
it holds any local exegetical interest. On the other hand, since at 6.1c the equation 
z( = timh/ is a non-default, one may productively entertain the notion that this 
item might be of local exegetical interest. 
Step 2: If the unit under scrutiny constitutes a non-default rendering, one needs to 
determine whether its appearance is obligatory or non-obligatory. Thus, for 
example, since the article to\n (mo/sxon) at 5.6a is clearly a non-default rendering 
(seeing that the Hebrew has zero), can it also be said that it is non-obligatory? The 
latter conclusion would indeed seem warranted since the article is not demanded 
by Greek code. On the other hand, since at 3.9c the article tw~| (naw~| au0tou~) 
though without explicit warrant in the Hebrew, might nevertheless be considered 
obligatory in Greek code, since structures of this kind are typically arthrous. 
Step 3: If the unit under scrutiny is non-obligatory in terms of Greek code and, 
therefore, of exegetical interest, determine its contextual scope. At this point one 
needs to consider the various levels of constituent structure. Might the non-
obligatory item under scrutiny exert an influence solely at the word level, as 
would seem to be the case with timh/ (“honour”) for z( (“strength”) at 6.1c or 
might it extend to the phrase level, as, for example, (ui9oi\) qeou= for Myl) (ynb) at 
5.1a? Or might we need to move, with Boyd-Taylor from Axiom 1 to Axiom 2 
and with Ricoeur from ‘explanation’ to ‘interpretation’? More concretely, is there 
good reason to move to the level of the sentence and the level of discourse? As an 
example of the sentence level, one might cite the line 6a: “He will pulverize them 
[the cedars?] as [he did?] the calf, the Lebanon.” A somewhat strange line, to be 
sure, but as scholars have long held, it is a reference to the fate of the golden calf 
in Ex 32. When the Hebrew word lg( (“calf”) presents itself, the translation 
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takes a sudden detour to a tale well-known. Accordingly, an article is supplied 
(to \n mo/sxon), and the opening verb, dqr hi (“to cause to skip”), becomes 
leptu/nw (“to pulverize”) possibly via qqd. There is here little doubt that the 
entire sentence has been affected by the curious inter-textual detour. It is even 
possible that the detour takes in the whole verse, though there is no way of telling 
since “and he that is beloved is like a young of unicorns” is not an obvious 
allusion to the Sinai debacle. But that we have here “the work of an enthusiastic 
homilist who interpreted it [Ps 28.6] to contain a prophecy of an overwhelming 
victory, which Israel was destined to win over Antiochus Epiphanes,” as Samuel 
Loewenstamm5 would have us believe, is more than the text can bear. Equally 
clear is that the line is an orphan in the psalm and thus plays a negative role at the 
level of discourse. And that takes us to the next step. 
Step 4: To determine the presence of cohesive links at the level of discourse. 
Discourse Analysis or Text-Linguistics has made us aware of the fact that human 
discourse is held together by all sorts of devises, labeled cohesive links. One 
might perhaps call these the glue of discourse. That the source text would have 
such links is to be expected, since Hebrew Ps. 29 is a piece of written discourse, a 
text. That such cohesive links would be transferred in some shape or form from 
the source text to the target text might also be expected, given the fact that 
translations in the Septuagint are typically isomorphic, i.e. each morpheme is 
quantitatively represented in the target text. But since in a commentary on the 
translated text as produced, the exegete’s concern is with the interpretive 
difference of the target text from the source text, simple representation does not 
come into play. When one asks whether in Ps 28 such cohesive links are added by 
the Greek translator without explicit warrant in the source, the answer is a 
resounding No. Most conspicuously lacking, for example, are the ubiquitous 
particles of Greek prose. In point of fact, what one does find is what I have called 
(for lack of a better term) anti-links, i.e. disruptive items resulting from an 
excessive insistence on quantitative equivalence between source text and target 
text. A case in point is the strange use of an article with ku/rioj. When the source 
gives no explicit warrant for an article, ku/rioj remains anarthrous (13x), when 
the source does give explicit warrant (4x), an article is duly produced, even if it 
only represents the source text quantitatively. The presence or absence of an 
article with ku/rioj is, therefore, based not on considerations of text-linguistics 
but of quantitative equivalence between target text and source text. 
 
  When it comes to writing a commentary on the (translated) Septuagint, 
two conclusions are difficult to escape: (1) that exegetical nuggets can certainly 
be identified in the LXX, but (2) that, typically, the commentary will be relatively 

                                                
5 Loewenstamm, S. E. “Historical Background to the Septuagint Translation of Ps 29:5-6,” in 
From Babylon to Canaan. Studies in the Bible and its Oriental Background, Jerusalem 1992 280-
291 (espec. 280) 
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long on structural analysis or explanation, but relatively short on exegesis or 
understanding. But when that is the case it will not be due to the commentator’s 
predilection but due to the nature of the text. As to hermeneutics of translated 
literature—the fields are white unto harvest, but the labourers are (as yet) few. 
 


