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 [col. 186] This volume contains Schaper's revised Ph.D. dissertation submitted to the 
University of Cambridge in 1993. Its author sets himself the formidable task of delineating the 
interpretive dimension of the Greek translation of the Book of Psalms, but limits himself to a 
study of eschatology and, more particularly, to the themes of individual life-after-death and 
messianism. 
 
 The volume is divided into five main sections (A. Septuagint Exegesis, B. Theological 
Features of the Greek Psalter, C. The Greek Psalms in Jewish Religious History, D. The Jewish 
Psalms and the Christian Bible, E. Eschatology, Messianism and the Septuagint Psalter), A and C 
with several subsections or chapters. Section B comprises a single unit, devoted to the exegesis 
of a variety of Psalter passages touching on the two themes singled out for study. Consequently, 
section B., or chapter 8, constitutes the heart and centre of S.’s study and thus the overall success 
or failure of the volume hinges on this chapter. What precedes is strictly propaedeutic, and what 
follows is said to result from chapter 8. 
 
 The aim of the volume is to provide biblical scholarship with an allegedly much needed 
corrective to Septuagint studies of recent times. In S.’s perception, what has happened is that an 
overindulgence in the dissecting of the minutiae of translation technique has had a negative 
effect on the discipline. Essentially, according to S., the preoccupation with a translation’s 
(one-sided) relationship to its parent text needs to be replaced by a broader understanding of the 
Greek text as a document in its own right and expressive of its own cultural and historical milieu. 
Certainly, few readers will disagree with S.’s contention that the Greek text is both a dependent 
entity and a new creation. His aim is right but his task difficult. 
 
 Concretely, then, S. aims to show that the Greek Psalter reflects the “intellectual, religious 
and political climate” of its world. To do this requires, inter alia, that he determine where and 
when this Psalter was translated. He reviews the most recent argumentation, put forward by 
Venetz and van der Kooij in favour of a Palestinian origin (based primarily on the “Palestinian” 
[thus Jerome] word ba=rij “stronghold”), and interacts with Munnich’s counter arguments, but 
decides that the Greek Psalter was probably written in Palestine, and that the event likely 
occurred in ii B.C.E. On the question of provenance, S. believes that the united evidence of 
“baris”, “traces of proto-rabbinic interpretative methods”, and the prominence of eschatological 
thought (41) favours Palestine. But since, by his own admission, the last two cannot in fact argue 
in favour of Palestine, all the weight must fall on “baris” — which it is quite unable to bear. 
Moreover, the proto-rabbinic traces are so faint and general that one wonders whether they prove 
much of anything peculiar to the Psalms. More importantly, it is difficult to see what S. means, 
against Munnich’s strong argument that Jerome is merely trying to distinguish between Egyptian 
“baris” (“boat”) and Palestinian “baris” (“stronghold”), when he insists that Jerome referred to 
“the word as such” and “not just a specific meaning of it”. (36) One would have thought that 
homonyms can only be distinguished on the basis of semantic difference. As for date, S. thinks 
Ps 59:9 (= 107:9) contains a Maccabaean reference. Again, this reviewer disagrees with the 
author on the evidence. That “Judas” represents a messianic reading in full accord with the 
parent text is obvious, but that the name is personal in [col. 187] reference (= Judas Maccabaeus) 
rather than tribal (the tribe of Judah), is unconvincing. 
 
The very brief chapter devoted to Septuagintal hermeneutics (21-25) sketches what S. perceives 
to be the comprehensive task of the exegete of the Greek text. Particularly, the so-called Finnish 
School comes in for criticism because of its supposed propensity for “not seeing the woods for 
the trees”. S. takes issue with what he regards as its essentially mechanistic view of the 
translator's role, which reputedly entails that a translator is not “in any way... influenced by his 
religious and cultural environment”, but instead is a “mere medium” (21). Though it is patently 
obvious that exclusive preoccupation with translation technique cannot lead to a full 
understanding of any translation into Greek, S.’s characterization is not only unfair, but also 
essentially wrong-headed. Let us be clear about a number of basic issues which this reviewer 
does not wish to place in dispute. Since all translation must needs be interpretation, every 
translator is ipso facto an interpreter. Consequently, exegeting the Septuagint means ferreting out 
the extent to which a translator has altered the message of the original. It is equally true, 



however, that the role of a translator is to be kept completely distinct from that of an author. That 
is to say, the translator undertakes to transmit the message of the author. That being the case, it is 
not only appropriate, but methodologically mandatory, to start with the translator as a medium of 
someone else’s message. This is not to say, of course, that every translator is in fact nothing 
more than a medium — we have already noted that he has no choice but to be more — but the 
importance of the medium model is that it clearly establishes where the burden of proof must lie. 
The exegete of the Greek thus needs to prove that the translation says something other than the 
original. (In this respect, Septuagint text-criticism and Septuagint hermeneutics are in accord.) 
Furthermore, though there can be no disagreement about the fact that a translator interprets his 
source text, it is equally true that not all interpretations are of equal importance. By way of 
illustration, one may note standard equations such as Sheol-Hades, nephesh-psyche, olam-aion 
and scores of others like it. Though at the most basic level one could justifiably argue that, in all 
such cases, the Greek terms represent some kind of interpretation of the Hebrew, this 
interpretation must then apply to all occurrences of these equations or, alternatively, to none of 
them if one chooses to overlook such innocent or inadvertent interpretation. What is clearly not 
acceptable, methodologically, is that one (or several) instances be given special treatment and be 
elevated to a higher level of interpretation, which one might then label hermeneutics, in 
distinction from the more mundane text-criticism. In other words, the exegete is not at liberty to 
select only those passages in which configurations of standard renderings happen to emerge. 
 
 What has just been noted is true for all translations in the Greek corpus, but to a heightened 
degree for books, including the Psalter, that employ a rather literalistic mode of translation which 
tends to produce a high number of isolate translations and so-called stereotypical renderings. Yet 
what we have described above is precisely what one finds throughout S.’s book. Thus, for 
example, we are told that, in 15:9-10, the translation of x+bl' (“in security) by e0p’ e0lpi/di (“in 
hope”) and tx# (“pit”) by diafqora/ (“corruption”) demonstrates that the translator believed in 
physical resurrection. But since in both cases we are dealing with [col. 188]widely attested 
standard Greek-Hebrew equations, is such a conclusion at all warranted? In similar vein, S. 
asserts that in 21:30 the phrase “my soul lives for him” indicates a belief in eternal life, even 
though the Hebrew text is problematic (as S. himself notes), the two central Hebrew words are 
rendered by standard equivalents, and the future reference which S. imports from the 
surrounding lines is simply due to the fact that, in the Psalter, the default rendering of the 
prefixed Hebrew verb is the Greek future tense. Or again, in 48(47):15 S. notes that the final and 
reputedly problematic phrase twm-l( is translated by ei0j tou\j ai0w~naj, preceded by a future 
verb, as S. notes. He then discusses the general concept of ai0w&n and concludes that 47:153 is an 
interpretation of the Hebrew indicating personal eschatology. But a protest must surely be 
registered. To begin, since the preceding lines of the verse speak of “continuation” and in the 
Greek text ai0w&n occurs three times (!), the translator can surely be forgiven for reading a plural 
of Mlw( instead of twm-l(. (Note that even the plural number is reproduced.) Whether what he 
did is correct is scarcely relevant. Furthermore, not only is the future tense precisely what one 
would expect in a context of “continuation”, but it is what the translator uses regularly for the 
Hebrew prefixed conjugation. Most importantly, however, since the standard translation of Mlw( 
is ai0w&n, can one really claim that the translator is making a statement about personal 
eschatology? Since we are dealing with a standard Hebrew-Greek equation, can one single out 
48(47):15 for special treatment? Should ai0w&n in this verse not be treated in precisely the same 
manner as elsewhere in the Greek Psalter? The answer would seem obvious. That subsequent 
readers, or even contemporary ones, of the translator's work might read a certain meaning into 
the text is, of course, another issue, to which we will return. Be it noted here nonetheless that, in 
an effort to justify the exegesis S. attributes to the Greek translator, he attempts to draw on other 
Greek literature assigned to ii B.C.E., and in fact ends up by suggesting that the Greek Psalter is 
a major witness to Palestinian thought at that time. But in the process, quite clearly, the translator 
has been recreated as an author. 
 
 In S.’s exegetical section dealing with the theme of messianism we meet precisely the same 
failure to distinguish on the one hand, between standard Greek-Hebrew equations (= default or 
unmarked items) and unique or rare equations (= non-default or marked items), and on the other 
hand, between what the translator intended and what others might have read into his text. Thus 
we are told that a1nqrwpoj and ui9o\j a0nqrw&pou(cf. Ps 8:5, 67:7, 79:16) are messianic terms, 
even though they are standard equations for Md) and Md) Nb (in sg. and p1.). Had the translator 
meant them to be understood as messianic, would we not have to apply this understanding to all 
occurrences and both numbers? Similarly. S. would have his readers believe that a0gaphto/j in 



Ps 44:1, 5, 12-13 is intended as a messianic epithet, even though it too represents a standard 
equation in both numbers and all three Greek genders. Other items in the same Psalm are then 
made to fall into line with the translator's supposed messianic interpretation, even though much 
simpler explanations are at hand (and as in text-criticism so in hermeneutics of a translation, 
“simpler” is usually “better”). The rather extensive reinterpretation of this and other Hebrew 
Psalms, attributed by S. to the Greek translator, is, in this reviewer's mind, tendentious exegesis. 
But be it noted again, [col. 189]what readers of the Greek read into the text is a different matter. 
 
 Other instances of S.'s exegesis are questionable for different reasons. That, in Ps 1:5 the 
Greek translator intentionally refers to resurrection from the dead is put into question by the 
plain fact that, when the semantic component of “up” or “again” is called for, the translator 
regularly uses a0n-i/sthmi, as in the case of Yahweh who is repeatedly urged to stand up and 
take action (see also 19:9, 34:11!,40:9, 11, 77:5, 6, 87:11, 93:16). Flashar realized this and 
wisely opted against S.’s interpretation! (Only a hack, such as our translator is not, would have 
translated all occurrences of Mwq by the simplex i3sthmi). That the Greek text of Ps 1:5 creates 
potential for later interpreters is, once again, quite a different matter. That in 72:4, a0na/neusij 
(for obscure Hebrew twbcrx) is intended to signal return from death is belied, not only by its 
context, which accords with MT (note S.'s tendentious glossing of o3ti by “yet”!), but also by the 
regular meaning of the Greek lexical root, including in the Pentateuch. The verb parapikrai/nw 
in 67:7 S. wants to read as a terminus technicus for Israel’s exodus, and thus the clause “those 
who embitter them that inhabit tombs”, he suggests, refers to Moses and Aaron having been 
buried outside the land and this when more mundane reasons for the rendering are readily 
available. True enough, the Greek translator decided that in both 66(65):7 and 68(67):7 the 
Greek verb was a suitable equivalent for rrs (“be stubborn, rebellious”). Elsewhere it is a 
stereotype for rrm/hrm (“be bitter/be rebellious”). Since the latter occurs almost exclusively in 
Pss 78(77), 105(104), 106005), 107(106), it is surely no surprise that parapikrai/nw as well 
appears in exodus contexts. But if this Greek word (not Hebrew hrm!) is a terminus technicus, as 
S. alleges, should we then not have to include, in addition to 65:7, also 5: 11 and perhaps further 
63(64):4 where, predictably, rm is rendered by pikro/j, in a list of Greek references to the 
exodus event, in contra-distinction to the Hebrew? 
 
 In the closing section of chapter 8, entitled A Network of Messianic Texts S. argues at length 
that the unicorn in the Greek Psalter and elsewhere in the Septuagint is intended as a symbol of 
messianic power. We comment only on the Psalter. There are four occurrences: 1) 2l(22):22 is 
negative in sense, though by reinterpreting the Hebrew(!) S. makes it into a positive symbol 
(113); 2) 28(29):6 is confused in sense at best, but S. makes it into a positive, messianic symbol 
by association with a0gaphto/j elsewhere in the Psalter, to which we have drawn attention above 
(109); 3) 77(78):69 again is obscure, but through association with Deut 33:17, S. forges it into a 
messianic symbol (113); 4) 91(92):11 is the only text in which the unicorn appears as a clearly 
positive symbol of power. Now if the unicorn imagery had been of one piece in the Greek 
Psalter, and if the Greek word had been an occasional (hence not an innocent or inadvertent) 
rendering of a given Hebrew term, S. might have a point. As it is, all we can legitimately 
conclude is that the Greek translator of Psalms thought Hebrew M)r was a unicorn. He may well 
have gleaned this meaning from the Pentateuch, and, since the horn was in any case a 
well-known biblical symbol of power, his readers may have eisegeted his text into a uniform 
interpretation of the image, but all of these possibilities do not alter the simple fact that for him 
M)r was mono/kerwj. Thus, wherever he found the former he wrote the latter. 
 
 [col. 190] One could go on citing examples, but what is at issue at almost every turn is the 
question of appropriate hermeneutics for a translation. That Septuagint hermeneutics needs to be 
firmly rooted in, and informed by, detailed translation technical analysis is painfully obvious 
from S.’s book. Translators are not authors, unless proven to be so, and one can only prove them 
to be more than mediums by painstakingly delineating unmarked/default renderings from 
marked/non-default renderings. S. shows that he has no patience for this tedious undertaking. 
 
 What is rather frustrating about his book is that it often advocates what few readers will 
disagree with, but then practices what cannot possibly be considered sound Septuagint 
hermeneutics. 
 
All of the above is not meant to indicate that this reviewer would disagree that the Greek Psalms 
contain plenty of ancient exegesis. But that the translator exegeted in as sustained and deliberate 



a fashion as S. suggests throughout chapter 8 and especially in its concluding pages, is not borne 
out by the facts. Flashar, with his repeated emphasis on Verlegenheitsübersetzungen (translations 
of last resort) on the part of the translator, is a much better, though perhaps less sensational 
guide, than S. This reviewer’s disagreement with S. is not over the existence of exegetical 
material, but over responsible ways of accessing that material embedded in the Greek Psalter. 
The task of the Septuagint exegete is not to suggest what the text may possibly have meant to 
whomever, but what it is likely to have meant to the translator. 
 
 In conclusion, since section C. is largely built on the evidence gathered in chapter 8, its value 
is proportional. Section D. is of more interest, provided one keeps distinct what S. does 
insufficiently, namely, that the extent to which later interpreters eisegeted the Greek Psalter 
indicates at most a potential, innocently created by its translator, but nothing at all about how he 
himself understood his parent text. Moreover, this aspect does not belong to Septuagintal 
hermeneutics proper, but rather to its history. 
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