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TRANSLATING A TRANSLATION: WITH EXAMPLES 
FROM THE GREEK PSALTER 

 
Since the NETS translation project has now effectively come to 
a close, what I plan to say today has a decidedly retrospective 
slant, and if, as we say in English, hindsight is 20/20, I should 
be able to paint a clearer picture than I could have when it all 
began, now more than a decade ago.  
 We started innocently enough by deciding to proceed with 
a desideratum the IOSCS had had since its inception about 
1970, namely, to produce a much needed new English 
translation of the Septuagint to replace Brenton’s translation of 
1844, popular throughout the English speaking world but 
badly outdated textually and linguistically. 
 Once the decision to proceed with a new translation had 
been made and a suitable acronym (i.e., NETS = A New English 
Translation of the Septuagint) had been selected, the real 
decision-making began. What text was NETS going to translate 
and for whom was NETS going to translate it? In other words, 
we posed the questions of  “text form” and “target audience.” 
Briefly stated, we decided to translate the critical (i.e., the 
‘original’) text, meaning effectively the Göttingen Septuaginta 
or Rahlfs’ Handausgabe where there was as yet no Göttingen 
editio maior. I shall call the text NETS decided to translate “the 
text as produced,” both in terms of text form and text 
semantics, in distinction from “the text as received.” As I see 
it, text form and text semantics belong together. That is to 
say, if one opts for the most original form of the text, it would 
seem to follow that one should then also opt for the earliest 
meaning of that text. As for target audience, NETS decided 
that since “the text as produced was,” in the nature of the case 
(i.e., as a critically reconstructed text), a text at home in 
academia rather than in ecclesia, the primary pitch would be to 
the academy rather than to the church, though by no means to 
the exclusion of the latter. 
 Having answered these two most basic questions only led 
to more questions. The generally accepted fact that the LXX is 
not an original composition but is itself a translation then 
raised the further question as to the character of that 
translation, for the simple reason that not all translations are 
of the same kind and that different kinds of translation might 
require differences in translational approach. 
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To illustrate what I have in mind, I can perhaps do no better 
than to refer briefly to Gideon Toury’s three modes of 
translating.1 With due recognition of cultural variation in 
literary hierarchy, Toury delineates what he terms three modes 
of translating literary texts. In each case he is speaking, of 
course, of the translation product in the target language 
(regardless as to what sort of text it was in the source 
language). In our case, therefore, that means the LXX as a 
Greek translation (of a Hebrew or Aramaic original). As will 
become clear, his three modes are arranged in a literary 
hierarchy.  
 Toury’s first mode he calls a “linguistically-motivated” 
translation: 

A linguistically-motivated translation—according to 
Toury—is any act of translation yielding a product which is 
well-formed in terms of the target syntax, grammar and 
lexicon, even if it does not fully conform to any target 
model of text formation. (In this case, at least partial 
interference of the model underlying the source text is to 
be expected.)  

Two items are noteworthy in this definition. First, the primary 
focus of this mode of translation is on the level of syntax, 
grammar and lexicon, hence on the lower levels of constituent 
structure rather than the higher level, namely, that of text-as-
discourse. Secondly, in this mode of translation, interference 
from the source text is to be expected. 
 Toury calls his second mode the “textually-dominated” 
mode, and he writes: 

A textually-dominated translation … yields products which 
are well-formed in terms of general conventions of text 
formation pertinent to the target culture, even if they do 
not conform to any recognized literary model within it. 
(Interference of the model underlying the source text is 
still to be expected, namely, in terms of its literary-specific 
features.) 

Again, two points are to be noted by way of comment. First, as 
the label “textually-dominated” indicates, in this mode of 
translating the focus is more on discourse, i.e., “text” in the 
full sense of that word as “the linguistic expressions used in 
communication between people and the interpretation the 
hearer or reader makes of them,”2 in other words a coherent 
and cohesive piece of discourse in the target language, in 
                                                
1Gideon Toury, Descriptive Translation Studies and beyond 
(Amsterdam/Philadelphia: Benjamins, 1995), 171.  
2René Dirven and Marjolijn Verspoor, Cognitive Exploration of 
Language and Linguistics (Amsterdam/Philadelphia: Benjamins, 
1998), 194. 
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distinction from a simple sequence of sentences. Secondly, as 
in linguistically motivated translating, interference from the 
source text is to be expected. 
 Toury’s third mode is the “literary” mode.  

[A] … literary translation—so Toury—involves the 
imposition of ‘conformity conditions’ beyond the linguistic 
and/or general-textual ones, namely, to models and 
norms which are deemed literary at the target end. It thus 
yields more or less well-formed texts from the point of 
view of the literary requirements of the recipient culture, at 
various possible costs in terms of the reconstruction of 
features of the source text.  

What is of interest here is that this mode of translating 
produces not only linguistic and textual features but literary 
ones as well, including possibly matters of literary genre. Here 
we could therefore speak of language having been “submitted 
to the rules of a kind of craftsmanship.”3 It should also be 
noted that, in the case of literary translation, Toury makes no 
overt mention of interference from the source text, as he did 
in the case of the first two. Yet for all that, we would do well to 
remind ourselves of Toury’s law of interference:  
 
… in translation, phenomena pertaining to the make-up of the source 
text tend to be transferred to the target text.4  
 
Interference from the source text, which Toury labels a default 
for translation, he then delineates into (1) ‘negative transfer’ 
(i.e., “deviations from normal, codified practices of the target 
system”) in distinction from (2) ‘positive transfer’ (i.e., “greater 
likelihood of selecting features that do exist [in the target 
language] and are used in any case.”) Thackeray, following J. 
H. Moulton spoke in the latter case of “over-working.” To cite 
him verbatim, Thackeray spoke of 
 
… the overworking of and the special prominence given to certain 
correct, though unidiomatic, modes of speech, because they happen 
to coincide with Hebrew idioms.5 
 
That the translated Septuagint contains instances of both 
positive transfer and negative transfer (to use Toury’s terms) 
is, to the best of my knowledge, not a bone of contention in 
our discipline. There may be less agreement on what to do 
                                                
3Paul Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of 
Meaning (Fort Worth TX: Texas Christian University, 1976), 33. 
4Toury, Descriptive Translation Studies, 275. 
5Henry St. J. Thackeray, A Grammar of the Old Testament in Greek 
(Cambridge: University Press, 1909), 29. 
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with them, both translationally / exegetically and 
lexicographically. As an instance of positive transfer one might 
cite w > kai/, ynh > i0dou= and such like. As an instance of negative 
transfer I cite Cpx > qe/lw in Psalms, seeing that qe/lw lacks the 
semantic component of “to delight in.” 
 Whether one views the LXX in terms of Toury’s modes of 
translation, or whether one uses the well known categorization 
introduced by Eugene Nida,6 namely, that of formal 
correspondence/equivalence in distinction from dynamic 
equivalence does not much matter, since whatever slotting of 
individual books one does is perforce preliminary. The more 
decisive and determinative step in the process is a descriptive 
analysis that systematically maps the translated text onto the 
parent text. Toury speaks here of coupled pairs of replacing 
and replaced units or pairs, but to pursue that topic would 
take us too far afield and off-track. 
 Though translation/commentary endeavours such as the 
three represented at this symposium (La Bible d’Alexandrie, 
LXX.D, NETS) start with the premise that, since the LXX is 
written in Greek, it must be assumed to be a ‘normal’ Greek 
document—until proven otherwise—it is equally true that 
relatively soon in one’s descriptive analysis it becomes 
apparent that the translated LXX is not a ‘normal’ Greek 
document, even if that be only that it is a Greek translation 
from a Semitic original rather than an original composition in 
Greek. I will assume here that this point likewise is not in 
dispute in our discipline. 
 Since the Septuagint is a translation and since it is a 
translation, which, at least in general terms, might best be 
described as a translation of formal 
correspondence/equivalence rather than one of dynamic 
equivalence, two further considerations came into play. The 
first of these had to do with the textual approach one takes to 
                                                
6E. A. Nida and C. R. Taber, The Theory and Practice of Translation 
(Leiden: Brill, 1982), 201: “formal correspondence: quality of a 
translation in which the features of the form of the source text have 
been mechanically reproduced in the receptor language. Typically, 
formal correspondence distorts the grammatical and stylistic patterns 
of the receptor language and hence distorts the message, so as to 
cause the receptor to misunderstand or to labor unduly hard.” 
200: “dynamic equivalence: quality of a translation in which the 
message of the original text has been so transported into the 
receptor language that the response of the receptor is essentially like 
that of the original receptors. Frequently the form of the original text 
is changed; but as long as the change follows the rules of back 
transformation in the source language, of contextual consistency in 
the transfer, and of transformation in the receptor language, the 
message is preserved and the translation is faithful.” 
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a translation of formal correspondence in distinction from the 
approach one takes to an original composition. I begin with 
the latter. When one sets oneself to translate an original 
composition, one’s presupposition is, rightly, that the 
problems and mistakes found in the text are due to the 
vicissitudes of transmission history, since an author, intent on 
communicating, would scarcely produce items that do not 
communicate. Since on that premise ‘errors’ are not original, 
one emends them as one goes along. Good examples of this 
procedure are modern translations of the Hebrew Bible or Old 
Testament, which commonly reflect a kind of Ur-text of the 
Bible. On the other hand, the premise of initial inerrancy is 
quite inappropriate when applied to a translation, especially of 
the formal correspondence/equivalence variety. That is to say, 
errors may well be due to text production rather than to text 
transmission. Whether they are deemed to have arisen from a 
misreading of the source text or whether they were simply 
passed on by the translator from the source text to the target 
text does not much matter. They are in the target text all the 
same and thus affect its character. An interesting example 
here might be Ps 4:7.7  
 
Ps 4:7 
NRSV MT 
There are many who say, “O 
that we might see some good! 
Let the light of your face 
shine on us, O LORD!”  
 

bw+ wn)ry ym Myrm) Mybr 
 
hwhy Kynp rw) wnyl( hsn 

LXX NETS 
polloi\ le/gousin Ti/j dei/cei h(mi=n 
ta_ a)gaqa&;  
e0shmeiw&qh e0f’ h(ma~j to_ fw~j tou~ 
prosw&pou sou, ku&rie  
 
 

Many are saying, “Who will 
show us good things? 
The light of your face was 
made a sign upon us, O Lord!” 
 

 
The Hebrew of this verse is not really a problem. The only 
wrinkle is that in 72 the root )#n “to raise” is spelled hsn. To be 
sure, the translator literarily ruins the Hebrew idiom in 71  by 
translating it literally, but what really throws him off is the 
spelling of )#n in 72, which he construes as having to do with 
Hebrew sn' “standard/sign/signal” and reads it as a 3rd sg 
perfect. What is of interest here is not that the translator failed 

                                                
7Cf. Martin Flashar, “Exegetische Studien zum Septuagintapsalter,” 
ZAW 32 (1912): 81–116, 161–99, 241–68, here 174–75. 
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to recognize the unusual spelling of )#n but that he sacrificed 
the message to the individual word and grammatical form. 
That, it seems to me, tells us something about the kind of text 
he produced and was content to produce. 
 Another pertinent example is Ps 57(58):10, the more since 
there is good reason to take issue with Rahlfs’ critical text. 
 
Ps 57(58):9–10 
NRSV MT 
8 Let them be like the snail 
that dissolves into slime; 
like the untimely birth that 
never sees the sun. 
9 Sooner than your pots can 
feel the heat of thorns, 
whether green or ablaze, may 
he sweep them away! 
 

Klhy smt lwlb# wmk 9 
 
#m# wzx lb t#) lpn 
 
d+) Mkytrys wnyby Mr+b 10 
wnr(#y Nwrx wmk yx wmk  
 

LXX NETS 
9 w(sei\ khro_j o( takei\j 
a)ntanaireqh&sontai:  
e0pe/pese pu~r, kai\ ou)k ei]don to_n 
h(/lion.  
10 pro_ tou~ sunei=nai ta_j 
a)ka&nqaj u(mw~n th_n r(a&mnon, 
w(sei\ zw~ntaj w(sei\ e0n o)rgh~| 
katapi/etai u(ma~j.  
 

9 Like wax that melts they will 
be removed; 
fire fell and they did not see 
the sun. 
 
10 aBefore your thistles take 
note of the thorn-shrub, 
as if in anger it will bestormb 
you, as if alivea. 
aGk uncertain bdevour = Ra 

 
I include 57(58):9 to provide minimal context. The verse is 
scarcely free of problems but I will ignore it, since in the Greek 
both clauses make sense. That cannot be said of v. 10, though 
it is grammatical. Moreover, whereas in 102 Rahlfs reads 
katapi/etai, which would yield: “he [it] shall swallow you up as 
living, as in his wrath” (so Brenton), the Old Greek almost 
certainly had kataigiei=tai, attested by MS 2110, the famous P. 
Bodmer XXIV. The mistake, which is widespread and 
palaeographically inspired (KATAIGIEITAI > KATAPIETAI), is 
the more understandable since it makes a bit more sense out 
of the line. Yet MT has r(#, “to sweep/whirl away” (of a storm), 
the cognate noun of which is regularly translated in Psalms by 
Greek kataigi/j “squall/hurricane.” Though in 57:10 the 
modern translator as text-critic is able to go one step beyond 
Rahlfs’ critical edition, that one step makes the text even less 
intelligible than it already is in Rahlfs. But again the central 
point to be made is not that the Greek translator made no 
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sense of his source text, but that he willingly produced the 
kind of text he did. That again speaks volumes. In anticipation 
of Charles Thomson’s translation, to which I will make 
reference presently, I may just note that he translates our 
verse as “before your bramble bush can make its prickles felt, 
it will devour you as it were alive, as with wrath,” nicely done, 
to be sure, but hardly representative of the mode of the Greek. 
Since it is scarcely controversial that the translated Septuagint 
has countless instances like Ps 4:72 and 57:10, that is to say, 
exceedingly difficult, even unintelligible Greek, I would submit 
that, when one translates and interprets this translation of 
formal correspondence/equivalence, the premise of initial 
linguistic inerrancy and intelligibility is not a realistic option. 
To the modern translator or commentator the precise reason is 
immaterial. What is important is the baseline for interpretation 
this phenomenon establishes at all levels of constituent 
structure. 
 The general issue I have just raised is, I believe, of greater 
importance than may appear at the level of word, phrase or 
clause. Psalm 67(MT 68) will serve as an example at the level 
of text-as-discourse. About its extant Hebrew text H.-J. Kraus 
has this to say:  
 
There is hardly another song in the Psalter which in its corrupt text 
and its lack of coherence precipitates such serious problems for the 
interpreter as Psalm 68.8 
  
This statement is echoed by seemingly all commentators. 
Since Psalm 68 is assumed to be an original composition, its 
textual corruptions are evidently attributable not to the poet 
who composed it but to the psalm’s history of textual 
transmission. As a result Kraus and others undertake the task 
of reconstructing the Semitic Ur-text, which is then translated 
into a modern language. This is standard scholarly procedure 
and I take no issue with it. But consider the options of a 
translator of or commentator on the LXX, a Greek translation 
from Hebrew (or Aramaic). As text-critic the modern translator 
of the Greek can, of course, take issue with the text of the 
critical edition (see Ps 57:10 above), but that is then the end of 
the road; one cannot go back farther! And that holds true, it 
seems to me, whether one engages the text “as produced” or 
the text “as received” (or both in succession). In other words in 
both cases the interpretive possibilities are circumscribed by 
the constraints of the text. I cite here Ps 67(68):12–18 as an 
illustration: 
                                                
8H.-J. Kraus, Psalms 60-150  (transl. Hilton C. Oswald; A Continental 
Commentary; Minneapolis, Fortress Press, 1993),  47. 
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Ps 67(68):12–18 
NRSV MT 
11 The Lord gives the 
command; 
great is the company of 
thosea 

who bore the tidings: 
12 “The kings of the armies, 
they flee, they flee!” 
The women at home divide 
the  
spoil, 
13 though they stay among 
the  
sheepfolds— 
the wings of a dove covered 
with 
silver,  
its pinions with green gold. 
14 When the Almighty 
scattered  
kings there, snow fell on 
Zalmon. 
15 O mighty mountain, 
mountain of  
Bashan; O many-peaked  
mountain, mountain of 
Bashan!  
16 Why do you look with 
envy, O  
many-peaked mountain,  
at the mount that God desired 
for  
his abode, where the LORD 
will 
reside forever? 
17 With mighty chariotry, 
twice ten  
thousand, thousands upon 
thousands, the Lord came 
from Sinai into the holy 
placeb.  
 
aOr company of the women bCn: Heb 
The Lord among them Sinai in the 
holy (place) 

rm) Nty ynd)12 
br )bc twr#bmh  
 
tw)bc yklm13 
Nwddy Nwddy  
ll# qlxt tyb twnw 
 
Mytp# Nyb Nwbk#t M)14 
hpxn hnwy ypnk 
Cwrx qrqryb hytwrb)w Pskb 
  
hb Myklm yd# #rpb15 
Nwmlcb gl#t  
N#b rh Myhl) rh16 
N#b rh Mynnbg rh  
 
Mynnbg Myrh Nwdcrt hml17 
wtb#l Myhl) dmx rhh  
xcnl Nk#y hwhy P) 
 
 
Mytbr Myhl) bkr18 
#dqb ynys Mb ynd) N)n# ypl)  
 
 
 

LXX NETS 
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12 ku&rioj dw&sei r(h~ma toi=j 
eu)aggelizome/noij duna&mei pollh~|,  
 
13 o( basileu_j tw~n duna&mewn tou~ 
a)gaphtou~, tou~ a)gaphtou~, 
kai\ w(raio&thti tou~ oi1kou 
diele/sqai sku~la.  
14 e0a_n koimhqh~te a)na_ me/son tw~n 
klh&rwn, pte/rugej peristera~j 
perihrgurwme/nai, kai\ ta_ 
meta&frena au)th~j e0n xlwro&thti 
xrusi/ou. 
                                dia&yalma 
 15 e0n tw~| diaste/llein to_n 
e0poura&nion basilei=j e0p’ au)th~j 
xionwqh&sontai e0n Selmwn.  
 
16 o!roj tou~ qeou~ o!roj pi=on,  
o!roj teturwme/non, o!roj pi=on.  
 
17 i(/na ti/ u(polamba&nete, o!rh 
teturwme/na, to_ o!roj, o$ 
eu)do&khsen o( qeo_j katoikei=n e0n 
au)tw~|; 
kai\ ga_r o( ku&rioj kataskhnw&sei 
ei0j te/loj.  
 
 
18 to_ a(/rma tou~ qeou~ 
muriopla&sion, xilia&dej 
eu)qhnou&ntwn:  
o( ku&rioj e0n au)toi=j e0n Sina e0n tw~| 
a(gi/w|. 

12 The Lord will give a word 
to those who bring good news 
to a large host: 
13 “The king of the hosts of 
the beloved, of the beloved,” 
and toa divide the spoil for 
the beauty of the house. 
14 If you lie down among the 
allotments— a dove’s wings 
covered with silver, and its 
back feathers with golden 
greenness. 
 Interlude on strings 
15 When the Heavenly One 
sets apart kings over it, they 
will be snow-covered in 
Selmon. 
16 O mountain of God, fertile 
mountain; O curdled 
mountain, fertile mountain! 
17 Why do you suppose, O 
curdled mountains, that it is 
the mount 
which God was pleased to live  
in it?  
Indeed, the Lord will encamp 
finally. 
18 The chariot of God is ten 
thousand-fold, thousands of 
thriving ones, 
the Lord is among them in 
Sina, in the holy place. 
aPerhaps that he 

 
That the Hebrew source text, as noted earlier, is itself 
problematic is quite evident but irrelevant to my purpose here. 
That the parent text of the Greek occasionally differed from 
MT may well be true but again of little interest here. It is also 
unnecessary to ask here why the Greek translator did what he 
did. What he did is clear from a comparison of the Hebrew and 
Greek texts. For the most part he rather mechanically 
translates words, phrases and clauses and at those levels of 
constituent structure what he comes up with is reasonably 
intelligible. He even supplies a few articles without explicit 
warrant in the Hebrew text (underlined above). These help 
somewhat, but it remains true that the Greek text is disjointed 
and lacks coherence, just as the Hebrew text is judged to be 
prior to scholarly reconstruction. Though at the lowest levels 
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of constituent structure the translation is thus readable, at the 
level of text-as-discourse it is very difficult indeed. For 
whatever reason, the translator decided not to make use of 
context to disambiguate his source and to forge a discourse, a 
message.9 It is thus patently obvious that he took a stance 
radically different from that of modern translators of and 
commentators on the Hebrew text of the psalm. We may want 
to sympathize with him, seeing that his source text was 
corrupt, but I would suggest that such sympathy is misplaced. 
Our task as translators (and commentators), it seems to me, is 
to analyze and describe the make-up of the text and proceed 
from there, rather than to ascribe our notions of what 
‘translating’ must surely mean to the Greek translator. My 
guess is that the Greek translator produced what he thought 
needed to be produced! I would also suggest that any apologia 
on his behalf for the text he produced is an affront to his 
intelligence. Just what reception history might do with the text 
he produced is certainly of interest but quite a separate issue. 
Once it had been established that the Septuagint is a 
translation and, furthermore, a translation of the formal 
correspondence/equivalence variety, the second consideration 
came into play, namely, what role ought to be allotted to the 
source text. Standard practice in the discipline has long been, 
of course, to have recourse to the Hebrew text when the going 
in the Greek text gets too tough. That is to say, when the 
Greek text is ambiguous or unintelligible (or virtually so), one 
resorts to the Hebrew in an effort to disambiguate the Greek 
and to render it intelligible, if possible. Moreover, Martin 
Flashar maintained nearly a century ago that a translator’s 
semantic intent might often be found where paired Hebrew 
and Greek lexemes intersect.10 NETS decided to formalize and 
restrict this practice of recourse to the Hebrew and to raise it 
to the level of ‘principle’, namely, the principle of ‘the source 
text as arbiter of meaning’, in an effort to direct and 
circumscribe what use can legitimately be made of the source 
text, whether one translates or whether one writes a 
commentary. As the principle states, the source text can 
arbitrate between established meanings in the target 
language, but it cannot be used to create new meanings. To 
illustrate I return to the final phrase in Ps 67(68):12 (ku&rioj 
dw&sei r(h~ma toi=j eu)aggelizome/noij) duna&mei pollh ~|, which NETS has 
translated as: (“The Lord will give a word to those who bring 
                                                
9Interestingly in v. 181 G renders bkr as a singular, though in Ps 20:8 
he opts for a plural. Though Liddell-Scott-Jones notes that the plural 
of a(/rma is often used in place of the singular, the reverse does not 
seem to be the case. 
10Cf. Flashar, “Exegetische Studien,” 92. 
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good news) to a large host.” Since du/namij occurs frequently in 
Psalms, including six times in Psalm 67, and since it often has 
the sense of “power/might,” as it commonly does in standard 
Greek, might NETS perhaps be made to read: “(The Lord will 
give a word) with much power (to those who bring good news)” 
or, alternatively, with the adverbial phrase at the end? For 
arbitration one can turn to the Hebrew text, and since the 
Hebrew reads )bc, a word that does not mean “power/might,” 
NETS correctly renders it as “host.”11 But again let me 
emphasize: the source text can only be used to arbitrate 
among existing meanings (senses) in the target language; it 
cannot be used to create new meanings imported from the 
source text. It ought thus be clear once and for all that the 
principle of the source text as an arbiter of meaning, instead 
of being a license for superimposing the source text on the 
target text, is in fact quite the opposite, namely, a prohibition 
against such superimposition. Thus, like interlinearity itself, 
this principle enables one to take seriously the Greek of the 
LXX qua Greek. But let me be clear, there is no good reason 
not to construe the phrase in question differently in reception 
history. But again that is a separate issue. 
 After we had thus decided what to translate and for whom, 
and after it had been confirmed through descriptive analysis 
that the text to be translated was itself a translation that might 
be described as, by and large, a formal 
correspondence/equivalence translation, at times in need of 
arbitration by the source text and in places (semantically) 
unintelligible, we had to decide what sort of translation NETS 
itself should be. Should a formal correspondence/equivalence 
translation (i.e., the LXX) be translated as a formal 
correspondence/equivalence translation in English or, instead, 
should a formal correspondence/equivalence translation (i.e., 
the LXX) be translated into English as a translation of dynamic 
equivalence? I polarize for the sake of clarity. Moreover, the 
question posed admits of different answers, correlative to 
one’s aim. 
 As precedents within the discipline of Septuagint Studies 
one might usefully point to the translations of Brenton12 and 

                                                
11Ibid., 91.  
12Lancelot C. L. Brenton, The Septuagint Version of the Old 
Testament, According to the Vatican Text, Translated into English: 
with the Principal Various Readings of the Alexandrine Copy, and A 
Table of Comparative Chronology 2 vol. (London: Bagster & sons, 
1844). 
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Thomson13 respectively. To illustrate, I return to Ps 67:12–18 
(11–17). 
 
Brenton Ps 67:11–17 Thomson Ps 68:11–17 
11 The Lord God will give a 
word to them that preach it in 
a great company. 12 The king 
of the forces of the beloved, 
of the beloved, will even grant 
them for the beauty of the 
house to divide the spoils. 13 
Even if ye should lie among 
the lots, ye shall have the 
wings of a dove covered with 
silver, and her breast with 
ayellow golda. 14 When the 
heavenly One scatters kings 
upon it, they shall be made 
snow-white in Selmon.  
 
15 The mountain of God is a 
rich mountain; a swellingb 
mountain, a rich mountain. 16 
Wherefore do ye conceive evil, 
ye swellingb mountains? this 
is the mountain which God 
has delighted to dwell in; yea, 
the Lord will dwell in it for 
ever.  
17 The chariots of God are 
ten thousand fold, thousands 
of rejoicing ones; the Lord is 
among them, in Sina, in the 
holy place. 
 
aLit. greenness of gold.  
bGr. curdled like cheese 
 
Italicized items are additional to the 
Greek. 

11 God the Lord will issue an 
order to them, who publish 
good news to the mighty 
host—12 the King of the 
armies of the Beloved [to the 
army] of the Beloved, to divide 
spoils for beautifying the 
house. 13 Though you may 
have slept in kitchens; the 
wings of a dove covered with 
silver, while its back is 
spangled with yellow gold, 
shall, 14 when the Almighty 
scattereth kings before it, be 
white as the snow on Selmon. 
 
15 The mountain of God! a 
fertile mountain! Is a curdled 
mountain a fertile mountain? 
16 But why do you suppose 
curdled mountains? This is 
the mount on which God is 
pleased to dwell, for God will 
at length dwell there. 
 
17 The chariots of God are 
innumerable: there are 
thousands of happy 
attendants. The Lord was 
among them at Sina. 18 In 
this holy place … etc. 
 
 
 
Bracketed items are additional to the 
Greek. 

  
I summarize the differences between the two. Brenton 
translates fairly literally, usually italicizes when he fills out the 

                                                
13Charles Thomson, The Holy Bible, containing the Old and the New 
Covenant, commonly called the Old and the New Testament 4 vol. 
(Philadelphia: Jane Aitken, 1808). Note that Thomson follows the 
numbering of MT. 
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Greek, adds notes when he departs from lexical meaning and 
ends up with a text as lacking in coherence as his source text. 
There is, therefore, no concerted effort on his part to produce 
text-as-discourse out of what is not text-as-discourse. As a 
result, it might be concluded that Brenton interprets his text 
minimally. Thomson, on the other hand, elsewhere informs his 
reader that he will translate the translated Septuagint as 
though it were an original composition.14 Accordingly he takes 
a rather free hand to the psalm, reminiscent of what 
translators of the Hebrew Bible might do (legitimately) to a 
corrupt original. Only a single item is marked as formally 
additional to the Greek, none is noted as a lexical departure 
from the source, capitalization (uppercase) is used exegetically 
(above printed in bold), and the piece as a whole is clearly 
forged into a piece of text-as-discourse. Be it noted, 
therefore, that Thomson interprets his text rather 
substantially. The question to be raised is what mode of 
translation best suits the Greek source text at its point of 
production. Should one give the nod to Brenton (= formal 
correspondence/equivalence) or to Thomson (= dynamic 
equivalence)? Again I consciously paint in black and white. Is it 
possible that one give the nod to both, though scarcely at the 
same time? 
 If it be true, as modern hermeneutics teaches us, that there 
is no antinomy, no incompatibility between a text’s production 
and its reception, or, to put it positively, if both production 
and reception fall within the purview of exegesis, might one in 
fact argue that Brenton and Thomson (at least in principle) are 
both right? Such a conclusion might seem to be inherent in the 
notion of text autonomy. There are, however, a least two 
crucial caveats to consider: (1) the fact that there is no 
antinomy between a text’s production and its reception does 
not mean, I believe, that the two should not be distinguished 
and instead might just as well be collapsed, and (2) text 
autonomy does not mean that the text can mean whatever one 
wants it to mean. In fact, both interpretive constraints and 
interpretive possibilities are inherent in the very concept of 
text, and if that be the case, how one reads any given text is 
circumscribed by such constraints and possibilities, whether 
one engages that text at its point of production or at some 
point in its reception history. As for the LXX (as a translation)—
how one reads it at its point of production is circumscribed by 
its constitutive character as a Greek text arbitrated by its 
source text, that is to say as an act of communication (or not). 
                                                
14C. A. Muses ed. The Septuagint Bible. The Oldest Version of the Old 
Testament in the Translation of Charles Thomson (Indian Hills, Col.: 
Falcon’s Wing Press, 1954), Foreword xi–xii. 
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When one reads it at some point in reception history, when the 
LXX as Greek text had freed itself from its historical moorings, 
the particulars of its production, including arbitration by its 
source, are no longer in effect. That then means that in 
principle Thomson’s translation might be given the nod, 
though not as expressive of the text “as produced” but 
expressive of the text “as received.” Brenton, on the other 
hand, is clearly more expressive of the text “as produced.”  
 For a variety of reasons, then, NETS is what it is, i.e., 
predominantly a formal correspondence/equivalence 
translation. One might in fact speak here of a translational 
presupposition. The use of this translational mode, however, is 
mandated by the constitutive character of the text, and its 
resultant literalism, when it occurs, likewise stems from the 
predominant literalism of the LXX itself rather than from what 
good ‘translating’ might be perceived to involve. In other 
words, the use of this mode should stem from the character of 
a specific text, not from translating as verbal behaviour. That 
is to say, NETS does not resort to a literal mode, because to 
translate literally is somehow a superior mode of translating. 
Instead, it does so when the character of the Greek source text 
is best served thereby. As a result, one of the directives of 
NETS states that idiomatic Greek should be translated into 
idiomatic English but non-idiomatic Greek into non-idiomatic 
English. Be it noted, therefore, that there is no contradiction 
between ‘idiomatic usage’ and ‘interlinearity’ as employed by 
NETS. In other words, ‘interlinear’ does not equate with 
‘unidiomatic’. Moreover, the idiom-for-idiom principle may, in 
fact, give rise to quantitative difference between the Greek and 
NETS.15 
 Finally, it should be noted that NETS has taken what may 
be called a ‘lexicographical’ approach to lexical 
representation, in distinction from an ‘exegetical’ one. That is 
to say, NETS has refrained from using glosses based 
exclusively on translation equivalency and resultant context in 
the Greek. For example, Greek qa/lassa does not suddenly 
become an instance of straightforward linguistic performance 
and thus a term for “west,” when it is paired with Hebrew My in 
a directional context (cf. e.g., Gen 13:14),16 though a speech 
community can of course institutionalize it. Though in a 
                                                
15See, as a case in point, Ps 94:91: e0pei/rasan > “[they] tried me”. 
16Not surprisingly in Gen 13:14 Brenton, as a formal 
correspondence/equivalence translation, glosses qa/lassa with 
“seaward,” whereas Thomson, as a dynamic equivalence translation, 
renders it as “west.” Brenton thus gives the 
conventional/lexicographical meaning of qa/lassa (= ‘sense’), whereas 
Thomson reflects its contextual/exegetical import (= ‘reference’). 
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specific context that might be acceptable from an exegetical 
perspective, lexicographically it is not—unless the usage can 
be shown to have been institutionalized. For, as Cameron 
Boyd-Taylor has rightly pointed out, lexicography and 
exegesis (including translation, I believe) are distinct and are 
confused at one’s peril.17  
 Thank you for having accompanied me on my retrospective 
journey! 
 
 
 
 

                                                
17Cameron Boyd-Taylor, “The Evidentiary Value of Septuagintal Usage 
for Greek Lexicography,” BIOSCS 34 (2001): 48-80, here 55, and 
Dionysus in the LXX, presented to the Hebrew, Jewish and Early 
Christian Studies Seminar, University of Cambridge, Faculty of 
Divinity, Michaelmas Term, 2006. 


