
 

 

 
A Panel Presentation on Ronald Troxel’s LXX-Isaiah1 

1. THE STATED AIM OF THE BOOK 

In the Preface to his book Ronald Troxel writes the following programmatic 
statement:  

The sketch of the translator of Isaiah promoted by many scholars over the 
past fifty years (that he deliberately infused his translation with the beliefs 
and issues of his day) is, I argue, based on undisciplined associations 
between unique phraseology in the book and significant events known 
from the second century B.C.E. In order to re-evaluate this portrayal, 
however, we must consider how translation was conceived in the 
Hellenistic era, how ancient scholars (especially those in the Alexandrian 
Museum) studied and used revered texts, and how to determine if a 
distinctive Greek locution is based on a reading in the translator’s Vorlage 
at variance with the one in the MT, or even whether we have sufficient 
evidence to draw conclusions in every case. Only after we answer these 
fundamental questions will we have parameters within which to evaluate 
the translator’s work.2 

I take this statement to mean that, in Troxel’s view, LXX-Isaiah is typically 
interpreted in an undisciplined manner, i.e., without adequate linguistic 
warrant in the Greek text itself. Therefore, to set this situation straight we 
need to return to the text of LXX-Isaiah, in order to determine what sort of 
text it is that the translator has produced, and, then, from that vantage point, 
determine just what constitutes “disciplined,” in distinction from 
“undisciplined,” interpretation, or “over-interpretation.” 

Views on how translating was conceived in Hellenistic times are clearly 
of interest as general context of such a study, but the substantive issue 
would seem to be how translating was practiced—with specific reference to 
LXX-Isaiah. In short, it would seem that the object of one’s investigation 
must be the Greek text qua translation (i.e., as related to or derived from the 
Hebrew source text) and the translation qua Greek text3 (i.e., as Greek 
discourse, compared to compositional Greek literature of the period). 

                                                
1Ronald L. Troxel, LXX-Isaiah as Translation and Interpretation: The Strategies of 
the Translator of the Septuagint of Isaiah (Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2008). Panel 
discussion, Annual Meeting of the Society of Biblical Literature, Boston Nov. 23, 
2008.  
2Ibid., ix.  
3For the phrasing of these two complementary concepts cf. Cameron Boyd-Taylor, 
Reading Between the Lines—Towards an Assessment of the Interlinear Paradigm for 
Septuagint Studies (Leuven: Peeters, forthcoming), chapter 12.  
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It goes without saying that, lest one mistakenly attribute to the 
translator what might better be assigned to his source text, the question of 
what Hebrew source text is being presupposed by our translator can never 
be far from view. 

I trust my delineation does justice to Troxel’s intent and at the same 
time suggests where my own chief interest lies, namely, with the nature of 
the translated text and, more particularly, with the methodological question 
of how one accesses the translated text in order to assess it as a Greek 
document, i.e., as Greek discourse, and from that vantage point raise the 
question of the translator’s exegesis and exposition of his source text.  

My underlying assumption is the same, I trust, as Troxel’s, namely, that 
the constitutive character of the text dictates how one should read it. 
Moreover, my expertise, such as it be, lies probably more in methodology 
than in the nitty-gritty of LXX-Isaiah. I would furthermore argue that, from 
a methodological perspective, Troxel’s book is not just about LXX-Isaiah 
but more broadly about translation literature, of which LXX-Isaiah happens 
to be an intriguing and rather perplexing exemplar.  

In reasonably brief compass, I will attempt to show where I am coming 
from in what I intend a constructive critique of Troxel’s book.  

Since LXX-Isaiah 33:18 is used by Troxel to forge a link between 
LXX-Isaiah and Alexandrian literary scholarship of the period, and since 
Troxel’s reading of it is, furthermore, a good example of what I deem to be 
undisciplined interpretation of a translated text, I will close with a brief 
discussion of that passage. Moreover, since a discussion of Isa 33:18 occurs 
very early in Troxel’s book,4 it may be said to anticipate the direction in 
which his book is headed, at least from my perspective. LXX-Isa 33:18 
might furthermore be called the lynchpin of Troxel’s argumentation. 

 

2. LXX-ISAIAH: PRODUCTION AND RECEPTION 

Judging from its title, Troxel’s book aims to be about LXX-Isaiah as 
produced rather than about LXX-Isaiah as received. That is to say, Troxel’s 
focus aims to be on LXX-Isaiah as translated by its translator (= text 
production), in distinction from LXX-Isaiah as re-figured/re-articulated/re-
performed at some point in its reception history or history of interpretation 
(= text reception), for example, by the apostle Paul in the New Testament. 

Having read Troxel’s book, I cannot help but conclude that, from my 
perspective and despite the plethora of references to the translator of LXX-
Isaiah, the book ends up being more about the text as (possibly) received 
than about the text as produced—which is not to deny that some of the 
conclusions Troxel reaches are à propos the text as produced, but it is to 
suggest that such conclusions, when appropriate, are reached despite the 

                                                
4Troxel, LXX-Isaiah, 20. 
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methodology employed rather than in pursuit thereof.5 Put differently, 
Troxel includes both too little and too much in text-production. 

It is text production (in distinction from text reception) that clearly 
gives rise to basic disagreements between our respective approaches to text-
analysis. By this I do not mean that Troxel fails to distinguish between 
production and reception per se but that we differ rather fundamentally on 
what is included in “text production” and what relative weight to assign to 
its component parts. Thus whereas for Troxel the circumstances of a text’s 
creation (cf. Sitz im Leben) are a significant component, perhaps even a 
primary component, of text production, I see it as insignificant at best.6 
What for me is of primary (if not in fact sole) significance is a text’s 
constitutive character, i.e., its textual-linguistic make-up understood against 
the background of the target system. But it is precisely ‘constitutive 
character’ that fails to get its due, at Troxel’s  hands.  For elucidation I 
would refer my reader to “Hedges around the Text” below as well as to our 
contrastive interpretations of LXX-Isaiah 33:18, with which I conclude this 
review. 

The distinction between “production” and “reception” per se, I think we 
both agree, is axiomatic for the three major disciplines brought to bear on 
the translation and interpretation of LXX-Isaiah, namely, text-criticism, 
descriptive translation studies (DTS) and hermeneutics. That in Septuagintal 
text-criticism we routinely distinguish between primary text and secondary 
text (or texts) is scarcely subject to controversy. As in text form, so in text 
semantics, I would argue. The key is, however, that identity between 
primary and secondary text must be demonstrated to exist rather than 
assumed to exist.  

Descriptive Translation Studies (DTS) likewise works with the 
distinction in question. As the label of this discipline graphically indicates, 
its essence is descriptive analysis of the linguistic make-up of translated 
texts. Yet, even though such an analysis may uncover a certain prospective 
function of the text, its actual function in the host culture may turn out to be 
quite different.7 

In hermeneutics a similar distinction is deemed axiomatic. I cite here 
the well-known book jointly written by André LaCocque and Paul Ricoeur, 
Thinking Biblically. 

                                                
5Interestingly, a similar ambivalence about Troxel’s book appears to be reflected in 
the fact that the panel discussion was sponsored by both the IOSCS (cf. the LXX as 
to its production) and the Greek Bible section of SBL (cf. the LXX as to its 
reception). 
6Since Troxel construes the interlinear paradigm as a theory of origins and “origins” 
have to do with the circumstances of a text’s creation, it would have made good 
sense for him to reject the paradigm on that basis. But he does not. Yet it precisely 
his reliance on circumstantial evidence that vitiates his concept of text production.  
7Gideon Toury, Descriptive Translation Studies and beyond (Amsterdam 
/Philadelphia: Benjamins, 1995), 14.  
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… we do hold that the meaning of a text is in each instance an event that is 
born at the intersection between, on the one hand, those constraints that the 
text bears within itself and that have to do in large part with its Sitz im 
Leben [i.e., the text as produced] and, on the other hand, the different 
expectations of a series of communities of reading and interpretation that 
the presumed authors [or translators] of the text under consideration could 
not have anticipated [i.e., the text as received].8 

On the fundamental issues of what it means to take as the object of one’s 
research a translation rather than an original composition, Troxel appears to 
agree with Toury’s distinction between translational literature, on the one 
hand, and non-translational (compositional) literature, on the other. 
Differently put, translation might be called a distinct genre with its own 
rules of craftsmanship.9 Concretely, for translational literature the 
distinction signals that straightforward use of language cannot be assumed. 
One might thus say that translational literature might best be approached 
with distinctive expectations.  

If linguistic interference from the source text in the target text is a 
universal, as Toury argues, the basic issue becomes one of identifying and 
categorizing instances of interference in the text as produced, not of proving 
their existence. Toury distinguishes usefully between positive transfer (i.e., 
items in line with the linguistic code of the target language, though often 
overworked) and negative transfer (i.e., items out of line with the linguistic 
code of the target language, and therefore abnormal Greek at best).  

Troxel, it would appear, has no difficulty with the general 
characterization of Septuagint Greek as being translationese, a term I take to 
be descriptive rather than evaluative. Simply put, the Greek of the translated 
LXX is not composition Greek but translation Greek. 

Further, with regard to matters of exegesis and exposition as well, we 
seem to agree that the mantra “translation is interpretation” should not be 
taken to mean that all deviations from the source text qualify as exegesis by 
the Greek translator of the Semitic text at his disposal, nor, for that matter, 
as James Barr has pointed out, is it always warranted to speak of translation 
of the source text, in distinction from representation.10 For our present 
purpose, therefore, we may safely assume that the translated text can be 
expected to contain deviations from the source text that do not qualify as 
                                                
8André LaCocque and Paul Ricoeur, Thinking Biblically. Exegetical and 
Hermeneutical Studies (transl. David Pellauer; Chicago / London, University of 
Chicago Press, 1998), xi. For an application to translation literature see Albert 
Pietersma, “Text-Production and Text-Reception: Psalm 8 in Greek,” in Die 
Septuaginta. Texte, Kontexte, Lebenswelten (ed. M. Karrer and W. Kraus: Tübingen: 
J. C. B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 2008), 487–501. See essay 16 in this collection. 
9Toury, Descriptive Translation Studies, 28, 216.  
10James Barr, Typology of Literalism in ancient biblical translations (MSU 15; 
Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1979), 292. On 291 Barr speaks of 
interpretation on the linguistic level and interpretation on a higher level, that of 
content, of reference, or of theological exegesis. The first level is obligatory while 
the second one is not.  
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exegesis or exposition and, consequently, cannot be counted as exegetical or 
expositional in the target text as produced and that, at times, representation 
takes the place of translation. Nevertheless, deviations such as misreading of 
the source may tell us plenty about the translator’s assumptions about his 
task. All in all, Troxel appears to approve of a ‘minimalist’ stance vis-à-vis 
the translated text.11 

Precisely which items on the linguistic level are to be identified as 
positive transfer or negative transfer may not be immediately clear; equally, 
it remains to be determined which items on the interpretive level are to be 
categorized as misreadings and which are of exegetical import. In both 
cases, however, what impact such phenomena have on the finished product, 
i.e., the Greek translation qua Greek discourse, is a step that must logically 
follow identification. 

 
3. LXX-ISAIAH AS A TRANSLATION 

In spite of Troxel’s assurances to the contrary, I have difficulty seeing how 
his de facto approach to LXX-Isaiah can take full cognizance of the 
admitted fact that LXX-Isaiah is a translation and not an original 
composition.  

Troxel takes issue with Arie van der Kooij’s four-stage approach to the 
text, which he delineates as follows: (1) a study of the text of MT compared 
with the LXX; (2) a study of the Greek text qua literary unit (i.e., to see 
whether it has coherence); (3) a determination of the Greek’s literary genre 
(e.g., Erfüllungsinterpretation) and matching exegesis; (4) a reconstruction 
of the Hebrew Vorlage of the Greek.12  

Troxel rightly notes that the reconstruction of the Hebrew Vorlage 
ought not be placed in final position, seeing that the study of a translation 
must begin with its reputed source. Consequently, the order of his own 
stages of approach, as reflected in the chapter headings of his book, is as 
follows: 

  
(0) Matters of Cultural-Historical Setting (cf. chs. 1–2). 
(1)“Reconstructing the Vorlage of LXX-Isaiah” (ch. 3, 73–85). 
(2)“Linguistic interpretation in LXX-Isaiah” (ch. 4, 87–32). 
(3)“Contextual interpretation in LXX-Isaiah” (ch. 5, 133–72). 
(4)“A Critique of Contemporization” (ch. 6,  173–99). 
(5)“Israel’s Oppressors in LXX-Isaiah” (ch. 7,  200–46). 
[(6)“Translation and Interpretation in LXX-Isaiah” (ch. 8,  247–86).] 
 

Since chapters 1–2, seeing that they precede the reconstruction of the 
Vorlage, may not qualify as a full-fledged first stage in text analysis, it bears 
noting that they are nevertheless propaedeutic to what follows and play a 
crucial rhetorical role in Troxel’s study as a whole. 

                                                
11Troxel, LXX-Isaiah, 164. 
12Ibid., 82.  
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Of greater interest is what follows item (1) in the above list. On the 
assumption that the object of study is LXX-Isaiah as produced by its 
translator (i.e., its constitutive character) one might expect that a 
reconstruction of the Hebrew source text would be followed by a two-
pronged study of (a) the Greek text qua translation of its Hebrew source and 
(b) the translation qua Greek text, in an effort to determine, on the one hand, 
what sort of translation LXX-Isaiah is and, on the other hand, what sort of 
Greek document it might be. On that basis, one might then articulate, as best 
possible, an explanatory model, which puts one in a position to begin asking 
questions about exegesis and exposition by the translator of his source text. 
In terms of stages of approach, I would thus suggest the following: 

 
(1) A preliminary study of LXX in relation to MT. 
(2) A reconstruction of the Hebrew Vorlage of the LXX. 
(3) A study of the LXX qua Greek discourse. 
 (a) The LXX as a translation of its Hebrew original. 
 (b) The LXX in comparison to compositional literature. 
 (c) Articulation of an explanatory framework. 
(4) A study of the LXX as exegesis/exposition of its Hebrew source 

text. 
 
Troxel’s chapter 4 seems to give us the first stage of what we might expect. 
That is to say, its focus is on LXX-Isaiah as a translation of its Hebrew 
original, or, on the Übersetzungsweise of LXX-Isaiah, to use a term Troxel 
prefers. The chapter does not, however, provide a systematic, descriptive 
analysis of the linguistic relationship between the target text and the source 
text, but rather offers an overview of selected grammatical and semantic 
phenomena in various parts of LXX-Isaiah, with frequent emphasis on the 
interpretive reason for which the translator may have done what he did. 
Though much of this material is of interest, from a procedural point of view 
it would seem premature, the more since what is provided in chapter 4 is at 
best only one half of what is required as a propaedeutic to exegesis and 
exposition. That is to say, determining whether, or to what extent, the 
translator indulges in exegeting his source text presupposes that one has 
formulated some point of reference, namely, an explanatory framework of 
some description, something of a model of translation. Such a framework, 
however, presupposes not only an analysis of LXX-Isaiah as a translation 
but also, as the other side of the coin, an analysis of LXX-Isaiah as 
discourse, in other words, a balanced assessment of the text’s constitutive 
character. It is this framework or model that enables text analysis to be 
disciplined and principled. 

While Troxel repeatedly makes reference to other books in the LXX 
corpus, such comparative materials cannot, of course, inform us about LXX-
Isaiah as Greek discourse. Thus either Troxel intends other translations to 
function as a standard in lieu of compositional usage, or he neglects to 
address the question of LXX-Isaiah as Greek discourse altogether. Yet it 
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would seem that it is precisely the explanatory framework that assigns 
semantic and grammatical freight to LXX lexemes and structural items. 

To the extent that chapter 4 is descriptive, it is abundantly clear that 
LXX-Isaiah uses mixed modes of translation. In terms of so-called literal 
versus free, LXX-Isaiah decidedly features both. Yet, it is the “free” mode 
that receives the lion’s share of Troxel’s attention, to the extent that he 
speaks of LXX-Isaiah’s “characteristically [emphasis added] ‘free’ 
Übersetzungsweise.”13 It is difficult to see, however, that such a 
characterization can be conducive to a balanced assessment of exegesis in 
LXX-Isaiah.14  

Since chapter 4 is followed by three chapters devoted to various aspects 
of the translator’s exegesis15—notably a critique of scholarly views 
thereof—it is clear that chapter 4 is as close as Troxel is actually going to 
bring his readers to LXX-Isaiah as produced, i.e., to its constitutive 
character. 

 

4. HEDGES AROUND THE TEXT 

The reason for Troxel’s studied distance from the text as produced is 
attributable, in large part, to a number of barriers he has erected that tend to 
keep the translator’s text from view. I shall call these barriers hedges around 
the text as produced.16 I see at least two, possibly three, of these hedges: (1) 
Troxel’s use of circumstantial evidence; (2) his use of the concept of the 
‘tolerant reader’; and (possibly) (3) his use of an inappropriate standard of 
comparison for compositional Greek. 

First, the role assigned to circumstantial evidence, in distinction from 
direct evidence, in text analysis. Whereas direct evidence may be said to be 
linguistic information derived from the text itself, circumstantial evidence, 
on the other hand, does not derive from the text itself but may nevertheless 
have some bearing on how to read a given text.  

In the broadest sense, circumstantial evidence can be taken to 
encompass a text’s cultural-historical milieu; in the narrowest sense, it can 
refer to what a given author or translator might say in a preface about what 

                                                
13Ibid., 121. Note, however, page 106 where Troxel speaks of a “tendency towards 
‘free’ translation.”  
14Troxel’s predilection is perhaps to be understood in terms of his belief that more 
literal translations tell us less about the translator’s own ideas (p. 2) and that, while 
grammatical deviations from the target language are “tolerable in translations,” 
semantics is more revealing of “the character of a translation” (p. 102). While from 
an ideological perspective this may readily be granted, it is doubtful from a strictly 
linguistic perspective. If, purely for the sake of argument, “literal” and “free” were to 
be identified as linguistic features of LXX-Isaiah, both would have to be taken 
equally seriously and their relative weight would have to be assessed for one’s 
explanatory model.  
15Chapter 8 is a showcase study of LXX-Isaiah 28.  
16See my earlier comments on components of text production.  
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he thinks he did in the text he produced. We might then speak of the ‘stated 
intent’ of author or translator. The first two chapters of Troxel’s book—
including in part his discussion of Isa 33:1817 to which I will turn later—are 
clearly about evidence that is circumstantial to LXX-Isaiah. Yet by placing 
them where he does, preceding serious analysis of the text of LXX-Isaiah, 
the circumstantial evidence they provide has the rhetorical effect of shaping 
the direct evidence to come in the chapters that follow. The use he makes of 
oi9 grammatikoi/ in Isa 33:18 underscores that perception. Here one can 
speak of the importation of circumstantial evidence into the text. 

Troxel, in chapters 1 and 2,18 sketches an impressive history of literary 
scholarship that was being pursued at the Museum of Alexandria, noting the 
various genres of Greek literature that were being studied and critiqued. 
Strikingly absent, however, is the genre19 of translation, evidently because 
it was not part of the Museum’s curriculum, or, for that matter, part of any 
educational curriculum we know of, elsewhere. And yet, by Troxel’s clear 
admission, LXX-Isaiah is a translation. While translating was clearly 
practiced as a skill, it was not a subject to be studied, to the best of our 
knowledge. Thus the relevance of the Museum for ‘translation studies’ was 
at best very indirect and at worst wholly irrelevant. Seemingly the latter is 
the case for LXX-Isaiah qua Greek discourse! 

Included in Troxel’s circumstantial evidence is the well-known 
prologue to Sirach, which he discusses at some length20 and which, in his 
view, warrants a number of conclusions clearly impacting on the nature of 
the translation itself and beyond that on the rest of the LXX, including 
LXX-Isaiah. Troxel’s argument seems to run as follows: Since Sirach’s 
grandson intended to communicate his grandfather’s wisdom to those who 
could not read Hebrew and since he perforce translated his grandfather’s 
book in accordance with the ‘authoritative’ model initiated by the 
Pentateuch, it can be inferred that, despite its style, the translation 
accomplished what it was designed for. Therefore, the translation was not 
designed to be a guide to understanding the Hebrew but instead was 
designed to be a linguistically free-standing text. Whether Troxel is correct 
about the grandson’s intent is not at issue, it seems to me. The question is, 
however, whether the translator’s intent (whatever that was) had a linguistic 
impact on the translation of Sirach as produced. According to Ben Wright, 
the Greek of Sirach is often woodenly translationese.21 What this says about 
Sirach qua Greek discourse, including its intelligibility or the lack thereof, I 
shall leave to Ben Wright to spell out in his commentary on Sirach in 
SBLCS (Society of Biblical Literature Commentary on the Septuagint). This 

                                                
17Troxel, LXX-Isaiah, 20–21.  
18Ibid.,  25–72.  
19By ‘genre’ I mean here a generative device used to produce a given mode of 
discourse.  
20Troxel, LXX-Isaiah, 56–59.  
21Ibid., 58.  
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much seems certain, that the Greek translation we have must arbitrate the 
circumstantial evidence of the prologue, rather than vice versa.  

The same needs to be said about the circumstantial evidence supplied 
by Aristeas. Totally absent in Aristeas is any meaningful reference to the 
style of the Greek Pentateuch. Judging from Aristeas, the Greek Pentateuch 
is a work of literature of the highest order, its literary beauty no doubt 
matching its profundity of thought. To be sure, the circumstantial evidence 
furnished by Aristeas is of great interest for reception history, but does it 
really deserve to be placed side-by-side with direct evidence, as Troxel 
suggests in his Summary to chapter 2?22 Moreover, it may well be true that, 
compared with later accounts of Septuagint origins, Aristeas’ account is 
relatively sober.23 When it comes to text-analysis of the Greek Pentateuch, 
Aristeas is of no help whatsoever. Moreover, the relevance of Aristeas 
would seem even further reduced if Troxel is right in stating that the 
translator of LXX-Isaiah “viewed his task differently than those of the 
Torah.”24 

One might be inclined to take Troxel’s use and inflation of 
circumstantial evidence less seriously, if it were not for the fact that he 
features a corresponding deflation of direct evidence. What I have in mind is 
his introduction, based on Rabin’s work, of the so-called ‘tolerant reader’,25 
a second hedge that tends to keep from view the Greek text as produced. 
For while both Rabin and Troxel affirm the standard assessment of 
Septuagint Greek, there is, for them, no need to take it seriously due to the 
‘tolerant reader’, who seemingly transforms translation Greek into standard 
or normal Greek, disambiguates what is ambiguous, makes intelligible what 
is unintelligible, and even creates new senses for old words, attested 
uniquely in Septuagint translations. Thus, while earlier it was genres other 
than translation and the stated intent of Sirach’s grandson that kept from 
view the text as produced, here a similar role is played by the ‘tolerant 
reader’.  

The concept of ‘the tolerant reader’, in my judgment, is at best 
unhelpful in text analysis, and at worst it makes the Greek text seem 
something substantially different from what the direct linguistic evidence 
shows it to be. It is all well and good to suggest that a ‘tolerant reader’ takes 
no umbrage at linguistic infelicities in the text. So, for example, if the Greek 
text has complements with a given Greek verb, which mimic the source text, 
even though the usage is not Greek, ‘tolerant readers’ may simply shrug 
their shoulders and move on, provided the context is relatively clear. 
Similarly, if the Greek text contains so-called pleonastic pronouns or 
adverbs, contrary to Greek usage but reflective of the source text, ‘tolerant 

                                                
22Ibid., 72.  
23Ibid., 47.  
24Ibid., 72.  
25See as well the preceding essay and the use Muraoka makes of this phantom 
reader.  
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readers’ may just grin and bear. Though in both cases we have instances of 
negative transfer, seeing that ‘tolerant readers’ are used to this sort of thing, 
they are not unduly bothered by it; therefore, such items are thought to cause 
no problem in text interpretation. This is not to say, however, that such 
items are linguistically irrelevant, since they alert us to the kind of text the 
translation is, namely, one that not infrequently represents the source text 
even if doing so violates Greek linguistic code and even if confusion and 
unintelligibility result. It therefore puts one on notice that there may be other 
violations with less benign consequences. It may well be the case that the 
translator is more concerned with representation of the source text rather 
than with its translation, precisely the sort of thing James Barr comments on 
in Typology of Literalism.26 

I doubt anyone would be prepared to argue that the ‘tolerant reader’ 
should be counted on to divine the meaning of the source text when, for 
whatever reason, the target text is in disarray; or for that matter, when a 
Greek word is oddly used due to a standard X = Y equivalence, that we 
should assign it a new sense in the lexicon. Troxel seems to overlook the 
fact that Patristic writers (tolerant as they were) frequently had difficulty 
with the Greek text. 

Though Troxel argues that the concept of the ‘tolerant reader’ is 
something entirely different from Gehman’s notion about Septuagint Greek 
being the spoken language of Alexandrian Jews, I wonder whether it is not 
bringing Alexandrian Jewish patois in by the back door.27 Certainly the 
effect on Septuagint lexicography and grammaticography are very much the 
same, since the ‘tolerant reader’, in fact though possibly not in theory, 
elevates translationese language into living speech and thus from time to 
time in the lexicon of Muraoka introduces new senses for old words based 
on their unusual contexts in the LXX.28 

The assumption that the translated text constitutes an act of 
communication and therefore must make sense29 might be called a subset of 
the ‘tolerant reader’ since it too tends to gloss over serious difficulties in the 
translated text, whether passed on from the source text and or due to the 
translator’s misunderstanding. One is reminded here again of the point Barr 
makes in his Typology of Literalism, namely, that at times translators were 
more interested in representing the source text than in translating it.30  

Lastly, though the implied reader can be inferred from the text as 
configured and the readers of reception history can be located in the text as 

                                                
26Barr, Typology, 0   
27Troxel, LXX-Isaiah, 61 n. 120.  
28As long ago as 1969 John Lee showed the fallacy of such a procedure: “A Note on 
Septuagint material in the Supplement to Liddell and Scott,” Glotta 47 (1969): 234–
42.  
29Cf. Troxel, LXX-Isaiah, 113: … a translator, needing to convey the sense of his 
Vorlage to his readers, does not have the luxury of reproducing forms whether or not 
they make sense.”  
30Barr, Typology, 18.  
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refigured, I have no idea where to find the ‘tolerant reader’. Hence the 
‘tolerant reader’ would seem to be a fiction. 

A third apparent hedge that tends to screen out the translated text as 
produced is the use of the wrong standard of comparison. If the object of 
discourse analysis is to determine what sort of Greek text one is dealing 
with, the standard of comparison that is being used must be deemed of 
crucial significance. From chapter 4 onward, it is clear that, for Troxel, the 
standard of comparison is not compositional Greek of the Hellenistic period 
but seemingly other translations within the Septuagint corpus. 

To be sure, if one wants to get a comparative sense of how one 
translator in distinction from another translator rendered his Hebrew source, 
one would indeed consult another translation on the rendition of any given 
Hebrew word, phrase or clause. But if one aims to assess a given translation 
qua Greek discourse, it is difficult to see how it makes sense to look at other 
translations. Instead, one needs to look to standard/common Greek usage in 
compositional literature. In other words, since we have no access to native 
speakers of Hellenistic Greek, we opt for the next best guide, namely, 
compositional literature in Hellenistic Greek. It goes without saying, of 
course, that the conclusions we draw remain subject to new discoveries that 
may be made—but that happens to be the nature of scholarship. 

 

5. TROXEL’S OVERRIDING INTEREST 

That Troxel’s overriding interest lies not with the constitutive character of 
the text as produced, despite his numerous references to the translator of 
LXX-Isaiah, seems to become patently obvious in chapter 8,31 where he 
showcases his understanding of the Greek translator’s exegetical and 
expositional achievements. He writes, 
 

I propose to uncover the translator’s synthetic understanding of the chapter 
[Isa 28] by exploring how he achieved his rendering. Before doing so, 
however, it is important to comprehend the literary structure of the passage 
in the LXX without reference to its Vorlage.32 

 

                                                
31Entitled “Translation and Interpretation in LXX-Isaiah.”  
32Troxel, LXX-Isaiah, 250. Troxel’s approach is reminiscent of Aristeas’ approach 
to the LXX: though genealogically the LXX is a translation, genetically it is a 
‘compositional’ text and a great work of literature. Cf. further p. 54 where Troxel 
writes “… in preparing to explore the Übersetzungsweise of the Isaiah translator, we 
must also [emphasis added] take into account the fact that LXX-Isaiah … is a 
translation, not an original composition.” Troxel here makes it sound as though 
being a translation is incidental rather than basic to LXX-Isaiah. The only question 
would seem to be what kind of translation it is, and, accordingly, what kind of Greek 
document one sets oneself to interpret.  
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It would thus seem that, in Troxel’s approach, a stage dealing with 
LXX-Isaiah as Greek document, in light of which one might then develop 
one’s interpretive strategy, is absent from his stages of approach for a good 
reason: Troxel’s object of research lies beyond what can rightfully be 
included in text production, namely, the translation without reference to its 
source. His de facto object appears to be LXX–Isaiah as a linguistically 
independent document of Hellenistic Judaism, hence tantamount to an 
original composition seeing that even mistaken readings of the source text 
are forged into exegetical and expositional moves by the translator.33 

To be sure, while for comparative purposes, one might want to place 
side by side “the LXX without reference to its Vorlage”34 (i.e., qua 
linguistically free-standing text) and the LXX with reference to its Vorlage 
(i.e., qua linguistically derived text), the LXX without reference to its parent 
text cannot be assumed to be the LXX as produced any more than that a 
translation compared only to other translations can be assumed to be normal 
Greek discourse. A translated text in which mistaken readings of the source 
text, in which negative transfer from the source, in short, in which every 
difference from its Hebrew original is endowed with translator’s 
intentionality cannot be taken to be the text as produced, though it might 
conceivably be its re-figuration, its re-articulation, its re-invention, its re-
orientation, its re-performance. 

How does one access the text as produced? As I see it, by a descriptive 
analysis of the Greek text qua translation, on the one hand, and by 
analyzing the translation qua Greek text/discourse, on the other. 

 

6. ISAIAH 33:18 AS EXAMPLE AND LYNCHPIN 

 
Now for a closer look at Isa 33:17-19, not only as an example of Troxel’s 
method of interpretation but, more importantly, as a lynchpin of his 
argumentation. 
 
LXX-Esaias MT-Isaiah  

                                                
33To cite but a single example, in 28:1 Hebrew yr"k@o#$i (‘drunkards’) is read as though 
it were a form of ryki#&f (‘wage earner’) with odd consequences. While in MT the 
drunkards of v. 1 are shown to be the priests and the prophets in v. 7, in the Greek 
the hired workers of Ephraim are the culprits in v. 1 while in v. 7 they are the priests 
and the prophets (as in MT). Furthermore, while in v. 1 of MT the drunkards are 
drunk with wine, as are the priests and the prophets of v. 7, in the LXX the hired 
workers are said to be drunk without wine, contrary to the priests and the prophets of 
v. 7. Troxel speculates (p. 251) that “the hirelings of Epraim” are the rulers, parallel 
to the Jerusalem rulers in v. 14. But on what basis? He appeals to the crown/garland 
imagery of v. 5, but that is already in the source text. That in reception history such 
an interpretation might arise is quite possible, but this scarcely means that it is 
attributable to the Greek translator.  
34Troxel, LXX-Isaiah, 250. For amplification see note 14.   
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17 basile/a meta_ do&chj o!yesqe 
kai\ oi9 o)fqalmoi\ u(mw~n o!yontai  
gh~n po&rrwqen. 
18 h( yuxh_ u(mw~n meleth&sei fo&bon: 
pou~ ei0sin oi9 grammatikoi/; 
pou~ ei0sin oi9 sumbouleu&ontej;  
pou~ e0stin o( a)riqmw~n tou_j 
sustrefome/nouj [Troxel: 
suntrefome/nouj] 
19 mikro_n kai\ me/gan lao&n; w{| ou) 
sunebouleu&santo ou)de\ h!|dei 
baqu&fwnon w(/ste mh_ a)kou~sai lao_j 
pefaulisme/noj, kai\ ou)k e1stin tw~| 
a)kou&onti su&nesij. 

hnyzxt wypyb Klm 17 
hny)rt Kyny( 
Myqxrm Cr)  

hmy) hghy Kbl 18 
rps hy)  
lq# hy) 

t) rps hy)  
Myldgmh  

z(wn M( t) 19 
yqm( M(h)rt )l 

Ny) Nw#l g(ln (wm#m hp#  
hnyb 

 

 
 

 
NETS-Esa (Moises Silva) NRSV-Isa 
17 You will see a king with glory, 
and your eyes will see a land 
from far away. 
18 Your soul will muse on fear: 
“Where are the scholars? 
Where are the counselors? 
Where is the one who counts 
those gathering together, [Troxel: 
reared together] 
 
19 a small and a great people?” 
They took no counsel with him, 
nor did he know deep speech, 
aso that a despised people could 
not heara, 
and there is no understanding to 
the one who hears. 
aGk uncertain 

17 Your eyes will see the king in 
his beauty; they will behold a 
land that stretches far away.  
18 Your mind will muse on the 
terror: 
“Where is the one who counted? 
Where is the one who weighed 
the tribute? 
Where is the one who counted 
the towers?”  
19 No longer will you see the 
insolent people, 
the people of an obscure speech 
that you cannot comprehend, 
stammering in a language that 
you cannot understand.  
 

 
1. Troxel’s interpretation of LXX-Isaiah 33:18. His discussion is both 
simple and complex, ‘simple’ in that, in his discussion of v. 18, he 
altogether ignores its context and within v. 18 treats grammatikoi/ as its key 
term, which largely defines the verse as a whole; ‘complex’ because he 
draws heavily on circumstantial evidence for interpretive purchase on the 
whole book of LXX-Isaiah. (The categorizations below are my own.) 

a) Oi9 grammatikoi/ 
(1) Hebrew-Greek equivalence:  

(a) Oi9 grammatikoi/ renders rp'so, which elsewhere in LXXIsa (36:3, 
22; 37:3) and commonly in the rest of the LXX is rendered by 
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grammateu/j (Troxel page 3). As a result, grammatikoi/ attracts 
attention. 
(b) For other references to grammatikoi/ cf. Troxel pp. 20–21, 22–
35, 40, 53, 54, 111, 132, 150, 151. 

(2) Historical attestation: 
(a) The “use of the term grammatikoi/ commences in the third 
century B.C.E.” So Troxel p. 21. 
(b) Since “it was … in the early second century … that Alexandrian 
scholars claimed the title grammatikoi/ … the use of grammatikoi/ 
in Isa 33:18 reflects conditions no earlier than the second century.” 
So Troxel p. 22.35  
(c) In Isa 33:18 the translator “likely … expressed his dismay at the 
absence of grammatikoi/ as pillars of Alexandrian society after 145 
B.C.E.” [when Euergetes II came to the throne]. So Troxel p. 24. This 
accords with the view “that the translation of the book of Isaiah was 
executed shortly after the middle of the second century B.C.E.” So 
Troxel p. 24. 

(3) Geographic provenance:  
(a) The “occurrence of grammatiko/j [in Isa 33:18] accords with the 
common view that the translator worked in Egypt ….” So Troxel p. 
21.  
(b) Grammatiko/j is therefore assumed to be of Egyptian provenance. 

(4) Sense and reference: 
(a) Since grammatikoi/ in Isa 33:18 refers to the literary scholars of 
the Alexandrian Museum, the sense is defined accordingly.  
(b) Troxel calls them “professional ‘men of letters’” citing P. M. 
Fraser.36 

(5) Importance in LXX-Isa: 
(a) Contra van der Kooij, Troxel thinks that “it is not clear that the 
translator’s use of grammatikoi/ in 33:182 implies anything about his 
self-understanding.” So Troxel p. 20. 
(b) Since the grammatikoi/ of 33:182 are to be identified as the 
literati of the Museum, what we know about these literati, according 
to Troxel, gives us interpretive purchase on LXX-Isaiah as a whole 
(pp. 35, 40, 53, 111, 132, 150, 151). 
(c) Oi9 sumbouleu/ontej37 (“those in the process of counselling”) in 
v. 183 and o9 a0riqmw~n tou\j suntrefome/nouj38 (“he who is 

                                                
35Rudolf Pfeiffer, History of Classical Scholarship from the Beginnings to the End 
of the Hellenistic Age (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1968), 157 cites evidence to 
argue that Zenodotos, the first director of the Library, was already called a 
grammatiko/j.  
36P. M. Fraser, Ptolemaic Alexandria, 3 vols. (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1972), 
1:458.  
37Since, according to Troxel (p. 21), lq# elsewhere in Isaiah (40:12; 46:6) is 
translated by i(/sthmi, the translator clearly knew that the former had to do with 
weighing out money. What he seems to overlook, however, is that the Greek idiom 
requires a complement (see the references noted) for which 33:18MT gives no 
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counting those being reared together”) in 184 are thought to be 
officials of state on the assumption that oi9 grammatikoi/ in 182 refers 
to the literati of the Museum and, consequently, are the “pillars of 
Alexandrian society” (see b) (3) above) (pp. 21, 24). 

(d) In 184 Troxel emends Ziegler’s sustrefome/nouj (“[those] gathering 
together”) to suntrefome/nouj (“[those] being reared together”) (p. 20 n. 
113, 21). 

i) Given the fact that Hebrew √ldg twice elsewhere in Isaiah (23:4; 
49:21) is rendered by e0ktre/fw (“bring up from childhood”), the 
emendation makes good sense and underscores LXX-Isaiah’s 
literalistic dimension. 
ii) At the same time, however, it demonstrates how little concern 
the translator had, at times, for the larger context. While, in a city 
under siege, it makes some sense to ask: “Where is the one who 
counts those gathering together, namely, [19] a small and a great 
people?” (cf. Ziegler & NETS), it would seem to make little sense 
to ask: “Where is the one who counts those being reared together, 
namely, [19] a small and a great people?” 

(e) As for 33:18 as a whole? According to Troxel “as in the MT (sic), 
the people lament the loss of public officials.” So Troxel p. 20. 
 

2. LXX-Isaiah 33:18 in context. To provide a disciplined interpretation of 
Isa 33:18 as produced, I would suggest the following approach:  

a) If LXX-Isaiah is indeed predominantly a “literal” translation, as Troxel 
suggests and an instance of which we have just seen in 33:18, and if 
segmentation of the source text is, therefore, typically at the lower levels 
of constituent structure, it would seem judicious to begin interpreting the 
target text at the lower levels of constituent structure.  
b) If the text at times lacks coherent sense, as Troxel concludes in not a 
few cases in LXX-Isaiah and an instance of which we have seen above in 
33:18–19, it would seem prudent to begin without the presupposition that 
the translated text makes sense—unless Troxel’s ‘tolerant reader’ can be 
counted upon to make sense nevertheless. 
c) Since for Troxel grammatikoi/ is the key term in Isa 33:18, I begin 
with grammatikoi/. 

(1) Greek text qua translation: Greek-Hebrew equivalence. 
(a) As Troxel notes, oi9 grammatikoi/ renders rp'so, which elsewhere 
in LXX-Isa (36:3, 22; 37:3) and in the rest of the LXX is rendered by 
grammateu/j (“secretary”). 
(b) Since oi9 grammatikoi/ is a non-default (marked) equivalent it 
attracts (local) exegetical attention. 

                                                                                                    
warrant (contrast e.g., ti/j e1sthsen ta_ o!rh staqmw~| in 40:12). I suspect Martin 
Flashar would have called oi9 sumbouleu/ontej a Verlegenheitsübersetzung.  
38Writes Troxel (p. 21): “Although o9 a0riqmw~n tou\j suntrefome/nouj might be an 
office contrived to make sense of the Hebrew, it nevertheless is conceivable as an 
official of state who oversees the youth of the city.” Both of Troxel’s assumptions 
are in serious doubt. 
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(2) Greek translation qua text/discourse: level of coherent sense 
(a) Word/phrase level:  

i) Grammatiko/j is well attested in pre-Hellenistic Greek both as an 
adjective and as a noun. Its sense is (the) “literate/lettered” (in 
distinction from a0gra/mmatoj [“illiterate/unlettered”], 
a0riqmhtiko/j [“arithmetician”], mousiko/j [“musician”], i0atro/j 
[“doctor”] (Xen. Mem. 4.2.20 (3x), Plat. Rep. 3.402b; Theaet. 198e, 
207b; Aristot. Eud. Eth.  1226a, Nic. Eth. 1105a(2x), Soph. El. 
165b, Categ. 3a, Met. 1026b, 1064b, 1087a, Phys. 199a, Top. 104b, 
111b, An. Post. 92a, De Gen. An. 767b, Mag. Mor. 2.7.12.7.) It is 
attested in both singular and plural, arthrous and anarthrous. 
ii) In Hellenistic Greek grammatiko/j continues to have its pre-
Hellenistic sense, notwithstanding references to the professionals 
of the Alexandrian Museum (see e.g., OGDan 1:3, Philo Prob. 51, 
157; Epictetus Dissert. 2.9.10; 3.19.6. Dio Chrysostom Orat. 
10.28; Diogenes Laertius Vit. Phil. 2.99. Etc. Many instances of the 
term are indeterminate as to whether the individual concerned had 
anything to do with the Museum. So, for example, the standard 
designation of a teacher of literature at the secondary level of the 
educational process was o9 grammatiko/j.39 
iii) There is no reason to believe that grammatikoi/ in Isa 33:18 (as 
in OGDan 1:3) carries anything but its stock meaning: “(the) 
lettered/(those) skilled in reading and writing”; (cf. e.g., 
a1nqrwpoj e0pista/menoj gra/mmata in Isa 29:11–12). Hence the 
NETS translation, “scholars,” is appropriate. 

(b) Clause/sentence level:  
i) Oi9 grammatikoi/ makes sense in its immediate (clausal) context 
but less so within the context of the three parallel “where” clauses. 
Since 181 suggests circumstances of fo/boj, individuals with 
writing and reading skills might conceivably be called for. 
ii) The three-some of classes or individuals noted in the “where”  

 clauses finds no parallel either in LXX-Isaiah or in contemporary  
 civil society. Consequently, their individual or combined roles  
 can only be inferred from Isa 33:18. 

(c) Paragraph/discourse level:  
i) Expanding the context beyond v. 18 in either direction creates 
more uncertainty and less coherence. 

(i) How does v. 17 relate to v. 18? V. 17 seems to be about joy 
whereas v. 18 reads like a lament. 
(ii) How does v. 19 relate to v. 18? Are we to read “Where is the 
one who counts those gathering together[,] a small and a great 
people?” or “Where is the one who counts those gathering 
together/those being reared together, namely, a small and a great 
people”?  

                                                
39See R. Cribiore, Gymnastics of the Mind: Greek Education in Hellenistic and 
Roman Egypt (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2001), especially 
chapter 7.  
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(iii) What is the antecedent of the relative pronoun w{| in v. 191? 
Is it preceding lao/n? Or might it be o( a0riqmw~n in 184, or even 
basile/a in 171? Thus, should we read “they took no counsel 
with the people” or “they took no counsel with the one who 
counts”? 
(iv) What is the subject of sunebouleu&santo in v. 192? Is it oi9 
sumbouleu&ontej in v. 183 or is it tou\j sustrefome/nouj/ 
suntrefome/nouj? Are we to read “those who actively counsel 
… took no counsel with him [the people? the one who counts? 
the king? God??]” or “those gathering together/being reared 
together … [they] took no counsel with him [the people? the one 
who counts? the king? God??]” 
(v) What might be the subject of h!|dei in v. 192??  
(vi) What to do with the concluding two lines of v. 19, marked 
by NETS as uncertain? Etc. 

ii) What about the Greek passage as a whole? 
(i) The Hebrew text is commonly understood to refer to an 
Assyrian siege of Jerusalem that has just been lifted. Such an 
interpretation would seem to make sense, since it accounts 
reasonably well for all its constituent elements. In that case, 
however, the three “where” clauses in v. 18 speak of Assyrian 
personnel that has now left, seeing that the siege has been lifted. 
The mood might, in that case, be one of relief and joy. 
(ii) The Greek text of v. 18 seems like a lament about certain 
people who are regrettably absent. Apparently these are literate 
/lettered individuals, persons engaged in giving advice—note the 
(durative) participial form sumbouleu/ontej40 and a third group 
or individual that has something to do with gathering or rearing 
(see Troxel’s reading), all three apparently Jerusalemites. 
Therefore, the passage appears to speak of an existing siege, 
something underscored by the negativity of v. 19. But in that 
case, how does the negativity of vv. 18–19 relate to the positive 
attitude expressed in vv. 17 and 20?41 
(iii) While items of interpretation can be identified at the lower 
levels of constituent structure (e.g., grammatikoi/ rather than 
grammatei=j in v. 18), it is difficult to see “how the translator 

                                                
40Even though the translator is well acquainted with su/mboloi in an official 
capacity (1:26; 3:3; 19:11; 40:13), he opts here for a participle, possibly mimicking 
the Hebrew participle. As it is, the emphasis is on function, not on societal status. As 
Troxel suggests, it may be that sumbouleu/ontej was selected in v. 183 on the basis 
of sunebouleu/santo in v. 192. But just how are they connected semantically? 
Whereas “those who are giving counsel” in v. 183 are seemingly desirable, the 
individuals in 192 are said not to have taken counsel and are apparently condemned 
for it.  
41Contrast Troxel, LXX-Isaiah, 20, who writes: “As in the MT, the people lament 
the loss  of public officials.”  
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went about forming it [the passage] into a literary unit”42—
unless one take Isa 33:18 in complete isolation from its 
immediate context. And, for some reason, that is precisely what 
Troxel does, while at the same time making the entire book of 
LXX-Isaiah its new context!  
(iv) The problems encountered in Isa 33:17–19 go well beyond 
stylistic infelicities and therefore well beyond what readers can 
ignore, no matter how tolerant they be. That reception history 
made sense of the text may well be true, but that is another story. 

 

 7. CONCLUSIONS 

It is quite clear, that the semantic freight oi9 grammatikoi/ in Isa 33:18 is 
made to bear, in Troxel’s interpretation, is not only far beyond what the text 
warrants but is, furthermore, based on circumstantial evidence imported into 
the text rather than on direct evidence derived from the text. Instead of 
being informed by the constitutive character of the text, the interpretation 
offered by Troxel draws heavily on the assumed circumstances of 
production. If Troxel’s interpretation is not “maximalist,” it is difficult to 
know what “maximalist” might mean. Moreover, to assign grammatiko/j its 
stock meaning rather than a highly specialized sense, which it may or may 
not have had at a later period, not only accords with Ockham’s law of 
parsimony but as well with Martin Flashar’s rule that translator’s intent is 
likely to be found where the Hebrew lexeme and its Greek counterpart 
intersect semantically. 

What seems contradictory is that, on the one hand, Troxel questions 
“contemporization” in LXX-Isaiah, while, on the other hand, he introduces 
it in grand style. To me this is not disciplined or principled interpretation of 
a translated text.  

I close with a question to the author, which I did not get to ask during 
the panel discussion: “Your Preface (ix) asserts that your monograph ‘lays 
the foundation for a new view of the translator’s work’. While on certain 
points of historization or contemporization you do indeed, rightly, take issue 
with earlier interpretations, what I do not see in your book is a change in 
methodology from the scholars you criticize. That is to say, although you do 
away with certain over-interpretations, you introduce others of the same 
magnitude. How then can your book claim to be a fresh start, a new 
beginning?”  

At best, Troxel’s book is a house divided. 
 
 

                                                
42Cf. Troxel, LXX-Isaiah, 247.  


