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This book will explore not simply the practice and conception of 
multilingualism and translation (mainly of Scripture) in ancient 
Judaism as separate subjects, but the deep and dialectical relation-
ship between them, especially in view of their broader synchronic 
(Greco-Roman) and diachronic (the history of Judaism and 
beyond) contexts. It is the exploration of this interconnection, with 
particular emphasis on multilingualism, to be defined shortly, that, 
I believe, makes this volume novel. In brief, I argue that ancient 
Jewish, especially rabbinic, translation, both as practiced and as 
thematized, has to be understood in dynamic relation to a multi-
lingual backdrop.

This work does not seek to be comprehensive or complete, 
but illustrative; neither systematic nor schematic, but performa-
tive. It will present ancient texts, mainly in Hebrew and Aramaic, 
but also Greek, that profoundly plumb the inner dynamics and 
pedagogical-social implications of this fundamental and generative 
pairing. The pedagogical agency and identity bestowing function 
of multilingualism and translation will be emphasized throughout.

So as to practice what I preach, ancient sources are presented 
in both their original extant languages and in (mainly my) English 
translations. Each of the six core chapters attends to a particular 
text, or, more often, cluster of texts, that I have found, in my own 
teaching, to be particularly rewarding, but also challenging; some-
times confounding. Herein lies, I wish to demonstrate, the textual 
beauty and transcendence of their own language and rhetorical 
strategies. This is not a book of theory, of either multilingualism or 
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translation. However, it is deeply and broadly informed by both, in 
an unabashedly synchronistic and anecdotal way. In short, this is a 
book of six distinct “case studies” or “micro-histories” (on which, 
more later) that I have sought to combine so as to reveal a much 
broader and longer history, that is, story, both Jewish and universal. 
In other words, this book seeks to address, and hopefully enrich, 
several audiences at once as they both read me and read with me.

Translation (and its presumption of multilingualism, and vice 
versa) is a universal practice extending back as far as human cultural 
history will take us, certainly to some of our earliest known written 
cultures, for example, Sumerian/Akkadian bilingual clay tablets in 
the third millennium bce, with alternating languages in alternating 
lines (the “interlinear” model). Even then, the expressed purpose of 
such bilingual tablets is often pedagogical, that is to say, deeply con-
cerned with social and cultural (not simply linguistic) transfer and 
reproduction.1 We shall see much the same emphasis on pedagogi-
cal function and practice according to rabbinic literature of the early 
centuries ce (later on, especially Chapter 6). Although the Jewish 
(and before it, ancient Israelite) practice of translation in a multi-
lingual society and culture is not nearly as hoary as its Babylonian 
forebears, it is well attested from the sixth century bce (later on, 
especially Chapter 4) until the present. It is, therefore, no exaggera-
tion to say that the unbroken history of Jewish writing, reading, and 

	1	 For starters, see Jerrold S. Cooper, “Bilingual Babel: Cuneiform Texts in Two or More 
Languages from Ancient Mesopotamia and Beyond,” Visible Language 27 (1993): 
69–96; C. Jay Crisostomo, “Language, Translation, and Commentary in Cuneiform 
Scribal Practice,” Journal of Ancient Near Eastern History 5 (2018): 41–56; C. Jay 
Crisostomo, Translation as Scholarship: Language, Writing, and Bilingual Education 
in Ancient Babylonia, Studies in Ancient Near Eastern Records 22 (Berlin and Boston: 
De Gruyter, 2019). My thanks to my colleague Eckart Frahm for his guidance. As 
this book was going to press I came across the following title: Marc Van De Mieroop, 
Before and after Babel: Writing as Resistance in Ancient Near Eastern Empires 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2022), which has much of relevance to the Ancient 
Near Eastern background to multilingualism and interlinear bilingual texts (e.g., 
29–30, 33–34, 80–81, 87–88, 132–33).
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translating has a continuous chronological and geographic span 
that is un- or rarely surpassed.

While the mainly early rabbinic texts that will be our primary 
focus will be considered initially for their creative interplay with 
one another, they will be viewed as well within the context of the 
wider and deeper history and theorizing of translation, both within 
the ancient history of Judaism and well beyond it. As we shall see, 
the Rabbis themselves presumed a central role for multilingualism 
and translation not just in Revelation, but in Creation, that is, as 
a core element of the human (and divine) practice of dynamically 
making and conveying meaning, as well as the forging of social 
identities with respect to and in contact with other peoples and 
their languages.

Although a larger, more detailed history of multilingualism and 
translation, both as practiced and as thematized, both Jewish and 
universal, is well beyond the scope of this book and its author, it 
will be signaled frequently, especially in the Afterword (Chapter 8). 
The multilingual templates founded in antiquity, especially by the 
ancient rabbinic sages, continue to serve what we might think of as 
the “people of translation,” as all peoples of translation, and those 
who study them. This book might be thought of as an initial down 
payment toward a robust mutual engagement between “translation 
studies” and “Jewish studies,” lest they become self-enclosed with 
respect to this subject (and others). In short, it asks, for the spe-
cific times and places on which it focuses, what is the social and 
cultural “work” that is both performed and contested in ancient 
Judaism, especially in its early rabbinic variety, but as viewed within 
its broader chronological and spatial contexts? What role does 
translation, especially of canonical scriptures, play, and how and 
why does it do so, in the Jewish (already inner-biblical) vocation 
of serving as interlocutors and mediators between competing liter-
ate and visual cultures, whether locally, regionally, or internation-
ally? While the chapters of this book are partly designed to be read 
as self-contained “micro-histories,” it is hoped that their shared 
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purpose and authorial oversight, as articulated in this Introduction, 
will enable them to illumine one another and their shared subject 
of inquiry.2 In short, translation, as a form of both communication 
and interpretation, is a two-way discursive street that is at the heart 
of verbal meaning making, which is to say, at the core of human 
culture. Regarding the universality of translation, George Steiner 
says, “Translation is formally and pragmatically implicit in every 
act of communication, in the emission of each and every mode of 
meaning.”3

In this opening chapter, I will emphasize the place of ancient 
scriptural translation, especially from Hebrew (Scripture) to 
Aramaic (targum), within the broader context of multilingualism 
and translation in the ancient Greco-Roman world, the “neigh-
borhood” of this chapter’s title.4 I will also make occasional nods, 
synthetic rather than systematic, to the broader-still fields of trans-
lation studies and sociolinguistics. In the Afterword (Chapter 8),  
I will contextualize my mainly synchronic focus during the course 
of the book within a more diachronic overview of the multilingual 
nature of Jewish society and culture from ancient to contempo-
rary times, and the persistent role of translation across that history 
and its frequent upheavals. In short, I hope to bring profoundly 
endearing and enduring texts to new eyes and minds, but to famil-
iar ones as well, in the hope of mutual intellectual stimulation.  
I should emphasize at the outset that we will be looking less at texts 
of translation and more at texts about translation, although we will 
engage some examples of the former as well, especially at the ends 
of Chapters 3 and 6. That is because the early rabbinic texts with 

	2	 On my use of “micro-history,” in conjunction with “new historicism,” see Steven 
D. Fraade, Legal Fictions: Studies of Law and Narrative in the Discursive Worlds of 
Ancient Jewish Sectarians and Sages, JSJSup 147 (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 4–7.

	3	 George Steiner, After Babel: Aspects of Language and Translation, 3rd ed. (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1998), xii (emphasis in original).

	4	 For the wealth of recent scholarly literature dealing with translation and 
multilingualism in the ancient Greco-Roman world, see Chapter 3, n. 1.
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which we shall engage are a particularly rich and plenteous source 
of reflection on and contention with both language and languages 
as conveyers of revelatory meaning through human as much as 
divine speech.

It would not be hyperbolic to say that the ancient Rabbis (like 
their intellectual forebears and heirs) were obsessed (no slight 
intended) with language(s) both for its mystical and for its destruc-
tive powers, from its tiniest units on up, and from its human to 
divine articulations, usually in dialogue, sometimes fraught, with 
one another, as in prayer. As famously stated in Proverbs (18:21): 
וֶת וְ֭חַיִּים בְּיַד־לָשׁ֑וֹן  ,(”Death and Life are in the Power of the tongue“) מָ֣
and even more so “tongues.”5 This applies as much to communica-
tion between humans and one another as between humans and 
God, in the domain of the holy as in the domain of the secular, 
especially when they intrude upon one another, as they do in scrip-
tural translation into the vernacular.

I seek to fill a lacuna in scholarship, whereby anthologies of texts 
and essays relating to multilingualism and translation, hot topics 
now in the humanities and social sciences, generally either ignore 
or are unaware of the rich sources of ancient Jewish, and rabbinic 

	5	 The bibliography of such subjects would be immense, and many such references can 
be found in the successive notes and chapters and in the cumulative Bibliography. 
Here, I’ll just give a very brief and diverse sampling: Walter Benjamin, “On 
Language as Such and on the Language of Man,” in Walter Benjamin, Selected 
Writings, Vol. 1: 1913–1926, ed. Marcus Bullock and Michael Jennings (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 62–75; Fergus Millar, “Ethnic Identity in the 
Roman Near East, ad 325–450: Language, Religion, and Culture,” Mediterranean 
Archaeology 11 (1998): 159–76; Maurice Olender, The Languages of Paradise: Race, 
Religion, and Philology in the Nineteenth Century, trans. Arthur Goldhammer 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008); Seth Schwartz, “Language, 
Power and Identity in Ancient Palestine,” Past & Present 148 (1995): 3–47; Willem 
F. Smelik, Rabbis, Language and Translation in Late Antiquity (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2013); Steiner, After Babel. Smelik’s book covers much 
the same material as do I, but less in terms of the broader cultural context and 
resonances with translation theory, and less essayistically. Steiner’s book mimetically 
inspired the title of Chapter 2.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009203661.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009203661.002


Introduction: Multilingualism in the Neighborhood

6

in particular, reflection on these subjects.6 This nearsightedness 
is largely true as well for those interested in multilingualism and 
translation in Jewish societies of medieval, for example, Hebrew 
and Judeo-Arabic, and modern, for example, Hebrew, Ladino, and 
Yiddish, times.7 If I can correct these oversights, even if only by a 
little, I will feel justified in having explored these long-overlooked 
texts and insights with a broader audience in mind and in view. 
While seeking to use the best critical evidence to ground my discus-
sion, I do not pursue text-critical or philological matters for their 

	6	 For example, Michael Ballard, De Cicéron à Benjamin: Traducteurs, traductions, 
réflexions, Etude de la traduction (Paris: Presses Universitaires de Lille, 1992); André 
Lefevere, ed., Translation/History/Culture: A Sourcebook (London: Routledge, 1992); 
Douglas Robinson, ed., Western Translation Theory from Herodotus to Nietzsche, 2nd 
ed. (Manchester: St. Jerome Publishing, 2002); Rainer Schulte and John Biguenet, eds., 
Theories of Translation: An Anthology of Essays from Dryden to Derrida (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1992); Lawrence Venuti, The Translation Studies Reader, 
3rd ed. (London and New York: Routledge, 2012).

	7	 See Robert Singerman, Jewish Translation History: A Bibliography of Bibliographies 
and Studies, with an Introductory Essay by Gideon Toury, Benjamins Translation 
Library 44 (Amsterdam and Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 2002). In Toury’s 
excellent introduction (“Translation and Reflection on Translation: A Skeletal 
History for the Uninitiated”) to Singerman’s bibliographies, he notes this absence 
of works dealing with ancient Jewish translation, providing a curious excuse, by 
stating (xiii), “This period [of the Mishnah], which was rich in manifestations 
of both translation and reflection on it, later became one of the most researched 
fields, especially the translation of the Bible into Aramaic, Greek and Latin (which 
is why the compiler of the bibliography has decided not to include it in the list, 
lest all the rest be overshadowed by it)” (emphasis added). I will have more to say 
about this in the Afterword (Chapter 8). For a good overview of multilingualism in 
Second Temple Judaism, see Timothy H. Lim, “Multilingualism,” in The Eerdman’s 
Dictionary of Early Judaism, ed. John J. Collins and Daniel C. Harlow (Grand 
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2010), 373–75. For a survey of the scholarly 
literature on multilingualism (and by extension, translation) in modern Jewish 
history and culture, see Afterword (Chapter 8), n. 9. For an excellent historical 
overview of Jewish translation, that asks, among other questions, “What’s Jewish 
about Jewish translation?” see Naomi Seidman, “Sacred Tongue, Translated People: 
Translation in the Jewish Tradition,” in The Routledge Handbook of Translation and 
Religion, ed. Hephzibah Israel (Oxford: Routledge, 2023), 334–47 (thanks to the 
author for sharing it with me prepublication).
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own sakes, except to the degree that they affect textual meaning in a 
way that informs my discussion.

To begin with, I offer a definition of multilingualism, which, while 
formulated by Benjamin Harshav, a scholar and late colleague, who 
worked with Jewish languages of an entirely different time and 
place, serves well my purposes: “the knowledge of more than one 
language by a person or a social group and the ability to switch 
from one language to another in speech, in writing, or in reading.”8 
Harshav further clarifies that multilingualism can be “personal, 
social, or inter-subjective,” that is, not all members of a society 
need to be equally multilingual to characterize that society as being 
multilingual. Within such a society there can be great variability 
as to the degree and nature of language priority and dominance, 
for example, urban/rural, coastal/inland, socioeconomic elite/non-
elite, professional/manual, teacher/student. It is not simply a ques-
tion of which language, assuming there is only one, is used in which 
linguistic domain, for example, speech/writing, reading/listening, 
business/ritual, home/market. Rather, key to Harshav’s definition 
for my purposes, as I will expand upon shortly, is his emphasis on 
“the ability to switch between one language to another.” Similarly 
critical to my interest in this subject as per Harshav’s definition is 
the social dimension of multilingualism, that is how it enables or 
dis-enables communication and interactions between and among 
social groups or strata, as between Jews and non-Jews (Chapter 3), 

	8	 Benjamin Harshav, The Polyphony of Jewish Culture (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2007), 23–40 (“Multilingualism”), citing from 25. One could add, 
as an indicator of language knowledge, if not literacy, in a largely oral culture, the 
ability to decode the spoken word pronounced by others. Not all four aspects of 
language performance need to be present, let alone in equal measure, for a person 
to be considered “lingual” in a number of languages. I do not intend to enter the 
fraught debate concerning ancient Jewish literacy, for which see Catherine Hezser, 
Jewish Literacy in Roman Palestine (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2001). For rabbinic 
texts emphasizing the important duty of a father to teach his son to speak Hebrew, see 
Steven D. Fraade, “Before and After Babel: Linguistic Exceptionalism and Pluralism in 
Early Rabbinic Literature,” Diné Israel 28 (2011): 33*–35*.
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and between Jews and Christians (Chapter 7). It should be stressed, 
as I hope to exemplify, that both multilingualism and translation 
occur as much within societies and between them.

How does my understanding of ancient Jewish multilingualism 
affect my view of translation, mainly scriptural but not only, in that 
broader context? It begins with a generally held, but overly sim-
plistic, view of the practice of translation that can be represented 
as follows: Monolingual person A, let us say, a native speaker of the 
French, writes or says something in French. Monolingual person B, 
a native speaker of, let us say, German, does not understand what A 
has said or written. Monolingual person B engages bilingual person 
C, who speaks and writes both French and German (at least), to 
translate (in the sense of its Latin etymology, “transferre/ transfero,” 
to carry across) the words of person A for the cognitive linguistic 
benefit of person B. Once done, mission accomplished!

The only one who we can presume knows French and German 
(at least) is person C. We might further presume, by extension but 
without warrant from the existence of such translations, that the 
culture of person A, like that of person B, is predominantly mono-
lingual, even if it contains a smattering of multilingual exceptions, 
who are, as it were, free for hire. Those monolinguals who have 
access to the translation into their own language have no further 
need for the “original,” which, for all practical intents and purposes, 
is of no further use to them. It is as if the untranslated original has 
disappeared, having been superseded by its translation, regardless 
of the degree to which the latter is deemed to be “accurate.”

But what if the available evidence – for my purposes a combina-
tion of literary, documentary, and epigraphic – suggests that Jewish 
society in Palestine, and perhaps to a lesser extent in the diaspora 
(depending on where) was multilingual, following Harshav’s defi-
nition and qualifications? To ask this question in terms of our 
hypothetical French–German model, why would someone conver-
sant (functionally bilingual) in both French and German bother to 
read or consult a French–German interlinear or parallel-column 
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translation? Presumably so as to read or hear one version in light 
of the other, or, in other words, to structure a bilingual, dialogi-
cal hermeneutic between them. At least, this is how the Rabbis, 
undoubtedly bilingual in Hebrew and Aramaic, and presumably 
other cultural elites, would have experienced the performance of 
targum, whether in scriptural study or recitation. How this would 
have resonated for monolinguals is linked to the question of the 
overall diffusion and maintenance of Hebrew in ancient Jewish 
society more broadly, about which there is significant disagreement 
among scholars. In any case, there is no “one size fits all” in this 
regard. The same question can be raised with regard to bilingual 
inscriptions and documents, the overt intention of whose inscribers 
is generally not known.

At its core, translation is interpretation, regardless of whether the 
real or ideal target audience is within or without the linguistic soci-
ety (or circle) of the text.9 If that society is bilingual (at least), the 
translation ceases to be a one-way transference, but a two-way 
(even if just rhetorically) dialogue. In such a culture, translation 
does not occlude the “original” but enhances and expands it, even 
as it interrogates it. Its bilingual audience can challenge the per-
formed translation.10 To quote the great scholar of rabbinic litera-
ture, Saul Lieberman: “But the first rudiment of the interpretation 
of a text is the ἑρμηνεία, the literal and exact equivalent of the 
Hebrew תרגום, which means both translation and interpretation.”11 

	 9	 I elide the question of whether it is always self-evident which is the original text and 
which is its derivative translation, or even whether they are original and/or translation 
to one another at all. Perhaps there are better ways to characterize their interrelation, 
including those that do not prioritize between them to begin with. I will leave this 
chicken and egg for another meal, even though we will nibble it shortly.

	10	 See for example, m. Meg. 4:9.
	11	 Lieberman continues: “The elementary task of the interpreter of the Bible was to 

explain the realia and to render the rare and difficult term in a simpler Hebrew, or, 
sometimes, in Aramaic.” Saul Lieberman, Hellenism in Jewish Palestine, 2nd ed. 
(New York: Jewish Theological Seminary, 1962), 48 and n. 15. See Chapter 4, n. 12; 
Chapter 6, n. 13. Note how the amoraic Palestinian sources atomistically cite discrete 
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They are hermeneutical partners. Similarly, in the words of Walter 
Benjamin, a literal translation “reflects the great longing for linguis-
tic complementation.” Continuing, he says:

A real translation is transparent; it does not cover the original, does 
not block its light, but allows the pure language, as though reinforced 
by its own medium, to shine upon the original all the more fully.12

Translation and interpretation, while being linguistically discrete, 
are partners in disclosure.

Compare this with a recent article on ancient Hebrew–Greek 
translations (e.g., the Septuagint), whose author, Dries De Crom, 
decries what he terms the “directional fallacy”:

In this period [late second century bce to second century ce] it was 
common for translations to circulate alongside originals and to be 
read by those capable of reading the source as well as translation. In 
such a system traditional ideas of translation and replacement are 
not always useful or appropriate. The study briefly explores mul-
tilingualism (Greek, Hebrew, Aramaic), which may affect trans-
lations both on the level of their production by a bi- or trilingual 
translator and their reception in a multilingual community.…13

If translation in the previous largely monolingual and unidirectional 
model of translation as replacement can be termed “external” (i.e., 
exporting cultural goods from one monolingual society to another), 

Greek translations of Aquila (תרגם אקילס) in the same manner in which they cite 
discrete units of rabbinically attributed midrash. See Jenny R. Labendz, “Aquila’s 
Bible Translation in Late Antiquity: Jewish and Christian Perspectives,” HTR 102 
(2009): 364–70.

	12	 Walter Benjamin, “The Task of the Translator: An Introduction to the Translation 
of Baudelaire’s Tableaux Parisiens,” in Illuminations: Essays and Reflections, ed. 
Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1968), 79.

	13	 Dries De Crom, “Translation and Directionality in the Hebrew–Greek Tradition,” 
in Complicating the History of Western Translation: The Ancient Mediterranean in 
Perspective, ed. Siobhán McElduff and Enrica Sciarrino (London: Routledge, 2011), 
77–87 (from “abstract,” 77).
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that is, from “within” to “without,” translation within a multilingual 
society can be termed “internal” (following George Steiner14), that is, 
serving the needs of those who have some level of command of both 
the language of the source text (or object) and that of its translation, 
and capable of “switching,” whether through speaking or writing, 
hearing or reading. Sociolinguists refer to this as “code-switching,” 
which has been defined as follows (in contrast to loanwords or “lex-
ical borrowing”): “the use of overt material (from single morphemes 
to entire sentences) from Language B in Language A discourse.”15

Code-switching denotes language choice, whether by individuals 
or societies or both. I like to compare multilingualism to someone 
who is in possession of multiple passports (in multiple languages), 
who has to choose at each border crossing or identity check which to 
display. Language choice (like multiple passports) is both an expres-
sion and a determinant of social identity. And since social identity is 
always, in a sense, competitive, translation in a multilingual society is 
by its nature dialogical and dialectically fraught, as we shall see later, 
particularly in Chapters 3 and 7, but also throughout.16

	14	 Steiner, After Babel, 29–31, 47–49. A close, inseparable relationship between 
multilingualism and translation also undergirds Benjamin’s seminal essay, “The 
Task of the Translator,” for which see n. 12; also Chapter 2, n. 3; Chapter 3, n. 15; 
Chapter 6, n. 17.

	15	 Ad Backus and Margreet Dorleijn, “Loan Translations versus Code-switching,” in 
The Cambridge Handbook of Linguistic Code-switching, ed. Barbara E. Bullock and 
Almeida Jacqueline Torbio, Cambridge Handbooks in Linguistics (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2009), 75–93 (here 76). For code-switching from 
Aramaic to Greek in Dan. 3, see Benjamin D. Suchard, “The Greek in Daniel 3: Code-
switching, Not Loanwords,” JBL 141 (2022): 121–36, who argues for a multilingual 
author/editor and audience. For code-switching, both in targum and the Jerusalem 
Talmud, see Willem Smelik, “Code-switching: The Public Reading of the Bible in 
Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek,” in Was ist ein Text? Alttestamentliche, Ägyptologische 
und altorientalistische Perspektiven, ed. L. Morenz and S. Schorch (Berlin: Walter 
de Gruyter, 2007), 123–51; Willem Smelik, Bilingual Rabbis: Code-switching in the 
Yerushalmi (in press).

	16	 For more on ancient languages as shapers of collective (Jewish) identity, see Seth 
Schwartz, “Hebrew and Imperialism in Jewish Palestine,” in Ancient Judaism in 
its Hellenistic Context, ed. Carol Bakhos, JSJSup 95 (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 53–84; 
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These insights generate profound questions that extend far 
beyond the particular focus of this book: What, more precisely, does 
language choice and code-switching between languages express and 
effect in social terms, both intra- and intersocietally? Which lan-
guage (or combination of languages) should/may be used for which 
social occasion and cultural location (domain), whether private or 
public? For example, as the Mishnah addresses at some length, can 
rituals be performed in whatever language is best understood by the 
participants, or only in the “Holy tongue” of Hebrew so as to best 
unleash their performative power?17 What is the dynamic relation-
ship between language status and social status, as well as between 
personal and collective self-esteem? What is the special status of 
Greek (the Septuagint and its offshoots) in scriptural translation, 
or of Syriac (the Peshitṭa), or of Latin (the Vulgate), and so on, in 
relation to Hebrew with respect to Creation and Revelation, study 
and prayer?

Such linguistic code-switching is abundantly evident not only 
in rabbinic literature (especially the Jerusalem and Babylonian 
Talmuds, where it is employed on virtually every “page”), as we 
shall soon see, but also in synagogue and funerary inscriptions 
(juxtaposing or combining Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek),18 legal 

Schwartz, “Language, Power and Identity in Ancient Palestine.” The former is a 
reframing and modification of the latter. See also Millar, “Ethnic Identity in the 
Roman Near East”; Fergus Millar, “Inscriptions, Synagogues and Rabbis in Late 
Antique Palestine,” JSJ 42 (2011): 253–77; Hayim Lapin, “Palestinian Inscriptions and 
Jewish Ethnicity in Late Antiquity,” in Galilee Through the Centuries: Confluence 
of Cultures, ed. Eric M. Meyers (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1999), 239–68; 
David Goodblatt, Elements of Ancient Jewish Nationalism (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006), 49–70.

	17	 See m. Sotạh 7:1–8:1; 9:1.
	18	 For details see Steven D. Fraade, “Rabbinic Views on the Practice of Targum, and 

Multilingualism in the Jewish Galilee of the Third–Sixth Centuries,” in The Galilee in 
Late Antiquity, ed. Lee I. Levine (New York and Jerusalem: Jewish Theological 
Seminary of America, 1992), 277–82; Steven D. Fraade, “The Rehọv Inscriptions and 
Rabbinic Literature: Matters of Language,” in Talmuda de-Eretz Israel: Archaeology 
and the Rabbis in Late Antique Palestine, ed. Steven Fine and Aaron Koller, Studia 
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documents of the Bar Kokhba-era Judean Desert caves,19 magical 
bowls and amulets,20 and even piyyut (liturgical poetry) in the late 
Roman and Byzantine periods,21 all in the broadly approximate 
geographic and chronological “neighborhood.” It will, therefore, 

Judaica 73 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2014), 225–38; Steven D. Fraade, “Language Mix and 
Multilingualism in Ancient Palestine: Literary and Inscriptional Evidence,” Jewish 
Studies 48 (2012): 21*–39*; Steven D. Fraade, “עירוב לשונות ורב־לשוניות בארץ ישראל בעת 
 Leshonenu 73 (2011): 273–307. Jean Gascou, “The ”,העתיקה: ממצאים ספרותיים ואפיגרפיים
Diversity of Languages in Dura-Europos,” in Edge of Empires: Pagans, Jews, and 
Christians at Roman Dura-Europos, ed. Jennifer Y. Chi and Sebastian Heath (New 
York: Institute for the Study of the Ancient World, New York University, 2011), 
74–96; Jennifer A. Baird, Dura-Europos, Archaeological Histories (London: 
Bloomsbury Academic, 2018), 74–77. On bi- and multilingual inscriptions in the 
Greco-Roman ancient world, as intended to be read in some degree of parallel by a 
bi- or multilingual audience, in both practical and symbolic (that is, ideological, e.g., 
identity, legitimacy, and prestige) ways, see Jennifer Larson, “Bilingual Inscriptions 
and Translation in the Ancient Mediterranean World,” in Complicating the History 
of Western Translation, ed. McElduff and Sciarrino, 50–61. One language does not 
replace or displace the other(s), but they work in performative tandem.

	19	 See, most recently, Michael Owen Wise, Language and Literacy in Roman Judaea: 
A Study of the Bar Kokhba Documents, AYBRL (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2015); Uri Mor, “Language Contact in Judea: How Much Aramaic Is There in 
the Hebrew Documents from the Judaean Desert?” HS 52 (2011): 213–20. The Bar 
Kokhba letters of the Cave of Letters in Naḥal Ḥever (P. Yadin 49–63) are variously 
in Aramaic (9), Hebrew (4), and Greek (2). See Hanan Eshel and Boaz Zissu, The 
Bar Kokhba Revolt: The Archaeological Evidence, The David and Jemima Jeselsohn 
Library (Jerusalem: Yad Izhak Ben-Zvi, 2019), 86–90.

	20	 For specifics, see Chapter 6, n. 43; as well as Chapter 2, n. 36.
	21	 Such poetry is written and recited in both Hebrew and Aramaic, with the two 

languages (and sometimes Greek) often “intermingling” if not code-switching. 
I intentionally beg the question of what level of comprehension of either language 
can be presumed, as if “one size fits all.” For my argument, see n. 8. For examples of 
Hebrew and Aramaic intermingling and more in piyyut, see Wout-Jacques van 
Bekkum, “Hearing and Understanding Piyyut in the Liturgy of the Synagogue,” 
Zutot 1 (2001): 58–63; Shulamit Elizur, “The Congregation in the Synagogue and the 
Ancient Qedushta,” in Knesset Ezra: Literature and Life in the Synagogue: Studies 
Presented to Ezra Fleischer, ed. Shulamit Elizur, Moshe David Herr, Gershon Shaked, 
and Avigdor Shinan (Jerusalem: Yad Izak Ben-Zvi, 1994), 171–90 (Hebrew); Michael 
Rand, “Observations on the Relationship between JPA Poetry and the Hebrew 
Piyyut Tradition: The Case of the Kinot,” in Jewish and Christian Liturgy and 
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be a central and recurring aim of this book to view the interlinear 
(or, interversal) alternation between Hebrew and Aramaic in early 
rabbinic literature within this larger multilingual cultural milieu. 
The performative aspects of such code-switching, in both private 
and public settings, will be highlighted in what follows, especially in 
Chapters 3, 5, and 6,22 and for the longue durée down to the present, 
in the Afterword (Chapter 8).

Translation as a form of code-switching is particularly apt when 
the “original” and its “translation” are performed or inscribed in 
close proximity to, that is, in cultural contact with, one another, 
which leads to their mutual interpenetration, for example, 
Hebraisms in Aramaic and Aramaisms in Hebrew.23 They may 
accompany one another in such a way as to belie a unidirectional 
distinction between original source text and derivative target text. 
The same can be said of ancient Jewish (and non-Jewish) bi- and 
trilingual inscriptions.24 Such combinations of languages produce 
what Gideon Toury (citing Brian Harris) terms a “bi-text.”25 This 
will become clearer through the textual samples that will be pre-
sented in the following chapters. Although such diads (internal/
external) can be heuristically instructive, it is in their blurriness and 

Worship: New Insights into Its History and Interaction, ed. A. Gerhards and  
C. Leonhard (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 127–44; Michael Rand, “New Data on Aramaic  
in Classical Piyyut – ,תשמיע ניחומים ללישה : A Silluk for Shabbat Shimʿu by Yohạnan 
ha-Kohen,” AS 13 (2015): 128–60. The Samaritan mixing of Hebrew and Aramaic 
(and Greek and later Arabic) in liturgical and ritual poetry (piyyut) should also be 
considered, but not here. For now see Laura S. Lieber (who assisted me with this 
note), “No Translating Needed: Hebrew in Two Samaritan Aramaic Hymns,” in 
The Poet and the World: Festschrift for Wout van Bekkum on the Occasion of His 
Sixty-fifth Birthday, ed. Joachim Yeshaya, Elisabeth Hollender, and Naoya 
Katsumata, Studia Judaica 107 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2019), 161–82.

	22	 See also Fraade, “Language Mix and Multilingualism,” 19*–21*.
	23	 See Fraade, “Language Mix and Multilingualism,” 15*–17*.
	24	 See n. 18.
	25	 Gideon Toury, Descriptive Translation Studies and Beyond (Amsterdam: Benjamins, 

1995), 96–99, quoting from Brian Harris, “Bi-text: A New Concept in Translation 
Theory,” Language Monthly 54 (1988): 8–10.
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porousness that we can gain the greatest insights. Speaking across 
Jewish history, Max Weinreich speaks of “internal Jewish bilingual-
ism” as a constant.26

Another aspect of the performative role of translation in a multi-
cultural society is that of pedagogy, or paideia, or Torah learning.27 
Scriptural translation is a branch of a much larger and intersecting 
curriculum of Torah study, in which targum, as Aramaic scriptural 
translation, functions as both a dynamic bridge and a buffer between 
written Scripture and its oral interpretation, simultaneously stabi-
lizing and destabilizing the border lines between sacred and pro-
fane, between Jews and others, between homeland and diaspora, 
and between the multiple interior strata of Jewish culture and soci-
ety. This liminal role between written and oral with respect to lan-
guage choice, as well as its social ramifications, will be particularly 
well illustrated in Chapters 3, 5, 6, and 7.28 With due respect to other 
bridge languages across Jewish history (e.g., Yiddish, Ladino, and 
Judaeo-Arabic, all written in Hebrew script, as is Jewish Aramaic), 
Aramaic holds a uniquely elevated place as a bridge language due 
to the fact that it, alone among the others, is also a scriptural (and 

	26	 Max Weinreich, History of the Yiddish Language, trans. Shlomo Noble, Yale 
Language Series (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), 247–314 (chap. 4, 
“Internal Jewish Bilingualism”).

	27	 See n. 1.
	28	 See also Steven D. Fraade, “Scripture, Targum, and Talmud as Instruction: A Complex 

Textual Story from the Sifra,” in Hesed ve-Emet: Studies in Honor of Ernest S. Frerichs, 
ed. Jodi Magness and Seymour Gitin, BJS (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1998), 109–22; 
Steven D. Fraade, “Locating Targum in the Textual Polysystem of Rabbinic Pedagogy,” 
in BIOSCS 39 (2006): 69–91. For translation as a component of a larger “polysystem,” 
see Itamar Even-Zohar, “The Position of Translated Literature within the Literary 
Polysystem,” in Literature and Translation: New Perspectives in Literary Studies, ed. 
James S. Holmes et al. (Leuven: Acco, 1978), 117–27; Itamar Even-Zohar, Polysystem 
Studies (Tel Aviv: Porter Institute for Poetics and Semiotics; Durham: Duke University 
Press, 1990) = Poetics Today 11.1 (Spring 1990). For an application of Even-Zohar’s 
“polysystem” to Hebrew–Greek translation, see Dries De Crom, “A Polysystemic 
Perspective on Ancient Hebrew–Greek Translation,” JAJ 11 (2020): 163–99; as well as 
De Crom, “Translation and Directionality in the Hebrew–Greek Tradition.”
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hence, in a sense, revealed) language, found, to differing degrees in 
the Torah, the Prophets, and the Writings, hence even as a vernac-
ular language, it is a quasi-sacred language.29

In nearing the conclusion to this Introduction, and to highlight 
the perpetual relevance of this book’s pedagogical understanding 
of the dynamic interplay between translation and multilingualism,  
I offer the following true modern story, already burnished with 
time: In March of 1987, I gave my first paper on the pedagogical 
function of targum as interversal bilingual performance at the 
monthly meeting of the Oriental Club of New Haven (since dis-
solved). In a sense, that talk sowed the early seeds of this book.

During that year, the famed Hebrew biblical scholar Moshe 
Greenberg was a visiting professor at Yale, and was in attendance at 
the Oriental Club to hear my talk. He was teaching a seminar on the 
book of Ezekiel, to which he was preparing a commentary for the 
Anchor Bible series, long before it was acquired by Yale University 
Press. Greenberg’s Ezekiel seminar at Yale was taught in English, 
but it was based on the Hebrew biblical text, whereas the equiva-
lent Ezekiel seminar that he usually gave at the Hebrew University 
was taught in Jerusalem in modern Hebrew, but based on the same 
Hebrew biblical text. Needless to say, as a young assistant professor, 
I was very nervous at Greenberg’s presence.

After I finished my talk Greenberg raised his hand to make a 
lengthy comment. Since his seminar at Yale, he explained, required 
knowledge of biblical Hebrew, but assumed knowledge of English, 
he found himself with a bilingual class of students. He followed 
the format, which many of us employ in such text seminars, which 
is to have each student in turn read each Hebrew verse in succes-
sion, render it spontaneously into idiomatic English, in effect, to 
see how, succinctly speaking, the student understands the verse, 
before proceeding to more in-depth discussion in English of its 

	29	 For details, see Fraade, “Rabbinic Views on the Practice of Targum,” 269–71.
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details and implications, including alternative suggestions for 
the English translation, before turning to the next Hebrew verse 
(and English-speaking student) to be read in Hebrew, translated 
into English, and discussed in some combination of the two. To 
be fluent in reading and comprehending (to varying extents) the 
biblical text did not ensure conversational ease in modern Hebrew, 
thereby requiring an English translation, even if rough, to get the 
exegetical-pedagogical task done. As we shall repeatedly see, the 
oral translation was both a bridge and a buffer between the biblical 
text and its latter-day readers/learners, regardless of the level and 
extent of their bi- or multilingualism.

In his comment to me, Greenberg compared this method to 
that which he employed at the Hebrew University, of having each 
student read the Hebrew verse and then immediately launch into 
detailed discussion in modern Hebrew, without the intermediary 
translation of the verse into a language other than Hebrew. It is, 
after all, not called the Hebrew University for nothing.30 Perhaps 
Arabic, or in another time and place, Yiddish, could have played the 
traditional pedagogical role of the Aramaic targum (still employed 
in public recitation in Yemenite synagogues to this day), as a per-
formative link in the exegetical chain.

Anyway, Greenberg thanked me for having helped him to under-
stand why he found teaching the book of Ezekiel at Yale bilingually 
to be more satisfying (and perhaps pedagogically more effective) 
than it had been for him to do so monolingually at the Hebrew 
University in Hebrew. In a subsequent private discussion with me of 
my paper, he bemoaned the degree to which the Hebrew University, 
and perhaps the Israeli academy and Israeli society more broadly, 
had become less multilingual than in previous times, a Zionist cul-
tural victory of sorts, but not without its costs, or, might we say, its 
losses without translation.

	30	 I will not here go into the extent to which biblical and modern Hebrew as languages 
are more or less alike.
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This story highlights some of the motifs that will repeatedly 
surface, or lie just below the surface, in the wide range of ancient 
texts, and their modern interpreters, that we will encounter. Most 
notably we will uncover the dynamic relation between Scripture, 
translation (targum), and interpretation (specifically, midrash and 
mishnah) against the background of ancient multilingual cultures 
and societies more broadly. As I have noted at the outset of this 
chapter, the core six chapters that will now ensue are each formed 
around an ancient text or cluster of texts that are deeply expres-
sive of the profoundly dynamic and dialectical nature of transla-
tion in a multilingual setting. However, in form, they are each a 
self-contained discrete study, but in their structured juxtaposi-
tion, and as linked by a network of cross-references between them 
(mainly in the notes), they reverberate with one another, loose ends 
and all. They will substantiate the intertwined, shared themes of 
translation as a dynamic, two-way performative practice, especially 
in a multilingual context, as enunciated in this Introduction, and 
as will be extended in time from ancient to modern Jewish (and 
beyond) culture, in the Afterword (Chapter 8).

One of the anonymous external pre-publication readers of the 
manuscript suggested an overarching structure for the book’s 
chapters that might aid the book’s post-publication readers’ appre-
hension and appreciation of its decentered and unfinished coher-
ence. The reader uncovered a narrative arc, or at least bipartite 
structure, to the order of the substantive chapters. The first three 
chapters (2, 3, and 4) deal, respectively and progressively, with 
multilingualism in relation to Creation (pre-Babel); the first tran-
scription of the multilingual Torah, as per Moses’ instructions, 
upon entering the Land of Israel, an extension of Revelation; and 
finally, the origins of targum and translation more broadly, in the 
post-Exilic period, as attributed to Ezra (a second Moses, as it were).

The last three chapters (5, 6, and 7) deal respectively with materi-
ality (the sacral status of scrolls of scriptural translation as physical 
objects); performativity (the use of scriptural translation in private 
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study and public worship); and ideology (the consequences and chal-
lenges of multilingualism, especially the role of translated scriptural 
scrolls in Jewish–Christian identity dispute); that is, one might say, 
with multilingualism’s multifaceted meta-life across sacro-historical 
time, material form, ritual performance, and ideological function. 
In a sense, the six micro-histories, as herein (loosely) combined 
and arranged, point to a much more far-reaching macro-history  
of translation and meaning.

So, let us begin at the beginning, that is, the (minority) view of 
multilingualism as having been there all along, whether in God’s 
speech commanding Creation into being through the universal 
(multilingual) language(s), the language by which God communi-
cated with the first humans, and they with one another, as their 
naming of and communication with the animals. This is a radically 
different understanding of the origins of multilingualism than that 
which attributes it to the “confusion of tongues” as a consequence 
of the divine punishment for the building of the Tower of Babel 
according to Genesis 11, which presumes a monolingual situation 
prior to Babel and multilingualism as a degenerative condition.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009203661.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009203661.002

