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‘Like Kissing Your Mother Through a Veil’:  
Reading the Bible in Translation 

Part 2: Reading the Bible in Aramaic 
 

Lindsey Taylor-Guthartz 
London School of Jewish Studies 

 
History 
 
Nehemiah 8: 2-8 

 

 וֹב-ארָקְיִּוַ )ג :יעִיבִשְּׁהַ שׁדֶחֹלַ דחָאֶ םוֹיבְּ עַמֹשְׁלִ ןיבִמֵ לכֹוְ השָּׁאִ-דעַוְ שׁיאִמֵ להָקָּהַ ינֵפְלִ הרָוֹתּהַ-תאֶ ןהֵכֹּהַ ארָזְעֶ איבִיָּוַ )ב
-לאֶ םעָהָ-לכָ ינֵזְאָוְ םינִיבִמְּהַוְ םישִׁנָּהַוְ םישִׁנָאֲהָ דגֶנֶ םוֹיּהַ תיצִחֲמַ-דעַ רוֹאהָ-ןמִ םיִמַּהַ-רעַשַׁ ינֵפְלִ | רשֶׁאֲ בוֹחרְהָ ינֵפְלִ
 לעַמֵ-יכִּ םעָהָ-לכָ ינֵיעֵלְ רפֶסֵּהַ ארָזְעֶ חתַּפְיִּוַ )ה  … רבָדָּלַ וּשֹעָ רשֶׁאֲ ץעֵ-לדַּגְמִ-לעַ רפֵסֹּהַ ארָזְעֶ דמֹעֲיַּוַ )ד :הרָוֹתּהַ רפֶסֵ
 םהֶידֵיְ לעַמֹבְּ ןמֵאָ | ןמֵאָ םעָהָ-לכָ וּנעֲיַּוַ לוֹדגָּהַ םיקVִאֱהָ 'ה-תאֶ ארָזְעֶ Sרֶבָיְוַ )ו :םעָהָ-לכָ וּדמְעָ וֹחתְפִכְוּ היָהָ םעָהָ-לכָּ
 ןנָחָ דבָזָוֹי היָרְזַעֲ אטָילִקְ היָשֵֹעֲמַ היָּדִוֹה יתַבְּשַׁ בוּקּעַ ןימִיָ היָבְרֵשֵׁוְ ינִבָוּ עַוּשׁיֵוְ )ז :הצָרְאָ םיִפַּאַ 'הל וּוחֲתַּשְׁיִּוַ וּדקְּיִּוַ
 וּניבִיָּוַ לכֶשֶֹ םוֹֹשוְ שׁרָפֹמְ םיהVִאֱהָ תרַוֹתבְּ רפֶסֵּבַ וּארְקְיִּוַ )ח :םדָמְעָ-לעַ םעָהָוְ הרָוֹתּלַ םעָהָ-תאֶ םינִיבִמְ םיִּוִלְהַוְ היָאלָפְּ
 :ארָקְמִּבַּ

 
2So on the first day of the seventh month Ezra the priest brought the Law before the assembly, which 
was made up of men and women and all who were able to understand. 3He read it aloud from 
daybreak till noon as he faced the square before the Water Gate in the presence of the men, women 
and others who could understand. And all the people listened attentively to the Book of the Law. 
4Ezra the scribe stood on a high wooden platform built for the occasion. … 5Ezra opened the book. 
All the people could see him because he was standing above them; and as he opened it, the people all 
stood up. 6Ezra praised the Lord, the great God; and all the people lifted their hands and responded, 
‘Amen! Amen!’ Then they bowed down and worshipped the Lord with their faces to the ground. 
 7The Levites—Jeshua, Bani, Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, Shabbethai, Hodiah, Maaseiah, Kelita, 
Azariah, Jozabad, Hanan and Pelaiah—instructed the people in the Law while the people were 
standing there. 8They read from the Book of the Law of God, making it clear [meforash] and giving 
the meaning so that the people could understand what was being read. 
 
 
Jerusalem Talmud, Megillah 74d 

 
 םימעטה וליא לכש םושו םוגרת הז שרופמ ארקמה הז תרות רפסב וארקיו לאננח בר םשב ארועז יבר םוגרתל ןיינמ
 םיקוספ ישאר וליא 'ירמוא שיו םיעירכהה וליא 'ירמוא שיו תרוסמה הז ארקמב וניביו

 
What is the scriptural basis [minayin] for the Targum? Rabbi Zeira said in the name of Rav Hananel: 
And they read from the Book of the Law of God: this refers to Scripture; making it clear: this refers to 
Targum; and giving the meaning: this refers to the accents; so that the people could understand what 
was being read: this refers to the traditional text; some say it means the decisions, others the 
beginnings of the verses. 
 
 
Mishnah, Megillah 4: 4 

 
 שלש ןתשלש ויה השלש איבנבו דחא קוספמ רתוי ןמגרותמל ארקי אל םיקוספ השלשמ תוחפי אל הרותב ארוקה
  :ןמגרותמה קוספי אלש ידכ דע גלדמ אוה המכ דעו הרותב ןיגלדמ ןיאו איבנב ןיגלדמ דחא דחא ןירוק תוישרפ
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The reader of the Torah may not read less than three verses. He may not read to the meturgeman 
more than one verse, and in the Prophets three. If the three of them were three passages, they read 
each one. They may skip in the Prophets but they may not skip in the Torah. And how much may he 
skip? Until the meturgeman will stop. 
 
 
Mishnah, Megillah  4: 10 
 

 אלו ארקנ ינשהו םגרתימו ארקנ ןושארה לגע השעמ םגרתימו ארקנ רמת השעמ םגרתימ אלו ארקנ ןבואר השעמ
 יבר ריתמ הדוהי יברו הבכרמב ןיריטפמ ןיא ןימגרתימ אלו ןיארקנ אל ןונמאו דוד השעמ םינהכ תכרב םגרתימ
 :םילשורי תא עדוהב ןיריטפמ ןיא רמוא רזעילא

 
The incident of Reuven is read but not translated. The incident of Tamar is read and is translated. 
The first account of the calf is read and is translated, and the second is read but not translated. The 
Kohanim’s blessing, the incident of David and Amnon, are neither read nor translated. They do not 
read as a haftarah in the Chariot. And Rabbi Yehudah permits. Rabbi Eliezer says, They do not read 
as a haftarah in ‘Cause Jerusalem to know.’ 
 
 
Babylonian Talmud, Berakhot 8a (Soncino translation) 

 
 םוגרת דחאו ארקמ םינש רובצה םע ויתוישרפ םדא םילשי םלועל :ימא יבר רמא הדוהי רב אנוה בר רמא
 

Rabbi Huna ben Judah says in the name of Rabbi Ammi: A man should always complete his 
parashiyot together with the congregation, [reading] twice the Hebrew text and once the Targum. 
 
 
Existing Targumim 
 
Name Books  Origin Description 
Onkelos Torah EI/Bab Generally tends to the literal 
Jonathan Nevi’im EI/Bab  
‘Pseudo-Jonathan’/ Targum 
Yerushalmi 

Torah EI Lots of extra material 

Neofiti 1 Torah EI Lots of extra material 
Cairo Geniza Fragments Torah EI Earliest known Targum manuscripts 
Fragmentary Targum (Targum 
Yerushalmi) 

Torah EI Only covers some verses of Torah 

Targumim of varied date & character on the Ketuvim except for Ezra, Nehemiah, and Daniel 
 
 
Onkelos 
 
Babylonian Talmud, Megillah 3a 

 
 עשוהי יברו רזעילא יבר יפמ ורמא רגה סולקנוא - הרות לש םוגרת :אבא רב אייח יבר אמיתיאו הימרי יבר רמאו

Rabbi Yirmiyahu, or some say, Rabbi Hiyya bar Abba said: The Targum of the Torah—Onkelos the 
proselyte said it, from the mouth of Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Yehoshua.  
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Jerusalem Talmud, Megillah 71c 
 
 ורמאו ותוא וסליקו עשוהי יבר ינפלו רזעילא יבר ינפל הרותה רגה סליקע םגרית אב רב אייח יבר םשב הימרי יבר
 םדא ינבמ תיפיפי ול
 

Rabbi Yirmiyahu said in the name of Rabbi Hiyya bar Ba: Akilas the proselyte translated the Torah 
before Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Yehoshua, and they praised him and said, ‘Yofyafita mibenei adam’ 
[Psalm 45: 3] 
 
Psalm 45: 3 (2) (New International Version) 
 

 :םלָוֹעלְ םיקVִאֱ ]כְרַבֵּ ןכֵּ לעַ ]יתֶוֹתפְשִׂבְּ ןחֵ קצַוּה םדָאָ ינֵבְּמִ תָיפִיָפְיָ
 

You are the most excellent of men 
    and your lips have been anointed with grace,  
    since God has blessed you forever. 
 
 
Bereshit 3: 22 
 

 יחַוָ לכַאָוְ םייִּחַהַ ץעֵמֵ םגַּ חקַלָוְ וֹדיָ חלַשְׁיִ ןפֶּ התָּעַוְ ערָוָ בוֹט תעַדַלָ וּנּמֶּמִ דחַאַכְּ היָהָ םדָאָהָ ןהֵ םיקVִאֱ קוָֹקיְ רמֶאֹיּוַ
 :םלָעֹלְ

 
And the Lord God said, ‘Behold, the human has become like one of us, to know good and evil.’ 
 
Targum Onkelos, Bereshit 3: 22 
 

 שיבו בט עדימל הינמ אמלעב ידיחי הוה םדא אה םיקלא 'ה רמאו
 
And the Lord God said, ‘Behold, mankind has become unique in the world, able to know by himself 
good and evil.’ 
 
 
Pseudo-Jonathan (Targum Yerushalmi) 
 
Bereshit 21: 21 
 

 םיִרָצְמִ ץרֶאֶמֵ השָּׁאִ וֹמּאִ וֹל חקַּתִּוַ ןרָאפָּ רבַּדְמִבְּ בשֶׁיֵּוַ
And he [Ishmael] dwelt in the wilderness of Paran; his mother took for him a wife out of the land of 
Egypt. 
 
Targum Pseudo-Jonathan on Bereshit 21: 21 
 
And he dwelt in the wilderness of Paran, and he took as wife Adisha [or: Hadisha] and he divorced 
her; and his mother took for him Fatima as wife, from the land of Egypt. 
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Targum Yonatan 
 
Babylonian Talmud, Megillah 3a 

 
 יכאלמו הירכז יגח יפמ ורמא לאיזוע ןב ןתנוי - םיאיבנ לש םוגרת

The Targum of the Nevi’im—Yonatan ben Uziel said it, from the mouth of Hagai, Zechariah, and 
Malachi. 
 
 
Ketuvim 
 
Babylonian Talmud, Megillah 3a 

 
 יירתס הליגש הז אוה ימ :הרמאו לוק תב התצי .הסרפ תואמ עברא לע הסרפ תואמ עברא לארשי ץרא העזעדזנו
 ידובכל אלש ךינפל עודיו יולג ;םדא ינבל ךירתס יתילגש אוה ינא :רמאו וילגר לע לאיזוע ןב ןתנוי דמע ?םדא ינבל
 לש םוגרת תולגל שקיב דועו .לארשיב תקולחמ וברי אלש יתישע ךדובכל אלא ,אבא תיב דובכל אלו ,יתישע
 .חישמ ץק היב תיאד םושמ - אמעט יאמ !ךייד :ול הרמאו לוק תב התצי ,םיבותכ

 
And the land of Israel was shaken about four hundred parsot by four hundred parsot. A divine voice 
went out and said, ‘Who is this who has revealed My secrets to mortals?’ Yonatan ben Uziel stood 
up and said, ‘I am he who has revealed Your secrets to mortals. It is revealed and known before You 
that I did not do it for my own honour, or for the honour of my father’s house, but I did it for Your 
honour, so that disagreements should not multiply in Israel.’ And in addition he wanted to reveal the 
targum of the Ketuvim. A divine voice went out and said to him, ‘Enough!’ What was the reason? 
Because they include the date [of the coming] of the messiah. 
 
 
Shir Hashirim 5: 10-11 

 :הבָבָרְמֵ לוּגדָּ םוֹדאָוְ חצַ ידִוֹדּ )י 
  ׃ברֵֽוֹעכָּ תוֹר֖חֹשְׁ םילִּ֔תַּלְתַּ ו֙יתָוֹצֻּוקְ זפָּ֑ םתֶכֶּ֣ וֹשׁ֖אֹר )א״י
 

Basic translation of verse 10: ‘My beloved is white and ruddy, pre-eminment above ten thousand.’ 
 
Targum Jonathan (trans. by Philip Alexander, 1988) 
 
Then began the Assembly of Israel to speak of the praise of the Lord of the Universe, and thus she 
said: That God I do desire to serve who in the day is wrapped in a robe white as snow, and is 
occupied with the Twenty Four Books—the words of the Law, and the words of the Prophets and the 
Writings; and by night He is occupied with the six Orders of the Mishnah. The splendour of the glory 
of His face shines like fire, on account of [His] great wisdom and powers of argument, for He 
promulgates new decisions every day, and He will disclose them to His people on the Great Day. 
And His banner is over ten thousand myriads of angels who minister before Him. 
 
 
Basic translation of verse 11: His head is as the most fine gold, his locks are curled, and black as a 
raven. 
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Targum Jonathan  
 
His head is the Law, which is more precious than pure gold; and [His locks are] the interpretation of 
the words [of the Law], in which are heaped up reasons and precepts. To those who keep them, they 
are white as snow, but to those who do not keep them, they are black like the face of the raven.  
 
 
 
Comparing three Targums on Bereshit 1: 1-5 
 

׃ץרֶאָֽהָ תאֵ֥וְ םיִמַ֖שָּׁהַ תאֵ֥ םיקֹלאֱ ארָ֣בָּ תישִׁ֖ארֵבְּ  
׃םיִמָּֽהַ ינֵ֥פְּ־לעַ תפֶחֶ֖רַמְ םיהִ֔�אֱ חַוּר֣וְ םוֹה֑תְ ינֵ֣פְּ־לעַ �שֶׁחֹ֖וְ וּהבֹ֔וָ וּ֙התֹ֨ התָ֥יְהָ ץרֶאָ֗הָוְ  
ֹיּוַ   ׃רוֹאֽ־יהִיְ וַֽ רוֹא֑ יהִ֣יְ םיקֹלאֱ רמֶא֥
׃�שֶׁחֹֽהַ ןיבֵ֥וּ רוֹא֖הָ ןיבֵּ֥ םיקֹלאֱ לדֵּ֣בְיַּוַ בוֹט֑־יכִּ רוֹא֖הָ־תאֶ םיקֹלאֱ ארְ֧ יַּוַ  

׃דחָֽאֶ םוֹי֥ רקֶבֹ֖־יהִיְ וַֽ ברֶעֶ֥־יהִיְ וַֽ הלָיְלָ֑ ארָקָ֣ �שֶׁחֹ֖לַוְ םוֹי֔ ר֙וֹאלָ םיקֹלאֱ ארָ֨קְיִּוַ   ׀ 
 

Targum Onkelos 
 

1In antiquity the Lord created the heavens and the earth. 2Now the earth was desolate and empty and 
darkness was on the face of the deep and a wind from before the Lord was blowing on the surface of 
the water. 3And the Lord said: ‘Let there be light’; and there was light. 4When the Lord perceived the 
light to be good, the Lord distinguished between the light and between the darkness. 5So the Lord 
called the light day-time while the darkness He called night-time, and it was evening and it was 
morning one day. 
 
Targum Pseudo-Jonathan 
 

1At the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. 2The earth was without form and void, 
desolate of people and empty of all animals: darkness was upon the surface of the deep and a 
merciful wind from before God was blowing over the surface of the water. 3God said: ‘Let there be 
light to illuminate the world’; and immediately there was light. 4God saw that the light was good; and 
God separated the light from the darkness. 5And God called the light Day, and he made it so that the 
inhabitants of the world might labour during it; and he called the darkness Night, and he made it that 
creatues might rest during it. And there was evening and there was morning, one day. 
 
Targum Neofiti 
 

1From the beginning with wisdom the Memra of the Lord created and perfected the heavens and the 
earth. 2And the earth was waste and unformed, desolate of man and beast, empty of plant cultivation 
and of trees, and darkness was spread over the face of the abyss; and a spirit of mercy from before 
the Lord was blowing over the surface of the waters. 3And the Memra of the Lord said: ‘Let there be 
light’; and there was light according to the decree of his Memra. 4And it was manifest before the 
Lord that the light was good; and the Memra of the Lord separated the light from the darkness. 5And 
the Memra of the Lord called the light daytime and the darkness he called night. And there was 
evening and there was morning: in the order of the work of creation, first day. 
 
A modern translation: New International Version (1984) 

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. 2 Now the earth was formless and empty, 
darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters. 3 And 
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God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light. 4 God saw that the light was good, and he 
separated the light from the darkness. 5 God called the light ‘day,’ and the darkness he called ‘night.’ 
And there was evening, and there was morning—the first day. 

 

Sampling Targum Jonathan: Isaiah 6 

 םיִפַ֛נָכְּ שׁשֵׁ֧ וֹל֔ ל֙עַמַּ֙מִ םידִ֤מְעֹ םיפִ֨רָשְׂ ׃לכָֽיהֵהַ־תאֶ םיאִ֥לֵמְ וילָ֖וּשׁוְ אשָּׂ֑נִוְ םרָ֣ אסֵּ֖כִּ־לעַ בשֵׁ֥יֹ ״ה־תאֶ האֶ֧רְאֶוָ וּהיָּ֔זִּעֻ �לֶמֶּ֣הַ ת֙וֹמ־תנַשְׁבִּ
 תוֹא֑בָצְ ״ה שׁוֹד֖קָ שׁוֹד֛קָ שׁוֹד֧קָ רמַ֔אָוְ ה֙זֶ־לאֶ ה֤זֶ ארָ֨קָוְ ׃ףפֵֽוֹעיְ םיִתַּ֥שְׁבִוּ וילָ֖גְרַ הסֶּ֥כַיְ םיִתַּ֛שְׁבִוּ וינָ֗פָ הסֶּ֣כַיְ םיִתַּ֣שְׁבִּ דחָ֑אֶלְ םיִפַ֖נָכְּ שׁשֵׁ֥
ֹלמְ ֻניָּוַ ׃וֹדֽוֹבכְּ ץרֶאָ֖הָ־לכׇ א֥  יכִנֹ֔אָ ם֙יִתַ֙פָשְׂ־אמֵֽטְ שׁיאִ֤ יכִּ֣ יתִימֵ֗דְנִ־יכִֽ ילִ֣־יוֹאֽ רמַ֞אֹוָ ׃ןשָֽׁעָ אלֵ֥מָּיִ תיִבַּ֖הַוְ ארֵ֑וֹקּהַ לוֹקּ֖מִ םיפִּ֔סִּהַ תוֹמּ֣אַ וּ֙ע֙
 חקַ֖לָ םיִחַ֔קַלְמֶ֨בְּ הפָּ֑צְרִ וֹד֖יָבְוּ םיפִ֔רָשְּׂהַ־ןמִ ד֙חָאֶ ילַ֗אֵ ףעׇ֣יָּוַ ׃ינָֽיעֵ וּא֥רָ תוֹא֖בָצְ ״ה �לֶמֶּ֛הַ־תאֶ יכִּ֗ בשֵׁ֑וֹי יכִ֖נֹאָ םיִתַ֔פָשְׂ אמֵ֣טְ־םעַ ֙�וֹתבְוּ
ֹיּוַ יפִּ֔־לעַ עגַּ֣יַּוַ ׃חַבֵּֽזְמִּהַ לעַ֥מֵ  ימִ֣וּ חלַ֖שְׁאֶ ימִ֥־תאֶ רמֵ֔אֹ ״ה֙ לוֹק֤־תאֶ עמַ֞שְׁאֶוָ ׃רפָּֽכֻתְּ º֖תְאטָּחַוְ ºנֶ֔וֹעֲ רסָ֣וְ ºיתֶ֑פָשְׂ־לעַ ה֖זֶ עגַ֥נָ הנֵּ֛הִ רמֶא֕
׃ינִחֵֽלָשְׁ ינִ֥נְהִ רמַ֖אֹוָ וּנלָ֑־�לֶיֵֽ  

A modern translation: New International Version (1984) 

1In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train 
of his robe filled the temple. 2 Above him were seraphs, each with six wings: With two wings they 
covered their faces, with two they covered their feet, and with two they were flying. 3 And they were 
calling to one another: ‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory.’ 
4 At the sound of their voices the doorposts and thresholds shook and the temple was filled with 
smoke. 5 ‘Woe to me!’ I cried. ‘I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a 
people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the Lord Almighty.’ 6 Then one of the 
seraphs flew to me with a live coal in his hand, which he had taken with tongs from the altar. 7 With 
it he touched my mouth and said, ‘See, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away and your 
sin atoned for.’ 8 Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, ‘Whom shall I send? And who will go 
for us?’ And I said, ‘Here am I. Send me!’ 

 
Targum Jonathan 
 
1In the year that King Uzziah was struck with it [leprosy], the prophet said, I saw the glory of the 
Lord resting upon a throne, high and lifted up in the heavens of the height; and the temple was filled 
by the brilliance of his glory. 2Holy attendants were in the height before him; each had six wings; 
with two he covered his face, that he might not see, and with two he covered his body, that he might 
not be seen, and with two he ministered. 3And one was crying to another and saying, ‘Holy in the 
heavens of the height, his sanctuary; holy upon the earth, the work of his might, holy in eternity is 
the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is filled with the brilliance of his glory.’ 4And the posts of the 
temple threshholds quaked from the sound of the speech, and the sanctuary was filled with the dense 
cloud. 5And I said: ‘Woe is me! For I have sinned; for I am a man liable to chastisement, and I dwell 
in the midst of people that are defiled with sins; for my eyes have seen the glory of the Shekhinah of 
the eternal king, the Lord of hosts!’ 6Then there was given to me one of the attendants and in his 
mouth there was a speech which he took before him whose Shekhinah is upon the throne of glory in 
the heavens of the height, above the altar. 7And he arranged [it in] my mouth and said: ‘Behold, I 
have placed the words of my prophecy in your mouth; and your sins will be taken away and your 
guilt atoned for. 8And I heard the voice of the Memra of the Lord which said: ‘Whom shall I send to 
prophesy, and who will go to teach?’ Then I said, ‘Here I am! Send me.’ 


