TRANSLATIONS 1

INTRODUCTION
ARAMAIC “TARGUMIM?”



The Tanakh has been translated into just about
every known human language. However, we shall
concern ourselves here only with those translations
that are either particularly Jewish in origin or that
bear directly on the way Jews read and interpret the
Tanakh. Specifically, we shall survey the earliest
Aramaic translations, called targumim; the equally
venerable Greek translation known as the
Septuagint and its Latin derivative, the Vulgate; the
tenth-century Arabic translation (7afsir) of
Se’adyah Gaon; the King James Version, and some
more contemporary English translations.




WHY TRANSLATE?

Nehemiah 13
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but according to the language of each people.
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Then Eliakim the son of Hilkiah, and Shebnah, and
Joah said to Rab-shakeh, “Please speak to your
servants in Aramaic for we understand 1t; and do not
speak to us in Judean, in the hearing of the people
on the wall."



THE ARAMAIC TARGUMIM
ONKELOS
YONATAN

YERUSHALMI



BT MEGILLAH 3A

R. Yirmiyah (alt: R. Hiyya bar Abba) said:
Targum of the Torah was recited by Onkelos the
Proselyte on the authority of Rabbi Eliezer and
Rabbi Yehoshua. The Targum of the Prophets
was recited by Yonatan ben Uziel on the
authority of Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi,
[whereupon] the Land of Israel shuddered in an
area of four hundred parsangs by four hundred
parsangs. A heavenly voice proclaimed: Who is
this who revealed my mysteries to mortal men?
Yonatan ben Uziel arose and said: | am the one
who revealed your mysteries to mortal men. Be
it clearly known before You that | did not do so
for personal honor, nor for family honor, but
for Your honor, so that controversies should
not increase in Israel. He also sought to reveal
the Targum of the Writings, but a heavenly
voice called out: “Enough!” Why so? Because
they contain [allusions to] the messianic end.
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But was the Targum of Torah actually recited by
Onkelos the Proselyte? Was it not said of the
verse: “They read [aloud] in the scroll of the
divine Torah; they explained it, rendered its
sense and understood the lection” (Nehemiah
8:8): “They read [aloud] in the scroll of the divine
Torah” refers to the [consonantal] text. “They
explained it” refers to the Targum. “Rendered its
sense” refers to the [division into] verses. “They
understood the lection” refers to the
punctuation; others say [it refers to] the masoret

[tradition of correct reading]!

- Rather, [the original Targum] was forgotten
and [Onkelos] restored it.

- Why did [the Land of Israel] shudder over [the
translation of] the Prophets but not over [the
translation of] the Torah?

The Torah is transparent, while the Prophets are

partly transparent and partly opaque.
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R. Yirmiyah [said] in the name of R. Hiya bar [Ab]Ba:

Achilles the proselyte translated the Torah before R. Eliezer and
R. Yehoshua.

They praised him saying: “Your beauty exceeds all men” (Ps.
45:3).
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R. SIMEON B. GAMALIEL SAYS THAT BOOKS MR HRHNI 12 PYNY 129
[OF THE SCRIPTURE] ALSO ARE PERMITTED  ya3»w 19)n71 RY D279D31 9N
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said in the name of R. Johanan: The halachah NYNY 1173 1951 113197 727

follows R. Simeon b. Gamaliel. R. Johanan . - LRYY
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THE “RISALAH” (LETTER) OF
YEHUDAH IBN QURAYSH
(KAIROUAN, 9TH CENTURY)

I see that you have stopped following the custom of reading the
Aramaic Targum in your synagogues and, in rejecting it, have yielded
to the ignorant among you, who claim not to need it and to know the
whole of the Hebrew without it, to the point that some men from
among you have told me that they have never read the Targum of the
Pentateuch nor of the Prophets.

Yet, the Targum is something that your predecessors never abandoned,
nor did your forebears refuse it, nor did your sages stop teaching it, nor
could the earliest among you do without it, nor were your fathers
ignorant of its benefit, nor did those who came before you neglect it in
Iraq [Babylonia], Egypt, [North]| Africa, or Andalusia [Spain].



Anthropomorphism of God in the Torah (outorah.org)

Onkelos was a convert who translated the Torah into Aramaic based on the way it was taught
by Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Yehoshua. His explanation is considered so indispensable that the
Sages of the Talmud instituted that it should be reviewed weekly by every Jew, alongside that
week's Torah portion (Brachos 8a). One of the main features of Onkelos' translation is that he
eschews anthropomorphisms. [I, 27] Where the text of the Torah suggests corporeality on the
part of God, Onkelos translates in such a way that would remove the possibility of
misunderstanding. So when the Torah says "God came down" (Exodus 16:20), Onkelos
renders it "God manifested Himself." When the Torah says "And God heard," Onkelos
translates it as "It was heard before God." The Rambam praises Onkelos for this.

On rare occasion, Onkelos leaves the Torah's anthropomorphisms intact. When he does this,
he has good reason, based on a given verse's context. By way of example, the Rambam gives
us Genesis 46:4, "l will go down with you to Egypt." There, the Torah is relating what Yaakov
heard in his vision, not something that God actually does in the narrative. Actions attributed
to God - like "God descended upon Mount Sinai" (Exodus 19:20) do have their
anthropomorphisms removed. (The Rambam provides a potential second reason for the
anthropomorphism being left in Genesis 46:4. It's possible that the "I" in "l will go down with
you" refers not to God but to the angel who delivered God's message to Yaakov.



https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.16.20%3Flang=he-en&utm_source=outorah.org&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.46.4%3Flang=he-en&utm_source=outorah.org&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.19.20%3Flang=he-en&utm_source=outorah.org&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.46.4%3Flang=he-en&utm_source=outorah.org&utm_medium=sefaria_linker
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The earth was a vacant void, darkness was on the surface of the deep, and a
Heavenly wind was moving over the surface of the waters. (OJPS)
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And the earth was waste and empty, and darkness was upon the face of the
abyss; and a wind from before the Lord blew upon the face of the waters.
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[srael saw the great work which Hashem did to the Egyptians, and the
people feared Hashem; and they believed in Hashem, and in his servant
Moshe.
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And Israel saw the Power of the Great Hand which the Lord had made (to
appear) in Mizraim; and the people feared before the Lord, and believed in
the Word of the Lord, and in the prophetic (work) of Moshe His servant.
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LET THEM MAKE ME A SANCTUARY THAT
I MAY DWELL AMONG THEM.
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And they shall make before me a Sanctuary
And | will place My Presence among them.



TARGUM YERUSHALMI (AKA:YONATAN)

- The targum attributed to Onkelos originated in Babylonia, as reflected in its
use of Babylonian Aramaic vocabulary and grammar. At a comparable point in
time, there were other targumim circulating in the Land of Israel utilizing
Palestinian Aramaic and reflecting different, diverse understandings of
Scripture.

- These Aramaic targumim were not limited to the Torah but covered the entire
Tanakh. Just as the Talmud of the Land of Israel was called the “Talmud

Yerushalmi,” a targum of the Land of Israel was called “Targum Yerushalmi,”
and abbreviated “»"n” (T”Y).

- On account of the Babylonian tradition of an Aramaic translation of the Bible
attributed to Yonatan ben Uziel, one of these Land of Israel targumim of the
Torah was misidentified (probably by an early printer) as Targum Yonatan
(“1"'n”), as was a similar Land of Israel targum of the Writings. Indeed, over
time, additional Yerushalmi targumim came to light and some Torah editions
incorporated them as well.
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Regarding your question of who
[first] recited the targum of the
Land of Israel:

It was recited during the time of
the early sages, such as Rabbi Ami
and Rabbi Asi... or perhaps during
the time of the later sages, such as
Rabbi Abba and Rabbi Hanina.

It must be as important as our own
targum [of Onkelos], for were it
not so, it would not have been
recited before such giants of the
past.
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HE [ISHMAEL] DWELLED IN THE WILDERNESS OF
PARAN, AND HIS MOTHER TOOK A WIFE FOR HIM

FROM THE LAND OF EGYPT.
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And he dwelt in the RIN'R 2Y01) 1IRAT RI2ATNHA 200N
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divorced her. And his .DINNT

mother took Fatima, a
woman from the land of
Egypt, to be his wife.
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« Our Rabbis taught: As regards the Torah, one reads and one translates, and in no case must
one read and two translate [together]. As regards the Prophets, one reads and two may
translate, but in no case may two read and two translate. As regards Hallel and the Megillah,
even ten may read [and ten may translate]. What is the reason? Since the people like it, they
pay attention and hear.
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We do not read “ten translate,” because there is no Targum to the K'tuvim.
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Rashi emended it unnecessarily. There is surely a Targum, but it is not Yonatan’s but tannaitic.
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- The rabbis taught: Torah is read by one reader and one translator. One may read, but two

may not translate. In the Prophets, one may read while two translate, providing there are
not two readers and two translators.
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- Because the Targum is intended only for women and the uneducated who do not
understand Hebrew, and it is in Aramaic [Babylonian]. The Torah must be translated to
comprehend the laws, but Prophets does not require such concern.
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Rabbi Yehudah said: One2

who translates a verse
literally is a charlatan,

yet one who adds to [the
literal sense] curses and
blasphemes.

“Blasphemes.” Ridiculing God [by]
altering His words. Whatever
Onkelos adds, however, was not of
his own discretion but part of the
revelation at Sinai that was forgotten
and he subsequently reintroduced...
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