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Introduction

This is a facing parallel edition for Targum Onkelos to Leviti-
cus. The purpose of this book is to encourage new students and
scholars to read and study the ancient Aramaic targums. The
book displays the Aramaic targum alongside the facing Hebrew
Masoretic Text for comparison.’

Targum Onkelos is a literal conservative interpretation of the
Torah. It is less expansive than Targum Jonathan to the Prophets,
or Targum Pseudo-Jonathan. It was probably composed in the
second century. It was edited by the seventh century, since when
referring to targums of the Torah the Babylonian Talmud cites
texts almost identical to Targum Onkelos.? Beyond Onkelos,
other targums exist for the Torah; namely, Pseudo-Jonathan (per-
haps seventh century), Targum Neophyti (probably fourth cen-
tury) and a few fragments of otherwise lost targums. The num-
ber different extant targums for the Torah shows the popularity

of these books for Medieval Judaism.3

1Should the reader wish to study the text in English, then translations are
available. See especially the editions from Ktav Publishing House, such as
Israel Drazin. Targum Onkelos to Genesis. An English Translation of the
Text With Analysis and Commentary (Based on A. Sperber’s Edition). New
York, NY: Ktav Publishing House, 1982. The first English translation was
J.W. Etheridge. The Targums of Onkelos and Jonathan Ben Uzziel on the
Pentateuch. Vol 1. London: Longman, Green, Longman, and Roberts, 1862.
2C. T. R. Hayward. “The Aramaic Targums” In: The New Cambridge
History of the Bible. Volume 1: From the Beginnings to 600. Ed. by James
Carleton Paget and Joachim Schaper. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2013, pp. 218-241, p. 219.

3ibid., p. 223.
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INTRODUCTION viii

What are targums?

With the ubiquity of Hebrew in Israel today, one can forget there
was a time when the Hebrew Bible had to be translated to be un-
derstood by Jews who no longer spoke Hebrew. The Septuagint
served this purpose for the Greek-speaking Jews in Egypt, and
also for many others in Palestine. For the Aramaic-speaking Jews
from Babylonia to Palestine they instead turned to Aramaic trans-
lations, or targums/targumim.* Targums existed at least from the

late Second Temple period, for some targums were found among
the Dead Sea Scrolls (4QtgLev, 4QtgJob, 11QtgJob).?

The name targum derives from the Aramaic noun %90 meaning
translation, interpretation, or explanation. Targums exist for all
books of the Hebrew Bible except Daniel, and Ezra—Nehemiah
which are books that already contain significant sections in Ara-
maic. The origin of targums is vague, perhaps the Synagogue for
reading and interpreting texts, or school curricula.”

The translation philosophy of targums is generally to make the
meaning of the Hebrew clear.® Thus targums are not straightfor-
ward translations, but involve interpretation. Sometimes targums
did not translate detrimental verses like David and Bathsheba.
Targums can at times reduce interpretive options, and they can
also iron out inconsistencies. For example, the Hebrew text of
Genesis 1:27 and 2:7 uses two different verbs for God’s creation
of humankind, 872 ‘create’ and 73X} ‘form’ respectively. How-
ever, Targum Onkelos reads 872 in both verses.? Thus targums

4 The plural is either targumim or targums.

5 These are also referred to as 4Q156, 4Q157, and 11Q10 respectively. In ad-
dition even the Aramaic Genesis Apocryphon, classified as rewritten scripture
contains some places of simple Aramaic targum-like translation from Gene-
sis 14, Joseph A. Fitzmyer. The Genesis Apocryphon of Qumran Cave I. A
Commentary. Biblica et Orientalia 18. Rome: Pontificio Istituto Biblico,
1966.

5 Hayward, “The Aramaic Targums,” p. 218.

"ibid., pp. 235-236.

8 ibid., p. 226.

? Cited in ibid., p. 227.
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are not straightforward translation, but involve interpretation.
This differs to the Septuagint which is generally straightforward
phrase-for-phrase translation.

The names Onkelos and Jonathan refer to the supposed authors
of the Targum to the Torah and Prophets.

" TYHR DR 1R T3 opnN TN Sw onon
"7 *ER 1IRN BRMY 12 10 o3 Hw onnn s
“oROMY 1o (Megillah 3a, in Babylonian Talmud)

‘The targum of the Torah was composed by Onkelos the con-
vert they say from the mouth of Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi
Yehoshua. The targum of the Prophets was composed by
Jonathan ben Uzziel they say from the mouth of Haggali,
Zechariah, and Malachi.

Onkelos is the Eastern pronunciation of Aquila, a second century
CE Jew who revised the Greek Septuagint in a very literal manner
similar to Onkelos. Likewise, the targums to the Prophets, Tar-
gum Jonathan gets its name from the Aramaic for Theodotion,
another name linked with the revision of the Septuagint. However,
these names are misleading, and connections with the Septuagint
revisers is unlikely. The Talmud admits the history is unclear,
going on in the same passage to say that targums existed before
Onkelos and Jonathan, allegedly as far back as Ezra in the fifth
century BCE.

Sources

The Aramaic targum text in this book is vocalised according to
the Yemenite Taj ‘crown’ These Yemenite Jews preserved the
targum texts and maintain the tradition of reading the Torah in
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both Hebrew and Aramaic.!® The text is available under a CC-
BY-SA licence.'! The Hebrew Masoretic Text used in this book is
that of the Leningrad Codex, as transcribed in the Westminster
Leningrad Codex project, which is in the public domain. All

poetic divisions are based on the first edition of Biblia Hebraica.!?

Contact

If a reader finds an issue with this book, or wishes to suggest an
improvement, please email: reader-suggestions@timothyalee.com.

Acknowledgments

Thanks to all those who discussed producing this book in Cam-
bridge.

Emmanuel College, Cambridge
17" October, 2023.
Timothy A. Lee

10 For a modern critical edition, see Alexander Sperber. The Bible in Aramaic.
The Pentateuch According to Targum Onkelos. Leiden: Brill, 1959.

" https:/ /github.com/Sefaria/Sefaria-Export /tree/master/json/Tanakh/
Targum/Onkelos.

12 Rudolf Kittel, ed. Biblia Hebraica. Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs, 1906.
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