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the text's redaction in antiquity. In the present investigation we 
will consider two key versions of this narrative, namely, the 
MT and the LXX. My contention is that each text bespeaks .a 
key juncture in literary history. .tw? works It.lS 
possible to trace a subtle shift in hterary and habIts 
of reading; yet, subtle though it may be, thIs shIft represents 
nothing less than the advent of a Greek novel. 

Redaction as a modality of reading: 
Instances of interpretation in the transmission of Esther 

In antiquity, the Book of Esther enjoyed considerable 
scribal attention. It was evidently composed in Hebrew, and the 
autograph is likely to be adequately attested by the MT. There 
are however two distinct Greek versions, the A-text and the 
LXX, which in addition to countless minor variants of greater 
or lesser significance contain substantial blocks of matenal 
absent in the MT.'o While the additions relative to the .MT 
found in the A-text are clearly derived from the LXX, It IS 
possible to argue that where the A-text follows the MT it be",:s 
independent witness to a Semitic Vorlage and to thIs extent IS 
independent of the LXX." Furthermore, since the blocks of 
material found in the LXX do not necessarily come from the 
same hand, it is possible that there were a series of Greek 
redactions predating the extant LXX edition." One notes that 

]0 Of the two distinct Greek versions which come down to us, 
text or B-text of Esther is attested by the majority of witnesses, I.e. 
six MSS including the great uncials from the third to fourth centunes, 
while attestation to the A-text or AT ("alpha-text," so-named by Lagarde 
who took it for a Lucianic recension of the majority text) is four 
medieval MSS (MSS 19, 93, 108 and 319 as denoted by tbe Gottmgen 
sigla). See K. H. Jobes, The Alpha Text of Esther: Its Character and 
Relationship to the Masoretic Text (SBLDS 153, Scholars Press, 
1996) 1-2. For a general discussion of the Greek to Esther, see 
C. A. Moore, Daniel, Esther and Jeremiah: The Addltwns (The 
Bible; Garden City: Doubleday, 1977). See also idem, "On tbe Ongms of 
tbe LXX Additions to the Book of Esther," JBL 92 (1973) 382-393. For· a 
recent discussion of the redaction history of Esther, see M. Fox, The 
Redaction af the Boaks of Esther (SBLMS 40, Atlanta: Scholars Press, 
1991). 
II See Jobes, The Alpha-Text of Esther. . . . 
12 It is also possible that an ongoing of SemItIc and 
suppletion lies behind some of the Greek addItIons. R. A. Martm, Syntax 
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Josephus retails a version of the story based on the Greek text 
but which agrees with the Old Latin (also based on the Greek) 
against the LXX in the omission of A:12-17 and C:17-23, again 
suggesting the possibility of an earlier Greek version." At C: 16 
the OL itself has a 134-word addition which may be from this 
early version, though this is speculative. A medieval Aramaic 
text comes down to us which is apparently dependent upon the 
Greek but which oddly enough omits C:2-4 and 8-9 while 
providing parallels to C:S, 6, 7 and 10. It is not impossible that 
the influence of a Semitic text, independent of the extant LXX 
but later than the MT, lies behind these omissions and 
alterations, as Moore has in fact argued; but, again, this is 
speculative." Lastly, we might note that the targumic and 
midrashic commentaries on the Esther scroll may also be seen 
to reflect later Semitic reworkings of the narrative. 

For the purposes of the present paper, only the MT and LXX 
versions will be under discussion. While the source-critical 
relationship of the A-text of the Book of Esther to both the MT 
and the LXX is still a matter of scholarly debate, there is little 
doubt that the MT transmits an earlier version of the text than 
does the LXX. The apparent lack of Greek influence on the 
substance of the MT, together with the style of its Hebrew, 
would place it close in time and spirit to the earliest stage of 
composition, perhaps sometime in the late Persian period." On 
the other hand, the LXX version evinces a literary style and 
religious outlook compatible with a second to first century 
BCE Greek speaking context." D. Clines considers the LXX to 

Criticism oftbe LXX Additions to tbe Book of Estber," JBL 94 (1975) 65-
72, has argued on syntactical grounds that additions A, C, and D each 
represent translations of a Semitic Vorlage, while B and E represent Greek 
composition. 
13 Josephus, Antiquities, 11.6,8. 
14 See Moore, "On the Origins," 393. 
15 In this regard, R. Gordis, "Studies in the Esther Narrative," JEI 95 
(1976) 43-58, points to tbe familiarity of its author witb Persian law, 
custom and language of the Achaemenid period. See C. A. Moore, Esther: 
Introduction, Translation and Notes (The Anchor Bible; Garden City: 
Doubleday, 1971) LVII, LIX. But see also E.Bickennan, Faur Strange 
Baoks of the Bible (New York: Schocken, 1967) 170-186, who places tbe 
author in the second or third century BeE. 
16 See Moore, "On the Origins," 383. The Palestinian provenance of the 
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be the most thorough and substantial of all of the five distinct 
reworkings of the Esther story he posits." For this reason, the 
differences between LXX-Esther and the MT are of 
considerable literary-historical significance. Since the key to 
appreciating these differences is undoubtedly to be found in the 
large blocks of material peculiar to the LXX verSIOn, It IS 
especially interesting that these additions tend to push the MT 
narrative in what is a decidedly novelistic direction.'" 

C. Moore observes that the LXX version of the Book of 
Esther differs from the MT in four significant ways: i) it 
contains a number of additions, ii) it makes many omissions, 
iii) it is inconsistent with the substance .of the MT at c.e~ain 
points, and iv) it contains several exphcltly stat~d r.ehglOus 
concerns." The question as to what sort of redactlve mterests 
lie behind these differences is an important one, and has 
received considerable scholarly attention in recent years.'" Yet, 
while differences oftypes (i) and (iv) figure prominently in the 
discussion of this issue, those of types (ii) and (iii) are 
generally ignored. This is perhaps due to ~n unwillingne.ss to 
accord LXX-Esther its own integrity as a hterary composItIOn, 
an unwillingness which is reflected in the lamentable but long­
standing practice of treating the so-called Greek additions to 
Esther independently of the narrative. It ignores the fact that 
these additions are not discrete interpolations but features of a 
larger redactive process which ultimately reshaped the Semitic 
Vorlage. The task of understanding the1endenz of thIs process 

Greek text, attested by the colophon, is not out of the. questio~; but 
whether the translation and redaction of Esther happened m Palestme or 
the Diaspora, cultural forces peculiar to the larger Hellenistic world would 

have been at work. 
" D.J.A. Clines, The Esther Scroll: The Story of the Story (JSOT SS 30; 
Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1984) 168. 
1& Wills "Jewish Novellas," 229f. A very different conclusion is drawn by 
Clines 'The Esther Scroll, 169, who holds that the primary effect of the 
LXX ~xpansions is "to assimilate the book of Esther to a scriptural nonn." 
As I see it, Clines' position on this matter is weakened due to the nebulous 
character of 'scriptural nonn' as a literary-critical concept. 
19 Moore, Esther, LXI. 
20 See for instance Clines, Esther Scroll, 168-174; M. V. Fox, Character 
and Ideology in the Book of Esther (Columbia: University of South 
Carolina Press, 1991) 270-273; Wills, "Jewish Novellas," 228-231. 
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will be hampered as long as scholarly attention remains 
focused on the content of the additions to the exclusion of other 
features of the text. Rather, differences between the LXX and 
the MT should be investigated to the end of identifYing the 
global features of the LXX redaction. Only then will the 
distinct character of the LXX be seen for what it is: a creative 
reworking of its source. 

As I have indicated, the present investigation limits itself to 
a specific discrepancy between the LXX and MT of Esther, 
namely the LXX's evident reconstrual of the Hebrew text at 
2:7. What is at stake in this variance, I will now attempt to 
show, is nothing less than a deliberate revision of the source 
narrative, one consistent with other alterations, omissions and 
additions. My contention is that these changes are part of a 
coherent redactive strategy, one which serves to assimilate the 
underlying Semitic narrative to certain literary trends prevalent 
in the Hellenistic period." 

At 2:7 of the LXX text we are t-old that upon the death of her 
parents Esther entered the household of Mordecai and that 
ETTCdoEUOEV all'rTJV faun;> EL~ yuvalKo: .... 12 The plain sense of 
the Greek would seem to be that Mordecai raised Esther with 
the intention of marrying her, i.e. he raised her" for a wife." 
Yet, the MT, which more than likely agrees with the Vorlage of 
the LXX for this passage, reads n.,? i' '.'"i~ "~~, . We might 
gloss this as "Mordecai took her as his daughter." At first 
blush, it would appear that the translator has introduced the 

21 I should note at this point that since I will be discussing a number of 
distinct versions of what is essentially the same story, so as to avoid 
confusion I will not transliterate proper names from the ancient languages 
but rather follow the conventions of English Bible translation, e.g. 
Mordecai rather than Mardochaios (which would be the standard 
transliteration of the LXX form of the name). 
22 This is the critical text offered by R. Hanhart, Esther (Septuaginta, 
Vetus Testamentum graecum auctoritate academiae scientiarum 
gottingensis editum, VIII, 3; G5ttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 
1966; 2nd ed., 1983) 144. There are two particularly interesting variants 
for this text, both of which construe Mordecai's relationship to Esther as 
an explicitly paternal one. MS 583 reads EAapEv aurrjV ~ap6oxaw~ Eaurw 

H~. 8uyarEpa while MS .93 reads E'rra~6EUaEV (wnw Eaurw Etc; 8uycrrEpcr:. 
EVldently there were scnbes who were dissatisfied with the interpretation 
offered by the Old Greek text. 
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idea of marriage into the narrative without a linguistic warrant 
from the Hebrew text. As I intend to show, this is indeed how 
the peculiarity of the LXX text is best accounted for. Yet, since 
it is conceivable that the discrepancy between these two 
readings represents an aporia in the Greek text, 'noise,' as it 
were, in the process of translation, it is necessary to determine 
whether this might in fact have been the case. It could be that 
yuv~ arose for n; through either a misreading of the Hebrew 
text or an inept use of the Greek construction El, YUVUi:KU. 
Since the burden of the argument falls squarely on those who 
would make the case for attributing an interpretative move to 
the Greek translator, the null hypothesis must first be tested 
before we can proceed with our discussion. 

It might be argued that the Greek text should be read in light 
of the MT. This would mean that E" yuvai:Ku be glossed 
something like "until she reached womanhood." But this 
proves to be an altogether unsatisfactory reading of the Greek. 
F or one thing, it ignores the item Eaun;;; if Mordecai simply 
raised her to adulthood there would be no further reference to 
his own interest in the matter. Secondly, it must construe the 
E" phrase temporally rather than causally. This is not 
impossible, yet it is not what we would expect. Thirdly, this 
reading must treat the noun yuv~ as designating a stage in the 
life of a woman, i.e. the age of maturity, womanhood. Yet there 
is simply no linguistic evidence to support such a move. 
Although some translators have opted for this solution, it is 
clearly not a viable one for scholarship. 

In his Anchor Bible commentaries, C. Moore is willing to 
take El~ YUVtXl.Kct at face value, glossing it as "for a wife," but 
he goes on to identify it as a "problem" for the Greek text." 
Moore then retails the argument that yuv~ arose from a 
misreading of no~ ('for a daughter') as n'o~ ('to a house')." 
Now, in Rabbinic Hebrew while n'o stands primarily for 
'house,' through a play on words it takes on the secondary 
meaning of 'wife. '" Hence, according to Moore, the Greek 

23 Moore, Esther, 20[; idem, Daniel, Esther and Jeremiah, 186. 
24 This argument is generally attributed to P. Haupt, "Critical Notes on 
Esther," AJSL 24 (1907f.) 97-186. 
25 E. Segal, The Babylonian Esther Midrash: A Critical Commentary 

-
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translator of Esther misread the Hebrew of2:7 as "took her for 
a wife." 

There are two problems with this account of the matter. For 
one thing, even if we accept Moore's hypothesis that the 
translator thought he saw n'o~ on the scroll before him, his 
decision, by no means inevitable, to construe this item as a 
reference to the prospective marriage of Mordecai and Esther is 
perhaps better described as an interpretative judgment rather 
than a simple misreading of the Hebrew. Yet, such hermeneutic 
issues need not be addressed in order for us to assess Moore's 
position, for as it turns out his hypothesis is falsified 
linguistically by the context of the text in question. For some 
reason, Moore, in both of his commentaries, renders this as "he 
took her to himself for a wife."" What he neglects to point out 
is that the LXX replaces the Hebrew verb np~ with 1TUCOEU",. 

Together with the preposition El" this Greek verb conveys the 
sense of rearing or educating for some purpose, i.e. to some 
end." Hence, what is at stake in the Greek text is not the 
mistaken rendering of a single item, but the recasting of an 
entire clause. The deliberate character of this recasting is made 
evident at 2:15 where the LXX omits the MT's n;,? 1~-n~~ 'W~. 
On Moore's hypothesis, we would not expect such consistency. 
Clearly, if in recasting 2:7 the translator was misreading the 
Hebrew text, he was doing so in a creative way, for his 
divergence from the MT has a pattern to it suggestive of a 
certain willfulness; indeed, as I will argue, it suggests nothing 
less than a conscious transformation of the dramatic premises 
of the narrative. 

M. V. Fox recognizes the deliberate character of the LXX 
version, and rightly treats the reading as an interpretative move 

(Brown Judaica Studies 292; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1994) 51. See also 
L. B. Paton, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Esther 
(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1908) 171. 
26 Moore, Esther, 20; idem, Daniel, Esther and Jeremiah, 186. 
27 The construction is admittedly a bit awkward, but its meaning is plain 
enough. It is a good example of a translator creatively exploiting the 
resources of the Greek language in order to articulate a novel interpretative 
move. See LXX-PsSo1 16:11 and LXX-Jer 26:28 for analogous (though 
not strictly parallel) usage. 
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rather than as a mistake." For Fox, however, LXX-Esther 2:7 
represents a .. secondary change" motivated by a sense of 
propriety. It is not therefore to be seen as part of a larger 
narrative interest at work in the Greek text; rather, it is a strictly 
local phenomenon. Fox goes on to cite b.Meg. 13a as an 
independent confirmation of the LXX reading and the 
sensibilities it reflects. On the authority of R. Meir, the rabbinic 
text may be seen to imply that Mordecai took Esther not" for 
his own daughter" but" as a wife." 29 Fox suggests that the 
Greek and Talmudic interpretations both attempt to " ... obviate 
something of the impropriety of Mordecai taking an unmarried 
girl into his house .... "'" Hence, the impetus for both readings is 
to be located in common scribal attitudes. This point is worth 
considering in detail. 

The textual support provided by the Talmud for R. Meir's 
reading of M'"~ for n"~ at Esther 2:7 is a putative parallelism at 
2 Sam 12:3, which is part of the parable of the Poor Man's Ewe 
told by the prophet Nathan to King David." E. Segal is 
probably correct in locating the basis of this midrash in the 
MT's use of the phrase "as a daughter" to signify a marital 
relationship in both contexts, allegorically in the case of the 
ewe of Nathan's parable, who is not a spouse but who 
represents one, and figuratively in the case of Esther, who is in 
fact a spouse." The somewhat strained character of this parallel 
might suggest that the midrash it warrants was not motivated 

28 Fox, Character and Ideology, 275. 
29 The rabbinic text reads " .. .in the name of R. Meir: Do not read 'for his 
O\Vll daughter' [levat] but 'as a home' [levayit]." As Segal, Babylonian 
Esther, 51, notes, by this R. Meir may simply have meant that Mordecai _ 
brought Esther "into his household"; Segal suggests that this reading 
might better account for the the citation of 2 Sam 12:3 which follows, 
though I am not convinced by this line of argument. Within the 
Babylonian Esther-Midrash and works influenced by it there is ample 
evidence that subsequent tradition read b.Meg. 13a as saying that 
Mordecai and Esther were married to one another. For the sake of the 
present discussion it is not necessary to determine whether this was R. 
Meir's intention. 
30 Fox, Character and Ideology, 275. 
31 For a critical discussion of the rabbinic text, see Segal, Babylonian 
Esther, 48-52; also, see Paton, Commentary, 171. 
32 Segal, Babylonian Esther, 49. 
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by the language of the verse itself. Indeed, Segal thinks it 
unlikely that R. Meir was attempting to solve any particular 
exegetical difficulty at this specific point in the text. Rather, the 
midrash would seem to reflect an interest in the larger narrative 
context of the verse. The rabbinic interpretation would then be 
analogous in principle to the LXX reading. 

There is little doubt that the narrative situation described by 
the MT of Esther 2:7 would have been perceived as morally 
ambiguous by ancient readers, as indeed it might well be by 
modems." It is this ambiguity, I would suggest, which gave the 
ancient interpreter room to manoeuvre, and made possible the 
sort of interpretative judgment we see exercised in both the 
LXX and the Babylonian Talmud. In this regard, Fox's 
discussion of the matter is highly illuminating. Yet, I would 
suggest that depicting Mordecai and Esther as betrothed would 
have been a peculiar way of solving the specific problem of 
offended proprieties. As Fox admits, it makes Esther's 
involvement with the king "tantamount to adultery."" This is 
especially true for the Talmudic reading of the text, which 
seems to assume that at the time Esther entered the king's 
harem she was married. It therefore strikes me as unlikely that 
the signal issue behind this midrash was a felt need on the part 
of the rabbinic tradition to, as it were, impugn the narrative. If 
such had been the case, one might expect to find some 
reference to the issue in all the standard midrashim. As it 
happens, it is found only in the Babylonian Esther-Midrash, in 
which, incidentally, it figures prominently.35 Within the various 
interpretative traditions arising from the Book of Esther, the 
reading attributed to R. Meir might thus be seen as a relatively 
localized one. As such, it shows no sign of being a scribal 
reflex, i.e. a spontaneous conformity of the text to common 
rabbinic assumptions. It looks more like a creative negotiation 
of the narrative, an interpretative judgment found to be 
compelling by subsequent readers and so diffused throughout a 
local exegetical tradition. 

33 Paton, Commentary, 171, notes that commentators have traditionally 
been troubled to see how Mordecai could take a girl of his own generation 
into his house as a daughter. 
34 Fox, Character and Ideology, 275. 
35 Segal, Babylonian Esther, 51. 
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On my reading of the evidence, the parallel between the 
LXX-Esther 2:7 and b.Meg. 13a is therefore of considerable 
literary interest. What it suggests is that the impetus for both 
these readings of the Hebrew text may be located in the 
structure of the narrative itself. Indeed, as I see it, the parallel 
attests to an interpretative warrant in the text, i.e. an invitation 
to some of its earliest and most influential readers to elaborate 
the narrative in a specific way. Allow me to nuance this point 
somewhat. 

At least within the narrative world of the Hebrew story, 
Mordecai and Esther were ideal candidates for marriage. 
Hence, Fox will remark that although Mordecai took her as 
daughter" as cousins they could have married."" Given the 
sensibilities assumed by the narrative, they were inherently 
suited for one another; in the ancient Near East, first-cousin 
marriages were considered highly desirable. L. B. Paton points 
out that according to Semitic custom, a cousin on the father's 
side was the most suitable of all persons for one to take as a 
wife." This is reflected in Aramaic usage, which treats 
" daughter of a paternal uncle" as a synonym for ." wife." It is 
therefore likely that any reader of the Hebrew Vorlage inclined 
to narrative elaboration would have found the description of 
Esther as '.:n~ " ~'o':~-n. highly suggestive to say the least." 

36 Fox, Character and Ideology, 30. 
37 Paton, Commentary, 171. 
38 Segal, Babylonian Esther, 52, notes that later Jewish sources are 
consistent in treating Esther as Mordecai's niece. Both the OL and 
Jerome's Latin text follow this understanding of their relationship. Segal, 
51 f, suggests that this tradition has a Pharisaic provenance, and was 
originally intended to provide biblical support for the controversial 
practice of niece-marriage. Segal's argument is plausible, and if the text 
was in fact used by the Pharisaic party as a warrant for such marriages, it 
would account for the absence of the Esther scroll at Qumran, where this 
practice was prohibited. At the same time, I remain dissatisfied with 
Segal's suggestion that the tradition that Esther was Mordecai's niece 
arose alongside the idea that they were married, for it suggests that these 
two interpretative moves must share the same provenance. Rather, it seems 
more likely that the marriage motif was introduced into the narrative 
earlier and in circumstances distinct from those which prompted its use in 
Pharisaic polemics. Indeed, it could only have been at such a time as the 
marriage motif had gained some exegetical authority that the Pharisaic 
party could then appeal to Esther 2:7 in support of a specific sort of 

-
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It is also important to note that the fact of the adoption was 
in itself no barrier to marriage. Mordecai's adoption of his 
future wife would have been thoroughly appropriate in the 
cultural context assumed by the story. Fox appreciates this, and 
suggests that underlying the interpretation of the LXX and 
b.Meg. 13a is "the practice of adoption-marriages."" In such 
marriages, a man would adopt a girl with the intention of 
marriage when she attained the age of maturity.'" It seems to 
me that precisely this intention is captured by the LXX's Ee, 
construction at 2:7. Fox does not see any hint of this practice in 
the book of Esther itself, and locates the impetus for this 
reading in the realm of scribal anxiety. Yet, as I have argued, 
this sort of explanation is by no means satisfactory. The 
translator shows considerable freedom with his source: if 
Mordecai's propriety was at stake, surely Esther's was too, and 
he could have spared the propriety of both by introducing a 
wife for Mordecai. This, of course, he does not do; there is no 
mention whatsoever of Mordecai's family, which in itself, as 
Paton notes, is highly peculiar.'! Instead, the LXX construes the 
relationship between Mordecai and Esther in a manner which if 
anything contributes further moral ambiguity to the narrative. 

What we have with the LXX and Talmudic readings ofMT­
Esther 2:7, I would submit, are two independent witnesses to 
what semiotic critics term overcoding." The scenario depicted 

marriage, i.e. niece-marriage. 
39 Fox, Character and Ideology, 275. 
40 For this custom, see MT -Ezek. 16. 
41 Paton, Commentary, 171. 
42 For a lucid treatment of overcoding and intertextual frames see U. Eco, 
The Role oj the Reader, (Hutchinson: London, 1979) 17-23 . It is 
important to note that the particular frame consulted by a reader will 
depend upon his or her literary culture. In this regard, F. Kennode, The 
Genesis of Secrecy (Harvard University Press: Cambridge,1979) 45, 
speaks of the "paradox applying to all narrative that although its function 
is mnemonic it always recalls different things. The mode of recall will 
depend in some measure on the fashion of a period- what it seems natural 
or reasonable to expect a text to say." The interpretative agreement 
between LXX-Esther and later Jewish interpreters, who lacked the kind of 
freedom exercised by the Greek translator, is significant and underscores 
just how compelling the latent sense of Esther 2:7 was for its early 
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by the MT and most importantly the language of that depiction 
are evidently such as to have cued certain ancient readers to go 
beyond the manifest text and consult an intertextual frame, i.e. 
a specific narrative scheme affording interpretative purchase on 
the text. The frame which was in fact consulted by the Greek 
redactor might best be described as that of the 'frustrated 
betrothal,' a stock scenario from Greek romance in which the 
resolution of a marriage is indefinitely delayed through various 
plot complications. The rabbinic interpreter, on the other hand, 
had recourse to a frame with precedent in folk narrative, that of 
the 'violated marriage,' a scenario in which a young woman is 
scandalously taken from her lawful husband by royal sanction. 
What is important is that LXX-Esther and b.Meg. 13a represent 
parallel instances of what is essentially a narrative 
development. Quite simply, while the Hebrew read n'~ the 
narrative context implied n"~ to certain key readers. After all, 
the circumstances of Esther's adoption in the MT are highly 
suggestive. This invitation to interpret would have been 
reinforced linguistically by the construction ... ~ ... ;, ... n~~~ , 
variants of which in classical Hebrew prose can be idiomatic 
for marriage." While the Greek translator was free to alter the 
entire clause in accordance with his interpretation of Esther as 
Mordecai's intended spouse, the Talmudic reading faced 
certain constraints, and assuming Esther to be Mordecai's 
wife, made appeal to a play on words. That such a response to 
the text proved compelling for others is indirectly confirmed by 
subsequent tradition. Paton reminds us that the LXX reading 
found widespread acceptance in ancient commentaries." 

At this point, I should stress that by speaking of its 
intertextuality I am making no claims as to authorial intention 
in the Hebrew Vorlage of LXX-Esther, rather I am simply 
drawing attention to a feature of the narrative which 
encouraged interpretative judgment amongst some of its most 
significant readers. The failure to make this distinction led 
Paton to abandon his own insight into the matter: while he 
takes seriously the possibility that Esther is Mordecai's wife, 

interpreters. 
43 For an example of such usage, see MT- 1 Sam 25:3Q "lfI1':t7 i" Mr;t~i?7· 
44 Paton, Commentary, 171. 
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even. within the narrative world of the MT, he ultimately 
dismisses th,S hypothesis on the grounds that only virgins were 
gathered for the king; since Esther was one of those selected 
she must have been a virgin." Moore likewise points out tha; 
only virgins would have been taken to the king's harem." Such 
an objection confuses the matter by putting the question of 
authorial intention to the text, properly a question for 
psychology, when the issue is in fact a literary one. 

My argument is not that the author of the Vorlage meant 
one thing, said another, and in so doing happily introduced an 
aporia into his narrative. What I am proposing is that for 
whatever reason there is a certain amount of ambiguity latent in 
his depiction of Esther and Mordecai's relationship, ambiguity 
which gives rise to certain tensions in the narrative. These 
tensions remain in the MT. The narrator may use the word 
"daughter" in speaking of Esther's adoption, and "virgin" in 
speaking of the abduction of nubile girls into the king's harem, 
but th,S does not spare one the task of interpretation. Other 
signals in the text invite the reader to ponder Esther's true 
relationship with Mordecai, and then trace the implications elf 
this relationship through the ensuing narrative. Considerable 
dramatic tension arises from the concentration of disparate 
roles in one character - Esther is at once cousin and daughter, 
mistress and virgin, wife and queen - and this tension motivates 
the reader to consult whatever stock of relevant narrative 
schemes is provided by the prevailing literary culture. Readers 
must ever grapple with the literal ambiguities of texts and they 
do so quite often through recourse to such schemes, narrative 
scenarios which they may then write into the text before them; 
the reader is a redactor only because he or she is a competent 
reader first and foremost. 

As I have indicated, Moore wants to imply that while the 
Hebrew text" makes perfectly good sense," the LXX version 
of Esth 2:7 is lacking in this regard," On my understanding of 
the matter, however, this is to misread the overcoding of the 
narrative. I would suggest that while the Hebrew text is 
decidedly and perhaps deliberately ambiguous on the issue of 

45 Paton, Commentary, 171. 
46 Moore, Daniel, Esther and Jeremtah,186. 
47 Moore, Daniel, Esther and Jeremiah, 186. 
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Mordecai and Esther's true relationship, the LXX and b.Meg. 
\3a attempt to address this ambiguity by teasing out what they 
evidently took to be a key aspect of its dramatic structure. I 
should note that neither reading removes the moral tensions 
surrounding the relationship; in fact, both readings intensify 
this aspect of the story, and in so doing they develop certain 
themes latent in the Hebrew text. 

Specifically, Esther's closer relationship with Mordecai 
intensifies the moral and emotional dilemna occasioned by her 
assumption of the Persian throne. According to b.Meg. l3a, 
Esther and Mordecai were married at the time. This of course 
makes her relationship with the gentile king adulterous, and her 
royal status something approaching a travesty. Admitedly 
effective at a thematic level, at the level of plot this reading 
does not square well with the king's explicit intention to marry 
a virgin. As I read it, the LXX avoids this problem altogether. 
Since she was still only betrothed to Mordecai, Esther is not an 
entirely unsuitable partner for the king, and their marriage is 
technically legitimate. At the same time, precisely because of 
their betrothal, the LXX narrative introduces heightened 
dramatic interest into Mordecai and Esther's continued 
relationship after her marriage. The reader is invited to imagine 
the kind and degree of affection which persists between this 
thwarted couple, and speculate as to its ultimate significance 
for the outcome of the story. 

It is important to note that felicitous as its interpretation 
may be, the LXX did not need to construe the matter of Esth~r 
and Mordecai's relationship as it did. Unlike later TalmudIC 
commentators, the Greek translator would seem to have had a 
high degree of license in such matters; he was less bound by 
the text. 48 The fact that he chose to read it as he did is therefore 

48 As Moore, Esther, LXI, observes, this is a translation which is not 
bo~d to the exact wording of the Hebrew but is free to paraphrase. At the 
same time, it follows its source verse by verse and on the whole remains 
true to its basic sense. I should note that for the purposes of the present 
discussion, it does not matter whether or not the redactor I posit for the 
departure of LXX-Esther 2:7 from the MT was himself the translator. 
Either way, I would argue that it is both legitimate and useful to identify 
what we might call the 'customary method' of the translation, for I assume 
that even in the event that there were multiple contributors to its final 
fonn, LX:X~Esther can be treated as a unitary work which is at once a 
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of some interest; here we have an instance of a deliberate 
interpretative judgment of some consequence for the overall 
shape of the narrative. Unlike Fox, who, as I have noted, treats 
LXX 2:7 as part of a strategy aimed at protecting certain moral 
proprieties, I would argue that this variant is of direct 
consequence to the LXX's telling of the story." This is to say, 
it is a literary fact; it bears on our understanding of how the 
narrative was actually read by its translator, and how it was 
meant to be understood by its new audience. 

In this regard, I have spoken of LXX 2:7 in terms of the 
negotiation of overcoded texts. This notion is not intended as a 
hermeneutic sleight of hand, some virtual text created for the 
purposes of a metatextual game. Rather, overcoding is a 
demonstrable semiotic phenomenon, and one which may with 
some confidence be situated in historically conditioned, and 
therefore historically identifiable acts of reading, that is, in the 
efforts (by no means arbitrary) of specific readers to make 
sense of the story before them through recourse to their 
knowledge of other narratives. The intertextual frame one 
selects in the course of negotiating a given text is hardly the 
fruit of interpretative whim, but rather is a function of one's 
habits of reading. It is the consequence of a judgment, which, I 
want to stress, is informed by a set of literary expectations held 
more or less in common by the literary culture of a certain 
time, place and social context. One makes sense of a text 
according to the H fashions of a time." 

It is therefore helpful to see intertextuality in terms of the 
reader's creative assimilation of a given act of reading to a 
. family of related acts normative for his or her reading 
community. Faced with an invitation to interpret, the reader 
draws upon previous literary experience. This way of putting 
the matter has immediate bearing on our understanding of 
LXX-Esther, for I would like to suggest that the Greek 
translator elected to read 2:7 as he did out of literary 
assimilation of the narrative to the popular fiction of his time, 

translation and redaction of a Hebrew Vorlage adequately attested by the 
MT. Hence, it is not misleading to speak of 'translator' or 'redactor' in the 
singular, and indeed to use these terms equivocally, with the caveat that a 
process and not necessarily a person is understood by these terms. 
49 Fox, Character and Ideology, 275. 
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namely, the prose romance of late Hellenism. His construal of 
Esther and Mordecai's relationship as a betrothal should thus 
be seen in relation to the literary expectations of the new 
Jewish readership then emerging in late Hellenism of which he 
was a part. In effect, whether consciously or not, the translator 
of LXX-Esther rendered it a new sort of narrative for a new 
sort of reader. 

Cosmopolitan, middle-class, Greek-speaking, these readers, 
just as their gentile counterparts, would likely have found the 
sentimental portrayal of character congenial to their 
sensibilities. In its suggestion that Esther and Mordecai were 
intimately related, the translator of LXX-Esther introduces just 
such a dimension into the narrative. The source of sentiment in 
romantic narrative is to be found in the theme of threatened 
relationship, a theme usually conveyed through the deployment 
of a separation-motif. In LXX-Esther, with the introduction of 
this motif, the intertwined but distinct plot functions of royal­
patron (Esther) and courtier-client (Mordecai) are fused into a 
single locus of dramatic urgency. From their physical 
separation to their symbolic union, it is the estrangement of the 
protagonists one from another which propels the Greek 
narrative foward. Their every word and gesture thereby takes 
on a certain erotic valence. In their mutual alienation from one 
another, Esther and Mordecai become incomplete halves of an 
ideal whole figured by the image of marital union; this figure, 
in turn, carries much of the dramatic burden of the narrative 
and emerges as one "of its key symbols. 

If I am at all correct in my understanding of the matter, for 
one to correctly read the variant at LXX-Esther 2:7 is to 
appreciate the literary achievement of the translation as a 
sentimental romance. To put the matter differently, with the 
introduction of the separation-motif there is a clear warrant in 
the text to read the subsequent narrative against the background 
of a certain body of Hellenistic literature, i.e. to interpret it 
according to a specific body of literary conventions. As these 
. are the very conventions which would later be embodied in the 
Greek novel, this genre becomes our best point of reference for 
appreciating the literary character of LXX-Esther. By the same 
token, as an early instance of this genre, Esther becomes a 
privileged window on a key socio-literary development 
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hitherto shrouded by the vagaries of history. 

What has Alexandria to do with Jerusalem? 
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Reading LXX-Esther in light of the Greek romantic novel 
One of the most distinctive features of the Greek romantic 

novel is its deployment of the separation motif. Typically, the 
plot IS motIvated by the violent separation of a young 
het~rosex~al couple whose one desire is to be together.'o This 
deSIre anImates all subsequent action, giving it whatever 
draJ~atic significanc~ it may have. In effect, two intertwining 
stones are told: each the tale of a lover's attempt to be reunited 
WIth the beloved. These two distinct narrative threads which 
may criss-cross in unexpected ways throughout the telling of 
the story, are fused in a dramatic moment of resolution as the 
story ends with the two protagonists reunited. Depending upon 
the sophistication of the novel, the character of each 
protagonist and the quality of the relationship they share may 
well have undergone some development over the course of 
their separation. Still, such development is somewhat rare and 
one would by no means call it a feature of the Greek novel: The 
craft of these works lies squarely in the author's deft 
manipulation of a succession of plot complications, all of 
WhICh serve only to delay the inevitable reunion of the lovers' 
the art of these novels lies in the suggestiveness of their plo; 
complIcatIOns, the metaphorical quality of these delays as they 
bear upon the fundamental theme of estrangement. Working 

50 ~eardo~, Colle~[ed Ancient Greek Novels, 7, suggests that the impulse 
behmd this genre IS to be [mUld precisely in its erotic themes. While there 
were undoubtedly nonerotic [onns of the Greek novel, the core works of 
the genre were likely to have been love-romances. Of the five extant Greek 
nov~ls ,of antiquity, two are rightly located by T. Hagg, The Novel in 
AntiqUIty (Blackwell: Oxford, 1983) 3, in the earlier, more popular style of 
sentImental prose fiction which evidently flourished in late Hellenism 
namely Chariton's Chaereas and Callirhoe and Xenophon's An Ephesia~ 
Tale. Of the two, Chariton's novel is decidedly the earlier. It is therefore 
the earliest extant Greek novel, and as such our best point of comparison 
for LXX-Esther. A detailed literary analysis of the two is therefore in 
order. While such. an ~dertaking is beyond the scope of the present paper, 
the subsequent dISCUSSIOn does take into account the privileged role of 
Chae~e~s and Callirhoe as a literary control for any treatment of the 
novebstlc features of LXX-Esther. 
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with a familiar stock of character-types and plot-devices, the 
author is free to fashion a tightly wrought symbolism. 

Now, at first blush, one might contend that the Book of 
Esther shows no resemblance to such tales of separated lovers. 
Yet, I would submit that in its underlying dramatic structure 
the signal aspects of romantic narrative are all present, and that, 
in this respect, there is a formal continuity not only between 
MT-Esther and LXX-Esther, but between MT-Esther and the 
Greek novel of late antiquity. In order to show this, it is of 
course important that I be clear about what I mean by romance. 
Let me then briefly draw attention to the work of Northrop 
Frye, whose discussion of this topic is undoubtedly the most 
illuminating to date.51 

For Frye, at least as I read him, the key to the structure of 
romantic fiction is its projection of a bipolar imaginative 
universe wherein one pole is an idyllic-world where human 
desires and ideals find their proper scope, and the other a night­
world (often symbolized by human sacrifice) where these 
ideals are frustrated. What is important to note about Frye's 
distinction is that it is grounded in the experience of social 
norms and their violation. The night-world is not a tragic one 
so much as an object of moral abhorrence, it is a place where 
normal social aspirations are frustrated or perverted; and while 
the day-world is in an important sense paradisal, it often ha~ a 
decidedly secular quality, being the place where soctal 
aspirations find fulfilment. Romantic narrative is set in motion 
by the metaphorical descent of its protagonist from the idyllic­
world to the night-world; what drives its dramatic unfolding is 
the irresistible draw of the idyllic-world upon those who have 
descended. In the sentimental romance, the image of marital 
union tends to provide the master figure for existence in the· 
idyllic-world; hence, the night-world becomes, 
quintessentially, the place of separation. 

With Frye's schema in mind, let us now tum to the story of 
Esther as it is told in the MT version. Commentators have often 
remarked on the double-stranding of the plot, which turns on a 

51 See Frye, Secular Scripture, for the text of his important Norton 
lectures of 1975 wherein he treats romance as a literary modality 
characterized by certain archetypal patterns. 
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certain parallelism between Mordecai and Esther." There is 
much truth in this observation, but it should not be allowed to 
obscure the fact that MT-Esther is a nationalist romance and it 
is the Jewish nation which is really its protagonist." Hence, it is 
the parallel between Mordecai's fate and that of the nation 
which is at the centre of the narrative; Mordecai's predicament 
at court is a dramatic embodiment of the fundamental 
predicament of the nation in a state of captivity. The story is set 
against the backdrop of the Eastern diaspora, and so we might 
speak of the Jewish nation having entered a night-world to 
which Haman's insidious plot is correlative. 

Mordecai is decidedly the hero of the romance in its earliest 
version. 54 Esther's role in this tale is twofold. At one level, she 
is the patron at court who can influence the king; at a more 
profound level, however, she performs the sacrifice required by 
the logic of romantic narrative, the sacrifice which frees the 
protagonist from subjugation to the night-world and restores 
him to his proper realm. It is through Esther's intercession that 
Mordecai and the Jewish people enter the idyllic-world of 
communal well-being symbolized by the establishment of the 
feast of Purim and dramatically embodied in Mordecai's final 
advancement at court, which not only marks his personal 
vindication but stands as an assurance of peace and prosperity 
for his people. 

Given its literary roots in Ancient Near Eastern court-tales, 
it is not surprising that the Book of Esther evinces a romantic 
structure. Such popular stories trade on the same mytho-poetic 
figures as romance, and, as G. Anderson has argued, when they 
are taken up into the extended prose narratives of a literate 

52 See Wills, "Jewish Novellas," 228[. 
53 Braun's History and Romance provides a fine introduction to the 
nationalistic romances of the early Hellenistic era. He makes the astute 
oberservation (pg. 3) that such "popular narrative literature is the spiritual 
bread without which no proud people can stand the pressure of alien 
domination, and it is individual heroic figures in whom the feeling and 
longing of the masses come to a concentrated expression." Unfortunately, 
he does not discuss late Persian romances such as Esther. 
54 Moore, Esther, LI, notes that it is only in the LXX version "that Esther 
steals the show from Mordecai .... " The earliest reference to Purim outside 
of the Esther scroll, II Mac 15:36, mentions only Mordecai. As Moore 
concludes, he is evidently the "greater hero" for the Hebrew text. 
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culture their formal characteristics come with them." At the , . 

same time, a nationalistic romance such as MT-Esther is more 
than an extended folk-tale; it represents a different sort of 
undertaking, making distinct claims on the reader. In particular, 
it expects the reader to identify closely with the predicament of 
its protagnonist, the nation, in its descent into the night-world 
of displacement and subjugation, and then to share vicariously 
the joy of its restoration to the idyllic-world of socia-religious 
integrity. The romance accomplishes this by depicting both 
worlds in terms familiar to the historical circumstances and 
political aspirations of its readership. 

The period which intervened between the publication of 
MT-Esther and LXX-Esther was clearly a time of profound 
socio-cultural transition. Since there is only fragmentary 
evidence for the production or editing of Jewish prose narrative 
during this period some have spoken of a "Dark Age" in 
Jewish literature." Of course, it is unlikely that there was a 
break in literary activity as such; yet, history is silent, and this 
might suggest that Jewish literary culture was without a 
coherent force or direction at this time. One thing is clear, 
however, namely, that during this period of latency, a new class 
of Jewish readers was emerging, a cosmopolitan one firmly 
situated in the 'push and shove' of life in the great Hellenistic 
empires. And so by about 200 BeE, with the renewal of 
significant Jewish literary activity, we would expect an 
accommodation on the part of Jewish authors to the 
imaginative needs of this generation." We need not posit a 
dramatic change in the substance of Jewish story telling; the 
same sorts of stories no doubt continued to be told, stories 
based on biblical and Persian epic models. Yet, with the advent 
of a new readership, these stories were likely construed to serve 
new purposes." The redaction of LXX-Esther is to be 
understood in terms of these purposes. 

SS Anderson. Ancient Fiction, 38. 
56 Wills, "Jewish Novellas," 224. 
57 Reardon, Collected Ancient Greek Novels, 8, draws a connection 
between the transformation of late Hellenistic society to the values of a 
cosmopolitan world and the transformation of prose fiction in the direction 
of the novel. 
58 Wills, "Jewish Novellas," 225. 
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One generalization which can be made with some 
confidence is that LXX-Esther was part of a growing body of 
literature serving the needs of a Graeco-Jewish retainer class 
whose socia-economic interests were bound more or less to the 
affairs of empire. Its readers were likely to have been members 
of the massive entrepreneurial and administrative apparatus 
which arose within the imperial hierarchies. Some would have 
been involved in trade and commerce. But together they shared 
the new values of urban existence in the imperial context. In 
this way, their aesthetic sensibilities mirrored certain broader 
trends in late Hellenism. These new sensibilities would 
ultimately find popular literary expression in the Greek 
romantic novel, which reached its definitive form by at least 
the first century BeE, and it is not unlikely that LXX-Esther at 
once anticipates and reflects this development." 

On my understanding, the redactive Tendenz of LXX­
Esther is one of creative appropriation;.the work stands as a 
fresh retelling of a nationalist romance for an audience who 
expected a sentimental treatment of this traditional subject. To 
achieve this, the redactor introduced the motif of separation. In 
effect, he exploited the romantic structure of its Semitic 
Vorlage, but oriented it in the direction of contemporary 
literary taste. While scribal proprieties required some subtlety 
on the part of the redactor in recasting his source, he introduced 
sufficient cues into the new version of the story to render its 
structural implications clear to his implied reader. 

In the canonical Greek novels, the separation motif typically 
trades on an explicit erotic attachment between the two 
protagonists. This of course was not an option for the redactor 
of LXX-Esther, whose source did not really invite such a 
development. Yet, the relationship between Mordecai and 
Esther, however defined, is integral to the structural core of 
MT-Esther, and, as I have suggested, for the ancient reader it 
no doubt bespoke a certain intertextuality. To introduce the 
separation motif, it was necessary only to tease out the 

59 G. P. Goold, in his translation of Chariton (Loeb Classical Library, 
Harvard University Press: Cambridge, 1995) 2, locates the publication of 
this the earliest extant novel between 25 B.C.-A.D. 50 on the basis of both 
linguistic and historical considerations. He provides a succinct 
introduction to the issue of dating. 

i 

;1 
t 
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fundamental attachment implicit in this relationship. The signal 
device for depicting such attachment in the Greek novel was 
the promise of marriage, and this, I would argue, was precisely 
the device used in Greek Esther. 

As we have seen, Esther is described as the daughter of 
Mordecai's uncle, and is therefore a first cousin. We are told 
by the narrator that upon the death of her parents, she entered 
Mordecai's household; Mordecai was evidently single. This 
state of affairs might have been sufficient for a subtle allusion 
to a deeper attachment, but if the separation motif was to 
become part of the very texture of his narrative the redactor of 
LXX-Esther would need to anchor it in his characterization of 
the two protagonists. What was required was some kind of 
explicit notice, so at 2:7 the narrator informs the reader that 
Mordecai raised his ward Ek yuva'Ka. In this way, with the 
introduction of a single detail, the tone of the narrative is 
profoundly transformed. The court tale of a pious Jew whose 
life is put in jeopardy by the machinations of a resentful gentile 
becomes a story about the separation and symbolic restoration 
of a betrothed couple. Hence, the movement of the plot takes 
on an entirely different emotional valence: amatory fulfilment 
and its frustration become a key dynamic within the unfolding 
narrative. 

At the outset of the story, Esther is presumably still living in 
Mordecai's household; that these two protagonists are Jewish, 
while the other actors in the narrative are gentile, heightens the 
reader's sense that their relationship is of symbolic as well as 
dramatic significance. Esther's depature to the royal harem, 
motivated by the affairs of a gentile court, has therefore the 
figural quality of violation; it marks the transition to a night­
world. It is important to note that in MT-Esther, Esther's 
assumption of royal status in a gentile court is in itself morally 
unproblematic; for the redactor of LXX-Esther it is a source of 
great tension. 60 

In LXX-Esther, Esther and Mordecai both share a deep 
alienation. This mood pervades the redaction, but the economy 

60 Moore, Daniel, Esther and Jeremiah, 186, observes that the MT treats 
Esther's selection for the harem "as a stroke of good luck," This attitude is 
in stark contrast to the sentiments expressed in the Greek addition LXX­
Esther C:25-30, where Esther is seen to abhor her royal status. 
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with which it is introduced is remarkable; through the 
introduction of a number of striking details the redactor is able 
to achieve considerable dramatic effect." While this dimension 
of the Greek version may partly reflect the piety of a new 
generation of diaspora readers, and specifically the changes in 
attitude toward gentiles which are characteristic of this period, 
it also reflects the generic conventions of the sentimental 
romance. Whereas in the symbolic economy of the nationalist 
romance only the protagonist enters into the night-world, in the 
sentimental romance both members of a betrothed or married 
couple are drawn into the world of alienation. 

Given that the night-world of sentimental romance is 
figured preeminently by separation, the visit of Mordecai to the 
precincts of the royal harem takes on a heightened dramatic 
significance in LXX-Esther. Here the betrothed couple is at 
once together, but separated by a palace wall and the arbitrary 
royal power it represents. This is at once a striking image and 
the symbolic key to the novel. The picture of Mordecai outside 
the harem gives concrete form to all the sentiments associated 
with the motif of violent separation; to use a favorite term of T. 
S. Eliot, it is their 'objective correlative.' 

Violated relationship, figural or otherwise, has 
consequences in sentimental romance, and the threat to 
Mordecai, graphically captured in the image of Haman's 
guillotine, should be seen, regardless of its explicit motivation 
in the plot, to flow symbolically out of Esther's departure into 
the night-world. In a sense, so too does the threat to the Jewish 
nation; for the descent of Mordecai and Esther into the night­
world of the gentile court is of cosmological significance: it is 
like another fall of man." The very order of things is 

61 Some of these details trade on the conventions of earlier Jewish 
compositions. In this regard, Clines, Esther Scroll, 171, notes certain 
elements of the prayers in addition C which echo the prayers of 
supplication at Ezra 9:6-15 and Neh. 1:5-11; 9:6-37. To borrow Clines' 
words, they depict quintessentially the piety of "distressed Israelites." This 
is precisely what we would expect in a sentimental romance oriented to a 
Jewish audience. What is significant from a literary point of view is that 
such details contribute a subjective dimension to Esther and Mordecai's 
predicament, notably, a climate of personal alienation and distress. 
62 Clines, Esther Scroll, 172, points out that with addition A the focus of 
the narrative is shifted from an historical to a cosmic level. Fox, Character 

ii.· 
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threatened, and an underlying imperative to restore what has 
been lost enters the narrative. Of course, in her efforts on 
behalf of Mordecai, Esther is also faced with the threat of 
death' this finds dramatic occasion in her audience with the 
king,' where, incidentally, we might note that the motif of 
human sacrifice is heightened in the Greek redaction." 

Both Mordecai and Esther emerge as distinct protagonists in 
the course of the narrative; each is tested by the course of 
events." Yet, for all that, both are essentially complementary 
figures for the erotic union which they anticipate, a reality 
proleptically symbolized by the intertwining of their respecti~e 
stories. In a sense, it is the primordIal status of theIr 
relationship, and the scandal of its violation, which drives the 
Greek narrative to its inevitable conclusion; it is this, and not 
the psychological motivation of its characters, which gives the 
narrative dramatic conviction. The destinies of the two 
protagonists are irrevocably intertwined. Hen~e, the demise of 
the antagonist Haman means not only the dehverance of Israel 
from certain destruction but also the juncture of the two plot 
lines: the novella's resolution can only be adequately conveyed 
through the symbolism of reunion, that is, by the feast of 
Esther and Mordecai and the implicit promise of theIr 
marriage.65 

and Ideology, 271, also speaks ofa "cosmic drama." .. 
63 One should note that at LXX:Esther D:7 (an addition), the clImactIc 
moment in the story when Esther fIrst approaches the ~ing on beha:f of 
Mordecai she is met with his "wrath," collapses, and III a sense dIes a 
symbolic'death. It is only after God's intervention that the King receives 
her and she recovers. Fox, Character and Ideology, 272, remarks that such 
swooning as we see at D:7 "is a favorite device in Hellenistic romance." 
Though, in comparing Esther to "a delicate Victorian," he overlooks the 
sacrificial symbolism at work in the narrative. . 
64 Moore Esther LUI, observes that it is in the LXX verSIOn of the story 
that the '~wise Mordecai" and "courageous Esther" emerge as identifiable 
characters. The introspective style of addition C is particularly significant 
in this regard. 
65 At 10:3 LXX-Esther reads ('Ni.thout explicit warrant from the MT) 6 6E 
Mo;p60Xrx:1.o~ 6~E6EXE~O ~ov ~rx:O~AEo;' Ap~o;~EpeTJV w~ich, unlikely ~s. it 
sounds, should be glossed "and MordecaI succeeded King ~erxes, I.e. 
to the throne. This would imply that Mordecai and Esther ultnnately ruled 
as King and Queen. This, I might add, is a fitting end to a sentimental 
romance. 

.. 
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Of course, Eros does not figure ostensibly as a motive in the 
double-stranding of Esther and Mordecai's stories; LXX­
Esther differs here from what have come down to us as the 
canonical Greek novels. What is ostensibly at stake for the 
redactor is the undying fidelity of the couple to God and their 
solidarity as Jews over against the threat posed by Haman. In 
this respect, LXX-Esther retains some of its character as a 
nationalistic romance. The figuration of its idyllic and night­
worlds is closely bound-up with the destiny of the Jewish 
nation; but the shift of dramatic interest from Mordecai alone 
to Mordecai and Esther is indicative of a sentimental treatment 
of the subject and the move towards a more novelistic literary 
idiom. While this is true of the dramatic structure of LXX­
Esther, it is also true of many of the literary devices employed 
by the redactor. This becomes all the more evident when we 
compare specific features of the redaction with the methods of 
the Greek novel. To the end of stimulating further discussion 
on the subject, I will briefly review the novelistic character of 
some of the additions to LXX-Esther, treating three distinct 
sorts of material: descriptions of dreams, transcribed letters, 
and prayers. 

LXX-Esther begins with the narration of a dream sequence 
(addition A) which anticipates allegorically the general outline 
of the ensuing narrative." As T. Haag notes, dreams of a more 
or less directly symbolic kind are a common feature of the 
Greek novels." Along with omens and oracles, they may act as 
local plot devices, motivating the action one way or another, 

66 I should note that Moore, "On the Origins," 386ff, postulates a Semitic 
Vorlage for the narration of the dream (A:4-10) as well as its prelude (A: 1-
3), while holding that Mordecai's discovery of the plot against the King is 
Greek in origin (A: 11-17). This hypothesis in turn finds empirical support 
in Martin's study "Syntax Criticism," 65. At the same time, Moore's 
conclusion , 389, namely, that the dream represents an independent 
composition adapted to the story of Esther, is by no means inconsistent 
with the present argument. 
67 Haag, The Novel, 13. Haag, Ill, refers to dreams as "highly functional 
elements" in the novel. He points out that this device is taken up from the 
literary apparatus of epic. In epic, however, the dream is usually a plot 
device, while in the Greek novel the dream very often takes on a symbolic 
character which extends beyond the level of plot to characterization, 
figuration and theme. 
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but quite frequently (as in LXX-Esther) the description of a 
dream sequence serves to prefigure larger patterns of events. In 
this way, a level of foreshadowing is introduced into the 
narrative which goes well beyond the immediate setting of the 
dream." This creates a certain amount of dramatic expectation 
or suspense. Haag observes that with the Greek novel the 
suspense is not so much as to what will happen as to how it 
will happen." In this way, the reader's attention is drawn less to 
the anticipated moment of narrative closure, and more to the 
actual unfolding of events. 

This kind of foreshadowing also gives the Greek novel a 
dramatic coherence it might otherwise lack. The various 
elements of the dream may be linked thematically to the overall 
narrative; often as not, key motifs are introduced. Thus, in 
Greek Esther we find that the great theme of eschatological 
reversal is introduced through the dream-imagery of the fall of 
the great ones and the ascendancy of the humble ones. In the 
Greek novel, dreams are often presented through the figural 
consciousness of a character. In effect, the reader is invited to 
adopt the character's perspective; this occurs at the outset of 
LXX-Esther, and sets the tone for the rest of the story. Given 
the degree of indeterminacy in the symbolism of the dream, 
both reader and character share a certain foreboding as to the 
events which will unfold. 

Historical verisimilitude is a key aspect of the novel, and the 
transcribed letters of Greek Esther (additions B and E) do 
contribute a certain historical quality to the work." Of course, 
epistolary fiction was a popular Hellenistic genre in its own 
right.7l Letters attributed to great figures could be used to 

68 Haag, The Novel, 49, speaks of Achilles Tatius' use of dreams to spread 
a "net of foreshadowings" over his whole narrative." M. Delcor, "The 
Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of the Hellenistic Period" in The 
Hellenistic Age, (The Cambridge History of Judaism, Vol. II, ed. W.D. 
Davies and L. Finkelstein; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989) 
452, points out that LXX-Esther uses Mordecai's dream in much the same 
way as Heliodorus uses such material. 
" Haag, The Novel, 111. . 
70 Moore, "On the Origins," 384f, is confident that the letters are Greek ill 
origin and are fictitious. As we might expect, Martin's "Syntax Criticism," 
65, supports the idea that they are Greek compositions. . 
71 Haag, The Novel, 126, suggests that by the ftrst century CE aCCidental 
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illuminate historical events, but often they served purely 
literary ends. This genre is particularly apt at depicting 
character; through the tone and style of the letter, through its 
construal and interpretation of events, a unique perspective is 
fleshed out. What is remarkable about the first royal letter of 
Greek Esther in this regard is its convincing expression of anti­
Jewish attitudes. We might note the formal sophistication of 
the letter; there is here in evidence a sheer delight in the craft of 
epistolary composition. Such creative use of a subgenre is 
typical of the novel, which often brings disparate literary forms 
into play." The style of the letters in Greek Esther also serves a 
larger rhetorical strategy, namely that of establishing the status 
ofthe implied author. As Wills notes, the letters place the novel 
in a world of literary attainment, a pretension running through 
most of the Greek novels. 73 

Finally, Esther's prayer (addition C:12-30) deserves 
attention." The use of prayer for depicting figural 
consciousness is a popular novelistic device; it gives the author 
a chance to present a self-disclosure of character. At the same 
time, the Greek novel often uses prayer, as it uses oracles and 
cultic practice, to create a certain impression of piety. There is 
some uncertainty amongst scholars as to the significance of this 
religious tone in the extant novels, but there is no doubt as to 
its prevalence." The penitential ritual which accompanies 
.Esther's prayer is likely meant to convey a peculiarly Jewish 

collections of letters were giving way to the epistolary novel proper. The 
author of the Alexander Romance evidently incorporated a collection of 
letters into his narrative framework. 
72 See Perry, Ancient Romances, 47, who calls the Greek novel "the open 
form par excellence for the open society." Like the epic it is _the least 
concentrated of literary forms. 
73 Wills, "Jewish Novellas," 230. 
14 Moore, "On the Origins," 391f, evidently considers Esther's prayer to be 
a composition intended for the place and purpose it presently serves in 
LXX-Esther. Yet Martin, "Syntax Criticism," 65, concludes from his study 
that it is the translation of a Semitic Vorlage. It is not unlikely, however, 
that Martin's results point rather to the use of a Semitic literary model by a 
Greek author. 
75 Haag, The Novel, I 03, observes that in Xenophon, the least sophisticated 
of the extant novels, almost every important event in the narrative is 
occasioned by reference to the gods. 
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piety, yet there may well be more going on here." One is struck 
by the deliberately erotic character of the imagery. It is likely 
that what we have in this scene is a particularly subtle instance 
of intertextuality: the author of Greek Esther alludes to the sort 
of voyeuristic images of female sexuality which would become 
common in the Greek novel, while at the same time depicting 
an act in which female sexuality is ritually self-repudiated." An 
erotic motif is thereby subverted by a religious one, and the 
voyeurism latent in the scene is displaced by a rather effective 
manipulation of the reader's perception of female bodies: a 
passive object of vision becomes the active subject of dramatic 
action. Such refmement of technique is the mark of a decidedly 
novelistic work. 

What a brief review of some of the key additions to LXX­
Esther emphasizes is that in its Greek form the narrative was 
ultimately reconceived as a sentimental romance. But once we 
allow LXX-Esther its integrity as a distinct literary 
achievement, the questions we put to it must be framed 
accordingly. In rehearsing the novelistic character of the major 
additions I have followed a long-standing scholarly practice of 
treating these sections independently of the overall redaction. 
Given their distinctive formal characteristics, there is clearly 
some sense in proceeding in this way, and, undoubtedly, by 
looking specifically at the larger blocks of additional text we 
gain a vivid sense of the sensibilities and interests which came 
to bear on the Greek translation. Yet, as I have argued, it is 
methodologically unsound to persist in treating the additions 
independently of the redactive Tendenz of the LXX text. Even 
if it was reshaped by many hands before reaching its extant 
form, this composition is more than the sum of its 
interpolations. 

As I have maintained, the six major additions to LXX­
Esther are really just the most telling features of what is 
arguably a strategic reworking of the Hebrew Vorlage. The 
fundamental coherence of this revision is reflected in the 
numerous subtle and not so subtle interpolations, omissions 

76 Wills, "Jewish Novellas," 230, observes that the motif is paralleled in 
every Jewish novella but Tobit, and may be tied to the larger themes of 
national penance and renewaL 
17 See Wills, "Jewish Novellas," 230. 

. 
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and alt~rations which together give the Greek text its identity 
as an ~ndependent literary composition. I would urge the 
concluslOn that through the process of its Greek translation and 
redaction the Hebrew narrative attested by the MT was globally 
reconstrued as an altogether different kind of text for a 
different kind of reader. As contemporary readers of LXX­
Esther we are invited to bring our literary expectations into line 
with the generic properties of this distinct work and read a 
classic tale anew. In short, what is called for is a full-scale 
commentary on LXX-Esther which is attentive its literary 
geme. Esther has stepped through the looking-glass of Greek 
sentimental romance, and she will never be quite the same 
again. 
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