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Introduction to the Author 

 

Henry Barclay Swete (1835–1917) was a British scholar who is best known for this present 

volume under review (Jobes and Silva, Invitation to the Septuagint, 273). He studied at 

Cambridge, and was an ordained minister (Ibid., 275). While his Introduction is dated, its 

usefulness and influence are testified by the fact that Jobes and Silva say that “In spite of its age, 

Swete’s book provides data not found anywhere else . . .” (p. 33). 

 

Summary 

 

Swete provides his purpose in the preface to the first edition:  

“This book is an endeavor to supply a want which has been felt by many readers of the 

Greek Old Testament. The literature of the subject is enormous, and its chief points have 

been compendiously treated in Biblical Dictionaries and similar publications. But hitherto 

no manual has placed within the student’s reach all the information which he requires in 

the way of general introduction to the Greek versions” (viii). 

 

Swete likely provided his readers with a goldmine of the best information that was available at 

the time. 

 The book is divided into three main sections: Part 1 deals with the history and 

transmission of the Septuagint (LXX), Part 2 deals with the “Alexandrian Old Testament” (i.e., 

the original Greek translation), and Part 3 deals with the use of the LXX in the ancient world. 

The volume concludes with the some additional notes, and the Letter of Aristeas, edited by 

Henry St. John Thackery, is appended to the end. 
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 Part I, Chapter 1 (“The Alexandrian Greek Version”), deals with the history of the oldest 

of the Greek translations of the OT, which is what he means throughout the book by LXX. He 

locates the earliest translation in Egypt, where the Hellenistic Judaism was first found after the 

conquest of Alexander the Great (pp. 1–3). Swete briefly recounts the political history of the 

Jewish people in Alexandria and their adoption of koine Greek (pp. 4–9). He discusses the 

account of the translation given by the Letter of Aristeas and areas in which the letter might 

reflect the truth (pp. 9–20). In the end he decides that the translation was likely made in the third 

century to supply the need felt by the Alexandrian Jewish community. He notes that the original 

LXX contained only the Pentateuch, but concludes that it is probable that the entire Greek OT 

was available in Alexandria by the turn of the millennium (pp. 26–27). 

 Chapter 2 (“Later Greek Versions”) deals with the recensions of the LXX, primarily 

those of Aquila, Theodotion, and Symmachus. He begins by explaining the abandonment of the 

LXX by the Jews because of the conflict with Christians and the standardization of the Hebrew 

text (pp. 29–30). He then discusses Aquila’s recension. After recounting what is known of 

Aquila historically, he discusses the characteristics of his recension, which can be summed up in 

terms of “his extreme loyalty to the Hebrew text” (p. 40).  

 Swete discusses Theodotion’s translation next, which he says is a revision of the Greek 

text toward the Hebrew text, though without the literalism of Aquila (p. 43–44). He says that 

Theodotion’s main fault is in transliterating words that do not need to be transliterated (p. 46). 

However, he says that this is likely because of a “cautious and conservative temperament” 

(Ibid.). Swete then discusses Theodotion’s recension of Daniel, which apparently replaced the 

LXX version at an early date (pp. 46–49). He discusses what appear to be Theodotian readings in 
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the NT, which seems to indicate that there was a proto-Theodotion which was used by the NT 

and served as the basis for Theodotion’s revision (p. 48). 

 Swete next deals with Symmachus, whose recension is characterized by an attempt to 

render the Hebrew into idiomatic Greek, though he also shows the influence of Jewish exegetical 

techniques (pp. 52–53). Swete thinks he had Aquila and Theodotion in front of him. He also 

briefly touches on the three additional texts found in Origen’s Hexapla, called Quinta, Sexta, and 

Septima (pp. 53–56). Mention is made of several other minor sources (pp. 56–58). 

 Chapter 3 deals with the issues surrounding the Origen’s Hexapla. Swete discusses the 

forms of the Hexapla and settles on two: the Hexapla, which had six columns (and occasionally 

more), and the Tetrapla, which was a version omitting the Hebrew and the transliteration 

columns. Origen used the Hebrew text of the Jewish teachers form which he learned Hebrew (p. 

67) and assumed it to be the original against the Greek versions (p. 68). Swete discusses the 

system of text-critical symbols that Origen used, which originated in older Alexandrian scholars 

(p. 69–72). He finally discusses the copying of Origen’s text (pp. 73–78), as well as the 

recensions of Hesychius (of which not much is known) and Lucian (pp. 78–86). 

 Chapter 4 deals with the translations made from the Greek Old Testament. The Old Latin 

version was the first translation from the LXX before it was gradually replaced by Jerome’s 

vulgate (pp. 88–104). The Coptic versions (which he calls Egyptian) were likely translated as 

early as the second or third century, and are found in the Sahidic and Bohairic dialects (pp. 104–

108). The Ethiopic version originates likely in the 4th century and is probably based on the 

Alexandrian LXX because of its close relationship with the location (pp. 109–10). The Arabic 

version is composite from Hebrew, the LXX, and the LXX by way of the Coptic versions (pp. 

110–1). The LXX behind it is said to have Hexaplaric influence. The Syriac versions include the 
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Peshitta, which was probably translated from the Hebrew with some LXX influence. The Syriac 

(dated to 616–7 AD) seems to be a “literal translation of the LXX of the Hexapla, in which the 

Origenic signs were scrupulously retained” (p. 112). It is important for text-critical purposes 

because it follows the Hexapla closely (p. 114). The Gothic version, stemming from around 350 

AD exists in palimpsest fragments (pp. 117–8). It likely had a Lucianic parent text. The 

Armenian version dates to the late fourth/early fifth century. It is said to derive form the Coptic, 

but reflects the LXX (pp. 118–9). There are also late Gregorian and Slavonic versions (pp. 120–

1). 

 Chapter 5 contains an attempt to give a complete list of manuscripts that were extant at 

the time of writing. He gives a chart of the Uncials, and then describes them individually, 

including a history of each manuscript, and mentions the most important features of the MS (pp. 

124–48). He then lists the minuscule manuscripts (what he calls “cursives”) that were used for 

the Holmes and Parsons edition, and some others that were intended for use with the Cambridge 

Septuagint (pp. 148–68). For most, he includes a name (in Arabic numerals), contents, date, 

location, and additional information such as character of the witness, or where it has been 

published. Finally, there is a list of lectionaries. 

 Chapter 6 discusses the “Printed Editions of the Septuagint.” Here he recounts the history 

of the various editions beginning with the Complutensian Polyglot through the next four 

centuries. He concludes with the proposed Cambridge Septuagint, which the reader, but not the 

author, knows was never completed. The chapter concludes with a list of the editions of 

particular OT books that had been published. 

 Part II covers “The Contents of the Alexandrian Old Testament.” Chapter 1 of Part II 

addresses the “Titles, Grouping, and Order of the Books.” The first part of the chapter simply 
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consists of several lists of OT books. The first is a list of the titles of books according to the 

Hebrew name, Origen’s Hebrew transliteration, the Septuagint, and The Latin Vulgate (pp. 198–

9). It then gives the order of books according to Jewish lists, the great Uncials, the early fathers, 

etc. (pp. 200–214). This is followed by a discussion in which he compares and contrasts the 

various lists. In general, he notes that the Torah is always first and almost never disturbed; the 

Greek order seems to be literarily and chronologically motivated; the general groupings were 

probably a result of keeping the individual books on scrolls and stored in boxes by group; the 

non-canonical books were likely included in the church’s OT, not consciously, but rather 

inherited with the LXX. 

 Chapter 2 of Part II compares and contrasts the biblical books which the Hebrew canon 

and the LXX have in common. He first shows where there are differences between the Hebrew 

and LXX in the order of chapters and verses. Then he discusses the numerous differences in 

content where either the Hebrew or Greek has pluses and minuses. Chapter 3 surveys the books 

which were included in the Greek Old Testament but not in the Hebrew canon (i.e., the 

Apocrypha). 

 Chapter 4 deals with the language of the LXX. This provides, in miniature, a brief 

overview of the grammar of LXX Greek. It begins with a brief overview of the historical-

linguistic situation of the LXX (pp. 290–5). He then explores the peculiar vocabulary and 

grammar (including orthography, accidence [i.e., morphology], and syntax) of the LXX (pp. 

295–310). He asserts that much of the unique syntax of the LXX is due to Semiticisms (pp. 305–

6). He concludes with a brief comparison with the books of the Apocrypha, and concludes that 

among works originally written in Greek, there is almost none of the unique Semiticisms found 

in the translated works of the LXX (pp. 313–4). 
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 Chapter 5 deals with the issue of the nature of the LXX as a translation. He discusses the 

fact that the LXX is not one translation, but “a series of versions” (p. 315). This means that the 

text is by nature uneven and composite. He also discusses the need to understand the state of the 

Hebrew text that lay before the translators (pp. 319–23). He goes on to examine the translation 

style of the translators and says that the LXX is loyal to the Hebrew text, but not slavishly so as 

Aquila is said to have been (pp. 323–30). He concludes with a series of notes on the Greek and 

Hebrew texts of a number of biblical passages to guide a student through a basic comparison (pp. 

330–40). 

 Chapter 6 deals with the methods used to divide the text of the LXX. Swete explains that 

the modern chapters and verses originated in the 13th century Latin Vulgate, and that this system 

was applied to the Hebrew and Greek Old Testaments in the 15th and 16th centuries (pp. 342–4). 

He then goes on to discuss the older methods of dividing the text of the LXX. The shorter 

divisions included stichi, or “lines,” and cola, or “sense units” (in addition, a short colon was 

called a comma). A colon “is a line which forms a complete clause” (p. 345). The stichi were 

often counted and numbered in the MSS (p. 348). Some of the early texts also seem to have a 

divisions into paragraphs or chapters, though these are not consistent enough to indicate that a 

widely recognized system existed (pp. 351–4). Furthermore, sometimes these systems are added 

by a later hand (pp. 351–2). There are also headings (or “titles”) of some kind in many MSS, 

though again, there doesn’t seem to be any universally accepted system (pp. 354–6). Finally, 

Swete discusses the use of texts in lectionaries and the additions of commentary and other notes 

in the margins of the MSS (pp. 356–64). 

 Part III addresses the use of the LXX in the ancient world, as well as textual criticism of 

the LXX. It begins in Chapter 1 with a discussion of the “Literary Use of the LXX by Non-
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Christian Hellenists.” In this chapter Swete deals with the use of the LXX by Hellenistic Jews 

such as Polyhistor, Philo and Josephus, among others. His discussion of comparing Philo and 

Josephus’s quotations to the MSS is especially interesting (pp. 374–9). On the whole, he says, 

Philo is closer to the Alexandrians version and the text of B. Josephus tends to agree less with 

the text of B and was probably using what was probably the Antiochene (proto-lucianic) text 

found in Palestine. 

 In Chapter 2, Swete addresses “Quotations from the LXX in the New Testament.” This 

chapter briefly gives an account of the various quotations, and examines patterns of OT use in 

the NT. He begins with a table of the OT passages that are quoted and the NT passage that 

quotes them (in the order of the OT books in pp. 382–6, and then according to the NT books in 

pp. 386–91). He notes that the LXX is “the principle source” of the OT quotations (p. 392). 

However, he then notes that some quotations are composite, or may be paraphrases, or may 

simply be influenced by the LXX.  

 Chapter 3 (“Quotations from the LXX in the Early Christian Writings”) addresses the use 

of the LXX by the “more representative Christian writers before Origen” (p. 406). Some of the 

most important sources for LXX criticism are the Epistle of Barnabas (because it has frequent 

citations and is one of the earliest Alexandrian witnesses), Irenaeus (also cites frequently, but 

with much more accuracy, though what we have is a Latin translation), Justin Martyr (quotes 

accurately and frequently in light of his Jewish interlocutors) and a few others. He gives lists of 

some of the more interesting readings for future study. 

 Chapter 4 (“The Greek Versions as Aids to Biblical Study”) deals with the use that may 

be made of the LXX in the Study of the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament. He first discusses 

the importance of the LXX for the study of the Hebrew Bible. He comments on the value of the 
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LXX as a witness to the OT text. He includes a list of variants in which the LXX witnesses a 

different parent text than the MT to give the student practice at using the LXX for text-critical 

purposes (pp. 442–4), and then gives a brief discussion of some text-critical procedures (pp. 

444–5). He also highlights the use of the LXX for OT interpretation (pp. 445–50). He then 

discusses the use of the LXX in the study of the NT. He asserts that the LXX influences the 

thought and language of the NT writers, though he acknowledges how controversial this is (pp. 

451–7). Overall he puts forward a balanced view (p. 457). He also discusses the use of the later 

recensions for the study of the NT (pp. 457–61). 

 In Chapter 5, Swete discusses the influence of the LXX on early Christian writing and 

thinking. He discusses the early church’s tendency to cling to the Greek translation, despite its 

faults. He says that it has influenced the church even by influencing the Latin translation. It 

provided the language of worship and the vocabulary of foundational theology. 

 Chapter 6 (“The Textual Condition of the LXX and Problems Arising out of It”) 

concludes the book with a discussion of the textual criticism of the LXX. He describes the 

corruption of the text of the LXX, and then the prospects of using the recensions as a witness to 

the original text (pp. 478–482). He says that the critic must first restore the recension, and then 

remove the additions made by the editor (both of which are difficult or even doubtful; p. 482). 

He then discusses Lagarde’s contribution to LXX textual criticism in the form of an attempted 

edition of Lucian’s recension, and his critical axioms and principles that can be applied to LXX 

criticism (pp. 483–485). He then sketches out a basic approach to textual criticism of the LXX in 

the style of reasoned eclecticism (beginning with external evidence and then moving to internal 

evidence; pp. 491–5). He concludes with a look to the day when there will be “a school of critics 

competent to deal with the whole question of Septuagint reconstruction, and [when] a critical 
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edition of the Old Testament in Greek will hereafter take its place on the shelves of the scholar’s 

library by the side of the present New Testament in Greek or its successor” (p. 495). 

 

Strengths and Weaknesses 

 

The major weakness that was everywhere present was the fact that this book is simply dated. It is 

most evident when he attempts to show the state of the discipline, and least evident when he is 

dealing with ancient information. His framework is generally dated, so that he will speak of “the 

Greek of the LXX” in a more monolithic way than more recent scholars would speak today (see 

Part II, Chapter 4).  

 His work is linguistically dated. For example, he says that “Ἀγάπη in the LXX rarely 

rises above the lower sense of the sexual passion, or at best the affection of human friendship; 

the exceptions are limited to the Greek Book of Wisdom . . . But in the NT, where the word is far 

more frequent, it is used only of the love of God for men, or of men for God or Christ, or for the 

children of God as such” (p. 456). This is not only simply wrong (cf. Gen 22:2; Dt 6:5; Lev 

19:18, 34), but seems to be based on a preconceived notion of distinguishing between the NT and 

OT way of thinking. 

 His work is dated when he speaks of the text of the LXX. In Chapter 5 on the MSS he 

complains on p. 131 that there is a great need for a photo of Codex Sinaiticus to be made 

available; however today we can view the MS online at any time: 

http://codexsinaiticus.org/en/project/webcontents.aspx). The numbering system for the Cursives 

seems not to be used today, making it difficult to connect the MSS in his book with what will be 

found (for example) in the Göttingen edition apparatus.  

 He claims that only accidental errors have likely been made in the transmission text (p. 

479–480). However, it seems that most scholars would acknowledge today that some intentional 

http://codexsinaiticus.org/en/project/webcontents.aspx
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changes have been made for theological reasons. In addition, he says that “taken as a whole, [B] 

is neutral in its relation to the recensions of the third and fourth century” (p. 487). While 

comparing LXX TC and NT TC is apples and oranges, this certainly has echoes of Westcott and 

Hort’s concept of the Alexandrian text as a “neutral text,” which is widely discredited today. The 

whole problem is epitomized by the fact that his last word in the text is an earnest expectation of 

the benefit that the Cambridge Septuagint will bring (p. 496), while the reader knows that this 

edition was never completed. 

 However, there are a number of good aspects of this book. The greatest strength this book 

has is that it is a great collection of information. While the details on many issues might be 

viewed differently, in many place the big picture is fairly sound, and in those areas he gives a 

great amount of helpful information. For example, his discussion of the various recensions and 

translations provides a great overview, from which the student could be updated on the details in 

other books. 

 His use of primary source material is helpful. He quotes the fathers and other primary 

sources frequently. He gives an excerpt from the Hexapla, with all six columns (pp. 62–63). He 

gathers information into one place that would be time consuming and difficult for the reader to 

track down. For example, he surveys the various lists of contents and orders of the biblical books 

in the various canonical lists, and collects pages and pages of information on them. While his 

discussion on MSS is defective because it doesn’t have the most recent MSS available, he 

collects a great amount of information on the various Uncial manuscripts that is very helpful to 

give the student an understanding of the state of MSS evidence (even if it is slightly outdated). 

 In fact, despite the various aspects that are outdated, the strength of this book is that you 

will not find any book that will cover as much ground today inasmuch as the state of the 
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discipline necessitates that nuance and detail must be given to every dimension of the text so as 

not to mislead the reader. Swete still should be consulted today because of his simplicity and 

comprehensiveness. He equips the reader with a “big-picture” that can be well complimented by 

the nuance and details of a more recent introduction. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this book is still immensely helpful, even though it is dated. The best use of this 

book might be to start the student with this book to lay a foundation, but then have him read 

Jobes and Silva’s Introduction (or some other comparable recent book) to shape up the details 

and bring him up to speed on the modern state of the discipline. This book lays an excellent 

foundation for the study of the Greek Old Testament, and will give the student a great head start 

in his studies. 


