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Manuel M. Jinbachian, Les Techniques de Traduction dans la Genese en Armenien 
Classique, (BibliotMque Armenienne de la Fondation Calouste Gulbenkian; 
Lisbon 1998) ISBN 972-9785-2-9; 1-402pp. 

In more than one way, this doctoral dissertation at the Universite des Science 
Humaines de Strasbourg deserves close reading by biblical scholars, especially 
Genesis experts and readers of 'Bible Translation Criticism' . Not to mention scholars 
of classical Armenian. Jinbachian's monograph is on the one hand encyclopedic in 
matters touching the historical background of Bible translation in fifth century AD 
Armenia; on the other hand, it offers detailed discussion of all aspects of translation 
as they relate to this Bible in classical Armenian. But as the study progresses, the 
author focuses on Genesis, which it would seem, remained without in-depth 
monographic researches before the writing of this work. And this justified the 
author's research and monograph. Especially in the dark was the relationship of this 
translation to its source text; was it the Syriac or the Greek translations of the 
Hebrew text (p. 35)? 

As he steers within the debate concerning such technical issues, Jinbachian 
betrays his intimate knowledge of both the Hebrew original as we find it in 
'diplomatic' standard texts, as well as its Greek translations. So that his study of 
the Armenian translation leads the reader into a deep experience of the ultimate 
'source text' of all renderings of Genesis. And this is already a bonus for the reader 
of this monograph. Jinbachian attempts to show how true F.e. Bonybeare's statement 
, written at the turn of the twentieth century, with which he brings his dissertation 
to a close (p. 304): "For beauty of diction and accuracy of rendering the Armenian 
cannot be surpassed," "Armenian Version of the Old and New Testament," in J. 
Hastings (ed), A Dictionary of the Bible, 1 (New York 1905)152. 

What does the author offer in this monograph? What is the value of his work? 
One editorial lacuna in this splendid work is that the general divisions of the 
dissertation are not numbered so that the reader has to figure out its main segmentation 
from the type size of the various headings in the table of contents (pp. 398-402). 
The dissertation is made up of an Introduction (pp. 1-74), and three main sections 
(pp. 75-121.122-238.239-294); each general section is further subdivided, the 
subsections being fortunately properly enumerated. These are followed by the 
Conclusion (pp. 295-304) and a number of appendixes (pp. 305-320), a thematic 
bibliography (pp. 321-340), and two lists of indexes (341-394). 
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As one would expect, in the Introduction Jinbachian offers general infonnation 
about his study: the reasons for discussing this part of the Annenian translation of 
the Bible. The Introduction is essential for understanding Jinbachian's presuppositions 
and methodological options. A few statements: "Nous accepterons 1'hypothese que 
la Genese annenienne qui est arrivee jusqu' a nous est pour l' essentie1 une traduction 
de grec" (p. 7). But there exist divergencies from the Greek text; for Jinbachian these 
are not to be explained by resorting to hypotheses of textual variants: " ... leur origine 
est due soit a un texte de base different, soit aux techniques de traductions utili sees" 
(ibid). In the historical prospect (pp. 22-31) the author shows that the redaction 
history of this translation has been very complex starting with a first draft or first 
edition that had used the Syriac Bible as 'Base Text', and coming to a close with 
a final draft or editon that went through a thorough revision based upon the Septuagint. 
Jinbachian laments (p. 31) that the final edition of the Annenian translation differed 
greatly from the earlier version especially in its appraoch to the text and in its 
exegesis: "Le resultat de cette revision consiste dans l' elimination de digressions, 
la disparition d' addition, la raj out d' omissions et l' adaptation de particularismes. Par 
cette revision, la Genese annenienne perdit ce qui faisait son originalite, e1le re~ut 
une fonne entierement nouvelle, plus ou moins confonne au texte de base grec; ainsi 
une toute nouvelle traduction vit le jour" (p. 31). One hopes the author is in 
possession of the Syriac based Annenian translation of Genesis to be able to justify 
such a damaging statement about the Greek based Annenian version, for if no such 
pre-revision edition of the Annenian translation is in hand, Jinbachian's outline 
reconstruction of this redaction history would be standing on slightly thinner ice, 
even if translations based on Syriac of other parts of Scripture exist, since we do not 
know who the translators were, and which parts of Scripture they translated. 

Jinbachian's study contains a number of monographic investigations, the first 
attempt to prove that the 'texte finale' of this translation, that was revised on the 
basis of the Greek recension, actually contains some" vestiges du syriac" (pp. 32-
74). "En parcourant la Genese annenienne, on est frappe par le nombre des 
divergences textuelle entre l'annenien et la Septante. Il n'est pas possible de 
rechercher l' origine des ces divergences uniquement dans l' utilisation de variantes 
grecques, dans des exigences linguistiques internes a I' armenien, dans les 
COIncidences accidentelles, ou dans les techniques de traduction. Dne explication 
partielle d'un certain nombre de ces divergences se trouve dans la tradition orale, 
qui n' apporte cependant pas la solution pour les cas fondamentaux. Ces divergences 
peuvent resulter de l'emploi d'un texte different come base de la traduction 
annenienne" (p. 35). This search into the possibility that the fifth century translation 
of Hebrew Genesis into classical Annenian reflects a Syriac Base Text, proved 
useful for Jinbachian who could henceforth concentrate in his monograph on the 
'translation techniques' employed by the Annenian translators to render the Greek 
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(p. 35). As such, this subsection may be seen as a further contribution to Armenian 
textual scholarship since to date no one seems to have embarked on an investigation 
into the relationship of this Armenian translation and Peshitta (ibid). 

Once the author of this monograph excludes from consideration those texts or 
text elements that betray features of a possible Syriac Base Text, and once the 
possibility that the translators had a Hebrew Vorlage is bypassed since "nous 
n' avons aucune preuve concrete demonstrant que les traducteurs aient eu 
connaissance du texte hebteu" (p. 71; cf pp. 71-74), Jinbachian remained with the 
rest of Genesis in Armenian that must have had the Greek translation for Base Text; 
he could therefore embark on the subject-matter of his research, that is, the translation 
techniques used by the translators themselves as they revisited the first draft done 
from the Syriac original. 

What does Jinbachian mean by 'translation technique', and how does he go about 
reviewing the translation techniques employed by the presumed revisers of the first 
draft of this fifth century classical Armenian translation of Genesis? Septuagint 
scholars would find the expression 'translation technique' quite familiar, especially 
if they belong to, or are cognizant of the Scandinavian school [ef for instances Anneli 
Aejmelaeus, On the Trail of the Septuagint Translators, (Pharos; KamdenI993)1-2; 
Seppo SipiHi, Between Literalness and Freedom, (Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht; 
GottingenI999)9]. But I found Jinbachian's definition wider and richer, reflecting 
modern studies on linguistics as applied to the Scriptural texts; for him a translation 
technique means "la methode au moyen de laquelle le (ou les) traducteur(s) de la 
Genese en armenien analyse (ent) les structures grarnmaticales de surface a la lumiere 
de leur relations semantiques plus profondes puis les traspose (ent) et les reconstruit 
(-sent) en tenant compte de exigences tant de la langue-source que de la langue 
receptrice, respectant la syntaxe et le genie propre de la langue armenienne; c'est la 
voie qu' empruntent particules, termes, expressions, propositions, phrases, paragraphes 
et meme discours entiers pour etre transposes, adaptes et reconstruits depuis la (ou 
les) langue(s)-source(s)jusqu'en armenien" (pp. 6-7). In note 14 on p. 7 Jinbachian 
professes who had shaped his own definition of 'translation technique' .This definition 
is much more dynamic, and is inclusive of a wider linguistic reality than the 'traditional' 
versions prevalent in Scandinavian scholarship. 

Even if from the very beginning of his work Jinbachian has not put his cards 
on the table as to his intellectual background [cf pp. 20-21 where he describes that 
he means to reflect on how the Armenian translators rendered the language of their 
source through the help of modern linguistic fields of semantics and pragmatics, 
classifying the various elements oflanguage in semantic domains: 'objects', 'events', 
'abstracts' and 'relations'], readers cannot fail to recognize the influence of such 
works by Eugene A. Nida, Componential Analysis of Meaning. An Introduction to 
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Semantic Structures (Paris 1975) and The Theory and Practice of Translation, 
(Leiden 1969), this second written in collaboration with C. R. Taber. 

What remains of Jinbachian's monograph (pp. 75-304) is dedicated to the 
subject-matter of the dissertation. First comes along discussion onhow the Armenian 
translators dealt with proper names derived from the Greek. The author had already 
conducted a short survey on how these translators handled names coming from the 
Syriac source (pp. 63-71). Such surveys, he writes, index the nature of the source 
text as well as the manuscripts family from which the translators derived their text. 
Proper names of Greek origin are either translated, phonetically transcribed, or 
simply transliterated. Jinbachian's introductory remarks to his detailed analysis (pp. 
76-77) are necessary reading (If the reader intends to study this section closely, the 
transliteration table on pp. 18-19 is also a must). 

The next section (pp. 122-238) examines how the Armenian translators rendered 
semantic and syntactic relationships within clauses and sentences. Thirteen 
subsections are taken by the discussion oflinguistic phenomena of coordination and 
subordination, while in two subsections Jinbachian analyses how relations of time, 
place, and cause in the Greek text of Genesis were rendered by the Armenians (one 
may consult also the recapitulatory tables 1-6 on pp. 232-238). In other words, in 
this section Jinbachian gives a details account of how particles like kai, de, gar, 
composite prepositions, relative clauses, etc were translated in classical Armenian. 
The final section of the book (pp. 239-294) is left for consideration of discourse 
issues: implicit and explicit information, linguistic analysis, figures of speech, 
cultural adaptations, euphemism. Jinbachian brings his dissertation to a close by 
looking into what is specific to this translation (pp. 302-303) and speculates about 
the success of this translation in history. 

This is a work of erudition, and whoever wishes to make good use of its services 
has to be prepared with a good knowledge of Syriac, Greek, and Armenian, besides 
an adequate acquaintance with the biblical Hebrew text and modem linguistic 
studies. Unfortunately, this scholarly milestone has not been given proper editorial 
servicing. I have mentioned the minor issue of inadequate sections enumeration; 
here I will include a few typos that could have been avoided: 'relation' on p. 35; 
'Moultan' to read 'Moulton' on p. 196; 'et' on p. 197; are we sure that the text cited 
as 3.14 is that of Genesis? These comments are made in view of a second edition 
of the book, for this monograph merits to have a second edition. 
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