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Abstract
The existence of the Greek term μυρμηκολέων in Job, 4, 11, in the biblical text of
Orthodox tradition, on the steadfast line of the Septuagint, has seemed—time
and again—bizarre, and has intrigued enough as to be approached as a texto-
logical problem in several articles and studies, some of them extended and well
documented, during the last hundred years; it seems that we face an ordinary
translation mistake: the Hellenised Hebrew translator of the Septuagint has
missed the equivalent of the Heb. לַי֭שִׁ (layish [lah’-yish]) ‘a lion’ from the orig-
inal story of Job, and has produced, consequently, what appears to be a hapax
legomenon in the sacred text, an odd and obscure term. Reopening the case, the
present study argues in favour of a different reading of the word μυρμηκολέων,
which precludes the translator’s presumed mistake. Moreover, it reminds the
researcher of the necessity to question, in a lucid manner, the arguments that
seem to support a certain conclusion.

1. An unexplained “mistake”

The existence of the Greek term μυρμηκολέων, οντος (ὁ) (cf. μύρμηξ, ηκος (ὁ) & λέων, οντος (ὁ); see bailly,
s.v.; liddell–scott, s.v. μυρμηκ-; Engl. antlion; Rom. furnicoleu) in Job, 4, 11, in the biblical text of
Orthodox tradition, on the steadfast line of the Septuagint (μυρμηκολέων ὤλετο παρὰ τὸ μὴ ἔχειν βοράν
σκύμνοι δὲ λεόντων ἔλιπον ἀλλήλους, lxx; e.a.), has seemed—time and again—bizarre, and has intrigued
enough as to be approached as a textological problem in several articles and studies, some of them ex-
tended and well documented, during the last hundred years (Druce, 1923; Kevan, 19921; Cardell, 2013;
Munteanu, 2016). The usual conclusion concerning the cause of its presence in a context that suggests as
normal the option for lion—both from the point of view of the symmetry of the verse (cf. the second part:
„...σκύμνοι δὲ λεόντων ἔλιπον ἀλλήλους”, lxx; Engl. “…and the stout lion’s whelps are scattered abroad”,
kjv; Rom. „...şi puii leoaicei se risipesc”, b 2008; e.a.), and from the point of view of the immediate logic
of the text—is that we face an ordinary translation mistake: the Hellenised Hebrew translator of the
Septuagint has missed the equivalent of the Heb. לַי֭שִׁ (layish [lah’-yish]) ‘a lion’ (strong, s.v.), from the
original story of Job (see strong, s.v. Job, 4, 11, interlinear: Hebrew), and has produced, consequently,
what seems to be a hapax legomenon in the sacred text, an odd and obscure term.

The explanation is unsatisfactory. One may ask, how could such a considerable wandering from the
form, and, potentially (a potential reached indeed, as it looks from the millenary exegeses of the text in
question), from the simple and clear content of Job, 4, 112 יתְִפּרָָֽדו׃ּ) בִ֗יא לָ֝ ובְּניֵ֥ מִבְּליִ־טָרֶ֑ף אבֵֹד֣ לַי֭שִׁ /cf.
[“The old lion perisheth for lack of prey, and the stout lion’s whelps are scattered abroad”, kjv])?
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www.blueletterbible.org.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.diacronia.ro/en/journal/issue/7
http://www.diacronia.ro/en/journal/issue/7/A105/en
http://dx.doi.org/10.17684/i7A105en
mailto:chiriladina@yahoo.com
https://www.blueletterbible.org/lxx/job/4/1/t_conc_440011


2 Adina Chirilă

2. A necessary semantic re-evaluation

2.1. Premises
There are numerous cases when, on one hand, having lost the contact with the world on the realities
of which the original Hebrew discourse has been established, being unable to recuperate the knowledge
about that world, and, on the other hand, feeling that he has a duty toward his contemporary reader, the
translator “betrays” the source-text: either by a) making a plane mistake (he confuses the terms, attributes
to themmeanings that they do not have, and, consequently, translates them incorrectly intoGreek); or by
b) choosing what he things to be the most plausible equivalent of a Hebrew word in Greek, but knowing
that he could be wrong; or by c) employing standard equivalents, since he usually practices a stereotypical
translation, unconcerned about the possibility of being in error; or by d) taking the liberty to correct or to
clarify the text, according to his ownunderstanding and to the understanding of his public.3. Accordingly,
the evaluation of the Gr. μυρμηκολέων, οντος (ὁ) [Engl. antlion; Rom. furnicoleu] as a “lexical creation
stemming from confusion”4 (Munteanu, 2016, p. LXVI; our transl.), in Job 4, 11, is not necessarily stri-
dent, but in agreement with the normality of a text’s transfer between two languages and, to some extent,
two cultures that are wide apart. However, the generalization does not serve the truth, and the researcher
cannot give the final judgement on an issue by dint of a single piece of evidence, especially when that piece
of evidence is conjectural.

The Heb. לַי֭שִׁ (layish [lah’-yish]) ‘(a) lion; the (old) lion’ knows only two occurrences in the biblical
text (Job, 4, 11 and Prov, 30, 30), and, as ולַָי֣שִׁ (walayish [wā· lah’-yish]), one more (Is, 30, 6) (strong,
s.v., Englishman’s Concordance). On the other hand, the whole corpus of Hebrew writings that would
become the Septuagint contains dozens of occurrences of some word that would appear as Gr. λέων, οντος
(ὁ) (or as a term designating an animal of the same species), which sustains the idea that the Hebrew
word in discussion is a “rare” one (Munteanu, 2016, p. LXVI), and, as a consequence, susceptible of being
unrecognisable and unrecognised. Nevertheless, it doesn’t cause any problems elsewhere, in Prov, 30, 30:
“σκύμνος λέοντος ἰσχυρότερος κτηνῶν ὃς οὐκ ἀποστρέφεται οὐδὲ καταπτήσσει κτῆνος”, and in Is, 30, 6: “ἡ
ὅρασις τῶν τετραπόδων τῶν ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ ἐν τῇ θλίψει καὶ τῇ στενοχωρίᾳ λέων καὶ σκύμνος λέοντος ἐκεῖθεν
καὶ ἀσπίδες καὶ ἔκγονα ἀσπίδων πετομένων οἳ ἔφερον ἐπ᾽ ὄνων καὶ καμήλων τὸν πλοῦτον αὐτῶν πρὸς ἔθνος
ὃ οὐκ ὠφελήσει αὐτοὺς εἰς βοήθειαν ἀλλὰ εἰς αἰσχύνην καὶ ὄνειδος”5 Of course, this is not a direct proof for

3See, among others, Joosten (2016, 2014, 2010a). For the same matter, concerning however mainly the translation of
biblical texts into Romanian, in different epochs and from different sources (Latin, Greek, Slavonic, Hungarian), see Gafton
(2012, 2009), Chirilă & Gafton (2016), Chivu (2009), Jinga (2007), Gheție (1970).

4The statement says implicitly that the denotative meaning of the terms is the one we find now in Rom. leul furnicilor
(Myrmeleon fornicariusL.; cf. Formicaleon tetragrammicusL.): „insectă răpitoare cu corpul subțire și lung de c. 4 cm […]. Larva
insectei face o gropiță în formă de pîlnie în nisip, unde stă ascunsă și mănîncă insectele care cad în ea” (mde, s.v. Leu1; cf. dlr,
s.v. Leu, 4o); for entomologic details, see Ionescu&Lăcătușu (1971, p. 336–338). Cf. “(familyMyrmeleontidæ), any of a group
of insects (order Neuroptera) that are named for the predatory nature of the larva, which trap ants and other small insects in
pits dug into the ground. (…). The antlion larva digs a funnel-shaped pit (from 2.5 to 5 cm [1 to 2 inches] deep and 2.5 to 7.5
cm [1 to 3 inches] wide at the edge) by using its oval, sandy-gray abdomen as a plow and heaping the loosened particles on its
large square head and throwing them clear of the pit. When the pit is completed, the larva buries itself so that only its jaws
project. Any small insect that ventures over the edge of the sandy pit slips to the bottom and is seized by the sickle-like jaws of
the antlion…” (www.britannica.com).

5Noticing the anomaly, Druce (1923, p. 15) discusses the possibility that, for Job, the translators of the Septuagint might
have used a Hebrew manuscript that contained, in 4, 11, a different word than that existing in Prov and in Is. This situation
would also explain, according to the same author, the fact that Jerome, in his Latin Vulgate, chose the noun tigris, for Job, 4,
11, varying his options for Job, Prov, and Is, precisely as they had done with the Septuagint: tigris – leo – leo. This hypothesis
cannot be dismissed; but then, the term that might have existed in Job, 4, 11, instead of [lah’-yish], now lost, might have been
different from all the other Hebrew terms employed with the meaning ‘lion’ in the ot, and correctly translated by the lxx:
(1.) Gor (Gen, 49, 9; Ier, 51, 38, etc.); (2.) Kephir (Jud, 14, 5; Iv, 4, 10; Ps, 91, 13; 104, 21; and, figuratively, in Ps, 34, 10; 35,
17; 58, 6; Ier, 2, 15) ; (3.) ’Ari (Num, 23, 24; 2Sam, 17, 10, etc.); (4.) Shahal (Iv, 4, 10; Ps, 91, 13; Pr, 26, 13; Os, 5, 14); (5.)
Labi (Gen, 49, 9; Num, 23, 24; 24, 9; Eze, 19, 2; Na, 2, 11).

https://www.britannica.com/animal/antlion
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the impossibility of an actual confusion in Job, 4, 116; but there is no evidence for the existence of some
linguistic, contextual and co-textual conditions that would favour the confusion: i.e. some situation of
homonymy, paronymy, or the proximity of a perturbing term, etc.

Rather, we believe, one cannot refute the idea that, in Greek, Job, 4, 11 contains μυρμηκολέων, οντος (ὁ)
as the proper equivalent for the Heb. לַי֭שִׁ (layish [lah’-yish]), with a meaning close to the meaning of
the original word, in the original source-text..

Should this be the case, one needs to re-examine the semantic evaluation of the Greek term: Is it
possible it refers, in the spirit of the Hebrew text, to a creature whose distinctive physical features ([+
quadrupedal], [+ mammal], [+ predator]) are common to those of the unequivocal lion?

The Greek zoonymy does not seem to support this hypothesis.
However, as is known, several Antique writers7 record the existence, in some place (India, Ethiopia,

Mesopotamia…), of an animal in the description of which appear several elements that, as they pass from
one text to another, along the centuries, converge toward the possibility that the consciousness of some
readers living in the Ptolemaic epoch grasp the notion of an extra-linguistic reality that goes by the Greek
nameμυρμηκολέων, οντος (ὁ), from the lexical field ofmammals, sharingwith λέων, οντος (ὁ) a few substantial
semes.

Herodotus:
ἐν δὴ ὦν τῇ ἐρημίῃ ταύτῃ καὶ τῇ ψάμμῳ γίνονται μύρμηκες μεγάθεα ἔχοντες κυνῶν μὲν ἐλάσσονα
ἀλωπέκων δὲ μέζονα: εἰσὶ γὰρ αὐτῶν καὶ παρὰ βασιλέι τῷ Περσέων ἐνθεῦτεν θηρευθέντες. οὗτοι
ὦν οἱ μύρμηκες ποιεύμενοι οἴκησιν ὑπὸ γῆν ἀναφορέουσι τὴν ψάμμον κατά περ οἱ ἐν τοῖσι Ἕλλησι
μύρμηκες κατὰ τὸν αὐτὸν τρόπον, εἰσὶ δὲ καὶ αὐτοὶ τὸ εἶδος ὁμοιότατοι: ἡ δὲ ψάμμος ἡ ἀναφερομένη
ἐστὶ χρυσῖτις. (Herodotus, 1960, III.102.2) [Engl. “In this sandy desert are ants, not as big as
dogs but bigger than foxes; the Persian king has some of these, which have been caught there.
These ants live underground, digging out the sand in the sameway as the ants inGreece, towhich
they are very similar in shape, and the sand which they carry from the holes is full of gold.”,
Herodotus, 1920, III.102.2; Rom. „Prin întinderile pustii și nisipoase forfotesc niște furnici,
ceva mai mici decît cîinii, dar mai mari decît vulpile. La curtea regelui Persiei pot fi văzute
cîteva, prinse la vînătoarea de aici. Aceste furnici, săpîndu-și casa sub pămînt, ridică grămezi de
pămînt, așa cum fac și furnicile din Ellada și în același chip; la înfățișare seamănă foarte mult cu
cele din Ellada. Nisipul ridicat de ele este amestecat cu firișoare de aur.”, Herodot, 1961, III.CII,
p. 272] (e.a.);

Agatharchides:
(68) Ὅτι οἱ κατὰ τὴν Ἀραβίαν λέοντες, φησί, ψιλότεροι μέν εἰσι καὶ θρασύτεροι, τῷ χρώματι δὲ
ὁμαλοὶ καθάπερ οἱ γινόμενοι περὶ τὴν Βαβυλωνίαν, οὕτω δὲ τοῖς τριχώμασι στίλβοντες ὥστε ἀπὸ τῶν
αὐχένων ξανθότητα ἀπολάμπειν χρυσῷ παραπλησίαν. (69) Τῶν δὲ καλουμένων μυρμήκων οἱ μὲν
πλεῖστοι κατὰτὴν ἰδέαντῶνλοιπῶνοὐδὲνπαραλλάττουσι, τὴν δὲ τῶναἰδοίωνφύσιν ἀπεστραμμένην
ἔχουσιν, ἐναντίαν τοῖς ἄλλοις. /
(68)Arabiæ leonesminus hirsuti et ferociores sunt, colore autemæquali, sicut illi quos fert Baby-
lonia, pilisqueusque adeo rutilis, ut cervicum jubæauri instar refulgeant. (69)Myrmecoleonum,
quos vocant, plerique specie a cæteris nihil differunt; genitalia tamen his sunt aversa, contra
quam aliis. (Agatharchides, 1855, p. 158) (e.a.);

6For what causes various types of error in translation, when the translator cannot be accused of not knowing the language
he translates from, see Gafton (2012); for a case study, see Chirilă (2012).

7We refer here only to those writings which contain details of interest concerning the problem in discussion; the authors
are listed chronologically, till around the translation of the Septuagint: Herodotus (5th c. bc), Agatharchidis (2nd c. bc), Strabo
(1st c. bc), Aelian (2nd–3rd c. ad); for a larger list of authors who describe the animal, see Druce (1923, p. 354–356).
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Strabon:
εἰσὶ καὶ στῆλαι καὶ βωμοὶ Πυθολάου καὶ Λίχα καὶ Πυθαγγέλου καὶ Λέοντος καὶ Χαριμόρτου κατὰ
τὴν γνώριμον παραλίαν τὴν ἀπὸ Δειρῆς μέχρι Νότου κέρως, τὸ δὲ διάστημα οὐ γνώριμον. πληθύει
δ᾽ ἐλέφασιν ἡ χώρα καὶ λέουσι τοῖς καλουμένοις μύρμηξιν: ἀπεστραμμένα δ᾽ ἔχουσι τὰ αἰδοῖα *
καὶ χρυσοειδεῖς τὴν χρόαν, ψιλότεροι δὲ τῶν κατὰ τὴν Ἀραβίαν (Strabo, 1877, 16.4.15) [“One
comes also to pillars and altars of Pytholaüs (sic, A.C.) andLichas andPythangelus andLeon and
Charimortus along the known coast, extending fromDeirê as far asNotu-ceras, but the distance
is unknown. The country abounds in elephants, and also in lions called ants, which have their
genital organs reversed, and are golden in colour, but are less hairy than those in Arabia.” Strabo,
1932, XVI.4.15, p. 774] (e.a.);

Aelian:
τῶν ἀγρίων ζῴων τὰ ἔκγονα τὰ νέα διαφόρως ὀνομάζεται, καὶ τά γε πλείω διπλῆν τὴν ἐπωνυμίαν ἔχει.
λεόντων γοῦν σκύμνοι καὶ λεοντιδεῖς ὀνομάζονται, ὡςἈριστοφάνης ὁΒυζάντιος μαρτυρεῖ, παρδάλεων
δὲ σκύμνοι τε καὶ ἄρκηλοι: εἰσὶ δὲ οἵ φασι γένος ἕτερον τῶν παρδάλεων τοὺς ἀρκήλους εἶναι. θώων δὲ
μόνοι σκύμνοι φιλοῦσι καλεῖσθαι, καὶ τίγρεων ὁμοίως, καὶ μυρμήκων δὲ καὶ πανθήρων. [“The young
offspringofwild animals havedifferent appellations, and themajority at any rate have twonames.
The young of Lions, for instance, are called σκύμνοι and λεοντιδεῖς, as Aristophanes of Byzantium
testifies; and of Leopards, σκύμνοι and ἄρκηλοι, although there are those who assert that ἄρκηλοι
are a different kind of leopard. But the young of Jackals are habitually called σκύμνοι only; and
the same with Tigers and Ants and Panthers”] (Aelian, 1959, VII.47, p. 162/163) (e.a.).

One can deduce that the Gr. μύρμηξ, ηκος (ὁ) comes to be employed (by dint of some confusion), in a
certain context, with the meaning ‘a sort of mammal, possibly a predator, possibly a feline’, even ‘sorte de
lion’ (bailly, s.v.; cf. ‘prob[ably] of the lion kind’, liddell–scott, s.v., e.a.; „parfois identifié à un lion”,
chantraine, s.v.).

The hypothesis of a zoological confusion—expressed in the notes and the commentaries on some
of the aforementioned books—alludes to a terrestrial animal of the Sciuridæ or Herpestidæ family (the
marmot, the gopher, the mongoose...), whose area covers wide regions in the Middle East, India or Africa,
and which produces, by digging, formations resembling the anthills, or which takes soil in underground
galleries (see, for Herodotus: Barguet, 1964, p. 1411; Piatkowski, 1961, p. 489; for Aelian: Scholfield,
1959, p. 163). The issue has been approached time and again, and, in striving for the exact identity of the
elusive creature, the scholars have followed numerous and various clues, from linguistic ones—observing
the form and content of the Mahābhārata—, to ethnographic ones; the opinions were slightly different,
but they converge to the verdict marmot (see a synthesis at Cardell, 2013).

However, we are less interested8 in the identity9 of the creature thathappens todig gold (seeHerodotus,
loc.cit.), as known by the human population of that mythical oriental Eldorado. Because, once entered the
Greek discursive stream, and being used in a context that remains relatively stable10 but upon which tells
the consciousness (reasoning) of the receptor, the linguistic sign with which the reader/speaker has to
operate is a Greek one, one that has (or receives) or not a certain meaning. The way in which Strabo,

8And make a mistake they who, working in the field of philology, focus on this matter.
9It even became the subject of a newspaper article: the “NewYork Times” “solved” the case inNov. 25, 1996, as as news in

brief, citing the French ethnologistMichel Peissel (cf. L’or des fourmis : la découverte de l’eldorado grec au Tibet, Robert Laffont,
Paris, 1984; in Engl., The Ant’s Gold, discovering the Greek Eldorado, Collins-Harvill, London, 1984), who had studied, on the
Dansar plateau, between India and Pakistan, a tribal population—Minaro—whose elders were still picking gold from the hills
erected by marmots; unfortunately, the data gathered ethnographically could not be verified ethologically: “Ideally we should
make a full archaeological and geological survey in the area. But it’s right in the line of fire of both sides. There was gunfire
when we were there. The locals tell us that the marmots are dwindling. The Indian soldiers are constantly taking potshots at
them” (Peissel, 1984, apud Simons, 1996).

10In the present case, the context comprises, as central elements: a faraway land, a narrator endowed with the prestige of
the historian, the practice of gold picking.
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e.g., employs the termμύρμηξ, ηκος (ὁ), at the end of the 1st c. bc, writing about exotic lands, points out
a thorough judgement upon the reading that one should apply to this word, when it is found in a certain
(con)text. It is probably improper to state that, by the beginning of the 1st c., Gr. μύρμηξ, ηκος (ὁ)developed
a new meaning for the ordinary speaker, forming a case of homonymy still unregistered by dictionaries.
But it seems plausible that a certain type of speaker, culturally conditioned, be capable of recognizing in
μύρμηξ, ηκος (ὁ) theGreek reflex of a foreign linguistic significant whose signified is ‘lion’, and of activating
the association μύρμηξ, ηκος (ὁ) – ‘lion’, in a context similar to that that generated it at some point.

In many a respect, a similar case we find with Gr. hippo(potamos): in certain contexts, it shows
the same willingness of the speaker to ignore the normal Greek signified of the word and to
accept the signified it has received bookishly: following, perhaps, a confused usage of a local
term designating a specific animal, hippos (Diodorus Siculus—1st c. bc—uses it without the
determinant potamios ‘of river’) appears in: 1. θηρία δ᾽ ὁ Νεῖλος τρέφει πολλὰ μὲν καὶ ἄλλα ταῖς
ἰδέαις ἐξηλλαγμένα, δύο δὲ διάφορα, τόν τε κροκόδειλον καὶ τὸν καλούμενον ἵππον. [...] 8. ὁ δὲ
καλούμενος ἵππος τῷ μεγέθει μέν ἐστιν οὐκ ἐλάττων πηχῶν πέντε, τετράπους δ᾽ ὢν καὶ δίχηλος
παραπλησίως τοῖς βουσὶ (Diodorus Siculus, 1888–1890, 1.35.1, 8; e.a.) [“1. As for animals, the
Nile breeds many of peculiar form, and two which surpass the others, the crocodile and what is
called the ‘horse.’/.../ 8. The animal called the ‘horse’ is not less than five cubits high, and is four-
footed and cloven-hoofed like the ox” (Diodorus Siculus, 1933, 1.35.1, 8)]. Cf. the Romanian
version, which, by favourizing the option hipopotam [Engl. hippopotamus], wanders from the
original form and obscures the double designation of the Gr. word hippos: „1. Nilul hrănește
multe animale cu înfățișări felurite, între care două specifice fluviului: crocodilul și hipopotamul.
[…] 8. Hipopotamul e lung de cinci coți. El este un patruped cu copitele crăpate, aducînd cu ale
boului” (Diodor din Sicilia, 1981, 1.XXXV.1, 8, p. 49–50).

Unfortunately, the claimdoes not escape the spectrumofhypotheses. Yet, we express it, for it argues for the
competence of the translators of the Septuagint, not as lacking in intellectual ability and translating skills
as wemight think now, aftermore than twomillennia of perpetually accumulated experience, knowledge,
and lexicological bibliography.11.

2.2. Other premises, and what follows from there on lexical level
The Hellenized Hebrew translator needed a “rare” word, like the one he found in the text he was trans-
lating, that would have indicated ‘a sort of lion’, in a story whose dramatical action took place somewhere
outside Israel, in a land how vague so ennobled due to the value of the moralizing story of Job, and whose
descriptive and distinctive features, therefore, had to be preserved as such. Judging by the theme and
the style of the Book of Job, the mythical land Uz (Job, 1, 1) is located somewhere in a vast area that
includes Egypt,Mesopotamia, the south of Edom and the northern region of theArabic Peninsula (Seow,
2013, p. 61, 314, 496, 702)—the area where, according to some of the ancient writers, lives the legendary

11Studying thoroughly the matters concerning the translation of idiomatic expressions from Hebrew into English, Joosten
(2010a) grasps the remarkable position of the Seventy in relation both to the source-language, and to the target-language:
“on the whole, the Greek translators’s grasp of the source language was excellent. Of course, the meaning of one or another
Hebrew expression may indeed have been forgotten by the Hellenistic period. But on the whole, the translators understood
the idiomatic expressions well enough: literal renderings are not to be attributed to a lack of understanding” (p. 66; e.a.);
and: „The way the translators dealt with idiomatic expressions also reveals something of their deeper motives. The translators
brought great creativity to their project. Their objective, however, was not to create something new and unprecedented, but
to preserve the old. To all appearances, the ultimate goal of the translators was to give to their readers as much as possible of
what they found in the source text. Although the translational process sometimes demands that one should abandon either the
wording of the source text or its global meaning, the Seventy were not at ease with this alternative. More often than not, they
refused this basic dilemma and tried to compose in Greek an expression that paid tribute to both the wording and the sense.
Although some of their renderings are open to criticism, because they follow neither the form nor the meaning of the source,
they reflect much intelligence and a general preparedness to try out new formulas” (p. 68; e.a.).
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μύρμηξ. However, had the translator simply used μύρμηξ, ηκος (ὁ), he would have caused perplexity to the
common reader, who would have thought spontaneously of the meaning ‘ant’; or, a noun compound of
two elements that were essential in that particular context, appeared as the perfect solution, both for the
atmosphere of the original text, and for the new reader: *μυρμηκο-λέων (lit. ant-lion), the second element
functioning as a clarifying synonymof the first element, the expected “reading” being: ‘the ant in the sense
of l i o n...’ (or ‘the ant which is actually a l i o n’), according to the logic of the whole verse.

In terms of form, the word belongs to a class of compound zoonyms quite common in the Hellenistic
epoch and in later Greek (Bodson, 2005, p. 463): hippo-tigris, lit. „horse-tiger”; hipp-elaphos, lit. „horse-
stag”; kamelo-pardalis, lit. „camel-leopard/panther”; stroutho-kamelos, lit. „bird-camel”, etc. But it doesn’t
necessary follow and it is not equally clear that it shares the same semantic substance with the aforemen-
tioned examples. In hippo-tigris,one recognizes a model in which “the names of two animals are placed
side by side to identify a third one primarily seen by the ancient people as sharing some morphological
and often behavioural traits with both of them” (Bodson, 2005, p. 463), namely: ‘a horse with t i g e r-like
stripes’ (i.e., zebra), ‘a camel with l e o p a r d-like patches’ (i.e., giraffe), ‘a bird that looks and runs like a
c am e l’ (i.e., ostrich), etc. Such name inspiring descriptions occur in the presence of the animal that has
to receive a name, and the namer knowswell the aspect and behaviour of the three creatures involved in the
process;moreover, numerous sources depicts thenamee, and justify the chosenname in aparticular case.12.
Or, concerning the μυρμηκο-λέων, if we were to accept this paradigm (the first element of the compound
name indicates the genus, and the second element, the species, Bodson, 2005, p. 463)13, we would expect
to find among the texts of the period one or more sources confirming the existence and describing the
appearance of an actual creature that seems to be an ant (or, perhaps, an insect) with some characteristics
of a lion ([+ robustness], [+ aggressiveness], [+ ferocity], [+ predatory technique]), a
creature that has been wrongly perceived as being designated by the Heb. [lah’-yish]. This doesn’t happen
but several centuries later, when, in the 6th and 7th c., and, more obviously, beginning with the 9th c.,
scholars like Gregory the Great, Rabanus Maurus, Albertus Magnus and Thomas of Cantimpré (the two
last-named, during the 13th c.) describe a μυρμηκολέων, οντος (ὁ) / Lat. myrmēcŏlĕōn either as an ant larger
than other ants, or as a particularly aggressive ant, that feeds on regular ants, or, finally, as a larva that feeds
on the ants that slip to the bottom of its sandy trap.14.

The interval of almost a millennium between the attestation (probably, creation, as well15) of the Gr.
in the Septuagint, and its first employments with the meaning it has today, raises a question concerning
the truthfulness if the idea that the Septuagint deals with the same μυρμηκολέων, οντος (ὁ) (Engl. antlion;
Rom. furnicoleu/leul furnicilor) we find in nowadays entomology.

The lack of antique sources that should document the existence of a μυρμηκολέων, οντος (ὁ) as a ‘real
insect’ (see supra, note 4) hinders also the idea that, at the beginning of the 2nd millennium—after the late
Antiquity and the Middle Ages in which various exegetes, the Physiologus and the Bestiary had created
and popularized exclusively the image of a fabulous creature by the name of μυρμηκολέων—, scholars
like Albertus Magnus did not achieved but a mere rediscovery of the original meaning of the word.

12See Bodson (2005). For camelopardalis (Rom. camelopard ‘giraffe’), in particular, see Buquet (2006, 2008).
13Cf. the reading/understanding suggested by the form (Rom.) leul-furnică (Engl., lit. ‘lion-ant’), where the creature

in question seems to refer to a small lion species: „leul-furnică a pierit fiindcă nu mai avea de mâncare, / iar puii leilor s-au
risipit care-ncotro” (Septuaginta 4/II, 2007, Iv, 4, 11; trans. from Greek by Iulia Cojocariu, Francisca Băltăceanu, and Monica
Broșteanu).

14Quite accurate is Albertus Magnus’ description: “It is not an ant as some maintain. For I have frequently observed and
often pointed out to friends that this creature is similar in form to a tick. It conceals itself in sand, digging a hemispherical
cavity, one pole of which is its mouth. When ants pass by gathering food, it catches and devours them. I have observed this
repeatedly. In winter, they are said to plunder the food stocks of ants, because in summer, they themselves do not lay in stores
of food” (apud Klausnitzer, 1987, p. 129).

15Without exception, all dictionaries and other lexicographical works refer to the Septuagint, Job, 4, 11, with no reference
to a different text from the same period. The statement that Agatharchides, in the 2nd c. bc, writes about the antlion using its
Greek name (Druce, 1923, p. 8) is false: cf. Agatharchides (1855, p. 158; cf. Müller’s note, §68).
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The phenomenon is known for kamelo-pardalis (Buquet, 2006, 2008), stroutho-kamelos (Bodson, 2005,
p. 467–472), etc., but the initial conditions specific to those cases are not repeatedwith μυρμηκολέων, οντος
(ὁ)!

As it happens with the “clarification” of the other compound names of animals, the Oriental patristic
literature, the Physiologus and the Bestiary see μυρμηκολέων as an animal of double nature: with the body
of an ant, and the head of a lion, that can feed neither on grains—because it is also a lion—, nor onmeat—
because it is also an ant; consequently, and conveniently, the exegeses speculates it moralizingly. However,
by dint of their word, one cannot conclude that what goes by the name μυρμηκολέων is, in itself, and along
the centuries, “a fantastic animal from the Medieval bestiary, without a real existence” (Munteanu, 2016,
p. LXIV; e.a., our trans.), and cannot find out either “what is, in fact” the antlion (idem, p. LXVII; e.a.,
our trans.), because: a) to a great extent, texts as such are formed circularly; b) it is highly possible that the
describedmorphology of an animalmight reflect a superficial etymological analysis/the superficial formal
level of the word in question, many ears after its first occurrence in a text (in a case of folk etymology); c)
the animal morphology itself finds justification in the importance one assumes it has in formulating and
supporting certain spiritual precepts.

The last observation might suggest that μυρμηκολέων presents, in fact, a case similar with that of some
compound animal names that occur inGreek literature anterior to Septuagint, that display the same struc-
ture, and which do not designate real living creatures: e.g. kunamuia lit. ‘dog/bitch-fly’, or kunalopex lit.
‘dog-fox’, but describemetaphorically a human type, i.e. “the annoying impudent” and “the impertinent”...
Likewise, it is—onemay say—possible that the inspired translator of the bookof Jobmight havewanted to
(re)create the image of a “hypocrite”, of someone whose existence, because he/she is two things simultane-
ously, cannot be but denied16 by a lucid authority... (see the oftenmade connection between Job, 4, 11 and
Mt, 5, 37). And yet, atHomer andAristophanes, the naming follows the need to characterize, andnothing
suggests a different state of situation; while in the case of theGr. μυρμηκολέων, the figurative interpretation,
and, consequently, the characterization of the human nature follow the finding of the word, under the
imperious need to give sense (a particular17 sense!) to the text.

On the other hand, it seems to us that there is an apposite similarity, although partial, between the case
of μυρμηκολέων and the case of another compound name, tragelaphos lit. ‘goat-stag’, which, at some point,
lost the meaning of ‘fabulous animal/unnatural monster’, that it had had at Aristophanes, in the 5th–6th c.
bc18, and found a place in the semantic field of the natural fauna (bailly, s.v. τραγέλαφος, ου, (ὁ) 2.: post.
‘sorte de gazelle ou d’antilope à barbe de bouc’), of the “natural monsters” like the kamelo-pardalis that we
find at Diodorus Siculus, in the 1st c. bc:

αἱ δὲ καλούμεναι καμηλοπαρδάλεις τὴν μὲν μίξιν ἀμφοτέρων ἔχουσι τῶν ἐν τῇ προσηγορίᾳ περιειλημ-
μένων ζῴων. τῷ μὲν γὰρ μεγέθει μικρότεραι τῶν καμήλων εἰσὶ καὶ βραχυτραχηλότεραι19, τὴν δὲ
κεφαλὴν καὶ τὴν τῶν ὀμμάτων διάθεσιν παρδάλει παρεμφερεῖς διατετύπωνται: τὸ δὲ κατὰ τὴν ῥάχιν
κύρτωμα παρεμφερὲς ἔχουσαι καμήλῳ, τῷ χρώματι καὶ τῇ τριχώσει παρδάλεσιν ἐοίκασιν: ὁμοίως δὲ
καὶ τὴν οὐρὰν μακρὰν ἔχουσαι τὴν τοῦ θηρίου φύσιν ἀποτυποῦνται. 2. γίνονται δὲ καὶ τραγέλαφοι
καὶ βούβαλοι καὶ ἄλλα πλείω γένη δίμορφα ζῴων καὶ τὴν σύνθεσιν ἐκ τῶν πλεῖστον τὴν φύσιν κεχωρι-
σμένων ἔχοντα, περὶ ὧν τὰκατὰμέρος μακρὸνἂν εἴη γράφειν (Diodorus Siculus, 1888–1890, 2.51.1,

16Cf. Chrysostome (1988, I, p. 228/229), who sees in the persistence of a dual creature, that cannot feed and sustain itself,
the opposite, namely precisely the grace of God!

17It has been pointed out the “ingenious” (Munteanu, 2016, p. LXVI) interpretation given to the μυρμηκολέων [Rom.
furnicoleu] by Bartolomeu Anania, who makes use of the Romanian folk entomological nomenclature: “In order to underline
the power of God, the only one that regulates everything in the world (v. 9), in verses 10 and 11, the poet comes at first with
imposing examples (the lion, the lioness, the monsters), and then he gets down to the small world of insects” (Anania 2001,
note on Job, 4, 11; e.a., our trans.).

18σὺ δ᾽ ὦ θεοῖσιν ἐχθρὲ ποῖ᾽ ἄττ᾽ ἐστὶν ἅττ᾽ ἐποίεις; / οὐχ ἱππαλεκτρυόνας μὰ Δί᾽ οὐδὲ τραγελάφους, ἅπερ σύ, / ἃν τοῖσι
παραπετάσμασιν τοῖς Μηδικοῖς γράφουσιν (Aristophanes, 1907, r. 936–938; s.n., A.C.) [„Dar tu, dușman al zeilor, cu ce ne-
ai pricopsit? / N-am cai-cocoși, țapi-cerbi, / Ca pe covoarele persane!”, Aristofan, 1956, r. 932–934].

19Pentru anomalia descrierii unui camelopard ‘girafă’ cu gîtul mai scurt decît al unei cămile, v. ?, 2.51.1, nota 58.
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2; s.n., A.C.) [“The camelopards, as they are called, represent the mixing of the two animals
which are included in the name given to it. For in size they are smaller than the camel and have
shorter necks, but in the head and the arrangement of the eyes they are formed very much like a
leopard; and although theyhave ahumpon theback like the camel, yetwith respect to colour and
hair they are like leopards; likewise, in the possession of a long tail they imitate the nature of this
wild beast. 2 There are also bred tragelaphoi (goat-stags) and bubali and many other varieties of
animals which are of double form and combine in one body the natures of creatures most widely
different, about all of which it would be a long task to write in detail” (Diodorus Siculus, 1933,
2.51.1, 2; s.n., A.C.)].

In Job, 39, 1: εἰ ἔγνως καιρὸν τοκετοῦ τραγελάφων πέτρας ἐφύλαξας δὲ ὠδῖνας ἐλάφων (LXX; e.a.), it is un-
hesitatingly translated as ...goat (or something similar)—a word that refers to an actual creature, plausible
in the given context: “Knowest thou the time when the wild goats of the rock bring forth? or canst thou
mark when the hinds do calve?” (kjv; e.a.) [Rom. „Ştii tu când nasc caprele sălbatice? Ai băgat de seamă
care este vremea cerboaicelor?”, b 2008); cf. „Știi tu sorocu’n care nasc caprele-de-stâncă? ai urmărit tu
vremea cerboaicelor când fată?”, Anania 2001; e.a.].

3. Conclusions

As soon as one analyses them in their contexts, terms like those previously mentioned (myrmex, hippos;
hippotigris, etc.; kunalopex, etc; tragelaphos, etc.) support the idea that the semantic life they have or
develop is indifferent to the mould they have once assumed; that a certain form does not always dictates
the semantic substance of a word; that a form can produce a certain content, according to the needs of
the moment and of the translator; that there isn’t a unique formula for evaluating the existence and the
purpose of a particular word in a text. Therefore, to postulate that the Greek term μυρμηκολέων, in Job, 4,
11, is to be related neither to some fabulous creature, nor to the antlion of our entomology book does not
have a weaker chance of being true, than the opposite one; but, as we’ve tried to argue, on the contrary.20
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