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Introduction

i One of the most dramatic scenes in the Yosef narrative is when he is sold as a slave. The three
artworks shown here, Joseph Sold into Slavery by His Brothers by Donato Mascagni,l'! Joseph Sold by
His Brothers by an unknown artist,”) and Brothers Sell Joseph into Slavery by Konstantin Flavitsky,®® all !
depict the scene similarly, with the brothers on one side and the merchants on the other. Only Yosef's '
position varies, depending on the exact stage of the transaction being portrayed. Despite the overall

E similarity, the artists differ in several details which raise questions as to who participated in the sale, the
identity of the merchants, and the nature of Yosef's coat.

Contrasting Images

Mascagni

Mascagni chooses to depict the final moment before the sale is closed. The merchants, dressed alike in
yellow cloaks and red hats, are grouped to the right. One of the brothers is standing with them, and a
merchant is dropping coins into his open purse. The rest of the siblings watch from the side, with one
holding a bundled garment, Yosef's cloak, in his arms. Yosef, himself, kneels between the two groups, his
face turned beseechingly towards his brothers, as they completely ignore him.

Providence Lithograph

In this colorful image, only five of the brothers are depicted. They stand in a semi-circle, waiting for the elder
brother to divvy up the money from the sale. Here, too, the brother in the corner of the picture holds a
colored garment, presumably, Yosef's cloak. None of them pay attention to the pleading Yosef as he is led
away by a merchant to the trail of camels.

Flavitsky

Flavitsky portrays the moments after the deal is finalized, illuminating two separate scenes. On the right,
several dark-skinned traders pull a bound Yosef onto a waiting camel. The rest of the caravan stretches out
into the desert behind them. On the left, a group of the brothers huddle together, holding out their hands to
take a share of the proceeds. Some look towards Yosef, perhaps enjoying his plight. In the meantime, in the
shadows in the background, two of the brothers dip Yosef's cloak into blood to prepare their cover-up.

Relationship to the Biblical Text

The artists' choices reflect certain ambiguities in the Biblical text and different possible interpretive stances:
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Number of Brothers

Flavitsky has nine brothers participate in the sale while Mascagni portrays only eight. The unknown artist
depicts even fewer of the siblings, painting just five figures. How many brothers were actually present
during the sale? Most readers, like Flavitsky, assume that everyone but Reuven and Binyamin played a
part. The text, though, is ambiguous. Only Yehuda is mentioned by name and the number of accompanying
brothers is not explicit. R. Yosef Bekhor Shor, in fact, suggests that half the brothers were shepherding with
Reuven when the Midianite merchants passed, and these were unaware of the sale. See \Who Sold Yosef
for more.

D'09 NyN)

Both Mascagni and the unknown artist paint Yosef's cloak in solid colors while Flavitsky portrays it as a
striped garment.”! Which depiction best matches a "n'0® njn3"? Though readers versed in modern
Hebrew assume that the phrase refers to a striped coat, the meaning of the word "n'e9" is unclear in
Biblical Hebrew. It appears in only two other places in Tanakh, in Shemuel Il 13:18-19,°l where it can refer
to any adjective that might be applied to a tunic, and, in Aramaic, in Daniel 5:5 where it seems to mean the
palm of a hand. Commentators in Bereshit, thus, offer an array of possible meanings including: long
sleeved, embroidered, striped, colored, and ankle-length.[®!

Midianites or Yishmaelites?

In Mascagni's image, the merchants appear as a cohesive group, all dressed similarly. In Flavitsky's
painting, on the other hand, the merchants are a motley crew. Some are dark skinned while others are light;
some are bare-chested while others are more richly garbed. The different portrayals might relate to a
difficulty in the Biblical text. While Bereshit 37:25,27 and the end of verse 28 speak of selling Yosef to the
Yishmaelites, the beginning of 28 and verse 36 speak instead of Midianite merchants. What is the
relationship between these two groups? Are they simply different names for the same people?!’! Did the
caravan contain traders of multiple ethnicities,!®! or was Yosef later resold from one group of slave traders
to another?!® See Who Sold Yosef.

"When he pleaded with us..."

All three artists show Yosef pleading for mercy in various degrees of intensity.'%! Interestingly, in Bereshit
37, there is no mention at all of Yosef's reaction to the sale. It is only in Chapter 42, when Yosef accuses
the brothers of spying, that we hear from the brothers, "i"7x n)nnNN2 W91 NY 12'R WK 41'NX 7V 11NIX DNYX
nyny N2I". It is unclear if Yosef's anguished cries were a response to being thrown into the pit or to the sale.
"] Moreover, why does the text share this fact only at this later point in the story?!'?!

[l Mascagni (1579-1636) was an ltalian Renaissance painter. He moved to a monastery three years after
completing this work, and later became a priest.
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[2] This illustration was published in 1907 by the Providence Lithograph Company.
B3] Flavitsky (1830—1866) was a Russian painter who studied at the Academy of Arts in St. Petersburg.

[4] The cloak is held by one of the brothers in the back left of the image. A close look reveals that it is made of
alternating strips of dark colors.

[l Here, too, the verses speak of a n'09 nyny, elaborating only that this was the royal garb of virgin
princesses.

[6] See the various opinions brought in Bereshit Rabbah, Targum Pseudo-Jonathan, Ibn Ezra, and Radak.
[l See Ibn Ezra who takes this approach.

8] See R. Yosef Bekhor Shor who points out that the Yishmaelites and Midianites were all related, being born
from the concubines of Avraham, and were traveling together in the same caravan.

[®1 See Rashi who prefers this option.

[10] The pleading is most pronounced in Mascagni's' image, while in Flavitsky's painting it is merely suggested
by Yosef's imploring eyes.

"l Compare Seikhel Tov and Radak.

[12]1 See Ramban who suggests that the Torah found it unnecessary to relay this information, as pleading
would be the natural reaction of anyone in such a situation. Alternatively, the Torah was silent so as not to
portray the brothers in an even more negative light, or simply, because Torah often is concise in one area
while elaborating in another.

alhatorah.org/a.html?Bereshit/37/SaleYosefArt 3/3


http://alhatorah.org/a.html?Bereshit/37/SaleYosefArt/5#BereshitRabbah84-8
http://alhatorah.org/a.html?Bereshit/37/SaleYosefArt/5#PsJBereshit37-3
http://alhatorah.org/a.html?Bereshit/37/SaleYosefArt/5#IbnEzraBereshit37-3
http://alhatorah.org/a.html?Bereshit/37/SaleYosefArt/5#RadakBereshit37-3
http://alhatorah.org/a.html?Bereshit/37/SaleYosefArt/5#IbnEzraBereshit37-28
http://alhatorah.org/a.html?Bereshit/37/SaleYosefArt/5#RYBSBereshit37-25
http://alhatorah.org/a.html?Bereshit/37/SaleYosefArt/5#RashiBereshit37-28
http://alhatorah.org/a.html?Bereshit/37/SaleYosefArt/5#SeikhelTovBereshit42-21
http://alhatorah.org/a.html?Bereshit/37/SaleYosefArt/5#RadakBereshit42-21
http://alhatorah.org/a.html?Bereshit/37/SaleYosefArt/5#RambanBereshit42-21

11/2113 Sale of Yosef in Art: Sources % ALHaTorah.org

Sale of Yosef in Art
Sources

BIBLICAL TEXTS

N79=)79:379 P99 NYYNIA

N) 7239 NN (7)1 30 NN ODZN TNZYN) D27 DIV DOYI PNN XIDD 9D IN ORI N (1)
MM YVIRINNINN (V) .NNIY NI PIAN PRYN INNZYN I127 1AV INED DIVY NX) PNX DIVY NN NN
(V) .0y DN NN D NI NTID YR2N MIINMNNX NN NN (V) .WRIN M) N WND ININYNI NTYA Nyn
INRANDY (M) D72 DX POR INK DY T22) MNDT 1723 DXINN DYDY 7D NIN WD) YN IPKA)
(9) .N2 M2 NIVOND HYA MIN PN DN YR IINNN (V) IMNNY INK DN DDPIN 27?2 DIV PPN
JAINY YNV (XD) 1PDION PP NN NN INDIIN 1Y 72D NINN) NIAD TOND INIZWI) 3NN 107 NHY)
YN MDD IN NN IDIYD OT I09YN DN J2INY ONIN NN (2D) W) 12 NI NN DTN NN
VIV PNN IN QDY NI IYNI M (3D)  PIN IN DYDY DTN NN DIXD WHNY 12 INJYR ONX 1) 127H3
(N2) .02 32 PN P 72D N72D NN DYV INNR (T2) . P2Y IYN DIDIND MND NN IMND NN 9P NN
U] 7% NIND) DRV DIP210)) TY71) NN DXINRYNY? NNIX NIN) INT DPPY INYNI ONY DINY 12YN
197 (¥2) DT NN DI VNN NN IID) 2D YA NN PN ON DT NN (1) .11 THINY 02290
DIND DOPTH DOVIN 1I2YN (ND)  .PNN IWNYN NIN NTYW 1NN 2D 12501 DX NT) DIINRYNYIY 11NN
1Y) (03) .NNYIFN GDY NN INIIN 4D DY DINYNYIZ 9D NN 112N 1120 12 9D NN DY) IDOYN)
NN NN PPN TN IMNN VAN IN YN () . PTIZ NN YIP? 1122 DY PN MIN) 7130 DN 1IN

-----

NRYY 7197 790 AYNI Y N2 DM NYIR TPYY TN DDIN TN AYNT DY 19X 1D N ()

170 P9 INNT

D9 MIN NIYM NDIN T NI YN ¥T NP2 Iy RNYIL Y32 1200) ViR T2 0T WA 11P9 1993 NPYY ma
MDD TN

CLASSICAL TEXTS

379 HHMYNIA ININY ONPNHRN DNIN

alhatorah.org/a.html?Bereshit/37/SaleYosefArt/5 1/3



11/2113 Sale of Yosef in Art: Sources % ALHaTorah.org
SPNND TN MY TAY) MXT PRPIND PNT QOPT INPIX DIIN XNA D31 9P 12 DN DNIYN

‘N7 DAY NYYNI

DYD9 NNND MYV 1PN 12 NNV XY DTN TIN IIN 7Y 12 NYON 1317 0W1A 579 ,0°09 NN WD N
N2 NOPY NPT NNPNY DO X7 T )T D TY NYHIN NIV DX09 /M INMN INIWN GO 2PY? 1IN NUYY
N9 YMYNNY NN OV DY DY09 ,NTIMY NOYI PIARD NIODP 0NN DX PDY IDIINY DXD ,T> DI MNLN
12 AYON 217 DVWA WPY 12 YNV 21T D009 RIT ,DPTH DN DIIRYNIY TV DIMD TVND 19OV
ININ NIV NNY DYDY O TaN (170 DONN) MIN 22N ,0NYNX MDYIN NN DY (170 DHNN) MNRY

.D> D9 DYDY DAY D YIPOW Drava

MEDIEVAL TEXTS

79: 779 YN /YA

12971 OIY9 90NV INDN TY>XTIM ,DNINN KINY NI IT - OITD OIVIN YN

N”795:27713 YN 2V YoV

ANPNND NYNY XDY,DMITON YT ININ NDNI XDV IPDN MINNNA MINHN DY NNIN DNUN HIN

35379 YN NITY JaN

JPNIN NWOA (1NN ONOIT) XY D9 1N .0X09 .NNPIIN NHND DXD

N779: 79 YN NIY JaN

3 PTN IDN DY N 1D DOURYNIY INIPY DIPTHN D ,0IMDN DORYNYIT OPYY 1712y TUNRII 11V
(179N DXV DN DHNRYNY

1779: 379 YN MY 9191 90 29

,ONSPN DORY INNRY MNNAN DY OXTNIY DNXPNI DI DNXPNY DN TIT — ONY DIOND 1w
NNPNY DTN DN TP TN B21D DIINRD DIT PRI DN DINNM NINNAN DN WIRY DNIX DI0IN
LANTIND NINRD YT XD TIAD) NN PIMIVY PN PAX NEPNI JIND PINX

Y79 TN 12 DRYNY DN OWIDI 1)) NN DINX DIINRYNIYN DTN DXINND — DIIRYNIY NNNIN MM
DNMIN RNP OMYID TI5Y PTN 22N YT AN IRYNY AN OV PN 17N NNINDY ANVP 2D PTI)
DO TN DY DTN DYDY DNV

alhatorah.org/a.html?Bereshit/37/SaleYosefArt/5 2/3



11/2113 Sale of Yosef in Art: Sources % ALHaTorah.org

21379 SPUNII P71

DMYYY NDD YD 1D ,INN YIANHD TNN DY TNN YANND TAN D NIVY NNNON NN 1T D PN - D0
LOMAN DN Y OPDY 2T PNV TA00 IMN INIVOY D DN 7PN DN DR INNON NI ; DYDY DX0
DY QDYDY APY> POINY NYIN DOYID NYNN DYaVaAY DMAN P NP DTN DOV DR 0D (0 NaY) H739IN)

DYDY IMIAN YT PNNX 12 NP M2

N"72: 27 $OPYNIA P71

2129 19°5WN0 1MIND NN NN DVIYAN DIPYN PNNN 7P NNNXA YD - IPONX MNNNI

N72:2719 HYYNI] Y2109

DIPNN 7PN D ,NIND 1O INY OIT) WNYY NPITIND ONY 12WN - IPIONR MNNND IV NIN PN TUN
DTN PNNY D YAV YT 12TV N9N IN DY 1Y 190 XD 2INOM 1NN XYY DY H9HNNI Phnn 0Iva
NON NPV IR, MNND WA D8N DI UK I NYYN DPIANX MNA DYIWN 1D ¥YINY DT INIIL PHND

NN DIPNA 2 DDIND) TAX DIPNA DMIXPNY DXINDN TITH IN ,DINND I8PY

MODERN TEXTS

alhatorah.org/a.html?Bereshit/37/SaleYosefArt/5 3/3



