The Blessing of Ephraim and Menashe — Artwork

Jacob Blessing the Sons of Joseph
Jan Victors
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Jacob with Ephraim and Manasseh
Owen Jones
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Blessing Ephraim and Menashe in Art
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Introduction

Bereshit 48 recounts how Yaakov blesses Yosef's two sons, Menashe and Ephraim. Both Jan Victors'
: painting (c.1635)[1 and Owen Jones' illustration[? portray a reclining Yaakov whose hands stretch
forward to bless his grandchildren, while their father, Yosef, looks on. The artists, though, differ in their
rendering of the garb and age of Yosef's sons and the positioning of Yaakov's hands. These choices

reflect varying interpretations of both textual and larger conceptual issues.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Contrasting Images

Victors

Victors sets the scene in a heavily draped room. All the characters are clad in rich velvet attire, more
befitting Victors' contemporary homeland than ancient Egypt. An elderly Yaakov sits in bed, propped up by
pillows. He stares vacantly in front of him as Yosef guides his hand to bless the proper child. The young
Ephraim and Menashe kneel at their grandfather's side. One of the two looks up at his father, while the
other bows his head in respect.

Jones

Jones' painting has more obvious Egyptian overtones. Menashe and Ephraim sport shaved heads while
their father wears an Egyptian headdress. All three wear clothing which marks them as Egyptians. Yaakov,
in contrast, wears a simple green cloak. He reclines on a sofa as he crosses his hands to bless his
teenage grandchildren.

Relationship to the Biblical Text
The artists' choices reflect certain ambiguities in the Biblical text and different possible interpretive stances:
"I'T! NY 729"

Victors portrays Yaakov with one hand resting on his stomach and the other being guided by Yosef. Jones,
in contrast, paints Yaakov crossing his hands to bless Menashe and Ephraim. The difference relates to an
unknown in the story. What does the phrase "Irmt nx 73w" mean? Though the more well-known
interpretation suggests that it refers to a switching of the right and left hands, ! others have proposed that it
refers to an act done with wisdom. [

Did Yosef and His Sons Assimilate?
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While Victors dresses Yaakov and family in contemporary garb, Jones portrays Yosef and his sons in
Egyptian garments and accessories. This relates to a question regarding Yosef's religious outlook after
being sold. Did he raise his sons according to the customs of Yaakov and his ancestors or were they
assimilated into Egyptian culture and society? What about Yosef himself? To what extent had he
acculturated? Bereshit Rabbah suggests that he maintained his religious identity throughout,™ but the
verse's explanation of Menashe's name, "ax n1a 73 nx1 *my 73 nx 07X 1wl 9" might suggest otherwise.
See Yosef's Religious Identity for more.

How OId?

Jones renders Menashe and Ephraim as older teens while Victors depicts them as much younger boys.
How old were the two during the episode? The Biblical text is unclear. We are told, "nyn nnx qoi* xxi't
12", which would suggest that Yosef's sons were young at the time. On the other hand, both boys were
born before the years of famine,®! and Yaakov lived in Egypt for seventeen more years after arriving during
the famine.l’ If our story is happening shortly before Yaakov's death, the boys would need to be close to
twenty or even older.

('] Jan Victors (1619-after 1676) was a Dutch painter heavily influenced by (and likely a student of)
Rembrandt. The majority of his works were of Biblical subjects but he also painted portraits, historical topics,
and genre scenes. This piece is housed in the Museum of Fine Arts (Szépmlivészeti Mizeum) in Budapest.

2] Owen Jones (1809-1874) was an influential architect and designer who helped to develop modern color
theory and advanced the process of chromolithography. He contributed to and published several books
relating to design, the most famous of which is The Grammar of Ornament. This illustration is from his book,
The History of Joseph and His Brethren (1869). Other images from the book can be accessed here.

[3] See R. Chananel that Yaakov placed his hands one on top of the other. Similarly, Rashbam points out that
the word refers to something that is twisted or crooked.

[4 See, for instance, Rashi, who explains that the verse is highlighting that Yaakov's actions were done with
wisdom and knowledge (rather than from ignorance of the children's birth order). Cf. Seforno who explains
that Yaakov, despite being unable to see, used his wisdom and tactile sense to know where to place his
hands.

[5] See the opinion in Bereshit Rabbah that Yosef sent Yaakov wagons (ni7ay) as a sign to his father that he
still remembered the last topic they had learned together, that of the nony n2ay. Upon seeing them, Yaakov
was satisfied that his son had maintained his righteousness.

(6] See Bereshit 41:50.

[7] See Bereshit 45:6 from which it is clear that Yaakov arrived in the second year of the famine, and Bereshit
47:28 which states the length of his stay in Egypt.
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