Looking at the characteristics and reception of Issac as a patriarch in Genesis (27:1-29).

     As a patriarch within the Biblical texts, the story that displays Issac in his key role fulfilling his duty as the patriarch in ushering in the new generation to carry in his line, is the story of Issac blessing Jacob in Genesis 27:1-29. This chapter opens with the frail Issac calling to his older son Esau to come to him as he lays quietly in his bed, and to venture out and hunt and prepare for him a dish so that he can then bless Esau with all that he is due as his inheritance as the oldest brother (Gen.27:1-4). At this point Issac is aware and accepting of his own mortality and the fact that his days are numbered, and he seeks to fulfil his duty before it is too late. However, Rebecca, the wife of Issac and the mother of Esau and Jacob, was eavesdropping on the conversation and tells Jacob to go in Esau’s place whilst he is out, so that Jacob may present the food and claim the blessing that Rebecca wants him to have (Gen.27:5-10). Jacob seems unwilling to follow the scheme of his mother, as he worries that Issac, though frail and blind, is still aware enough to tell his sons apart. Esau is hairy and has a smell of the outdoors whilst Jacob is hairless on his arms and stay more indoors. To soothe Jacobs worries, Rebecca insists on wrapping the skin of the kids that were prepared for the meal on Jacobs arms, and dresses him in the best clothes of Esau, so that he will smell and feel the part of his older brother. Though Jacob also worries for the potential misfortune that will befall them if they are discovered, Rebecca is already prepared to take the blame for her son regardless and ushers Jacob in to see his father (Gen.27:11-16).  
      As Jacob approaches Issac, he calls out to his father stating that he is Esau, returned from his hunt and with his prepared meal, ready to receive his blessing. Having returned so swiftly Issac questions him and Jacobs proclaims it was the abundance of God that he was so fortunate in his hunt and was able to return so quickly (Gen.27:17-20) And just as Jacob fears, Issac instantly questions him, knowing that the voice is Jacobs and not Esau’s. In order to assure Issac that he is Esau, Jacob approaches and allows Issac to feel his arms and smell his clothes. Satisfied that he seems to have perceived the right son, Issac is ready to accept the meal and drink from his son and to confer the blessing once he has finished eating (Gen.27:21-29).
      When it comes to looking at the reception of Issac and his role and characteristics as a patriarch within the text, one medium of expression that has been used to portray the scene of Issac conferring the blessing on Jacob is through painting. Paintings such as this scene called ‘Issac blessing Jacob’, produced by Gioacchino Assereto in Italy in the 1640’s. This piece was painted as an oil on canvas and is currently housed in storage at the State Hermitage Museum and is not on public display. Assereto trained in Genoa following the baroque style and teachings of Caravaggio, notably panting a variety of religious scenes within the bodies of his work. One aspect of this painting that immediately draws your attention is the darkness of the background and then the contrasting brightness of each of the principal characters in the [image: ]painting. Rebecca and Jacob are depicted at the forefront centre of the image, with Issac taking position behind Jacob on the right and Esau to the left of Rebecca, almost lurking in the shadows as he peers in to witness Jacob receiving his blessing. Issac, for his part within this piece seems to be delegated a rather inconsequent space within the scene, seated almost quietly on his bed in loose draped clothing, showing his apparent frailness as he is bedridden and blind (Gen.27:1-19). Although he is depicted as a frail old man in the text, Assereto has depicted Issac as composed and comfortable in his position, a serene and gentle look on his face with his hand being placed gently but firmly on Jacob. This is the depiction of a man who is content with how he is and in no way does he seem to be the unwitting deceived victim in Esau having lost his blessing to Jacob, which is stated in the original text wherein Issac seems almost horrified that he has blessed the wrong son by a mistake of his own senses (Gen.27:33-37). Image 1 – Issac blessing Jacob

     Issac is still displayed with the characteristic looks of an older man, his thinking hair and long beard, but he is in no way depicted as less than a man in his prime in this image. Despite having hairless arms, which was noted to set Jacob apart from his more masculine brother Esau in Gen.27:1, Issac is not portrayed as any less of a success as a more apparently masculine defined man would be. He is portrayed with his sons showcasing that he was successful in having heirs for his line to continue. This depiction of Issac highlights his success at having continued his line as well as having passed on the blessing to a son that would carry on his line and further the prosperity of the people to follow. Despite Issac not taking centre stage within this piece, to me he is still depicted as an integral part of the scene, as the patriarch it is only Issac himself that can confer the blessing not his chosen son, regardless of the interference form his wife Rebecca. Although he is depicted as a weak and old man within the biblical texts, this painting highlight the influence that Issac still has as the patriarch, and also how determined he seems to be in fulfilling his duty and passing the blessing on. Esau is delegated to the corner of the scene, almost as if Assereto thought he may have been the least significant person in this part of the text. What seems interesting to note is that although Rebecca and Jacob are in the front of the image, neither of them are actually dead centre of the image. Jacob is crouched low down near the floor with his back to the viewer as he receives the blessing and Rebecca is in a side profile. Only Issac is depicted almost front facing, perhaps showing that he had nothing to hide by concealing his front profile, whilst Rebecca and Jacob and a lot to hide as they deceived Issac. Similarly, the brightest and largest character in the painting is Issac himself, whilst Esau is almost entirely shrouded in darkness and the smallest character, Rebecca also is in a half-darkness is the second largest and Jacob finally is the second smallest but second brightest characters. If Issac was a less influential of the patriarchs, would he have been depicted as the largest and brightest character instead of small and insignificant? This could be dependent on whether the artist thought he was a key figure, and you would usually want the most important figure in the picture to be the largest and most easily discernible.  
      When it comes to looking at the influences of Issac as a patriarch within texts and reader reception, it could be seen that Issac as a person is not seen as an equal patriarch compered to Abraham and Jacob. After consideration of Zakovich’s work examining what he called ‘Disgrace: the lies of the patriarchs’ although he sets out clear headings for each of the three patriarch lies, he actually ends up accounting for Issac within both Abraham and Jacob, wherein Issac is the deceived in both narratives (2008, pp1035-1058) Firstly as a young child he is deceived by his father Abraham just before the point of his impending sacrifice, and again with the blessing of Jacob, wherein he is deceived by the scheme of Rebecca and Jacob in order to ensure that it is Jacob and not Esau that receives the blessing meant for the oldest child. By almost alienating the importance of Issac as a patriarch that was essential in allowing Jacob to receive the blessing, this author has almost denied Issac the chance to be acknowledged in his own right as a key patriarch.
        However, there are also aspect of his character that could make Issac a notably weaker patriarch out of the three main ones. One such aspect of the characterization of Issac that we could look at is his blindness in Genesis 27, with the blessing of Jacob. In this narrative Issac is undoubtedly portrayed as feeble and somewhat lacking in his ability to immediately identify his two sons, as he struggles to decide whether the voice he hears is Jacob whilst the touch and smell is Esau. His eyesight would have been imperative in seeing which son was which, and instead he had to rely on his senses outweighing the doubts of his mind. This loss of eyesight has been likened by authors such as Wilson (2015, p84) as being perceived as less of man in a sense. Although Wilson is looking at the narrative of Paul being blinded by Jesus in a contest of power, and Paul does have his sight restored, he does not return as a full man, remaining submissive to the power of God. This idea of losing one’s sight could be seen as a weakness by this authors usage of gender in text, as Issac can be seen as feeble and unsure without his sight. Despite this set back though, Issac is still able to discern that there is something not quite right with the son standing before him, and questions him multiple times to try and reaffirm who is who.
       But is this perceived submission to God taking away form the masculinity of Issac and his ability to be a patriarch in his own right? As noted by authors such as Conway (2019, pp78-79), some of our ideas of what makes a man masculine is influenced by earlier scholars’ ideas of the Greco-Roman influence on masculinity. Is the fact that Issac is portrayed as weak and feeble, not strong and steady, mean he is less of a man and less bale to lead the people as true patriarch? Conway does seem to counter this idea to an extent as she notes that ‘a manly man is virtuous and that it is a moral quality’ (Conway, 2019, pp79-80). As we can see of some visual depictions of Issac, such as Image 1, the expression and position in which he holds himself in the painting seems to be of a man who is sure in himself and aware of his own abilities and worth, despite his ailing health and blindness. This notion that Conway is trying to push, of an unmanly man pushing the power boundaries, wherein they aren’t necessarily the Greco-Roman ideas of powerful, but the power they hold as a seemingly physically weaker man is buffered by the idea that their power comes from God, is also something echoed by Wilson (2015, p80). 
       In keeping with the theme that the power of the individual can be displayed even if they are not seen as physically powerful is Zucker’s (2011, pp46-58) ‘the deceiver deceived: rereading Genesis 27’. Zucker takes an interesting approach to his rereading and understanding of the narrative. As the author notes, most of the arguments for deception within the narrative tend to fall towards Rebecca being the mastermind in most people’s opinion, whereas Zucker would argue that in actuality it is Issac himself as the main deceiver within the trio, almost play acting the role of an innocent in order to ensure that it is ultimately Jacob that will receive the blessing (Zucker, 2011, p46). It is noted by Zucker (2011, pp47-48) that by Issac and Rebecca working together to ensure that Esau is away from the area to provide Jacob with the right conditions to take the blessing, they are also working in tandem to preserve Esau’s own state of self, by not blatantly stating that he is nit their choice of heir but making him feel like he has lost it through another means would preserve his own self-worth. They are ensuring that the right son takes the blessing whilst still watching out for the other left behind.  
        At this point, Zucker uses this act of Issac as he gives Jacob the blessing to demonstrate that it was Issac leading the deception, Issac was ultimately set upon testing Jacob and having him prove that he was the right son. As noted by Zucker (2011, pp53-54) Issac asked Jacob six times whether he was the son he thought he was, in verses 18,20,21,22,24 and 26. Zucker notes that Issac clearly seems to know that it is Jacob and not Esau, and that this is Issac’s test for Jacob, as the current patriarch, to ensure that the right son will take the blessing and ensure the prosperity of the line. As is a part of his duty as patriarch, Issac must ensure that the right son inherits the blessing that will carry the tribe further, even knowing that that means going against the conventions of the time and selecting not the first born son but the most suitable son.
      When it comes to looking at the influence of Issac as a patriarch, it can be easy to overlook him entirely when you are presented with Rebecca and her involvement in creating the scheme that put Jacob in the prime position to receive the blessing, but Issac himself is still integral to the narrative. As the current patriarch within the text, it is only Issac that can give the blessing. No amount of scheming by Rebecca and deception by Jacob can take away from Issac his own power inn this text. Although he was inn ailing health and was aware of his mortality, he still carried out the duty that was solely his, and by successfully conferring the blessing onto one of his sons, as far as Issac’s duties were concerned, he had done so successfully and had ensured the continuation of his line through an heir. This is arguably one of the key points of what a patriarch is meant to do, ensure the survival and continuation of the line regardless of how it was achieved and who was selected to receive that duty from him. It is easy to perceive Issac as an inactive agent within the text who allows others to pave the way for the blessing, but it then overlooks his own active efforts to ensure he was selecting the assumed right son and even though he doubted the integrity of Jacob, he ultimately knew that he had to give the blessing before it was to late. He could have acknowledged the signs that Jacob was not Esau and refuse to give the blessing, but carrying out his duty was his top priority, and it was perhaps Issac’s luck in a sense that presented him with the opportunity to give the blessing to a son who was more likely to consider and act more empathetically and logically for the survival and continuation of the lineage.
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