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3000 words essay on the characteristics and reception of either Abraham, Isaac OR Jacob. As well as engaging with primary and secondary sources, you are also encouraged to evaluate and critique other material relating to the reception of the patriarchs in culture (this may include taking a gendered perspective, reviewing paintings, looking at poems, analysing films, etc).
Introduction
The figure of Isaac is one of the three significant biblical patriarchs, whose genealogy and biography are detailed within the book of Genesis. The patriarchs begin with his father, Abraham, and this lineage continues through Isaac’s fathering of Jacob. As David Richter asserts, Isaac is one of the three central patriarchs found within Genesis, even though he receives less textual attention than Abraham and Jacob. As he claims “these three patriarchs by no means get equal time” within the biblical text.[footnoteRef:1] Through this assertion, Richter highlights a key struggle when discussing Isaac's character within Genesis and his reception. Within the text, the character of Isaac receives less attention and direct dedicated passages than that of his father and son, featuring in their passages, he is rarely the sole protagonist. This is exceedingly notable when compared to the passages dedicated to the narrative of Abraham and Jacob. Respectively, they both receive thirteen and eight chapters of Genesis where they are the central focus and figure of the narrative.[footnoteRef:2] Isaac, in comparison, only receives one chapter where he is the sole central figure of the narrative. As found by David Curwin’s research cites chapter 26 as the one chapter fully dedicated to the figure of Isaac as a protagonist.[footnoteRef:3]  [1:  David Richter, ‘Patriarch Without A Narrative: Deconstructing/Reconstructing The Saga of Isaac in Genesis 25-26’, The Jewish Bible Quarterly, 48(2) (2020) p.73. ]  [2:  David Curwin, ‘The Nation of Isaac’, The Jewish Bible Quarterly, 48(1) (2020) p.16.]  [3:  David Curwin, ‘The Nation of Isaac’, p.16. ] 

Despite this lack of representation and evidence, Isaac remains a key biblical figure worthy of study, as he holds an undisputed place as one of the fundamental biblical patriarchs and an important part of Abraham’s lineage. It is curious how he is perceived and understood through the limited evidence, as he is the patriarch with a distinct lack of dedicated passages. Thus, it is interesting to consider Isaac’s characterization within the text and how this has been received and interpreted throughout history. Especially when considering his physical reception and picturing through various artistic mediums. To fully investigate the reception of Isaac through art and how his character has been received, it is firstly necessary to understand how this character has been presented within the source material. Therefore, the image of Isaac within Genesis shall be studied to achieve this understanding. Once this has been investigated it can be seen how this figure has been understood and interpreted through artistic depictions of Isaac, with close attention to the narrative of his binding and marriage to Rebekah. This is seen through the work of Michelangelo Mersi da Caravaggio and his depiction of the Aqedah. As well as the depictions of Isaac’s marriage to Rebekah in the work of Julius Schnoor von Carlosfeld. This offers a unique understanding of Isaac’s reception history as it visually depicts how these artists approach his character. As stated, it is firstly essential to understand the figure presented within the Hebrew Bible, beginning with his first appearance in the Aqedah. 
The Aqedah 
While there is limited material concerning Isaac, some textual evidence remains regarding several identifiable aspects of his character. The prominent characteristic that becomes apparent regarding Isaac is that he is a weaker figure that remains inactive and passive, even extending to threats to his life. Isaac is continuously portrayed as a dormant character throughout the text, who is mostly affected and impacted by those around him, with little direct action or input himself. The first straightforward evidence of this is seen in Genesis 22 and the Aqedah. Genesis 22 contains the narrative of God commanding Abraham to sacrifice his son, Isaac, to evaluate his faith and devotion. Isaac is almost sacrificed by his father; he is laid down and bound. That is until God intervenes, revealing that the command was a test of his faith and dedication. This is the first appearance of Isaac within Genesis, after the brief annunciation of his birth in Genesis 21 (Gen 21). Within the narrative, there is a distinct lack of reaction and voice from Isaac concerning the dire situation he finds himself in and toward his father (Gen 22). Isaac only speaks once when he asks where the lamb for slaughter is as they climb to the sacrificial place (Gen 22:7). When describing Abraham preparing for the sacrifice, there is no explicit indication or evidence that Isaac has resisted his father and struggled. Instead, he is simply bound and laid down, with no hint of resistance or Isaac’s emotions, “He bound his son Isaac and laid him on the altar on top of the wood” (Gen 22:9). Scott Cider emphasizes how, within this text, Isaac lacks any autonomy or voice and is instead “a mere instrument of moral test or divine covenant.”[footnoteRef:4] Cider reflects how this lack of reaction and voice portrays Isaac as a muted and inactive character, he is instead a part of Abraham’s story. This depicts Isaac as a weaker and obedient character who is dictated by the other figures surrounding him. Cider, for example, states that Isaac is the patriarch with “very little or distinct character of his own”[footnoteRef:5] unlike Abraham and Jacob. It can be argued that this lack of character may be influenced by the lack of chapters solely dedicated to Isaac, as has been previously noted.[footnoteRef:6] However, the textual evidence contained in Genesis also supports the notion that Isaac is an inactive and dormant character. This is notable through several key passages relating to Isaac, such as Genesis 22. The character of Isaac within this passage presents the notion that he is a mild and inactive character who is instead impacted by the stories of the people around him. Genesis 22 suggests that he is a part of Abraham’s test by God and his father’s larger narrative, rather than a figure with a strong and independent voice. Thus, the first impression the reader gains regarding Isaac is of a son who is willing to follow his father's will unquestionably, with no opinion or reaction of his own. Although, it could be deduced that Isaac likely would have been frightened and fought against his father. Cider also argues that this was a traumatic experience for Isaac and that he would have had a strong emotional response to this event.[footnoteRef:7] This, however, is not mirrored within Genesis and has no textual basis, as stated Isaac only speaks once (Gen 22:7) and is not seen to struggle or argue (Gen 22:9).  [4:  Scott F. Cider, ‘The Test: Narrating God, Abraham and Isaac in Genesis 22:1-19’, pp.159-161. ]  [5:  Scott F. Cider, ‘The Test: Narrating God, Abraham and Isaac in Genesis 22:1-19’, Literary Imagination, 19(2) (2017) pp.159-161. ]  [6:  David Curwin, ‘The Nation of Isaac’, p.16.]  [7:  Cider, ‘The Test: Narrating God, Abraham and Isaac in Genesis 22:1-19’ p. 161. ] 

The Marriage of Rebekah and Isaac
This imagery of Isaac as a subdued and inactive character is continually viewed throughout Genesis 24. This is the next appearance of Isaac after Genesis 22 and recounts his marriage and betrothal to Rebekah. A distinctive aspect regarding this passage, is that Isaac only features at the end of the narrative when he finally meets his bride (Gen 24:60). He remains dormant throughout the negotiations of his marriage and has no impact in finding his bride or deciding to marry at all. Instead, the narrative begins with his father deciding Isaac should marry and sending the servant to find a wife for his son, “get a wife for my son Isaac” (Gen 24:4). Thomas L. Brodie’s commentary of Genesis 24 suggests that this is more of a narrative surrounding God and Abraham’s relationship rather than Isaac and Rebekah.[footnoteRef:8] Further suggesting that Isaac is not a strong central character in his narrative but is impacted and controlled by those around him and is a part of their story. This idea is continued as instead of Isaac, the unnamed servant can arguably be seen as the prominent protagonist within the passage. Leave Teugels explains how this servant remains “the main actor or protagonist of the story”[footnoteRef:9] instead of Isaac, the groom himself. The servant travels to Rebekah’s family and persuades them into allowing her to follow him and marry his master, “Rebekah is before you, take her and go, and let her be the wife of your master’s son” (Gen 22:51). Thus, Isaac is understood as not a central character in narratives regarding his personal life, instead the servant takes an active role within Isaac’s marriage. This passage reinforces Isaac as a weaker character that takes little action within his own life and is instead impacted by others. Isaac is noticeably absent through the passage and the negotiations of his marriage, instead an unnamed man and Abraham organize his new wife. This continues to reinforce the notion that Isaac is an inactive and passive character as he is absent and voiceless in organizing his own intimate personal life. In finding his wife, “Isaac, by contrast, is inactive, also indicative of his character.”[footnoteRef:10] This is made clearer when considering that other patriarchal figures were proactive in their personal lives and found their wives themselves, for example, Moses and Jacob.[footnoteRef:11] Isaac, however, does not participate in his personal life, as seen in this passage. He is only present at the end of this narrative, where Rebekah arrives and marries Isaac, “He took Rebekah and she became his wife, and he loved her” (Gen 22:67). [8:  Thomas L. Brodie, Genesis As Dialogue: A Literary, Historical and Theological Commentary, (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2001) p. 280. ]  [9:  Lieve Teugels, ‘The Anonymous Matchmaker: An Enquiry Into the Characterization of the Servant of Abraham in Genesis 24’, Journal for the Study of the Old Testament, 20 (65) (1995) p. 17. ]  [10:  Lieve Teugels, ‘A Strong Woman, Who Can Find? A Study of Characterization in Genesis 24, With Some Perspectives on the General Presentation of Isaac and Rebekah in the Genesis Narratives’, Journal for the Study of the Old Testament, 19(63) (1994) p.96.]  [11:  Lieve Teugels, ‘A Strong Woman, Who Can Find? A Study of Characterization in Genesis 24, With Some Perspectives on the General Presentation of Isaac and Rebekah in the Genesis Narratives’, p. 99.] 

The Reception of Isaac
[bookmark: _Hlk139571447][bookmark: _Hlk139571460]After understanding the presentation of Isaac’s character within the text, it is possible to discuss how Isaac has been received and interpreted throughout history, with a specific focus on artist representation. These artistic depictions offer a visual understanding of the artist's interpretation of Isaac and are a way for the artist to express the biblical narrative.[footnoteRef:12] Thus the artistic depictions of Isaac are important to consider as it is through this art that viewers can empirically experience the biblical narrative with their senses. A prominent artistic representation of Isaac that shall be investigated is by the celebrated Italian artist Michelangelo Mersi da Caravaggio. Caravaggio is an internationally renowned Italian artist, titled by Howard Hibbard as “the most important Italian painter of the entire seventeenth century.”[footnoteRef:13] His paintings, while often considered controversial for his time, still garnered the interest of artistic scholars and remains a great impact on the artistic community. His work surrounding the Aqedah is titled, Sacrifice of Isaac,[footnoteRef:14] and offers an insight into how he has interpreted the character of Isaac. This oil painting depicts the narrative contained in Genesis 22, featuring figures of Abraham, Isaac, and a messenger of God. Abraham is stopped from sacrificing Isaac by a messenger of God, these characters of Abraham and the angel are secondary and overpowered by the terrified and distressed Isaac who is being held down by his face. The figure of Isaac overtakes the painting and the other figures involved, he appears as a young man or boy, his eyes and mouth are open in apparent horror, while his face is brutally held down by his father.[footnoteRef:15] [12:  Adele Berlin, Poetics and Interpretation of Biblical Narrative, (Indiana: The Almond Press 1983) p.139]  [13:  Howard Hibbard, Caravaggio, (New York: Routledge 2018) p.1 ]  [14:  Michelangelo Mersi da Carvaggio, Sacrifice of Isaac [Oil on Canvas], (1603) < https://library-artstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/#/asset/SCALA_ARCHIVES_1039615014;prevRouteTS=1688672382518 > [accessed 6th July 2023]]  [15:  Michelangelo Mersi da Caravaggio, Sacrifice of Isaac [Oil on Canvas].] 

[image: The Sacrifice of Isaac, 1602 by Caravaggio]
Figure 1
This startling and disturbing portrayal of Isaac mirrors the characteristics and figures presented within the biblical text of Genesis 22. This can be interpreted by studying the facial features of Isaac and his palpable fear. Caravaggio’s depiction of Isaac highlights that he is a victim, and his life is under the control and threat of his father. He appears as a young man or boy which amplifies this fragile and vulnerable imagery. He is unable to resist and escape his father’s influence and impact on his life, in the case of Genesis 22 this impact is potentially deadly. 
Scholars who have investigated and studied the Sacrifice of Isaac, by Caravaggio and his depiction of Isaac presents a similar notion. For example, Will Barnes has dedicated time to understanding this painting and finds that the figures of the angel and Abraham are seemingly “outweighed by the terrorized expression of the nude Isaac, who is both the most powerful and the most troubling feature.”[footnoteRef:16] Barnes’ study highlights the panic and emotion of Isaac captured within the painting as viewers are faced with this upsetting focus. Isaac is stricken with fear and this terror overwhelms the whole of the painting, making the other figures redundant in comparison. This aspect and understanding of Isaac are prominent in the painting and mirrored through Max Van Manen’s interpretation. Van Manen also emphasizes Isaac’s disturbing features, stating that “Isaac’s face is contorted with dread and fright.”[footnoteRef:17] Van Manen is continuing to highlight the overpowering effect of Isaac’s fear within Caravaggio’s work. Therefore, it can be seen that within Caravaggio’s work, Isaac has been received and understood as a victim, who is dominated and controlled by his father. Isaac holds no autonomy of his own, as he is stricken with fear and immobilized. He is under the influence of the situation and the will of others, with no impact on his own life. This bares a similarity to the character of Isaac found within the biblical text. It has already been stated that Isaac within Genesis 22 is a mostly silent character under the influence of his father, a part of his story rather than his own.[footnoteRef:18]  [16:  Will Barnes, ‘Caravaggio’s The Sacrifice of Isaac’, The Pulse, Vol 10(2) (2013) p. 2.]  [17:  Max Van Manen, ‘Moral Language and Pedagogical Experience’, J. Curriculum Studies, 32(2) (2000) p. 323. ]  [18:  Cider, ‘The Test: Narrating God, Abraham and Isaac in Genesis 22:1-19’, pp.159-161. ] 

The understanding of Isaac as a weak figure who is instead impacted and controlled by those around him is also seen through the artistic depictions of his wife, Rebekah, and their marriage within Genesis 24. Within several paintings of Genesis 24, Isaac is notably absent, instead arguably replaced. The woodcut illustration, The Meeting of Rebekah and Isaac, by Julius Schnoor von Carlosfeld is a clear example of this. Carlosfeld’s work often depicted biblical scenes and he was known for his “extensive Picture Bible.”[footnoteRef:19] Thus, it is interesting to consider his depiction of Genesis 24 among his extensive biblical work. The carving features Rebekah arriving on a camel to meet Isaac, guided by the servant who had been sent to find his wife. They both point toward Isaac, who waits on the horizon.[footnoteRef:20] [19:  Jason R. McConnell, Beholding Beauty: Worshiping God Through the Arts, (Eugene: Wipf & Stock Publishers 2022) p.161.]  [20:  Julius Schnorr von Carolsfeld, The Meeting of Rebekah and Isaac, [Woodcut Illustration], (1860) < https://library-artstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/#/asset/AWARBURGIG_10312336879 > [accessed 10th July 2023]. ] 
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Figure 2
One of the most notable features of this painting is that Isaac remains a small figure in the distance, rather than a central figure, instead that of the servant and Rebekah take a central place. These figures contain the most detail, their faces are visible and detailed, while Isaac’s remains a smaller simpler design.[footnoteRef:21] Within the artistic community, it is understood that an artist may employ several methods to create and emphasize a focal point within their work. This focal point is what the artist wishes the viewer to focus on as the main point of the painting. These include adding detail to a certain aspect of the work, to draw a viewer’s attention, as well as dedicating a large area to this feature within the work. For example, Rebekah and the servant physically occupy most of the illustration and receive heavy detail in their faces and clothes. As Nita Leland explains “strong value contrasts or colours, as well as significant detail, will draw a viewer’s attention.”[footnoteRef:22] Thus, the aspect with the largest space and the most significant detail is deliberately created this way by the artist, so that the viewer’s gaze may be drawn to it. The artist has intentionally placed him in the background, while the servant and Rebekah remain the focus. As seen through the detail given to these figures and the significant area of the carving they occupy. This suggests that Isaac is not central to the narrative of his marriage and the artist understands him as a secondary character. Instead, the artist perceives the servant and Rebekah as the protagonists, while Isaac is secondary. [21:  Julius Schnorr von Carolsfeld, The Meeting of Rebekah and Isaac, [Woodcut Illustration].]  [22:  Nita Leland, 'Emphasizing the Focal Point’, Artists Magazine, 15(9) (1998) p. 35.] 

Conclusion
Overall, the figure of Isaac within the text lacks a strong independent character, this extends to how Isaac has been interpreted and received throughout artistic history. Through the artistic work studied, it is clear that Caravaggio and Carolsfeld perceive Isaac as an inactive secondary character. From his first appearance, in the Aqedah, he can be understood as a passive figure. When facing death and betrayal at the hands of his father, Isaac is notably silent. When considering his intimate personal life and choosing whom to marry, Isaac remains an inactive silent character, while his role as the protagonist is taken by an unnamed servant. He does not even choose to marry, instead, Abraham decides on his behalf. Thus, the character of Isaac within Genesis is inactive, passive and obedient. His life is not his own, it is instead ruled and controlled by the other figures that surround him, notably his father. In Genesis 22, his life is in the hands of his father, with no clear signs of struggle or protest by Isaac. Instead, his life is portrayed as merely a part of Abraham’s larger narrative, rather than a significant and traumatic event in Isaac’s own life. Isaac is voiceless, suggesting that he is a tool to prove Abraham’s faith and not a strong character of his own. This is also seen within Genesis 24, where Isaac is also silent. He appears at the end of the passage, where Rebekah is brought to him, and he falls for her. However, he does not decide to find a wife himself, or even send a servant to find a wife. Instead, his intimate personal life is ruled by his father and Isaac himself contributes no active part to the narrative and finding his bride. These appearances within the text promote an understanding of Isaac as a weaker character ruled by others. 
This is mirrored within the artist's reception of Isaac. The work of Caravaggio highlights how he understood Isaac as a victim under the power of his father. The graphic and startling detail on Isaac’s face makes this clear. His fear seemingly immobilises him and overtakes the painting. This portrayal of Isaac suggests that he has been understood as a character that is controlled and dominated by his father, unable to retaliate or resist this ruling power. While Carolsfeld does not depict Isaac immobilised in fear under his father, he still creates a similar notion. He places Isaac in the background of his narrative, depicting him as secondary to the story. By creating Isaac as a smaller and less detailed figure, it can be understood that the artist is representing his inactive and silent part within the biblical text. 
In conclusion, the characterisation of Isaac within Genesis suggests he is a figure who is voiceless and inactive, instead allowing others to dominate and control his life. This understanding is reflected within artistic interpretations of Isaac, where he is similarly presented as a weaker, inactive, secondary character within his own life, through different methods. 
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