The Book of Genesis and its Literary and Artistic Afterlives

The Book of Genesis, like all book of the Bible, has a rich and varied afterlife.  Authors, poets, artists and musicians have been inspired to reflect on, and frequently offer closure to, many of the questions raised by the biblical text. As well as the more obvious cultural interpretations that spring to mind such as Michelangelo’s frescoes of the creation, or Haydn’s oratorio The Creation, there is a wealth of other literary and cultural interpretations such as Thomas Mann’s novel, Joseph and his Brothers.  Many biblical commentators now use the literary and cultural afterlives of biblical texts to add a further rich dimension to the text: such interpretations often lead us to ask searching questions of the biblical narrative and of, course, many artistic representations of biblical texts are intensely theological in tone. 

Resources:

Increasingly, there are very many websites where you can access paintings and literature inspired by biblical themes.  In addition to the websites of all the main galleries (e.g. National Gallery, Louvre, Uffizi), there is an excellent  starting point to research into the artistic and cultural afterlives of biblical texts:

www.biblical-art.com

www.artbible.info

www.artbible.net 

for Wales, see:

www.imagingthebible.org

and the large database of biblical paintings from Wales hosted on the National Library of Wales website:

http://imagingthebible.llgc.org.uk

 

You are encouraged to use at least a few cultural expressions of biblical texts in your assignment. They may help to support your argument as to why a particular text should be read or interpreted along certain lines. For the purpose of this unit, only a few themes from Genesis can be looked at but it is hoped that this will encourage you to search for other rich interpretations that strike you as particularly pertinent.

(a)  The Story of Adam and Eve (Gen. 1-3).
(b)  The Sacrifice of Isaac (Gen. 22)
(c)  The Deception of Isaac (Gen. 27)
(d)  Joseph and Pharaoh’s Wife (Gen. 39).



(a)  The Story of Adam and Eve

Iconography:


Adam and Eve are naked and as such constitute one of the few biblical scenes, which allow artists to depict the nude figure.  The most important scenes in iconography are: the Creation of Adam, Adam in the Garden of Eden, the Creation of Eve (owing to the symbolic creation of Eve and her  union with Adam as the foundation of marriage, the sequence was widely illustrated in Jewish and Christian traditions. For Christianity, the events also prefigured the mystic marriage between Christ and his Church). The Fall was also copiously illustrated as well as  the Judgment and Condemnation, Adam and Eve driven from Paradise and Adam and Eve after their expulsion.




(b) The Sacrifice of Isaac (Gen. 22)


Iconography:

The binding of Isaac, (or in Hebrew, the Akedah), symbolises for Jews the believer’s total confidence in the word of God and for Christians it prefigures the sacrifice of Christ on the cross.  One of the oldest representations is found on the frescoes of the Synagogue in Dura-Euopas (245 AD). Ghiberti and Brunelleschi depicted the scene in the competition panels for the doors of the Florence Baptistery (1401).  Rembrandt did a famous painting of the scene (1636, Hermitage, St. Petersburg) as did Caravaggio (1603, Uffizi, Florence).


There are several websites on the Akedah.  Use search engines to locate these.


(c) The Deception of Isaac (Gen. 27)

Iconography:

The theme appears in early Christian, Byzantine and medieval art but it only comes into prominence in the Renaissance and seventeenth century. The most famous Renaissance treatments of the theme are Ghiberti’s relief on the doors of the Baptistery at Florence (1439) and Raphael’s fresco in the Loggia of the Vatican (1516).  Late 16th century representations of the theme portray Rebekah in a benevolent light: Luther and Calvin both regarded the biblical story as a classic example of the doctrine of predestination.  Rather than being seen a wife who deceives her husband, she was regarded as an agent of the Lord, whose decision “flowed from no other source but her faith”.  Calvin observed, “The inheritance promised by God was firmly fixed in he mind. She knew that it was decreed to her son Jacob”.



(d)  Joseph and Pharaoh’s Wife (Gen. 39)


Iconography:


The attempted seduction of Joseph by Potiphar's wife is common in art. Of particular note are: Raphael’s depiction in the fresco of the Loggia of the Vatican (1510), del Castillo’s depiction (c. 1610), Tintoretto (1560), Rembrandt (1640) and Marc Chagall (1960).  In Chagall’s painting Potiphar’s wife who has feigned sickness in order to trap Joseph, folds back her blanket to entice him with the sight of her nude body. But he resists and turns away. The contrast of the naked seductress on her bright bed and chaste Joseph, covered by heavy, dark clothing is striking.


Reading:
· N.Timberley (Haydn, The Creation) 
· C. Rowland (Oxford Handbook of Reception History of the Bible) 
· D. Lyle Jeffrey (A Dictionary of Biblical Tradition in English Literature)
Excerpts on the characters of Noah, Hagar and Rebekah from A Dictionary of Biblical Tradition in English Literature are attached.

	
Issues to explore:

· Which artistic representations of Adam and Eve do you find most closely convey the nuances of the biblical text?
· Why has the Akedah tradition become such an important tradition in contemporary Judaism?
· In general, do you find that artistic representations of women in Genesis are simply no more than male voyeurism or do they help rehabilitate the way women are presented by the authors of  the Book of Genesis?


Formative assignment:

By the end of this unit, you should be able to answer the following question, in the context of contemporary scholarship:

Do artistic and cultural representations of characters or scenes from Genesis challenge the ways in which traditional biblical commentators have interpreted these texts?
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