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Abstract 

 

The biblical narrative known as novel of Joseph and Aseneth (J & A) can be 

considered as a literary testimony of Greek-speaking Judaism during 

Hellenism and the high Roman Empire. The Greek which characterizes J & A 

is related to the Septuagint, the Hellenistic translation of the Hebrew Bible into 

Greek, which was accomplished in Alexandria around the third-second 

century BC. The textual evidence shows that J & A was preserved by 

Christian scribes centuries later than its hypothetical origins as a Jewish-

Hellenistic text, that is, from the sixth century AD to the Renaissance. The 

versatility of the novel enhanced its rich reception in various cultural-religious 

backgrounds; as an ancient Greek-Jewish novel, J & A testifies to a fluid 

literary genre, open to different themes and interpretations. In this connection, 

Aseneth‟s destiny is an emblem that subsumes the significance of the story 

throughout cultural environments. Indeed, Aseneth crosses the boundaries of 

ethnicity and religion, passing from being a pious idolater, the daughter of the 

Egyptian priest of Heliopolis, to a paradigmatic worshiper of the God of Israel, 

embodiment of virtues and intermediary between the divine and human 

spheres. This sense of the story may be best understood in the Jewish-

Hellenistic background of Egypt under Ptolemaic/early Roman rule. However, 

the setting of the novel in the invented past of the biblical Patriarchs allows for 

further interpretations of the story, which transcend its literal-historical 

meaning; thus, the exegetical devices in J & A offered a fruitful terrain for 

further significant readings of the scenes and imagery of the novel in later 

Jewish, Christian, and possibly pagan environments. 
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Article 

 

An enthralling tale of love and adventure, the anonymous romance of Joseph 

and Aseneth (J & A) transforms the biblical Joseph-story of Genesis with 

innovative elements, privileging the mystical encounter between the Hebrew 

Patriarch and his Egyptian wife, Aseneth, the daughter of the priest of 

Heliopolis.1 The main reference text for the story appears to be the Septuagint 

or Hellenistic Bible, the version of the Hebrew Law and historical books 

(Torah) in Greek which was accomplished around the third/mid-second 

century BC.2  The novelistic plot of J & A presents variations and several 

additional elements to the concise biblical episodes. Aseneth is introduced as 

a beautiful heroine of a fairy-tale who lives sheltered in a tower. Only the 

renown of her beauty has spread all over the land, causing contests and wars 

between young noble men; even the first-born son of Pharaoh asks for her in 

marriage, but unsuccessfully. On her part, Aseneth is a proud maiden, a 

devoted daughter and a pious worshipper of idols, until Joseph's visit to 

Heliopolis triggers her change of heart. When she can see the hero in his 

glory, Aseneth suddenly believes in Joseph's superior nature and falls in love 

                                                 
1
 Joseph-story: Genesis, 37-50. Two biblical episodes are quoted in J & A, which structure its 

twofold plot, according to this schema: Genesis (LXX), 41. 45-47: first reference to 

Aseneth, daughter of Petephres - incipit of the novel, J & A, 1. 1-2; cf. 3. 1. Genesis (LXX), 

41. 50: second reference to Aseneth, and birth of Ephraim and Manasseh in Genesis - J & 

A, 21. 9: end of the first part of the novel. The term romance to indicate ancient long prose 

works which retell stories of love and adventure is especially useful to describe the so-

called „ideal novels‟ written in the period of the Roman Empire, i.e. Chaereas and 

Callirhoe, Anthia and Abrocomes, Daphnis and Chloe, Leucippe and Cleitophon and the 

Aithiopika or Theagenes and Chariclea. The term novel is used instead in analogy with its 

modern sense, for instance the eighteenth century English novel. See e.g. Swain 1999: 3. 

2
 A hypothetical original form of the novel in this early-Jewish cultural background can only be 

inferred from a restored text which contains vocabulary common in the New Testament 

writings as well as in later Jewish versions of the LXX, namely those of Aquila and 

Theodotion. See Simon 1986: 59-60: Aquila‟s version of the Greek Bible in the first century 

AD is seen as a project of Jewish-Palestinian initiative which found the rabbis‟ approval; and 

299-301: Greek language was linked to Jewish proselytising in the Hellenistic Diaspora and 

during the first centuries of the Jewish/Christian dispute. 
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with him. Joseph declares that he intends to love and respect Aseneth as if 

she were his sister, because his cultural-religious status forbids him from 

having any physical contact with a foreign woman; however, he recites for her 

a prayer of blessing. Aseneth's ritual of repentance and confession to God 

lasts for one week. On the eighth day, a divine messenger comes from 

heaven to announce her new status as Joseph's wife and her mystical 

transformation into a „City of Refuge‟ for all those who repent in the name of 

God the Most High.3 Joseph returns to Heliopolis and the Pharaoh celebrates 

the protagonists‟ marriage.  

 

After the birth of Ephraim and Manasseh in the seven years of plenty of 

biblical memory, the time of dearth begins and the old patriarch Jacob, having 

heard that Joseph is in Egypt, leads the other sons to the land of Pharaoh.4 

The family reunion is at first peaceful; Jacob rejoices to see Aseneth and 

recognizes her as his rightful daughter-in-law. But the first-born son of 

                                                 
3
 The diction of „God the Most High‟, ὁ ὕςηζηνο ζεόο, is related to the Hebrew expression „El 

Elyon‟; interestingly, this way to designate the divinity is attested in inscriptions from 

Jewish colonies in Ptolemaic Egypt; but subsequently the expression was used to indicate 

the highest deity in late-antique pagan environments, thus testifying to forms of a „pagan 

monotheism‟. J & A might be witness to a semantic variation, denoting the religious-

cultural passage of the notion of „God the Most High‟ from an early Hellenistic-Jewish 

context to later Jewish/Christian environments which were in communication with pagan 

educated groups. Obviously the subject would deserve an extensive study in itself; see 

e.g. Mitchell 1999. 

4
 This is an important variation on the biblical story, in which Jacob the first time only sent his 

sons except young Benjamin to Egypt in order to buy grain. In the Genesis account 

Joseph‟s family is ignorant of the fact that the hero is alive and ruling in Egypt; when his 

elder brothers do not recognize him, Joseph tests their loyalty by sending Simeon to prison 

and asking the other brothers to return home and fetch Benjamin as proof that they are 

telling the truth about their identity; when Benjamin arrives in Egypt, Joseph plays the 

famous trick of the divination cup which is hidden in Benjamin‟s sack so that the youth is 

charged with theft in order to test the elder brothers‟ reaction. In the biblical source 

therefore several novelistic features lead to the eventual recognition of Joseph‟s identity 

and the happy reunion with Jacob and his descendants. J & A reserves the novelistic 

features of trick and mendacious tale to the „bad characters‟. 
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Pharaoh, after seeing Aseneth from the ramparts of his palace, is seized by 

his old passion and attempts to plot Aseneth's kidnapping and the murder of 

Joseph, his sons and the Pharaoh. The prince manages to gain the help of 

some of Joseph's brothers, but the ambush is foiled thanks to the upright 

brothers' foreknowledge and exceptional strength. The end of the story 

teaches the superior value of forgiveness and love for one's enemies: the 

wise brothers of Joseph try to help the fallen prince, wounded by Benjamin's 

stone, while Aseneth is saved by divine intervention from the „wicked‟ 

brothers' swords, and shows superior wisdom by protecting them from 

revenge. After the death of the prince and of the old Pharaoh, Joseph 

undertakes the rule of Egypt until the Pharaoh's younger heir is ready to 

ascend the throne.5
   

 

                                                 
5
 This basic plot of J & A is consistent in the whole textual tradition of the novel; an exception 

may be seen in the variation/omission of the miracle-scene of the honeycomb and bees 

which is performed by the divine envoy, but the text which has been reconstructed in 

critical editions integrates it. The story of textual criticism of J & A has been characterized 

by the scholarly distinction between a so called short and a long text of J & A. The short 

text has been considered by Philonenko 1968; 1974, as the version which is closer to the 

original novel; throughout more than forty years of manuscripts (MSS)-collation and 

research, however, Burchard has supported the thesis that the short text is the result of 

subsequent abridgements. The latest critical editions of J & A have been published by 

Burchard and his research group in Heidelberg; the text which has been reconstructed is 

the long one. Fink 2008 is the revised edition of the Greek text and the second Latin 

version of J & A; on the basis of philological investigation on the MSS, Fink argues that the 

short text of the Greek J & A is secondary in comparison to its long(er) versions. I should 

rely on this competent philological study, which is the product of several years of research. 

Although when reading the long text of J & A one may infer that some passages are 

repeated/even reduplicated, while other parts seem to be Christian 

additions/interpolations, I have chosen to follow this text for a few reasons. It is not only 

the most accurate and updated scientific study of J & A, so that this restored text may 

indeed represent the version which is closest to the original novel, but it is also a form of 

the tradition which was transmitted and circulated as a popular story. Therefore, I suggest 

that the long text, even though it has to be considered as the product of subsequent re-

elaborations by later scribes, is still the best testimony of the allegorical senses and the 

purposes of J & A, which is reflected in its rich transmission and reception.   
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This paper aims to highlight the presence of emblematic boundaries in the 

novel of J & A, that is significant expressions and images which illustrate the 

theme of cultural-religious barriers. I suggest that specific narrative devices in 

J & A convey important cultural-religious senses, indicating that 

communication among different ethnic groups is possible, that boundaries can 

be crossed. This leading motif is both spelled out in the characters' speeches, 

dialogues and prayers, and embedded in the symbolic imagery of J & A. 

Significantly, Joseph the Hebrew patriarch is introduced as a sage and a man 

of God by the Egyptian priest Pentephres; the focus on this Egyptian point of 

view expresses in narrative fiction an important cultural concept, the 

contemplative-philosophical life which Hellenistic pagan intellectuals attributed 

to the Jews.6 Joseph's qualities are also depicted by means of symbolic 

imagery in the scene of the hero's entrance in Heliopolis; objects, materials 

and colours all contribute to create a triumphant and hallowed atmosphere. 

This visual description of Joseph's glory after Pentephres' „theoretical‟ 

portrayal anticipates Aseneth's perception of the hero as a sacred figure of 

light. After presenting a negative, distorted image of Joseph as a foreigner of 

debased customs, Aseneth elevates him to the role of a „son of God‟, a semi-

divine hero or a prophet endowed with the power of absolute discernment. As 

                                                 
6
 After Alexander the Great‟s imperialistic-cultural expansion, in early Hellenism, the 

philosophers Theophrastus and Clearchus of Soli and the historian Megasthenes associated 

the Jews with other sages of the East, such as Indian priests and philosophers. Theophrastus 

is significantly the most celebrated successor of Aristotle in the Lyceum; among the interests 

of the peripatetic school there were indeed constitutions (politeiai) and lawgivers, themes 

which were well received in Hellenistic scholarly studies of laws and customs; the figure of 

Moses, the lawgiver of the Jews, assumes particular relevance in both Jewish and pagan 

works. Cf. e.g. the testimony by the Hellenistic historian Eupolemus about the Jewish 

linguistic-cultural heritage; the fragment was preserved in Eusebius Preparatio Evangelica, 

9.26.1: Εὐπόιεκνο δέ θεζη ηὸλ Μσζῆλ πξῶηνλ ζνθὸλ γελέζζαη, θαὶ γξάκκαηα παξαδνῦλαη 

ηνῖο Ἰνπδαίνηο πξῶηνλ, παξὰ δὲ Ἰνπδαίσλ Φνίληθαο παξαιαβεῖλ, Ἕιιελαο δὲ παξὰ Φνηλίθσλ. 

λόκνπο ηε πξῶηνλ Μσζῆλ γξάςαη ηνῖο Ἰνπδαίνηο: „Eupolemus says that Moses was the first 

sage, and the first to pass down the alphabet to the Jews, then the Phoenicians inherited it 

from the Jews, and the Hellenes from the Phoenicians. Moses was the first to write laws for 

the Jews‟. See Boys-Stones 2001: 77, n. 1; Rajak 2009: 72-78. 
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the novel illustrates in its pleasant literary fiction, different cultures encounter 

each other on the plane of wisdom and philosophical knowledge, but 

ultimately the monotheistic belief in the God of Israel subsumes all other 

cultural-religious achievements. 

 

In order to explain the complex system of underlying senses in J & A, it is 

fruitful to read the novel through the exegetical paradigm of Philo of 

Alexandria, Jewish philosopher and interpreter of Scripture and possibly a 

contemporary of hypothetical early stages in the tradition of the novel in the 

first century AD.7 In the following passage Philo attributes deeper significance 

to words and expressions which are contained in the biblical verses. The 

language of the novel is characterized by similar words/turns of phrase typical 

of the Septuagint, the Greek-Hellenistic version of the Bible. These 

expressions recur in J & A and become formulaic without being explicitly 

commented upon, as if repetition had to stress their significance.  Indeed, 

analogies of lexicon and concepts between Philo's commentary on the theme 

of „flight and finding‟ and Aseneth's first soliloquy in the novel suggest that J & 

A was conceived as a Jewish-Hellenistic commentary which expanded on the 

biblical text as a learned religious-philosophical treatise. Throughout the 

following centuries part of the tradition of J & A was transmitted and well 

received as a popular edifying story. This reading of J & A through different 

lenses, that is as an apparently plain fairy-tale-like narrative which is actually 

dense with further significance and inter-textual references, is supported by 

the other excerpts from the novel. For instance, the language of symbolic 

creation/transformation recurs in Joseph‟s prayer of blessing for Aseneth and 

in the announcement of the man from heaven. The process of religious 

                                                 
7
All the textual evidence of the novel is in fact much later: the Greek manuscripts belong to 

the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, but an original Greek archetype of J & A has been 

conjectured as a Jewish text which was composed in the Hellenistic age or in Late 

Antiquity, i.e. from the second century BC to the third-fourth century AD. The most ancient 

extant text of J & A is the Syriac version, which has been dated to the late sixth century AD 

thanks to the epistolary testimony between an anonymous writer and Moses of Inghila, 

which is contained in Zachariah Rhetor‟s History of the Church. 
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conversion and change of heart is rendered through the vivid metaphor of the 

passage from a terrible condition of obscurity in ignorance, corruption and 

death to the eternal light of truth. Therefore, language creates a mystical 

atmosphere which reflects the multi-cultural value of J & A both in the 

hypothetical time of its composition and throughout the phases of its reception 

in various Christian environments. By way of a preliminary conclusion, J & A 

conveyed significant content in its early Jewish-Hellenistic context, but its 

versatility made possible the rich reception, re-interpretation and re-

appropriation of the tradition on the part of later Jewish, Christian and possibly 

pagan readers.   

              

1) Jewish Wisdom in Egypt: Joseph’s symbolic role 

 

In the following quotation, Pentephres is proposing that his daughter Aseneth 

take Joseph for her husband:   

 

Joseph the powerful-one of God is coming to us today (ζήκεξνλ). 
And he is ruler of all the land of Egypt and Pharaoh the king 
appointed him ruler of the whole land; and he is (our) saviour and 
will furnish corn to all the land and will rescue it from the imminent 
famine. And Joseph is a pious man, and wise and a virgin like you 
today; and Joseph is a man powerful in wisdom and knowledge 
and the spirit of God is upon him and the benevolence of the Lord 
is with him (ἀλὴξ δπλαηὸο ἐλ ζνθίᾳ θαὶ ἐπηζηήκῃ θαὶ πλεῦκα ζενῦ 
ἐζηηλ ἐπ‟ αὐηῷ θαὶ ράξηο θπξίνπ κεη‟ αὐηνῦ). Come here then, my 
child, and I shall give you to him for wife and you will be his bride 
and he will be your bridegroom forever and ever (εἰο ηὸλ αἰῶλα 
ρξόλνλ).8 

 

Joseph's portrayal as a man of God denotes the biblical hero's intermediary 

                                                 
8
J & A, 4.7-8: „Ἰσζὴθ ὁ δπλαηὸο ηνῦ ζενῦ ἔξρεηαη πξὸο ἡκᾶο ζήκεξνλ. θαὶ αὐηόο ἐζηηλ ἄξρσλ 

πάζεο ηῆο γῆο Αἰγύπηνπ θαὶ ὁ βαζηιεὺο Φαξαὼ θαηέζηεζελ αὐηὸλ ἄξρνληα πάζεο ηῆο γῆο˙ < 

θαὶ> αὐηόο <ἐζηη ζσηὴξ> θαὶ ζηηνδνηήζεη πᾶζαλ ηὴλ γῆλ θαὶ ζώζεη αὐηὴλ ἐθ ηνῦ ἐπεξρνκέλνπ 

ιηκνῦ. θαὶ ἔζηηλ Ἰσζὴθ ἀλὴξ ζενζεβὴο θαὶ ζώθξσλ θαὶ παξζέλνο ὡο ζὺ ζήκεξνλ˙ θαὶ ἔζηηλ 

Ἰσζὴθ ἀλὴξ δπλαηὸο ἐλ ζνθίᾳ θαὶ ἐπηζηήκῃ θαὶ πλεῦκα ζενῦ ἐζηηλ ἐπ‟ αὐηῷ θαὶ ράξηο θπξίνπ 

κεη‟ αὐηνῦ. δεῦξν δή, ηέθλνλ κνπ, θαὶ παξαδώζσ ζε αὐηῷ εἰο γπλαῖθα θαὶ ἔζῃ αὐηῷ λύκθε 

θαὶ αὐηόο ἔζηαη ζνη λπκθίνο εἰο ηὸλ αἰῶλα ρξόλνλ.‟  
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role between the Hebrew culture and the sacred paganism which is enclosed 

within the walls of Heliopolis. This portrayal goes further than the biblical 

account, making the hero a messenger of mutual respect among cultures. 

Joseph guarantees religious ritual on earth as well as communication with the 

transcendent realm of being, as will be clarified in the announcement-scene of 

the man from heaven to Aseneth. The hero is first introduced by Pentephres 

in the novel, as if the Egyptian priest had to acknowledge that Jewish rule is 

right and justified by the higher ethical value of a man of God like Joseph. In 

his speech to Aseneth, Pentephres highlights Joseph‟s moral qualities as a 

wise representative of his God and of Pharaoh from an Egyptian, pagan point 

of view. He does this by means of a narrative device which is intriguing in the 

plot, by suggesting to his daughter that she may become Joseph‟s wife 

forever (εἰο ηὸλ αἰῶλα ρξόλνλ).9 Pentephres‟ persona may hint at the 

acceptance of the Jewish legacy in Egypt and at long-lasting cultural relations 

among Jewish and pagan ethnic groups.10
 Interestingly, as a pagan priest 

Aseneth‟s father is bound to rely on practical evidence of Joseph‟s 

worthiness; the hero rules over the entire land of Egypt, and he is their saviour 

because he is collecting food for the imminent time of famine. This is to say, 

Pentephres‟ wisdom is limited to his Egyptian polytheistic world, although by 

                                                 
9
 Cf. Esther, 4.1, in which the concept of eternity is applied to divine possession of the elected 

nation: God has chosen Israel as his „possession forever‟ (εἰο θιεξνλνκίαλ αἰώληνλ), quoted 

in Ramelli-Konstan 2007: 38. The apocryphal book of Esther, which has been defined as a 

Jewish novella like J & A, was composed in a Jewish-Hellenistic environment but 

subsequently accepted in the Christian canon of Scripture. A similar pattern may be applied to 

J & A, although the novel was well received and transmitted as a hagiographical, edifying 

narrative, but not included in a codified canon of Scripture.  

10
 Jews became traditional allies of the Ptolemaic dynasty in Egypt; they served as soldiers in 

the royal army. Gideon Bohak in Bohak 1996 argued that the author of J & A was probably 

a Jewish soldier active during the reign of the king Ptolemy VI Philomethor (180-145 BC), 

benefactor of the Jewish people in Egypt. During his reign in fact Onias IV, exponent of a 

priestly family defeated by the rival Hasmoneans, fled from Jerusalem with his supporters 

and an army to find refuge in the Hellenistic reign of Egypt. A new Jewish Temple was built 

in the city of Leontopolis, which was in the nome of Heliopolis. Josephus describes the 

Temple of Onias in Jewish Antiquities, 13. 1-3 and Jewish War, 7. 2-4. 
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recognizing Joseph‟s virtues he demonstrates that he can catch glimpses of a 

higher truth, the belief in the God of Joseph and Israel. 

 

Nevertheless, other clues in the portrayal of Joseph which is presented in 

Pentephres‟ direct speech indicate a further interpretation of virtue, adding a 

religious-spiritual sense to descriptive elements: Joseph is pious (ζενζεβὴο), 

moderate (ζώθξσλ) and a virgin (παξζέλνο) like Aseneth.11 The notion of 

God‟s spirit (πλεῦκα) which is always with Joseph is a biblical reminiscence, 

which is joined in the novel with Joseph‟s strength in wisdom and 

knowledge.12 The biblical concept of πλεῦκα is thus reinterpreted on the 

epistemological level, becoming the rational faculty/intellect. Indeed, this 

might be a marker of the Jewish-Hellenistic origins of J & A. The novel might 

testify to an educated notion of Judaism, because the content of the holy 

books is explained through additional philosophical knowledge. If according to 

the biblical narrative Joseph is a man of God, interpreter of dreams and 

upright ruler, the novel of J & A re-writes the traditional portrayal, making 

Joseph a divine interpreter of the word of God as well as a mediator between 

his elected nation and other cultures, such as the Hellenistic-Egyptian 

civilization.  

 

Moreover, time-indicators in the above passage (ζήκεξνλ- εἰο ηὸλ αἰῶλα 

ρξόλνλ) hint at an indefinite, suspended time characterized by sacred and 

                                                 
11

The protagonists‟ virginity is emphasized through the time-indicator of „today‟ (ζήκεξνλ) as 

an ethical quality that points out their exceptional role.  See Burrus 2005 for an original 

analysis of the theme of virginity in J & A, the Acts of Paul and Thecla, and the Greek 

novels of Achilles Tatius and Heliodorus. Virginia Burrus chooses to read these texts as 

testimonies of the ancient cultural pluralism which may have questioned both the 

hegemony of Greek paideia and the authority of the Roman Empire; virginity represents 

instability in the context of the ancient city, as it creates a tension between individual 

desires and the social institution.  

12
Genesis (LXX), 41.38-39: „And Pharaoh said to all his servants: “Shall we find such a man 

as this, who has the spirit of God (πλεῦκα Θενῦ) in him?” And Pharaoh said to Joseph: 

“Since God has shown you all these things, there is not a wiser or more prudent man than 

you (νὐθ ἔζηηλ ἄλζξσπνο θξνληκώηεξνο θαὶ ζπλεηώηεξόο ζνπ)”‟. 
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extraordinary events. The time of eternity after material life on earth is 

foreseen as the ultimate salvation or as the prophecy of a glorious future for 

the nation of Israel. These temporal markers indicate the value of the remote 

biblical past, a historical dimension which is ever living throughout the ages, 

representing ancient Hebrew lore enshrined in the sacred Scripture.  

 

2) Emblematic Descriptions and Mystical Imagery 

 

(…) and were opened the doors of the courtyard which looked towards the 

East. And Joseph entered, standing upon the Pharaoh‟s second chariot, and 

(to it) were harnessed four horses white as snow with golden bits and the 

whole chariot was made of gold. And Joseph was wearing a dazzling white 

tunic and the raiment of his garment was made of purple and of fine linen 

interwoven with gold; and (there was) a golden crown on his head and around 

the crown there were twelve chosen stones and upon the stones there were 

twelve golden rays; and he had a royal staff in his right hand, which had 

stretched out an olive branch with plenty of fruits on it and in the fruits there 

was plenty of oil. And Joseph entered the courtyard and the doors of the 

courtyard were closed and every strange man and woman stayed outside the 

courtyard, because the guardians of the gates drew and closed the doors and 

locked outside all strangers.13
 Joseph‟s entrance in the city of Heliopolis is 

described by means of symbolic elements, which stand for religious concepts. 

As in the biblical account, Joseph is standing on Pharaoh‟s second chariot, an 

                                                 
13

 J & A, 5. 4-6: (…) θαὶ ἠλνίρζεζαλ αἱ πύιαη ηῆο αὐιῆο αἱ βιέπνπζαη θαηὰ ἀλαηνιᾶο. Καὶ 

εἰζῆιζελ Ἰσζὴθ ἑζηὼο ἐπὶ ηῷ ἅξκαηη ηῷ δεπηέξῳ ηνῦ Φαξαὼ θαὶ ἦζαλ ἐδεπγκέλνη ἵππνη 

ηέζζαξεο ιεπθνὶ ὡζεὶ ρηὼλ ρξπζνράιηλνη θαὶ ηὸ ἅξκα θαηεζθεύαζην ὅινλ ἐθ ρξπζίνπ. θαὶ 

ἦλ Ἰσζὴθ ἐλδεδπκέλνο ρηηῶλα ιεπθὸλ θαὶ ἔμαιινλ θαὶ ἡ ζηνιὴ ηῆο πεξηβνιῆο αὐηνῦ ἦλ 

πνξθπξᾶ ἐθ βύζζνπ ρξπζνϋθήο˙ θαὶ ζηέθαλνο ρξπζνῦο ἐπὶ ηῆο θεθαιῆο αὐηνῦ θαὶ θύθιῳ 

ηνῦ ζηεθάλνπ ἦζαλ δώδεθα ιίζνη ἐθιεθηνὶ θαὶ ἐπάλσ ηῶλ ιίζσλ ἦζαλ δώδεθα ἀθηίλεο 

ρξπζαῖ˙ θαὶ ῥάβδνο βαζηιηθὴ ἐλ ηῇ ρεηξὶ αὐηνῦ ηῇ δεμηᾷ εἶρελ ἐθηεηακέλνλ θιάδνλ ἐιαίαο 

θαὶ ἦλ πιῆζνο θαξπνῦ ἐλ αὐηῷ θαὶ ἐλ ηῷ θαξπῷ ἦλ πηόηεο ἐιαίνπ πνιινῦ. Καὶ εἰζῆιζελ 

Ἰσζὴθ εἰο ηὴλ αὐιὴλ θαὶ ἐθιείζζεζαλ αἱ πύιαη ηῆο αὐιῆο θαὶ πᾶο ἀλὴξ θαὶ γπλὴ ἀιιόηξηνη 

ἔκεηλαλ ἔμσ ηῆο αὐιῆο, νἱ θύιαθεο ηῶλ ππιῶλ ἐπεζπάζαλην θαὶ ἔθιεηζαλ ηὰο ζύξαο θαὶ 

ἐμεθιείζζεζαλ πάληεο ἀιιόηξηνη.   
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attribute which makes him symbolically inferior to the king of Egypt in royal 

power.14 The hero‟s dress and garments are an original invention of the novel: 

the white robe and purple mantle interwoven with gold represent emblematic 

colours which evoke descriptions of the Jewish Temple and of the High 

Priest‟s dress.15 Joseph is thus bearing royal and priestly attributes, the pillars 

upon which the nation of Israel is founded. Joseph‟s royal staff is also 

modelled on the biblical source, while the olive branch full of ripe fruits 

signifies that the hero is also invested with the role of a messenger of peace 

and prosperity.16 This portrayal, dense with profound allusions, anticipates the 

mystical atmosphere which surrounds the event of Joseph‟s arrival, as if 

sacred rituals were to be performed in honour of the highest God.  

 

The courtyard of Heliopolis becomes a sacred space when the doors of the 

city are closed and all strangers are excluded from the exceptional visit. The 

imagery suggests that something extraordinary is due to happen, such as 

mysteries which are reserved exclusively for the initiates. At this point, 

boundaries between the hallowed landscape inside Heliopolis and the land of 

Egypt outside the walls are emphasised. In addition, Joseph has to cross 

                                                 
14

Genesis, 41.40-43: (Pharaoh speaking) „You shall be over my house, and all my people will 

be obedient to your word; only in the throne I shall be superior to you. (…) And he (Pharaoh) 

mounted him on the second of his chariots…‟ However, it is noteworthy that in J & A as well 

as in other post-biblical stories about Joseph, the hero ultimately becomes king in Egypt. See 

J & A, 29.10-11: „And Pharaoh mourned exceedingly for his firstborn son, and from the 

mourning he fell ill; and Pharaoh died at a hundred and nine years, and left his diadem to 

Joseph. And Joseph reigned as king of Egypt for forty-eight years, and after this he gave the 

diadem to Pharaoh‟s younger offspring, who was at the breast when Pharaoh died. And 

Joseph was like a father to Pharaoh‟s younger son in the land of Egypt all the days of his life‟, 

translation in Burchard 1985. 

15
 For descriptions of the Temple, in particular its holy enclosures and gates, made of bronze, 

silver and gold, see Josephus, Jewish War,V.5; the Ephod, or High Priest‟s ceremonial 

dress, was made of threads „of blue and purple, of scarlet, and twined fine linen‟, and 

embroidered in gold thread, according to Exodus, 28.4-ff.; and cf. Leviticus, 8. 

16
 In Genesis, 41.42, the Pharaoh gives Joseph his ring, a robe of fine linen and a necklace of 

gold as tokens of his trust and the authority which is given to him. 
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subsequent enclosures before meeting his host: first the liminal territory of 

Heliopolis, then the walls of the city, the courtyard, and finally the doors of 

Pentephres' palace. Although descriptive details in J & A are rather vague, 

they may hint at parts of the Jerusalem Temple and the stronghold which 

surrounded the building; a description of the Temple which underlines the 

presence of walls, courtyards and enclosures is contained in another Jewish-

Hellenistic pseudepigraphon, the Letter of Aristeas to Philocrates.17 If read 

symbolically, these spatial features indicate the „graded holiness‟ in various 

zones of the Jewish Temple, according to a sacred, mystical progression 

towards increasing closeness to divinity.      

   

  

3a) Joseph’s portrayal as a figure of light in Aseneth’s monologue 

 
„And now – behold - the sun has come from heaven to us in his 
chariot and entered our house and shines on it like the light upon 
the earth (…) Who indeed among humans could create such a 
beauty and which woman‟s womb could give birth to such light? 
(…) And where shall I flee and hide, because every hiding place he 
can see and nothing concealed escapes him, because of the great 
light which is in him?‟18  

 

As soon as she can see Joseph from a window of her tower, Aseneth 

suddenly understands the truth as in front of a divine epiphany: Joseph is a 

                                                 
17

About the Letter of Aristeas, see the discussion of its importance for understanding 

representations of Jewish identity in Ptolemaic Alexandria by Rajak 2009: 76-78; 24-63; I 

follow text, translation and commentary in Calabi 1995. See the account of the narrator's 

visit to the Jerusalem citadel especially in Letter of Aristeas 84-104. The relevant 

description corresponds to the second Temple, which stood from 516 BC until AD 70; 

historical-realistic elements are blended with symbolic features, such as the threefold wall 

and the orientation of the Temple towards the East. 

18
 J & A, 6.2-6. θαὶ λῦλ ἰδνὺ ὁ ἥιηνο ἐθ ηνῦ νὐξαλνῦ ἧθε πξὸο ἡκᾶο ἐλ ηῷ ἅξκαηη αὐηνῦ θαὶ 

εἰζῆιζελ εἰο ηὴλ νἰθίαλ ἡκῶλ θαὶ ιάκπεη εἰο αὐηὴλ ὡο θῶο ἐπὶ ηῆο γῆο (…) ηίο γὰξ ἀλζξώπσλ 

ἐπὶ γῆο γελλήζεη ηνηνῦηνλ θάιινο θαὶ ηίο θνηιία γπλαηθὸο ηέμεηαη ηνζνῦηνλ θῶο; (…)θαὶ πνῦ 

θεύμνκαη θαὶ θξπβήζνκαη, ὅηη πᾶζαλ ἀπνθξπβὴλ αὐηὸο ὁξᾷ θαὶ νὐδὲλ θξππηὸλ ιέιεζελ αὐηὸλ 

δηὰ ηὸ θῶο ηὸ κέγα ηὸ ὂλ ἐλ  αὐηῷ; 
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„son of God‟, and now she must be ashamed of her previous harsh words 

about him. As in a Greek erotic novel, Aseneth falls in love with Joseph at first 

sight, and she wishes that her father may give her to the hero as his slave 

forever. Aseneth states her previous condition of ignorance, and pleads for a 

place of refuge where she could hide, although Joseph is like a prophet and a 

seer, able to detect everything which is concealed. If this portrayal is read 

according to its metaphor, Joseph is presented as the embodiment of the 

living exegete able to interpret the hidden truth in the sacred Scripture. It is 

noteworthy that the novel does not explicitly state the presence and function 

of its figurative discourse, which is embedded in the narrative features. This 

passage qualifies J & A as an allegorical novel, in which characters represent 

significant concepts and roles with their attributes and deeds. In this 

interpretation, Joseph becomes the emblem of allegorical senses which are 

detected in the word of God.  

 

3b) The exegetical paradigm: Philo’s commentary on the biblical text 

 
„You that did cleave unto the Lord your God are alive all of you at 
this day‟, νἱ πξνζθείκελνη θπξίῳ ηῷ ζεῷ, δῆηε πάληεο ἐλ ηῇ 
ζήκεξνλ (Deut. iv.4). For only those who have taken refuge in God 
and become His supplicants does Moses recognize as living, 
accounting the rest to be dead men. Indeed he evidently ascribes 
immortality to the former by adding „you are alive today‟ ἐθείλνηο δ‟, 
ὡο ἔνηθε, θαὶ ἀθζαξζίαλ καξηπξεῖ δηὰ ηνῦ πξνζζεῖλαη „δῆηε ἐλ ηῇ 
ζήκεξνλ‟. Now „today‟ is the limitless age that never comes to an 
end. ζήκεξνλ δ‟ ἐζηὶλ ὁ ἀπέξαηνο θαὶ ἀδηεμίηεηνο αἰώλ (…) the 
absolutely correct name for „endless age‟ is „today‟. For the sun 
never changes, but is always the same, going now above, now 
below, the earth; and through it day and night, the measures of 
endless age, are distinguished.

19
 

 

If J & A contains allegorical language and imagery while leaving its ethical, 

religious and spiritual senses implicit, „between the lines‟ of the text, Philo of 

Alexandria reserves an authorial space for comments on biblical episodes. In 

the quote a few important analogies with J & A seem to attest to a similar 

cultural background for the novel, at least in the early phases of its 

                                                 
19

 Philo, On flight and finding, (de fuga et inventione), 56-57; LCL translation. 
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composition and transmission. Philo reads the action of taking refuge in God 

as the touchstone to distinguish between opposite human conditions of life 

and death; only those relying on God, according to the cited precept of 

Deuteronomy, will share immortality. The same term for „immortality‟ 

(ἀθζαξζία) is part of the threefold symbolic reality which in J & A connotes 

the believers‟ positive dimension.20  In this interpretative comment on the 

biblical verses, Philo acknowledges the distinction between the historical and 

allegorical senses of Scripture. This means that the holy books retell the 

deeds of the Hebrew ancestors as historical events for the people of Israel 

while hinting at underlying ethical, religious and spiritual senses. The 

metaphor of the sun illustrates the concept of „today‟ (ζήκεξνλ) as a never-

ending age; the contrast between day and night, light and darkness as 

alternate parameters to measure time indicates figuratively consistent virtue in 

eternity. If read through Philo‟s exegesis, the association of the hero with the 

sun in Aseneth's monologue might indicate a consistency in the interpretation 

of the biblical text; in addition Joseph, a stable and apparently stereotyped 

character in the novel, may emblematically embody the figure of the sun 

which never changes. The mention of flight and seeking refuge in Aseneth‟s 

words recalls the core theme of Philo‟s exegetical commentary on flight and 

finding.  Likewise, as Bohak remarked, the condition of being close to God 

(πξνζθείκαη ηῷ ζεῷ) is attributed to Levi in J & A as well as in other post-

biblical narratives; the same expression is used in the relevant passage from 

Philo which comments on the biblical verses.21 Therefore, the scene of 

                                                 
20

 Cf. Joseph‟s speech to Aseneth, in which bread, cup and ointment also become 

emblematic elements: And Joseph said: „It is not fitting for a man who worships God, who will 

bless with his mouth the living God and eat blessed bread of life (ἄξηνλ εὐινγεκέλνλ δσῆο) 

and drink a blessed cup of immortality (πνηήξηνλ εὐινγεκέλνλ ἀζαλαζίαο) and anoint himself 

with blessed ointment of incorruptibility (ρξίζκαηη εὐινγεκέλῳ ἀθζαξζίαο) to kiss a strange 

woman who will bless with her mouth dead and dumb idols and eat from their table bread of 

strangulation (ἄξηνλ ἀγρόλεο) and drink from their libation a cup of insidiousness (πνηήξηνλ 

ἐλέδξαο) and anoint herself with ointment of destruction (ρξίζκαηη ἀπσιείαο)‟ J & A, 8.5, in 

Burchard 1985. 

21
 J & A, 22.11-3: And Aseneth loved Levi much more than all of Joseph‟s brothers, because 
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Joseph's passage through the fortified gates of Heliopolis develops the 

symbols of the sun and the light in order to create another significant 

conception. In Aseneth‟s eyes, Joseph appears as a wonderful figure of light 

not only because on the literal plane of the story he represents the beloved, 

but also because the hero bears symbolically the value of the Jewish 

exegetical tradition.    

 

4) Communication between the human and divine spheres 

 
And as soon as Aseneth had ceased her confession to the Lord the 
morning star arose from the sky towards the East, and Aseneth 
saw it and rejoiced and said: „Then God my lord has heard me, 
because this star is a messenger and herald of the light of the great 
day‟. And behold, besides the morning star the sky was torn apart 
and an ineffable light appeared. And Aseneth fell on her face to the 
ground and came to her a man from heaven and stayed upon 
Aseneth‟s head. (…) And she said: „Who is calling me, because the 
door of my room is closed and the tower is high, so how could he 
enter my room?‟22  

 

Joseph is introduced as a man of God and a messenger of peace in 

Heliopolis. A divine envoy visits Aseneth on the eighth day after the week of 

her ritual mourning and confession to the God of Joseph. Aseneth recognizes 

God‟s favour as soon as she can see the morning star in the sky; this 

suspended time in between night and daylight sanctions by means of 

                                                                                                                                            
he was attached to the Lord (ἦλ πξνζθείκελνο πξὸο ηὸλ θύξηνλ), and he was a wise man 

(ἀλὴξ ζπλίσλ) and a prophet of the Most High (πξνθήηεο ὑςίζηνπ)… in Bohak 1996: 49; a 

Hebrew etymology of Levi‟s name signifies in fact „to accompany, be attached to‟, and its 

primary source is the Hebrew Bible, for instance in Numbers, 18.2-4 in which Levi‟s 

descendants metaphorically assist their progenitor Aaron in his priestly duties. 

22
 J & A, 14.1-4: Καὶ ὡο ἐπαύζαην Ἀζελὲζ ἐμνκνινγνπκέλε ηῷ θπξίῳ ἀλέηεηιελ ὁ ἑσζθόξνο 

ἀζηὴξ ἐθ ηνῦ νὐξαλνῦ θαηὰ ἀλαηνιάο, θαὶ εἶδελ αὐηὸλ Ἀζελὲζ θαὶ ἐράξε θαὶ εἶπελ· ἆξα 

ἐπήθνπζέ κνπ θύξηνο ὁ ζεόο, δηόηη ὁ ἀζηὴξ νὗηνο ἄγγεινο θαὶ θήξπμ ἐζηὶ θσηὸο ηῆο 

κεγάιεο ἡκέξαο. Καὶ ἰδνὺ πιεζίνλ ηνῦ ἑσζθόξνπ ἐζρίζζε ὁ νὐξαλὸο θαὶ ἐθάλε θῶο 

ἀλεθιάιεηνλ.  Καὶ ἔπεζελ Ἀζελὲζ ἐπὶ πξόζσπνλ ἐπὶ ηὴλ ηέθξαλ θαὶ ἦιζε πξὸο αὐηὴλ 

ἄλζξσπνο ἐθ ηνῦ νὐξαλνῦ θαὶ ἔζηε ὑπὲξ θεθαιῆο Ἀζελὲζ. (…) θαὶ εἶπελ˙ »ηίο ἐζηηλ ὁ 

θαιῶλ κε, δηόηη ἡ ζύξα ηνῦ ζαιάκνπ κνπ θέθιεηζηαη θαὶ ὁ πύξγνο ὑςειόο ἐζηηλ, θαὶ πῶο 

ἄξα ηίο εἰζῆιζελ εἰο ηὸλ ζάιακόλ κνπ;  
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emblematic imagery Aseneth‟s change of heart and identity. The image of the 

sky suddenly torn apart with a strong light, which cannot be described, 

precedes the apparition of the heavenly messenger. This scene may plainly 

render the exceptional event on the literal level of narrative, while signifying 

on a deeper plane that the superior divine sphere and the earthly realm are in 

communication. Boundaries between the spiritual dimension of being and the 

inferior plane of matter have been crossed. The motif is remarked in the 

narrative-dialogical context of the apparition scene.  Before the divine envoy‟s 

mystical revelation, Aseneth is frightened and asks the angel naively how he 

managed to enter the room, because the tower is high, and the door was 

firmly shut. This is another example of the symbolic value of the landscape in 

J & A: material boundaries such as the walls of Heliopolis signify graphically a 

religious-cultural barrier on the path towards wisdom and virtue. Similarly, the 

doors of Aseneth's tower stand for the point of communication between the 

earthly plane of human knowledge and wisdom and the spiritual dimension of 

the belief in God the Most High, as the speech of the man from heaven will 

point out.     
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5a. Aseneth’s new creation 

 

Lord, God of my father Israel 
The Most High, the powerful-one of Jacob 
You who have given life to all things 
And called (them) from darkness to light 
And from error to truth 
And from death to life 
You Lord bless this virgin 
And make her anew with your spirit (ηῷ πλεύκαηί ζνπ) 
And re-create her with your handAnd revivify her with your life… 23  

 

The metaphor of creation/of being transformed is one of the recurrent motifs 

of J & A. 24 In Joseph‟s prayer of blessing for Aseneth the God of Jacob-Israel 

is addressed, so that Aseneth may be brought from darkness to light, like the 

primordial matter in the account of Genesis.25 Through a conceptual passage 

from the physical plane to the ethical sense and the spiritual realm of being, 

the condition of light is associated with truth and life, while darkness becomes 

the emblem of error and death. The threefold plea to the Lord, which is 

emphasized by the use of the preposition ἀλα- in the verbs that express 

Aseneth‟s passage to a transformed existence, explicitly evokes God‟s 

intervention by means of His spirit, hand/creative action and life. The dualistic 

                                                 
23

 J & A, 8.10-11: „Κύξηε ὁ ζεὸο ηνῦ παηξόο κνπ Ἰζξαὴι 

 ὁ ὕςηζηνο ὁ δπλαηὸο ηνῦ Ἰαθὼβ 

 ὁ δσνπνηήζαο ηὰ πάληα 

 θαὶ θαιέζαο ἀπὸ ηνῦ ζθόηνπο εἰο ηὸ θῶο  

 θαὶ ἀπὸ ηῆο πιάλεο εἰο ηὴλ ἀιήζεηαλ 

 θαὶ ἀπὸ ηνῦ ζαλάηνπ εἰο ηὴλ δσὴλ 

 ζὺ θύξηε εὐιόγεζνλ ηὴλ παξζέλνλ ηαύηελ 

 θαὶ ἀλαθαίληζνλ αὐηὴλ ηῷ πλεύκαηί ζνπ 

 θαὶ ἀλάπιαζνλ αὐηὴλ ηῇ ρεηξί ζνπ (…) 

 θαὶ ἀλαδσνπνίεζνλ αὐηὴλ ηῇ δσῇ ζνπ…‟  

Note the formulaic repetition and the use of anaphora in this lyric passage. 

24
 Cf. J & A, 9.5, (Joseph to Pentephres): No, I shall leave today (ζήκεξνλ), because this is 

the day in which God started to make His work, and in the eighth day I shall return again 

(πάιηλ) to your house and I shall spend the night here. 

25
 Genesis 1.3. 
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imagery recalls Philo's allegorical reading of the passage from Deuteronomy 

and its opposite conditions of life forever and spiritual death for human beings 

while still alive. 

 

5.b The revelation of divine mysteries 

 

Moreover, the language in the heavenly man‟s speech is evocative of divine 

mysteries. The snow-white honeycomb has come into being because it has 

been created by the messenger‟s words.  In the following passage, the 

heavenly envoy addresses Aseneth with the significant appellative of καθαξία, 

which means „happy‟ or „blessed‟, designating her privileged communication 

with God the Most High.  Divine mysteries are qualified as ineffable 

(ἀπόξξεηα), a connotation which attempts to express the extraordinary nature 

of the divine itself. An implicit link is established between human speech, 

divine Word (Logos) and silence, or the word which cannot be spoken. These 

themes recur in J & A and are incorporated into the metaphorical image of 

unutterable holy mysteries. As Aseneth understands, the honeycomb itself is 

a figure of the Logos, the divine word, reason and spirit which permeates the 

superior realm of being. In the novel, as in the biblical account, the spirit 

(πλεῦκα) of God accompanies Joseph, whereas the spirit of life (πλεῦκα 

δσῆο) indicates an innovative concept of J & A; this spiritual creative force is 

evoked by the hero in his prayer of blessing for Aseneth as the means to 

enact her mystical transformation. This last quotation confirms the 

extraordinary events in which Aseneth has taken part during the epiphany and 

miracle of the man from heaven: 

 

Happy are you, Aseneth, because to you have been revealed the 
ineffable mysteries of the Most High (ηὰ ἀπόξξεηα κπζηήξηα ηνῦ 
ὑςίζηνπ), and happy are those who turn to the Lord in repentance, 
because they will eat from this comb, as this comb is spirit of life 
(πλεῦκα δσῆο)…26

 

                                                 
26

J & A, 15.14: καθαξία εἶ ζὺ, Ἀζελὲζ, δηόηη ἀπεθαιύθζε ζνη ηὰ ἀπόξξεηα κπζηήξηα ηνῦ 

ὑςίζηνπ, θαὶ καθάξηνη πάληεο νἱ πξνζθείκελνη θπξίῳ ηῷ ζεῷ ἐλ κεηαλνίᾳ, ὅηη ἐθ ηνύηνπ ηνῦ 

θεξίνπ θάγνληαη, δηόηη ηνῦην ηὸ θεξίνλ ἐζηὶ πλεῦκα δσῆο. θαὶ ηνῦην πεπνηήθαζηλ αἱ 



Rosetta 8.5. http://www.rosetta.bham.ac.uk/issue8supp/mussio_joseph/ 

 

 

93 

 

 

This paper has aimed to support my reading of the novel of J & A as an 

originally Jewish-Hellenistic text which testifies to cultural pluralism and the 

thrust to convey philosophical knowledge and religious precepts to a 

multicultural audience of Jews and potentially non-Jews. The purpose of 

communicating biblical wisdom according to contemporary Jewish ethics and 

outlook, while being open to Hellenised cultural groups, found a fruitful 

instrument in the literary form of a novelistic love-story. The passages of the 

novel which have been analysed illustrate the significant theme of crossing 

ethnic, cultural and religious boundaries in the name of the Most High God. 

This theme is both spelled out in the characters' speeches and dialogues and 

embedded in the symbolic descriptions of the setting of J & A. Emblematic 

imagery and rhetorical figures in the hypothetical Jewish-Hellenistic original of 

J & A encouraged further significant readings of the novel in later 

Jewish/Christian environments. Philo of Alexandria, Jewish philosopher and 

interpreter of the Bible in its Greek-Hellenistic version, the Septuagint, offers 

an educated paradigm to evaluate the cultural milieu, genre and expected 

audience of J & A. Despite its apparently plain style and popular textual 

transmission, the novel represents a learned philosophical-religious 

commentary on the biblical text, dense with profound senses. The presence of 

various semantic levels and the ambivalence of figurative language 

maintained the fluid and multicultural character of J & A both at the time of its 

early composition and throughout the ages.  
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