JOSEPH AND ASENATH: A NEGLECTED
GREEK ROMANCE

Tue romance of Joseph and Asenath' (JA), a work almost entirely neglected by
classicists, was extremely popular for many centuries and translated into many
languages—Slavonic, Syriac, Armenian, Roumanian, Latin (twice), Middle
English, Coptic, and Ethiopian. Yet the first complete edition of the Greek text
was not published until 18go, and Batiffol’s editio princeps (‘Le Livre de la
Priére d’Aséneth’, Studia Patristica i-ii (1889—9o) does not inspire confidence.
Batiffol treated JA as a product of the late fourth or fifth century a.p., though
he soon conceded an earlier date, convinced by the arguments of various
reviewers that it reflected the missionary outlook characteristic of Judaism of
the late Hellenistic and early Imperial period.

Even after this, JA does not seem to have been over-publicized, perhaps
partly because it has proved difficult to classify. Some scholars include it
among the Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament,? and this is convenient and
sensible, though the work is not of course literally pseudepigraphical—it does
not purport to have been composed by Joseph or Asenath—but modestly
anonymous; it is, however, not included in the familiar collection of R. H.
Charles (The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament in English [1913])
or in that of Kautzsch (Die Apokryphen u. Pseudepigraphen des Alien Testaments
[1900]), and is simply not mentioned in many general introductions to the Old
Testament Pseudepigrapha. It should be emphasized that this reflects a
fundamental vagueness about the definition of this literary category rather
than any controversy about the origins of JA. It is thus not surprising that it has
tended to escape notice, and while no treatment of later Greek tragedy would
be complete without a glance at the Exodus of Ezekiel, the standard modern
books on the Greek romance altogether ignore this Jewish work. This can
scarcely be because it has been weighed in the balance and found wanting ; it is,
for instance, peculiarly relevant to the theme of Merkelbach’s controversial
Roman u. Mysterium in der Antike, and the absence of any reference to it there
suggests the need for some publicity.

The outlook for JA has been growing brighter since 1965 when Christoph
Burchard published a study of its manuscript-tradition and origins (Unter-
suchungen zu Joseph u. Aseneth). Like all works which were genuinely popular
before the invention of printing JA presents the editor with problems of un-
rewarding complexity. The Greek manuscripts fall into four families, none of
which can be wholly neglected ; one presents a much shorter text than the rest,
apparently a deliberate abbreviation. The various translations sometimes

1 The title is very variously given; there
are two basic forms: ITpdfeis T0d mayxdlov
lwong  kai THs ywwawkds avTod  Aoevéd
Ovyarpos Hevredpsi iepéws ‘HMovmodews and
Bios «al éfouoddynas Acevéd Buvyatpos
Ievredpi lepéws ‘HMovmédews kal més
éXaBev adTiy ¢ mdykalos *Iwond els yvvaixa.
It is unlikely that the author attached much
importance to the title. Foseph and Asenath

is convenient and has become conventional.

2 e.g. A.-M. Denis, Introduction aux pseud-
épigraphes grecs d’ Ancien Testament (1970), 40 fF.
For a concise introduction to this branch
of literature, see M. Hengel, ‘Anonymitit,
Pseudepigraphie und “literarische Falschung”
in der jiidisch-hellenistischen Literatur’,
Pseudepigrapha i, Entretiens Hardt xviii (1972),
231 ff.
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preserve features lost in the extant Greek manuscripts. Burchard’s survey is
admirably lucid, and no doubt much that is now obscure will be clear when he
publishes his critical edition. In 1968 a text, with a very full introduction and
commentary, was published by Marc Philonenko ( Foseph et Aséneth (Studia Post-
Biblica xiii)) ; unfortunately, this text is based on the short recension, and the
apparatus does not do justice to the longer versions. Philonenko emphasizes the
pervading presence in JA of motifs conventional in the Greek romances,
though he seems to shrink from the conclusion that it is a Greek romance with
Jewish subject-matter. These two books have stimulated further contributions
to the understanding of JA from various reviewers,! some of whom express
surprise that students of the Greek novel have paid it so little attention.

The work draws its theme from the simple statement of Genesis (41: 45) that
Joseph married Asenath, the daughter of Pentephres, priest of Heliopolis; it
presupposes in the reader a basic knowledge of the Biblical story of Joseph. The
narrative, which is about the length of Apuleius’ story of Cupid and Psyche
(Met. 4. 28-5. 24), falls into two parts, of which the first (1—21) is the better
balanced and more attractive. It is written in an unambitious koine, strongly
influenced by the Septuagint.

This is the story. In the first of the seven years of plenty Joseph, travelling
round Egypt to collect grain, came to Heliopolis, #v 8¢ dvijp év 7ff wdder éxeivy,
oarpdans Tob Papads: kai obros Jv dpywy mdvrwy TGY caTpamdv Kol TOV peyi-
ordvav 700 Papad. xal fv 6 dvijp obros mAovoios adddpa kal dpdvipos Kai émi
ewcrs, kal v avpfovdos Tod Papads, kal 76 dvopa adrod Ilevredpds, rai fv lepeds
‘HMwovmréAews (1. 4-5). This rather banal introduction of Pentephres is not un-
like the way in which Lycomedes, father of the hero Habrocomes, is presented to
thereader in Xenophon’s Ephesiaca (1. 1. 1), 7jv év "Edéow avp 7év ta mpdra éxet
Svvapévar, Avkopsidns dvopa. The star-crossed lovers of Greek romance usually
come from the upper levels of society. The reference to satraps and megistanes,
a phrase repeated elsewhere (7. 3; 20. 6), might at first sight seem to suggest the
period of Persian rule, which is commonly the historical background of the
Greek romance when any definite period is indicated, but both words are used
fairly loosely in the LXX, and generally in post-classical Greek, and it is un-
likely that the writer intended a specifically Persian reference ;? certainly the
rest of the narrative implies an independent Egypt. Pentephres had a beautiful
daughter, Asenath: (1. 6-8) xai v Quydrnp & Hevredpf dbs érav dxrwraidexa
ﬂap@e’vos‘ ‘U-E)/GI.A'T] Kai (f)palfa KCL;, El;’lTPE?T"‘]S ‘T(;) K(iME'- 0¢O’8Pa l‘)‘lTép macay WGPBE,VOV
E’7Tl‘, ‘T’I‘)V yﬁv PRI Kal‘— ﬁV P,E)/C!I.A'I] C:)S Z‘C!I,PPCL KCL;, Ll‘JPCU{a 665 ’PEBE’KKG. Ka.i KCLA"‘] Q‘)S
‘PaysiA. The surpassing loveliness of the heroine is a commonplace of Greek
romance; it is interesting to observe this Jewish variation on the usual formula
that the only proper comparison is with a goddess: thus Chariton on Callirrhoe
(1. 1) : 9w ydp 76 kdMos 0Bk dvBpdmivor dANG Betov, 03d¢ NypniSos 3 Niudns Tav
opewv dAX’ adrijs Adpodirns; cf. Xen. Eph. 1. 2. 5-7: fv 8& 78 kdMos Tis

Avbias ofov favpdoar kai wodd Tas dMas SmepefdMero maphévovs . . . moMdkis

t In particular, Kilpatrick (Novum Testa-

Judaism i. 1 (1970), g ff., discusses Philo-
mentum xii [1970], 233 fI.), Brock (7.T.S.

nenko’s work constructively.

xviii [1967], 179 ff, xx [1969], 588 ff.),
Holtz  (Theologische Literaturzeitung  xciii
[1968], 837 fI.), Burchard (ibid. xcv [1970],
253 ff.), Lohse (Gnomon xxxviii [1966],
516 f.) ; Burchard, ‘Zum Text von ‘‘Joseph
und Aseneth”’, Fournal for the Study of

2 T must concede that Asenath’s costume
consists of a trouser suit (dvafvpidas ypvods
combined with a oToMy Buoalvyy é¢ SakivBou
xpvoovdd [3. 9]) which sounds Persian rather
than Egyptian or Jewish.
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avTyy émi Tod Teuévouvs i8dvres *Edéoior mpooexvvnoar s Aprepv; Apul. Met.
4. 28; the cliché goes back to Odysseus (Od. 6. 149 fI.). Asenath’s beauty was
well known: (1. 9—11) kai drjAfer 7 drjus Tod kdAovs adrijs els mdoav Ty yijy
éxelvny kal éws mepdTwy adTis, kal éuvnoTedovto adTiy TdvTes of viol TGV peyio-
Tdvwy kai TGV gaTpamdy kal TAv Pacidéwy, veaviokol mdvTes. kal v épis oA
év adTols 8u” adTy kai émepdvTo modepely Tpos dAMAovs 8’ Aoevéd. kai vjkovae
mepi adrijs 6 vios Papaw 6 mpwTdTokos kai éfeAvrdper Tov maTépa adTod Tod Sodva
adTyy ad7@d els ywvaika: cf. Char. 1. 1. 2: ¢rjun 8¢ 7ol mapadééov feduaros
[Callirrhoe] mavrayoi Siérpexe kai pvmaripes karéppeov eis Zvparovoas, duvaoral
Te kai maides Tupdvvwy, ovk €k Zikedias pdvov, dAa kal é¢ Iradias kai *Hmelpov
kai viowv T@v év "Hmelpw ; 4. 1. 8. But Asenath had no time for men, nor indeed
is it easy to see how she had attracted so much attention, since she lived in
seclusion, attended by seven maids, in a tower furnished with every convenience
and luxury: (2. 1) kai v Aoevéd éfovfevodoa kai kaTamTiovoa mdvra dvdpa kal
dmp ovdémote édyparev admiv, kabdTe Jv wipyos 7@ Ilevredps mapaxelpevos év T4
oikig avTod péyas kai timAds ohddpa. Asenath’s aversion to men is less common-
place, though Charicleia in Heliodorus (2. 33, cf. 3. 17) prefers virginity and the
service of Artemis to marriage,’ but the idea is obviously very similar to
Xenophon’s often quoted description of Habrocomes (Epkh. 1. 1. 5) : "Epwrd ye
pi 00dé &vdpiler elvar Bedv, dAAG mdvTy €6éBadev s 0ddév Tjyoduevos, Aéywr dis
otk av woré Tis épaclelny 00dé Vmorayein 1o Oed pi 0élwv; cf. Rohde, Der
griechische Roman3, 156 f. Beautiful girls secluded in towers are of course a
common Marchen-motif :2 one thinks at once of Hero and Danae. But Asenath
is not confined to her tower against her will : she can join her parents whenever
she wishes. The point is rather that she has led a sheltered life and wanted for
nothing that indulgent parents could provide.3

Pentephres was delighted to hear that Joseph was coming to visit him, and
decided that the time had come for a serious talk with his daughter : Joseph, he
tells her, is Pharaoh’s grand vizier in Egypt and (4. 9—10) dvijp BeooeBijs kai
addpwv kai mapbévos ds ob arjuepov, kal drmp Svvaros év vodia Kkal émoTiun
Kai vedpa Oeod éoTw ém’ adTd kal xdpis kupiov per’ adTod. Sedpo &1, Téxkvov pov, kal
rapaddow ge adrd els yvvaika kai éon adTd viudn kal adros éoTar gov vuuios els
Tov aldva xpdvov. mapbévos applied to Joseph is linguistically striking,* and the
oddity is if anything emphasized by comparison with a passage in Achilles
Tatius which at first sight seems analogous, 5. 21. 1: Clitophon writes to
Leucippe pafijoy miv oy pe mapfeviav pepiunpévor, e Tis éote kai év avdpdot
mapfevia. This emphasis on the purity of hero and heroine alike is very reminis-
cent of Heliodorus; much earlier, the young Ninus protests his own self-
control (Pack? 2616, Zimmermann, Griechische Romanpapyri No. 1) : 8iedav yap
TooavTY YAy KdL TogoUtwy Seoméoas €Bvdv 3 SopuktiiTwy 4 maTpw Kpdrel

I No doubt the heroine of the Metiochus
and Parthenope Romance (Pack? 2622) was
another such determined virgin; her name
suggests it, as does the saga recorded by
Eustathius (on Dionys. Peri. 358) : ITapfevdmn
moMois dvdpdaw émPovlevfeica kal TR
wapfeviav dvddéaca, eira Mnridxov Dpuvyds
épacleioa Tds Te Tpixas érepev droopiav
éavris karaynlopévn kai els Kapmavods
é\fodoa Grmoe.

2 Stith Thompson, Motif-Index of Folk-

Literature, T381 (virgin imprisoned to prevent
knowledge of men), cf. J147 (child confined
to keep him in ignorance of life).

3 The legend of the Buddha offers a
striking parallel. The motif is also found in
Christian hagiography, where, however, it
is probably due to the influence of JA itself.

4 mapBévos as a masculine is not otherwise
attested before the New Testament, Apoc.
14: 4, cf. 1 Cor. 7: 25, where mapBévor perhaps
refers to men as well as women.
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Bepamevdvrwv pe kal mpookuvourTwy éduvduny els kopov éxmjoar mdcav dmédavow

. viv 8¢ dduddbopos éAntvlws Vo Tob Beod vikdpar kal vmwo Tijs HAukias ; he is
now sixteen, but #dooc . . . dypt mevrexaidexa épvAdyfnoav ddudpbopor; One might
find it odd that Pentephres should be so well informed about these details of
Joseph’s private life, but the author may well have intended a delicate reference
to Potiphar’s wife’s attempt at seduction (Gen. 39: 7 ff.).

Asenath is aghast at her father’s suggestion : (4. 11-15) ds 7fkovoev Aoevéd Ta
pripata Tob marpds adris, mepiexvly adri Spws modds kai vudilbn év Spyh
peydAn kai avéBlefe 1@ matpi adris mAayiws Tois dpfatpois adrijs kai elmer iva
7({ obTws Aalel & kvUpids pov kal marmjp pov kai Bovlerar Tois piuacw adTod
mapadoivai pe ds alyudAwrov dvdpi dAoyevei kal Puyddi kal mempapévew; oly
Of;‘l'(;s' E’U'TLV 6 vf&g TOG 7TOL’L€IVO§ E’K ‘)";is' XavadV Kal‘. al’ﬂ'(‘)g KG,TG,/\E/AELWTO.L 677"
avTod; oby obTds éoTv ¢ kowunbels pera Tis kuplas adrod [she evidently takes a
less charitable view of the incident than her father does] «ai 6 xvpios adrod
évéBalev adrov els T dulakiy Tod grdTovs . . . olxi, dAa yaujoopal TG vip Tod
Baociéws T mpwToTdKkw, 611 adTds éoTi Pagilevs mdans Tis yis. She retires to her
tower and shortly afterwards as she stands at its eastern window, she sees
Joseph arrive, and (6. 1) karevdyy loxvpds T4 Puxij kai ovvexAdoln Ta omAdyyva
adTis kal Ta ydvara adriis mapevfnoar kal cvverpdpafer Sov T6 cdpa adTis Kai
époPribn $poPov uéyav kai dveorévafe. It is surely unnecessary to offer illustrations
of the theme ‘ut vidi, ut perii’ from the Greek romance (abundant documenta-
tion in Rohde, op. cit. 158 fI., cf. Heinze, Virgils epische Technik, p. 22 n. 2).
There follows an impassioned soliloquy, not unlike those which Xenophon puts
in the mouth of his heroine (1. 4. 6-7; 3. 8. 6—7) ; Asenath reproaches herself
for her rash words: (6. 6-8) éyw 8¢ dpwy kai Bpaceia 1jris éovdévwoa adTov kal
e\dAnoa pripaTa movnpa mepl adTod kal ovk dew 67t *Iwomn vios feod éoti- Tis yap
dvfpdrwy yevmjoer moTe TowodTov kdAdos kal mola koukio TéfeTar TowobTOV Pds;
Tadalmwpos éyw kai dppwv, 6L AeddAnra 7@ maTpl pov pripara mwovnpd. kai vdv
SO,TCU }.LG (5 ‘ITG,T'I;p ov TC?) ’Iwm‘](ﬁ EZS ‘ITG.LSI:O'K‘T]V KO.I‘. GzS' SOI;A'T]Vl KO.;- 8011/\5150'60 al)’r(;’
els Tov aidva xpdvov. The Biblical description of Joseph (Gen. 39. 7) fits in con-
veniently with the conventional emphasis on the hero’s devastating good looks :
cf.,, e.g., HId. 10. 7. 4, Xen. 1. 1. 1-2.

Joseph is meanwhile entertained by Pentephres and the rest of the household ;
he eats with them, though at a separate table: (7. 1) o0 ouwjcbie pera T@v
Alyvrrriwy, 61 BSéAvypa v adTd TodTo. The detail reflects, in terms rather more
soothing to Jewish pride, Gen. 43: 32, o0 ydp €8vvavro of Aiydmrior cvvechiew
,LGT& TOV 'Eﬁpalfwv &'pTOUS. BSE’/\U)/‘,LO. 'ya'.p éUTLV ‘rofg AZ}’U‘ITT{OLS.Z HC haS seen
Asenath at her window, and, not realizing who she is, asks that she should
leave. This seems rather overbearing, but Asenath’s behaviour has been, to say
the least, equivocal : numerous references, both Biblical and classical, to girls
standing at their windows to attract the attention of young men3 indicate that
this is more than mere harmless curiosity, and Joseph is understandably
nervous that she has her eye on him. He has already suffered much em-
barrassment from the unsolicited advances of Egyptian women—(7. 3—4)

! Philonenko comments on eis dovApy  see Kroll on Cat. 64. 158 ff.

‘locution empruntée a la langue amoureuse, 2 Confirmed by Herodotus (2. 41).

voir K. Kerényi, Die griechisch-orientalische 3 Whether as professional prostitutes or
Romanliteratur®, pp. 69—70." But the idea ex- more innocently: cf. Gow on Theocr. 3. 7,
pressed in this last sentence is certainly not ~W. Fauth, ‘Aphrodite Parakyptusa’, Abh.

a commonplace of prose romance, though it  A4k. Mainz vi (1966), 359 ff. (31 ff.).
is not difficult to find parallels in poetry:
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MéxAovy yap adrd mdoar ai yvvaikes kal ai Quyarépes TGV peyioTdvawr kal TGV
caTpan&v wdons yijs Alyvmrov Tod kowunbijvar per’ adrod. kal modai yvvaikes kal
Ovyarépes Tav Alyvmriwv, Soar édedipovv Tov 'lwaip, kakds émaoxov émi TH
kdM\ew adTod. kal Tovs mpéoPeis adbTGv dméoredov mpds abTov perd xpvoiov
Kkai dpyvplov kai ddpwy molvrimwr—the counterpart of Asenath’s many suitors.
Theagenes in the Aethiopica is similarly troubled by the unwelcome attentions of
Arsace, the sister of the Great King (7. 20 fI.).” Pentephres, however, reassures
Joseph, who agrees to be introduced to Asenath, though he forbids her to obey
Pentephres’ hospitable suggestion that she should kiss him, because she is an
idolator. But when he sees that she is distressed by this refusal, he takes pity on
her and prays for her conversion. Asenath retires to her tower, overwhelmed by
conflicting emotions: (9. 1) wémrwker émt s kAivms adris dabevoioa, BidTe Ty
ad7ff xapa kal A kai pofos modds kal iSpws ovvexns mepiexvhn adriv. The Greek
romances offer many parallels for such psychological turmoil : e.g. Charit. 1. 9.
3 : v Kad\ppdny karedduBavey opot wdvra, ¢pdfos, xapd, Ao, avpacuds, émis,
dmotia; 4. 5. 105 A T. 1. 4. 5; 2. 29. 1; 5. 19. 1 ; Ninus romance frg. A. ii. 149 ff.

Joseph leaves, promising to return in a week’s time. During his absence
Asenath’s conversion takes place. After a week of fasting and penitence, for
which she secures the necessary privacy by alleging a headache,? she confesses
her sins and prays for salvation, ending with a special petition for Joseph and
herself: (13. 11-12) dA\d, kUpié pov, ol maparifnue adrév, 67 éyw dyamd adrov
dmép v Yuxiy pov. Swarijpnoov adTov &v Tf godla Tis xdpirds vov kal mapdfov
pe avrd els madlokny, va éyw vijw Tods mddas avTod Kkal Siakoviow adT@ Kal
Sovdevow adTd els Tovs xpdvovs dmavras Tis {wijs pov.

Asenath is now visited by the archangel Michael, who tells her that her
prayers have been heard, that her salvation is assured, and that God has given
her Joseph as her husband. He feeds her on a miraculous, and evidently
sacramental, honeycomb, and performs a curious miracle with some bees.3
This part of the work has received more attention than any other, because it is
almost certainly relevant to the problem of the origins of the Eucharist, though
it is not altogether easy to interpret it in relation to our other information about
Jewish, or even early Christian, ritual meals;* no doubt the author intended
a certain degree of mystification. The archangel also, at Asenath’s request,
blesses her maids, though there is no suggestion that they have shared her
experience of conversion. This section obviously invites comparison with
Apuleius’ description (Met. 11. g fI.) of Lucius’ vision of Isis.5

I Theagenes is unusual among the heroes
of Greek romance in not yielding to his
seductress; Clitophon gives way to Melite
(A.T. 5. 27), Daphnis to Lycaenion (Longus
3. 18) ; Habrocomes resists Manto (Xen. 2.
3 fI.), but practically gives in to Cyno (3. 12).

2 The stratagem is reminiscent of romance
(e.g. A.T. 2. 16. 1), but can be paralleled
from the Old Testament.

3 In view of the manifold symbolic con-
notations of bees in ancient thought the
incident offers plenty of scope for speculation:
cf. Koep, R.A.C. ii. 274 ff. The bees are
described as peyddar s Baoidicoar: it seems
worth publicizing this apparent exception
to the usual ancient belief that the leaders

are male (slight minority support from Xen.
Oec. 7. 32. 33, Arist. H.A. 5. 21).

+ Cf. Kilpatrick, ‘The Last Supper’, The
Expository Times Ixiv (1952), 4 ff., Jeremias,
ibid. 91 ff., Kuhn, ‘The Lord’s Supper’,
The Scrolls and the New Testament (ed.
Stendahl, 1957), 65 ff., R. D. Richardson,
appendix to Lietzmann, Mass and Lord’s
Supper (1964), 335 ff., Burchard, Unter-
suchungen, 121 ff.

s Cf. Burchard, Der dreizehnte <Zeuge
(1970), 59 fI. ; much interesting comparative
material in Nock, ‘A vision of Mandulis
Aion’, H.Th.R. xxvii (1934), 53 ff. (= Essays
on Religion and the Ancient World i. 357 ff.).
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Joseph now returns, and is welcomed by Asenath ; he has received a similar
visit from the archangel, who told him of Asenath’s conversion.! Journeys end
in lovers’ meeting kal ééérewe Tas yeilpas adrod *lwaond xai évyykalicaro Tiv
Aoevel kat 1) Aoevéd wov lwond kal fomdoavro dAMjAovs émi modd kai dvelwo-
mipnaav 7& mvedpart adrdv. Obviously, a romantic cliché; dvelwomdpnoav is
reminiscent of Chariton’s description of the effect on Callirrhoe of the news
that she is to marry Chaereas (1. 1. 15): 6 uév odv Xapéas mpoodpauwy adryy
katepidet, Kaddippdy 8¢ yvwploaca tov épduevov domep Tv Adyvou ¢ds 7oy
aBevvipevor émyvlévros alov mdAw dvédaupe kai peilwv éyéveto kal kpeirTwy.
The marriage is arranged for the following day, and Pharaoh himself officiates ;
in due course Manasseh and Ephraim are born. No further events are recorded
until the years of famine bring Jacob, with his other sons, down to Egypt; the
details of Joseph’s anagnorisis had nothing to do with Asenath, and our author
passes over them in silence, concentrating instead on Asenath’s first meeting
with her in-laws.

The second section of the narrative begins, with quite unbiblical adventures
which reveal the differing characters of Joseph’s brothers.2 Pharaoh’s son,
Joseph’s disappointed rival, sees Joseph and Asenath passing by, xai 8av v
Aoevel upavijs éyévero ém’ adriy ua 76 SmepBdAlov kdAos adrijs ; he resolves to
kill Joseph and get her for himself. We may compare the attempted revenge by
the unsuccessful suitors in Chariton 1.3 He tries to persuade Simeon and Levi to
help him, but they indignantly refuse ; he has more success with Gad and Dan.
Fortunately the plan miscarries completely, owing to the energetic action
of Joseph’s other brothers, among whom Benjamin and Levi particularly
distinguish themselves, assisted by a small, harmless miracle (the enemies’
swords disintegrate) in answer to Asenath’s prayer. Gad and Dan, realizing the
significance of this prodigy, throw themselves on Asenath’s mercy, and she
succeeds in saving them from the just wrath of their brothers. Pharaoh’s son,
however, dies from injuries received in the fighting, and so Pharaoh at his
death appoints Joseph as regent. This second part reads like an afterthought,
and its twofold moral is plain : God protects the believer, and the righteous man
does not seek revenge.

It seems perfectly natural to describe JA as a romance: throughout the
narrative it is love (even when turned sour—the love of a jealous rival) which
determines the action. It is an independent work, not merely a romantic
interlude like the story of Cupid and Psyche in Apuleius or that of Pantheia
and Abradates in Xenophon’s Cyropaedeia, and it is long enough to engage the
reader’s sympathies in a way impossible for such brief and summary narratives
as those of Parthenius’ Erotica Pathemata.

Yet the modern reader’s feeling that JA belongs to the same section of the
library as Chariton, Achilles Tatius, and Heliodorus does not settle the question

! These complementary visions are
obviously comparable to the double dreams
narrated in the Greek romances: cf. Charit.
1. 12. 5-10: 2. 1. 2; Long. 1. 7; AT. 4. 1.
4-8; HId. 3. 11f.: 3. 18 and 4. 14; 9. 25:
10. 3. But it is a commonplace of con-
temporary religious belief, not something
markedly characteristic of romantic fiction:
cf., e.g., Herzog, Die Wunderheilungen von
Epidauros (Philol. Suppl. xxii, 1931), 16, No.
21; D.H. 1. 57. 4; Livy 8.6. 9; P. Oxy. 1381

Aristid. Or. 48. 30-6; Lib. Or. 11. 114;
further examples in Wikenhauser, ‘Doppel-
traume’, Biblica xxix (1948), 100 ff. The
only instance of this motif in Jewish litera-
ture appears to be Jos. A.7. 11. 325-35,
where, however, the corresponding dreams
are years apart.

2 A theme elaborated in the Testaments of
the Twelve Patriarchs, and very popular in
Jewish legend: cf. L. Ginzberg, The Legends
of the Jews, ii passim. 3 Cf. Apul. Met. 8. 1 ff.
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of its antecedents without further discussion. It has been argued! that its
affinities with the Greek romantic novel are superficial or misleading, that it
stands in the same tradition as Ruth, Esther, Fudith, and Tobit, all of which may
fairly be described as religious romances. This, however, is a different sense of
the word ‘romance’ (and indeed such semantic confusion has constantly
bedevilled discussions of the origin of the ancient romance). Esther and Fudith
may be called ‘romances’ in the same sense as Callisthenes’ Life of Alexander is
generally known as the Alexander romance : all three are irresponsible narra-
tives which purport to be history : they may include some love-interest, but it is
of minor importance. Ruth and Tobit fall in a different category : both stories are
primarily edifying, and the question of their historicity does not strike the reader
with any great urgency. But though both include a marriage, their authors
concentrate on the solid virtues of Jewish family life : Ruth’s affection for her
mother-in-law is far more memorable than her feelings towards Boaz or his to
her; Tobias, it is true, falls in love with Sarah, but he does so on the instruc-
tions of his mysterious but efficient escort, the disguised archangel, and the emo-
tions of Tobias and his bride are not treated as a matter of any importance.

It might be said that JA shares with Fudith, Ruth, and Esther the intention of
supplementing our information about the history of Israel: Genesis does not tell
us that Asenath was converted, and this is surely a point of equal substance to
the sequence of events which brought Ruth from Moab to be the great-grand-
mother of King David :2 the balance of ingredients is different, but the end-
product was meant to be similar. Yet Asenath’s conversion can scarcely have
seemed a novelty : every reader of Genesis must have taken it for granted :3 the
idea that Joseph might have risked his sons learning from their mother the
beastly devices of the heathen would not bear contemplating.+ Asenath’s
conversion might have been effected in other ways: the work would have been
even more edifying if Joseph had engaged in theological debate with Pen-
tephres, or with Asenath herself, and gained her affections by a display of
superior wisdom ; or he might have won her, as Aeneas did Dido, with a tale of
dangers passed. But Asenath, like many girls, finds the combination of aloofness,
unusual competence, and remarkable good looks irresistible. Love triggers off
the action and makes her susceptible to conversion : God moves in a mysterious
way, or, as Chariton puts it (1. 1. 4 fI.), ¢iAdviros 8 éorww 6 "Epws kai xaiper Tols
mapadéfols kaTopfpaowy.

Even if the argument of the last three paragraphs has failed to convince the

I See in particular Kilpatrick, Novum
Testamentum xii (1970), 233 f.

2 It scarcely matters for the purpose of
this discussion whether the concluding verses
of Ruth were added by a later hand.

3 Cf. Strack-Billerbeck, Kommentar zum
Neuen Testament aus Talmud u. Midrasch i.
928 (on Matt. 23: 15): ‘Rabbi Bun hat
gesagt: Die Gerechten (Israeliten) gehen
dorthin (wo Proselyten erstehn sollten) und
(dann) kamen sie (Pr.); so ging Joseph zur
Asnath, Josua zur Rahab, Mose zu Chobab
(vgl. Mu. 10, 29).” Burchard (Untersuchungen,
99) comments ‘Dass Joseph und Aseneth als
Beispiel genannt werden, ist kein Reflex von
JA, sondern R. Bun erschliesst Aseneths

Ubertritt wie bei den anderen Beispielen
aus der Tatsache, dass die Bibel eine nicht
judische Person in eine enge Lebensbezie-
hung zu einem glidubigen Juden setzt: da
muss sie sich bekehrt haben.’

4 There is, it may be noted in passing,
another objection to the marriage : despite her
conversion, Asenath remains a descendant of
Ham, and so subject to the curse pronounced
by Noah on him and his descendants (Gen. 9:
25). Ingenious rabbinic casuistry invented
alegend which made Asenath theillegitimate
daughter of Joseph’s half-sister Dinah:
see Aptowitzer, ‘Asenath, the wife of Joseph:
a haggadic literary-historical study’, Hebrew
Union College Annual i (1924), 239 ff.



FOSEPH AND ASENATH 77

reader, JA still has a strong claim on the attention of students of the Greek
romance. If it is in fact entirely explicable within the perspective of Fudith,
Tobit, etc., adorned with a few commonplaces from New Comedy, this indi-
cates that one ought to take rather seriously the theory that Jewish or Aramaic
influence had a decisive effect on the early development of the Greek romance.!
Tobit and the immensely popular Story of Ahikar have often been cited in this
connection, but one would not naturally call either a romance, and something
recognizably closer is needed. But I would not myself interpret the evidence in
this way.

It has seemed to many readers that there was more to JA than met the eye.
Moses of Aggel, who died some time in the latter part of the sixth century
A.D., was moved to undertake the translation of JA into Syriac after it had been
brought to his attention by a correspondent who said that he had enjoyed the
{oropia but had not understood the fewpila; Moses replied that the truth
underlying the narrative was the union of God with the soul. In modern times
many interpreters have seen in Joseph the figure of the Messiah, or, if they
believed in drastic Christian revision, of Christ, in Asenath the soul, or the
people of Israel, or the Church. Philonenko goes yet further, and invites us to
distinguish an astrological allegory, a gnostic drama, and a liturgy of initiation.
Determined allegorists are not easily dissuaded, but the fact that Asenath’s
conversion takes place during Joseph’s absence surely precludes identifying him
with Asenath’s redeemer (whatever Asenath herself may be supposed to
symbolize). Moreover, the author gives no hint that he is speaking in parables,
that there is a deeper level of meaning ; there is no apparent incongruity in the
narrative which falls into place on an allegorical interpretation. The question is
not, after all, whether one can apply to JA the principles of exegesis which
Philo applied to the Pentateuch, but the actual practice of those who wrote
allegories and parables at this period.?

The significance of the religious element in the Greek romance, 7 éx 7&v fedv
olkovoula, is not easy to assess. We tend to view the assumption that the gods
have a special interest in the vicissitudes of the hero and heroine either as mere
literary convention or as blatant propaganda. Translated into an Old Testa-
ment context, the combination of religion and mild eroticism is more dis-
concerting. This may perhaps partly explain the long-standing assumption that
allegorical interpretation is required here, though there are other reasons.

If we can disregard the writer’s rather inelegant style, the work is attractive
in itself, quite apart from its significance for anything else. The writer had an
excellent topic: Joseph is a far more impressive figure than Habrocomes or
Theagenes. Here we have a hero who is important in his own right : he does not
acquire significance merely from his devotion as a lover, and very little is in
fact said about Joseph’s reactions to Asenath: the clichés appropriate for
inexperienced teenagers would obviously have been unsuitable. The obstacle to
marriage is real enough : no contrivance is required.

The writer’s attitude to the pagan world is tolerant and unimpassioned. The
villain meets his downfall not because of antisemitic activities but as a result of
his attempt to hijack the heroine; he dies from straightforward head injuries,
not by any of the bizarre forms of death which so commonly await the feopdyos

! Cf. Altheim-Stiehl, Die aramdische Sprache  course undeniable.

unter den Achaemeniden, (1959— ), 182 ff. The 2 For a fuller discussion of this topic, see
influence of Ahikar on the Life of Aesop is of Burchard, op. cit. 112 ff.
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in ancient literature. Asenath’s confession is long, but the only specific offences
mentioned are idol-worship and malicious talk about Joseph; there is no
suggestion that idolatry must in itself lead to further sins. She smashes her idols
in a spontaneous gesture, and the archangel does not suggest any further duties.
Asenath is, so to speak, justified by faith alone; there is no hint of submission to
the detailed precepts of the law, or of the customs which struck the pagan
world as characteristic of Judaism. This is reasonable enough in a story set in
the time before the law was given to Moses, but it makes it clear that the author
was not writing a missionary tract: JA is as irrelevant to the problems of con-
temporary proselytes as Quo Vadis to the oecumenical movement. Evidently
the writer held that converts should be welcomed but not sought.

The earliest external testimony to JA comes from the correspondence of the
sixth-century translator, Moses of Aggel;! to establish the date of composition
we have to make what we can of the internal evidence. Batiffol’s original view
of the work as essentially Christian has proved remarkably long-lived, even
though he himself quickly abandoned it; this misconception no doubt largely
explains the neglect from which JA has suffered. Yet its ethics and its doctrine
of justification are not Christian but distinctively Jewish, as is the author’s
rather laissez-faire attitude towards the conversion of the pagan world. The
story of Asenath’s conversion is in any case much less interesting in a Christian
context : compared with the vicissitudes of heroic virgins like Thecla it is very
tame (this also may account for the persistent tendency to allegorical inter-
pretation). The acceptability of proselytes and their subsequent status within
the Jewish community were live issues: without the angel’s explicit assurance
there might well be some doubt whether perdvoia could compensate for
Asenath’s alien origins. In Christian terms her conversion is, if not calculated,
at any rate a rather commonplace form of religious experience. It is not sur-
prising that the story appealed to Christian readers, but if it had been com-
posed or substantially reworked by a Christian it would surely look very
different. The equally popular story of Barlaam and Ioasaph offers an instructive
contrast : there is no doubt about its Buddhist origins, yet in its Byzantine form
it is unambiguously Christian. In the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs and the
Ascension of Isaiah Christian rewritings and interpolations are unmistakable.?
Such explicitly Christian features are lacking in JA. Christian conceptions may
have produced some superficial changes in the text, though the extent of this is
debatable,3 and in any case it is rather an effect of the trivial modernization to
which popular texts of this sort were constantly exposed than of deliberate
editorial purpose ; but the basic narrative is indisputably Jewish. The author’s
exact religious position is not clear, but there is no reason to connect him with
any identifiable sect such as the Essenes or Therapeutae.

T Indirect evidence of a slightly earlier
date is provided by P.S.I. 27, a fifth-century
papyrus of the Passion of St. Christina, a work
which has much in common with JA and
must have been influenced by it.

2 The graphic comment of Charles on
Christian interpolations in the Test. xii Patr.
(op. cit. ii. 282 n. 1) is worth citing: ‘The
dogmatic Christian interpolations are patches
differing alike in colour and texture from the
original material, stitched on at times where
originally there was no rent at all, and at

others rudely thrust in where a rent has been
deliberately made for their insertion.’

3 e.g. the description of Joseph as ¢ vids
700 feod 0 mpwrdTokos (21. 3) is most easily
explained in terms of the familiar view of
Joseph as a type of Christ (though Burchard
[p. 115] argues otherwise). The most
problematic passages are those reminiscent
of the Eucharist, of which there are several.
See further Holtz, ‘Christliche Interpola-
tionen in ‘‘Joseph u. Aseneth”’, New Testa-
ment Studies xiv (1967/8), 482 ff.
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It is now generally held that JA was written in Egypt, though the grounds for
this view would not be of much weight if there were anything to indicate an
alternative provenance. All the characters are either Egyptians or Jews
resident in Egypt, and the plot hinges on relations between these two groups.
Two passages which refer to Pharaoh or his son as Bagtleds mdons olkovpérys |
mdans Tis yis (1. 13; 4. 15) may seem to indicate an Egyptocentric outlook,
but an author living elsewhere might well have thought it a neat touch of local
colouring. Philonenko detects in several places the influence of specifically
Egyptian elements, but none of his examples seems to me cogent.? It is true that
the author’s outlook has much in common with the liberal views characteristic
of the Egyptian diaspora, but the number of Jewish works of this period which
clearly indicate their provenance is relatively small, and there is obviously some
danger in the assumption that this attitude necessarily reflects Alexandrian
origins.

There is virtually universal agreement that the work belongs to the period of
Jewish missionary activity which was decisively halted by Hadrian’s decrees
against circumcision ; if it was in fact composed in Egypt, it can scarcely be
later than the Jewish revolt under Trajan, after which Egyptian Jewry became
increasingly isolationist. The upper limit has not been the subject of much
discussion, but is roughly indicated by the pervasive influence of the LXX.
Various reflections of contemporary events have been detected, though none of
them is conclusive. Thus Aptowitzer suggested that the author was stimulated
by the outstanding triumph of Jewish proselytism, the conversion of Queen
Helena of Adiabene, along with many members of the royal household, in
A.D. 50: an ingenious speculation, but no more. Burchard attaches some im-
portance to a reference to the daughter of Joachim, king of Moab, as a suitable
bride for Pharaoh’s son (1. 14), a detail which, he argues, suggests an inde-
pendent Nabataean kingdom, and thus dates the work between ¢. 110 B.c. and
A.D. 106; but in view of the prominence of Moab in the Old Testament the
idea might occur to the author anyway. Some have attempted to relate details in

! He argues (40 ff.) that the structure of
JA and certain details in the narrative
indicate that the author was familiar with
the Egyptian story of the Doomed Prince (see
G. Lefebvre, Romans et contes égyptiens de
Uépoque  pharaonique [1949], 114fL, E.
Brunner-Traut, Altagyptische Marchen [1963],
24 fl., or Erman, The Ancient Egyptians
[Harper Torchbooks, 1966], 161 fI.), which
relates how the king of Naharina (Syria)
built a tower for his daughter, with a window
a hundred feet up, and announced that he
would marry her to the first man to reach
the window ; the ‘doomed’ prince (who, so
far as our fragments extend, does not seem
unduly oppressed by knowing in advance
that he is destined to be killed by a dog, a
snake, or a crocodile) succeeds, and marries
her. But apart from the common Marchen-
motif of the girl in the tower (see p. 72 n. 2)
the similarities between the two stories are
slight.

Several reviewers have commented with

approval on Philonenko’s suggestion that
Asenath’s prayer implies at one point a
distinctively Egyptian cosmogony : (12. 2-3)
Kipie 6 feos Tadv aldvwy, ¢ dods mdor mvony
Lwijs, ¢ éfevéyxas Ta dépara els 16 $ds, ¢
movjoas Ta mdvra kal pavepwoas Ta ddavi,
6 Sifdbaas Tov olpavov kai fepeldaas Ty yiv
éni 7dv $ddTwy: ‘Dieu est appelé ¢ Syfdoas
Tov ovpavdy . . . La formule est surprenante

. . elle est étrangére & I’Ancien comme au
Nouveau Testament et les Pseudépigraphes
n’en attestent nul exemple. En revanche, et
le fait est capital, ‘‘soulever” ou ‘‘élever le
ciel” est un des traits les plus caractéristiques
de la cosmogonie égyptienne, tout particu-
liérement héliopolitaine.’ This presses Sidoas
rather hard; it obviously produces a more
forceful antithesis to Oepedidoas than a
neutral word like krigas or the verb com-
monly used in such contexts, éxrelvwv. But
the idea is something of a cosmogonical
commonplace.
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the rite which marks Asenath’s reception to contemporary changes and
developments in Jewish ritual ; in particular, it has been argued that the absence
of any reference to baptism implies a date before the end of the first century
B.c. However, some controversy surrounds the question of when it became
normal practice to baptize proselytes, and the assumption that the author
would faithfully reproduce contemporary ritual is unsafe : Joseph and Asenath
move in a pre-Mosaic dreamworld where Pharaoh can perform their marriage
and solemnly bless them in the name of the Most High God.

Stylistic considerations do not offer much help towards a more precise date.
There is, fortunately, no doubt that 74 was composed in Greek: apparent
Semitisms are explained by the influence of the LXX, while many features of
the style positively exclude a Hebrew or Aramaic original. Burchard, who
examines the linguistic evidence in some detail, notes that JA includes some
words first attested in the first century B.C., e.g. jubavifs and mpdokarpos, and
several which do not appear elsewhere before the New Testament period, e.g.
dvalwomoiéw, ovTiords, oirodorijs; the masculine use of mapfévos (see p. 72
n. 4) is obviously significant in this connection. But the uncertainties of the
text, reflecting the perpetual tendency to modernization characteristic of
popular literature, make such stylistic niceties inconclusive ; in particular, one
suspects that scribes were often tempted to import familiar and apparently
appropriate phrases from the New Testament. Moreover, the fact that there is
much more literature definitely datable to the period between ¢. 50 B.c. and
A.D. 100 than there is for the equivalent period before 50 B.c. may falsify the
picture to some extent.

Philonenko, struck by the work’s obvious affinities with the Greek romance,
dates it to the beginning of the second century, just before the revolt under
Trajan: ‘Toutefois, on a le sentiment que Foseph et Aséneth est postérieur a
Chéréas et Callirhoé, par exemple, ou a Leucippé et Clitophon. Certes, les plus
anciens fragments sur papyrus des ouvrages de Chariton d’Aphrodise et
d’Achille Tatius sont du second siécle de notre ére, mais rien n’interdit de
penser que les romans eux-mémes pourraient avoir été rédigés beaucoup plus
t6t.” This may be putting the cart before the horse : despite the obvious parallels
with Achilles Tatius and Chariton, the influence of these particular works on
JA cannot be established : all that it presupposes is the existence of sentimental
narratives of this type.!

Inconclusive as are these attempts to reach a more precise date, most recent
discussions favour the first century B.c., and it is certainly difficult to avoid the
impression that the work belongs to the Hellenistic period. JA is not so much
sentimental jam round a homiletic pill, but a Greek romance with Jewish
subject-matter, a further instance, though at a less highbrow level, of the
fashion exemplified in the tragedies of Ezekiel and the historical work of
Demetrius. In spirit it is nearest to the Letter of Aristeas.? Both, like Esther and
Daniel, are Hofgeschichten,? a type of story which lost its former popularity with
Jewish readers under Roman rule; they exemplify the theme developed by

1 This is not the place to discuss the dates 955 ff., where further bibliography may be
of Chariton and Achilles Tatius, though the found. Ezekiel’s Alexandrian connections
latter can scarcely be earlier than the second  are not guaranteed: the argument rests on

century. general probability, and is no stronger than
2 On these works, and on general trends it is for JA.
in Jewish literature under the Ptolemies, see 3 Cf. Hengel, op. cit. 257 ff., Fudentum u.

Fraser, Ptolemaic Alexandria i. 687 ff., ii.  Hellenismus (1969), 55 fI.
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Ben Sirach (39. g ff.) in his praise of the ideal scribe, the man who combines
piety and learning.! Both envisage a society in which Jews are respected for
their piety, integrated but not assimilated, honoured guests at gentile dinner
parties, where their hosts provide for the peculiarities of Jewish diet spon-
taneously and without fuss.? This eirenic attitude is the more remarkable in JA
in view of the writer’s rather sub-literary style, which suggests a lower social
and educational level than that of ‘Aristeas’. If JA is indeed of Egyptian
provenance, this does not suit the increasingly anti-semitic atmosphere under
Roman rule attested by Philo and the Acta Alexandrinorum: the general outlook
surely reflects the relative security of the Ptolemaic period, and the linguistic
evidence does not seem to exclude a date in the second century. This argument,
is not altogether invalidated by the uncertainty about the place of composition :
Hadrian’s decrees against circumcision did not come as a bolt from the blue.

There is thus a reasonable chance that JA is older than Chariton; at all
events, it is earlier than most of the extant romances. Much has been written
about the revolutionary effect of papyrus discoveries in this connection, but
they have been more important for establishing the chronology of extant
authors than for any light they throw on the early development of the genre.3
One should not, in any case, overestimate what papyrology can contribute
here : even the most extensive fragments so far published preserve only isolated
episodes, and we know virtually nothing of the structure and scale of the works
from which they come. In these circumstances it is illogical to ignore JA: the
Jews were not a people so peculiar that Jewish literature in Greek bore no
relation to contemporary trends. That this Jewish novella is in many ways very
different from any of the extant Greek romances is undeniable, but they are
themselves a rather heterogeneous group. It is clearly debatable whether JA is
a crude imitation of a genre already established as respectable, or typical of a
class of popular narrative which stimulated Chariton and other literary men to
more polished productions, but in this area where so much is doubtful we
cannot afford to restrict ourselves to texts whose origins and interpretation are
free from uncertainty.+

Hertford College, Oxford

I gmdxpvda mapoyudv éx{nrice, xai év alvi-
yuaot mapaBoddv dvaorpadrioerar. dva pégov
peyoTdvay dmnpeTiioet, kal évavte fyovuévewr
Spbrioerar. & yfi dAotplwy éBvdv dedevoeTar,

. ailvéoovor Ty ovvesw adTol moddol, éws
Tod al@vos odk ééaleipbrioerar.

2 ‘Aristeas’ 182f.: the writer seems some-
what defensive: he goes out of his way to
emphasize that Jews are no more peculiar
than many other minorities.

JA also shares with ‘Aristeas’ a taste for
opulence: thus, the detailed description of
the interior decoration and furnishings of
Asenath’s tower (2) and of her clothes (3,
9-11) seems disproportionately lengthy, while
‘Aristeas’ > account of the reversible gold
table presented by Philadelphus (57 ff.) is
absurdly comprehensive in its detail (unless
the author intended to stimulate the manu-
facture of reproductions).

3 There is no reason for regarding the

S. West

Ninus romance as earlier than JA. Our papyri
(Pack? 2616, 2617) are dated to the first
century A.D. At the time when the first frag-
ment was published this seemed, in view of
Rohde’s work, a sensationally early date, but
there is no justification for prolonging the
excitement artificially by maintaining that
the date of composition must be at least as
early as 100 B.c. There is no rule in these
matters, but nothing like this interval can
have elapsed between the composition of the
fourth gospel and our earliest evidence for it,
the fragment now in the Rylands Library,
dated to the first half of the second century.

4 I read an earlier version of this paper to
the Oxford Philological Society in February
1973, and profited greatly from the ensuing
discussion ; I would particularly like to thank
Professor G. D. Kilpatrick, Professor A.
Momigliano, Oswyn Murray, Peter Parsons,
and my husband.
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