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THE JOSEPH CYCLE 

In Honor of Thomas Mann's Visit to Cleveland, Dr. Silver Will 
Speak on His Monumental Work Built Upon the Biblical 

Theme of Joseph and His Brethren 

By 
Dr. Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday morning, llay 1, 1958 



Our coDlllunity, my friends, welcomes today the very distinguished 

guest, Thomas Mann. This community would be proud to welcome such a man 

at any time - one of the greatest literary scholars of our day, a supreme 

literary genius whose art is today the treasured possession of the whole 

of mankind. We are particularly proud and honored to welcome him at 

this time for he comes to us now, not only as the gifted man of letters 

but also as the champion and defender today of the most precious 

spiritual and intellectual possessions of mankind, as the champion of 

light and freedom in an age of increasing darkness and barbarian 

invasion. Thomas Mann is a voluntary exile from his homeland in 

Germany the land whose literature be enriched and whose fame he spread. 
the 

His spirit revolted against/crimm, cruelty and indecencies 

of the government which now rules over the■ and he was not content to 

remain in the country isolated, unperturbed, secure, in an iron tower 

of literary detachment but he preferred to enter the arena ofstruggle 

while many of his other colleagues remained at home to fatten upon the 

sweet meats of the Tyranny's table. Thomas Mann was not afraid to 

break a lance in behalf of the dear loyalties of his life. 

And so he has come to be a radiant hope for myriads of bis 

people, a torch held high in the night which suddenly settled over the 

world. Tired hearts have been refreshed and stayed by the spiritual 

integrity and unquenchable idealism of this man. He is halping today 

not only the men and the women of his own people but the men and women 

of all people - helping them to wait patiently, to work heroically 

until the wrath shall have passed away from this earth. 

In tribute to hiJll I am speaking this aorning of his monum ntal 

work, the third part of which appeared recently. It ls, you will recall, 

a sweeping cycle, a narrative built upon the Biblical story of Joseph 
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and his brethren. Two years ago, I spoke on the first two parts of the 

Trilogy which appeared - that of Joseph and His Brothm--s and Young 

Joseph. Now, I speak on the third part, Joseph in Egypt. This third 

part by no means concludes the cycle. There are more to come. 

In this cycle, Mann does to the story what the ancient Rabbis 

did to all the stories in the Bible i.n their Midrashim. Mann employs 

the ancient technique ofthe gadist, the story-teller of Talmudic 

times. The Rabbis, for the moral edification of their people were fond 

of recreating, reinterpreting Biblical narratives. It was their most 

fruitful technique for teaching morality. 

There were two things, the Halacha - the Law and Agada -

ethics, morality. In both or these branches of legal guidance and 

moral edification, they resorted to Biblical texts - to the word of God. 

Both were necessary for man, Halacha and Agada, Law and Morality. 

It was not only important to tell people what they had to do but why 

they had to do it. 

One of the Rabbis said that he who studies only Law is like 

a weak man who bas in his hands powerful weapons. One who studies 

only Agada is like a strong man without weapons and without arms. 

Both Halacha and Agada are necessary. 

And so the Rabbis took the beautiful stories of the Bible, 

embellished them, expatiated upon them, probed their hidden meanings 

and applied them to conditions of their tiaes. 

Ani their luxuriant imaginations played upon every character 

of the Bible and every incident connected with their lives. They 

elaborated on the stories without doing violence to their essential 
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theme, evoked every possible implication in every fugitive word or phrase. 

They brought into the blossom what was only in the bud. They added 

·scenes, acts, to the drama as it were, without, however, distorting the 

orlginal plot. 

The Torah, the Bible, the word of God was boundless. The 

actual ohysical text was only the visible surface covering vast, imlleasurable 

depths of truth. The actual text - word, incident - were ooly so to 

speak, islands which are after all only the peaks of submerged mount ains. 

The Rabbis liked the Torah to the water s which cover the 

earth. Just as the seas are endless, so is the Torah, from one end 

of the earth to the other. At other times, the Torah was likened to 

inextinguishable and renewed fire. They said that the Torah was 

black fire written upon white f ire, burned i n fi r e sealed in fire and 

srapped in fire. 'I'he more light you borrow f r om the inexhaustible fires 

the more illunin~tion thee will be in the world. 

And so the Halachist spun his legal tapestries out or the 

thread of Biblical text. And so the ethically inclined Agadist did spin 

out of the same text or the Bible, particularly out of the fascinating 

and intriguing tales, legends, stories of the Bible. 

And centuries later, the Kabalist did~ the same thing. He 

tt too built his strange world of mysterious theosoph, upon the treasures 

which he found hidden in the heart of every Biblical sentence. 

How it is interesting that Thomas Mann pursues exactly the 

same recognized and legitimate tradi tion. He employs the same technique. 

He recreates the whole story of Joseph and his Brothers. He interprets 

it and evaluates it. He · is very reverent of the text • He does not 

depart radically from the main lines of the story. But he writes a 



-4-

profound llidrash of cosmic sweep on the story which is found in the 

closing chapters of the Book of Genesis. Just as the Rabbis brought 

their knowledge and experience to bear on the Bible, so Thomas Mann of 

the twentieth century, of a more advanced scientific age, brings to bear 

upon his version of the Joseph story, all the history and archaeology 

of our day, all that history and archaeology can tell us about the 

lives of this ancient people, their words,nanners, ways of life, beliefs, 

superstitutions - are employed by Thomas Mann to lend life and color 

and corroborative detail in his reconstruction of the civilization of 

those ancient Biblical lives in such a way as to make them startlingly 

real and lifelike. 

Thus, for example, we walk with Joseph through Egypt as with 

a contemprary. All that modern psychology has revealed to us of the 

nature of man, its baffling complexities ad motivations, are exploited 

by the author to explain the acts and conduct of all the characters 

in this great drama, so that they rise before us not as ghosts of a 

distant past but as people whom we see and meet daily, dressed differently 

but beneath and within familiar contemporaries speaking nominally an 

ancient speech but its import synchronizes with our own. 

Thomas Mann moves through his story very liesurely, very 
and 

deliberately]by slow degrees very IIIIIDq much like a connoseur who has 

come into a rare museum, samples everything lovingly and knowingly. 

He is able to appreciate everything. He knows both price and value. 

He recalls, he compares, he explains. He sees his characters not 
within but from 

merely from/without. He is not only the narrator of the story but he 

is outside the story. He recounts as an eye witness but at the same 
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time comments on them from the vantage point of a 20th century sage. 

But in spite of the liesurely pace of the story, in spite of 

moving liesurely through a story whose plot is already known to us from 

the very beginning, and in spite of the extensive excursions into 

abstract m.~taphysics, psychology, spiritual and other subjects, the 

work of Thomas Mann is never dull. Not for a moment. It ~oves with 

an inh~rent power and passion like might tides, bursting at times into 

tremendous and over-powering climaxes. You are carried along through 

physical worlds full of color, movement, symphonic with full-throated 

life. You are carried along first of all through the physical world 

through which the story moves a world full of color, movement. And then 

you find yourself moving through intellectual world of breathtaking 

speculations, the subtlest and most cunning dialectics. Through worlds 

of human hearts - wherein range and rage all the passions and all the 

hopes and all the suffering of mankind. 

The ancient civilization of Egypt which was already ancient 

in the days of Joseph is reconstructed for us by the kindled and informed 

and prodigious imagin tions of the artist. As we move with Joseph and 
brought 

the Ishmaelites who/~ him out of of Canaan, through Egypt to the 

city of Pharaoh, we journey through a land made as real to us as the 

streets and cities of our own land. You see the cities of Egypt, 

their teeming life, their market places, their '8111 palaces, hovds, 

Temples, Gods their pyraaids and sphinxes rise clear out of the mist of 

the ages. We come to know their kaleidoscopic lives, their trade, 

their refinements, their decadence. We are inducted into the form and 

substance of their religions and their rituals, their symbolic imagery, 

the worship of animals, the obsession with Death. 
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And so the ancient world is illumined for us not only/the 

ancient physical world but in the ancient intellectual and spiritual am 

religious world and we are frequently summoned to pause in the course 

of the story to contemplate, to ruminate a little more searchingly 

over what we have seen and what the author has told us. 

For it is not just incidents which the author is narrating 

to us, not just unrelated, whimsiful, planless events. It is destiny 

which ~unfolding itself in the narrative, some design coming to 

definition, destiny which is unfolding itself before our eyes, before 

this vast background of the ancient world. It is some great design which 

is coming to be. It is a timeless myth which is being recreated in a 

certain time and in a certain place. The actual story is but the 

symbolic expression of things eternally true and moti ves univ~rsally 

valid. Hence, though the story is the story of Joseph, it is also the 
in 

story of mankind. Hence, though the story is/an ancient epoch of the 

ancient world, the time is also now and the place is also here. 

Joseph is Joseph to be sure. But he is also the son of 

Jacob and in Jacob's life as in that of hi father, Isaac, before 

him, and before him, in Abraham, ther e was a divine purpose unfolding 

itself. All three moved in a stream of destiny which they could not 

escape. They must conform to a pattern. They are free only within 

the form of that pattern. Hence thee is an eternal recurrence, a sort 

of repeating cycle of the eternal problem of Freedom and de tiny which 

is here not resolved, only restated and illumined. 

It is interesting to see that Thomas Mann frequently borrows 

from the Midrashim themselves for his great epoch work. He studied the 

literatures of the Agada.a "And Joseph was brought down to Egyp)" -
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the Rabbis stated it should read: "Joseph caused others to be brought 

to Egypt". "How is that?,"said the Rabbis. And they give one of their 

parables which Thomas Mann uses. - Cow which refuses to used to plough. 

Calf of the cow put in her place. When cow sees the calf in the 

field, she yielded. 

Thomas Mann is not writing a philosophic treatise. He is 

writing a story too great to permit metaphysical speculation to submerge 

the story. While the characters of the story are symbols, they are not 

lifeless add impersonal typs. In llann's hands they come alive. He 

breathes life into them. The people drawn by his magic pen are unforget

table. The Ishmaelite merchant who brings Jose h to the house of 

Pharaoh, the tolerant man, the tolerant cultivated~somewhat sophisticated 

member of the upper classes of Egypt who is nevertheless a defeated and 

frustrated man whose birthright had been robbed of him and who lives 

only upon other lives and is sustained only by the flattery of other 

men. Once you havP met Potiphar's wife, this aristocratic daughter 

of ancient Egypt who is beautiful, fascinating type, so altogEther 

different from the customary version of herself - you will never 

forget the overseer Mont-Karo, this loyal, faithful servant who reaches 

height of spiritual grandeur, the very loyal services which he performs 

for his master. And of course, Joseph himself, a very complex yet very 

intriguing character - young, beautiful, gifted, keen, alert, over

confident, not over zealous, suffering from a virtuous life only to 

fall into the pit of life, only to collapse, again spiritually to 

come to life again. 

Being both mystic and realistic, Thomas Mann is able to 
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reveal every nuance of character. A searching, relentless intuition is 

his. He knows life in all its earthliness. He is not squeamish about 

the raw business of human appetites, needs and satisfactions. He does 

not shy away from nor detour round the gross, the savag~ and the unclean. 

But he does not condemn nor decry. He seeks to understand and to 

explain. For to understand all is to forgive all. 

Thus, for example, Potiphar•s wife whom legend has painted 

a lewd woman who tempted and betrayed Joseph, in llann's version is a 

person evoking pity and compassion. Her s t ory becomes tragic. It is 

a story of a chaste, proud, higp minded woman, defeated and unfulfulled 

in her married life, who is caught in the coils of a love which consU11es 

her almost unawares. She desperately resists it, seeks to escape it, 

is defeated by wh£ appear a conspiracy of circum tances and is finally 

destroyed spiritually as her unrequited love turns to hate, gall 

and wormwood within her. 

I haven't told you the story of Joseph and his bret en. 

But you know the story, and everyone who reads these volumes of Mann 

knows the story. 

If you have any doubt of it, read Thomas Mann's story of 

Joseph and his Brethren. 













1) Distinguished guest - would be roud - one of the greatest - supreme literary 

genius - treasured possessions 

Particularly proud and honored 

-----

For he comes to us not ooly as the gifted man of letters - crowned with 

laurels - champion of light and freedom - the spokesman and defender 

of man's most precious spiritual and intellectual possessions in an 

age of barbarian invasions. 

He is the voluntar exile - the land whose literature 

His spirit revolted against the crimes -
He was not content to remain isolated 

He bravely entered the arena while many other colleagues 

He as not afraid to break a lance 
;,I , 

And so he has become a radiant center - for myriads - a torch held high -- l.Y- j ~1 
Tired hearts have been refreshed and stayed by the spiritual integrity 

and unquenchable idealism 

He is helping not only the men and women of his own people 



2) In tribute to him we speak this morning - the third part of his sw eping 

cycle 

Two years ago you will recall I spoke 

5) 
f, 

In this cycle -/does to the Joseph story ll1xtiol what the ancient Rabbis -

Midrash 

He follows the technique of the Haggadah 

Rabbis for the moral edification of our people, recreate and interpret ----
Bjblical periods. 

It was their most fruitful technique for teaching morality. 1 
_,, ..J 1 

Hallachah not enough. What to dot By why to do it. , . ' _ / / 

.. ,z ('fl 4) 
'.1' \ J r ? 

4) Rabbis took beautiful story of B - embellished and expatriated - probed .,.,,___, 
Applied them to problems 

Their luxuriant imaginations played upon the ch· racters and incidents -

elaborated without doing v.iiience - evoked all the implications 

of fugitive words - brought into blossom -

added scenes a~d acts to the drama - r 
5) The Torah to them was boundless - the actual Text - visible surface covering -----

vast depths - islands which~ are peaks o mountains. 

Torah was like<\ by them to endless waters of the seas. 

It was also likened to inextinguishable and ever renewing fire - black fire -

The more light you borrow 

And so the Hallachistspun his legal tapestries out of the threads 

And so the a&-ethicall~inded, mystically inclined Agadist spun his 

preachments and homilies out of the intriguing 

Centuries later the Kabbalist did the same - and built a 

strange orld 

6) Kann pursues the same recoanized and legitimate tradition - employee 

same technique - recreates the 

interprets and evaluates 

.... 111111111 wonderful Joseph story, 



He is reverent of the Text - does not depart radically from main l ines - but 

writ es a profound Midrash - cosmic in sweep -
Just as Rabbis brought to bear their knowledge so Mann - his vast erudi tion 

Al l the fhistory and archaeology - are employed to lend life, color - all 

.I\ . 
the corroborative details - to the P4NWM- of the civilization -

so that scenes come startingly to life --
We walk with Joseph through Egypt as with a contemporar~ ----+-t----

) Al11;:1a t modern _psychology 'has revealed to us of the nature of man - those 

baffling complexities and motivations -

are exploited by M. to explain the acts and conduct 

So th .r e arise bef ore us-ghosts - but ~people - dres sed differently but benea 

and within s:twttn familiar contemporaries - s eaking nominally an 

ancient speech but its import synchronizing with our own. 

7) Mann moves through the story/lies~ely, deliberately - by slow degrees 

like a connoseur through a rare museum. 

He samples everything lovingly, knowingly, knows values and prices -

Recalls, compares explains. He sees his characters i nside and 

outside of the st~ry. 

The Narrator is in the story yet he is outside the story. ---
He recounts their lives as an eye-witness and then comments -

20th century story. 

8) But in spite of the liesurely pace, through a story who e plot is wel l-

known to the reader, in spite of the extensive excursions, the . 

work is never dull, moves with an inherent power, atrare2v I'?~ 
-· -and passionnf5iliir, like might ■ tides - 'bursting at times into 

tremendous and over-powering climaxes. 

along through physical world~ full of color 
--- ..... ~ .,.-rL ..... ~!-,..., __ ~':T\-1"""'.'- •-' ·-..,.._ I 



Through intellectual worlds of breath.taking speculation - subtlest, and 

most cunning dialect!cs. 

Through worlds of human hearts - wherein range and rage all the passions, -
hopes, suffering of mankind. 

9) The whole ancient civilization of Egypt - already ancient in the days of 

Joseph is reconstructed in the enkindled and prodigious 

imagination of the artist 

As we move with Joseph and Ishmaelites out of Canaan through Egypt 

we journey through a land made as real 

The cities of ~gypts - their streets and market-places, palaces 

hovels, Temples, , Gods, pyraaids and sphinxes rise clear 

out of the mist of Ages. 

We come to know their Kaleodoscopic lives - their trades, 

their refinements, their festivals, their decadence. ,. 

We are inducted into theialll and substance a of their religions 

and n:.t rituals - their symbolic imagery - the world of animals -

the obsession with death. 

(10) e are frequently summond to pause and contemplate a little more 

searchingly. 

It is not just incident which author is narrating - whimsic&l, 

unrelated, planless 

It is destiny which is unfolding itself - some design coming 

to definition. - Timeless 



RIED ART SHOWS 
LISTED FOR MAR OH 

Sharp Increase in Number of 
Exhibitions Ranging From 

the Ancient to Modern 

30 ON WEEK'S CALENDAR 

Displays to Include French 
Etchings, Egyptian Items 

and Modern Canvases 

With the beginning of March the 
graph of tha season reveals a sharp 
upward turn in the · number o,f ex
hibitions, more than thirty being on 
the calendar for the present week. 
Ancient China and Egypt, modern 
masters and pre ent-day Chinese
American artists, French etching 
and Russian architecture ,are all 
repreatnted in one of the most cath
olic roster• ot the season. 

Recent canvases by Marsden 
rtley will be placed on view to

ay by Hudson Walker. Valentlrie 
la exhibiting paintings by Raphael 
Soyer. Late work by Chagall 11 to 
be seen at the Lllienfeld Gallery. 
Will Dy1on's etchings and oUa by 
John Folinsbee make up the new 
exhlbltlons at the Ferargil. Can-
va es by Gail Symon are the attrac
tion at the MontroH. Recent paint
ngs by Rudolph Jacobi may be 

aeen at Marie Sterner'•· 
"Architecture and city constru~ 

tlon in U.S.S.R." 1 announced as 
the theme of the current exhibitton 
at the Architectural League. Water
color• by Joseph Guerin and land
acape• by Lamont Warner form 
joint exhibitions at the Tricker Gal
leriea. Paintings by Cathal O'Toole 
are to be placed on view at the gal- / 
leriea of the Associated American 
Artists. Keppel'• baa arranged an 
exhibition of etchinga, wlth atreea 
on the contrasts to be found in 
French art. 

Oils by Nage■h Yawalkar and 
Ing Cho Slao, and water-color• by 

rah Anderson con1tltute new ex
Studlos. 

ART-BOOKS 

BOOKS OF 
BJ CHARL 

THOMAS MANN'S magnificent story of 
"Joseph in Egypt" towers over most of 

this century's novels very much as the pyramids 
tower over the Egyptian land. It is the third 
part of a sweeping- work on a vut plan, and it is 
still far from any final ending. Yet in this glow
ing fabric of myth and legend and the eternal 
elementals of human lives It is apparent to all 
that he is writing one of our time's great novels 
of man's !ate. 

Thomas Mann's New Novel 
Perhaps the greatest. We know all but that 

now. We cannot know it until it is completed 
until t'he narrative that Thomas Mann carrie• 
he.re through the early and increasingly success
ful years, of J10■ pb in Egypt-and the profoundly 
tlrring story; of .Joseph and Potiphar'a wife-ls 

carried on from the se~ond descent into the pit to 
Joseph's yea.I'i of dominance. The years of domi
nance still lie a.head,. But the books that have 
brought :us to this point are beyond question 
works of a-enius. 

JJ'hey illuminate not only Joaeph'• life but all 
lives. They are commentarie• not only on an
cient Egypt but on all countrle and all times. 

For lite ta the imitation of life. And as Thoma 
Mann writes ,when Joseph follows the pattern of 
his father, "It la uncanny to see the mixture of 
tree will and guidance in the phenomenon of imi
tation. In the end it is hard to tell whether it 
is the individual or the destiny that actually fol
lows the pattern and insiat.9 upon the repetition. 
The inward and the outward play into each other, 
and materialize apparently without act of will 
into the event which wu from all time bound 
up with and one with the individual. For we 
move in the footsteps of others, and all life is but 
.the pouring of the present into the torlll8 of the 
myth.' There you see one of the enormoualy 
fruitful branches of Thomas Mann's story-telling. 

The Legend and the Dream 
Another la the dream. If you have read Herr 

Mann'• euay on Freud in "Freud, Goethe, Wag
ner," you wiU be prepared tor this-and indeed 
that euay contain1, in pauing, aome of the moat 
trenchant criticlam of the Joaeph cycle. 

write■: 
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Letters to 

ational Income Defined 

Acquisition of Money or Power to Bu7 
Called Its True Meaning 

To THE EDITOR OP' THE Nsw YoRK Tnn,s : 
A Western educator said in a recent 

peech: "Americans have many opinions, 
but few ideas." An article in The Econ
omist of London on the Administra
tion s economic theories would indicate 
that other peoples also are ubject to 
the ame qualification. 

The Economist asks "whether the 
Roosevelt Administration ha yet realized 
the essential point that there i only 
one way of increasing th national in
come, and that ia by instigating a larger 
production of goods and erviee1." In 
this statement it is mer,ely ,expreHing 
an opinion based on an arbitrary defini• 
tlon of the term income. The am 
opinion ha been printed with so heavy 
an overtone of finality and wisdom, in 
our own pre s hat its truth ba e caped 
scrutiny. 

By increa ed na ional income we do 
not mean the increase in national wealth 
which production may create. We mean 
rather the acqui ition of money, or the 
power to buy, with which natural and 
creat d wealth can be acquired . It we 
were operating under a y tern of barter 
income could be repre ented by ma-
erial or services , but under our 

specialized capitalistic ys em th proper 
definition i money income. 

The Economis ' blanke opinion can 
b countered eff ctively wi h an equally 
broad one. If we produced a hundred 
times th crop , a thousand times he 

ood and a million ime the gadgets 
which compri e the weal h of civiliza
tion, the nation 1 income would not, by 
that accomplishment alone, be in
creased. 

Production ot Enou1h 

The quantity of existing good would 
indeed be increased but unleH money 
income came into the hand of all con• 
cerned fa t enough, or in uffictent vol
ume, through the channels of circula.
Uon, the increase in production would 
not have the effect claimed for it. On 
the co 

The Times 
er for the past twenty years, averagin 
about fifteen cigars a day with no ii 
effects. Maybe my father came to an 
untimely end at the age of 87 because 
he consumed about the sam number 
daily. The late John R . Voorhis, Com
missioner of Elections, who died at 103. 
smoked nearly all hi life. 

HERMA K 01.1..4 
New York, Feb. 25, 1938. 

Objection to Tax on Oil 

Bill for One- ent Levy iewed a■ love 
To Help Coal lndustrr 

To THm EDITOR o.- THE N w YoRK Tn.n: 
There is now before CongreH a bill M 

tax fuel oil 1 cen a gallon. lntroduc•cl 
.b Representative Boland of Pennsyl• 
v ni Why should th home owner• 
of ew York, New Jer ey and o her 
S ate be taxed for th benefit of Penn• 
ylvania coal producer ? 1 i about 

tim our peopl raised heir voices io 
protest again ome of the fool pr 
po al that emanate from our politician 

There I al o a proposal to have Co 
gre place a tax of 42 cents a barr 
on fuel and ga oil. 
duction of fuel and ga la abou 
475,000,000 barrels. The railroad 
um about 62,000 000 barrel . Thei 

burden would be abou 26,000,000. Th 
marine indu try use abou 80,000, 
barrel a year . Neither of the e tw 
indu ries can afford any addi ional bur 
den. The American. A ociatf on of Ral 
road and the American Steam■hl 
Owner A ociatlon hould ry to bloc 
tbl propo al. How could our truggltn 
merchant marine stand 34,000 
tax? 

More than 73,000,000 barrel■ of fu~ 
oil were u ed to heat privat home 1 
year. This bu ine■ bas more than do 
bled during the depre11ion. There ~ 
now abou 1,500,000 dome tic burners In. 
ervice. In New England alon the con
umption of range oil, u ed mo ly by 

th poorer clas e ; i about 15,000;000 
barrels. The e Umated a on the e pe 
pie would be &bout 6,000,000. 

Artificial a 




