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comes from God, to those who trust in Him. The Torah’s state-
ment that at the end of two years … Pharaoh is dreaming, teaches 
that it was because yosef improperly relied on the butler that 
God arranged for Pharaoh to have the dreams that led to yosef ’s 
freedom only after those two years, and not when the ten previ-
ous years had concluded.7 [This answers the first part of Ques-
tion 2.]

. We have juxtaposed the Torah’s account of the dreams (verses –) with Pharaoh’s 
recounting of the dreams to yosef (verses –) in order to make it easier to understand 
the Alshich’s discussion of our passage. To make it clear to the reader which version of 
the dreams are being discussed, we will refer to the Torah’s original recording of the 
dreams as “the first version” and  Pharaoh’s account to yosef as “the second version.”

Answer to 
First Part of 
Question 2

ה עמֵֹד עַל־הַיְאֽרֹ. נָתַיִם יָמִים וּפַרְעהֹ חלֵֹם וְהִנֵּ ץ שְׁ (א) וַיְהִי מִקֵּ

פַת הַיְאֽרֹ. חֲלמִֹי הִנְנִי עמֵֹד עַל־שְׂ ֽ רְעהֹ אֶל־יוֹסֵף בַּ ר פַּ (יז) וַיְדַבֵּ

ר  שָׂ בָּ וּבְרִיאתֹ  מַרְאֶה  יְפוֹת  רוֹת  פָּ בַע  שֶׁ עלֹתֹ  מִן־הַיְארֹ  ה  (ב) וְהִנֵּ
חוּ. אָֽ רְעֶינָה בָּ וַתִּ

תֹּאַר  וִיפתֹ  ר  שָׂ בָּ רִיאוֹת  בְּ רוֹת  פָּ בַע  שֶׁ עלֹתֹ  מִן־הַיְארֹ  ה  (יח) וְהִנֵּ
חוּ. אָֽ רְעֶינָה בָּ וַתִּ

חֲרֵיהֶן מִן־הַיְארֹ רָעוֹת מַרְאֶה  רוֹת אֲחֵרוֹת עלֹוֹת אַֽ בַע פָּ ה שֶׁ (ג) וְהִנֵּ
פַת הַיְאֽרֹ. רוֹת עַל־שְׂ עֲמֹדְנָה אֵצֶל הַפָּ ֽ ר וַֽתַּ שָׂ וְדַקּוֹת בָּ

לּוֹת וְרָעוֹת תֹּאַר מְאדֹ  חֲרֵיהֶן דַּ רוֹת אֲחֵרוֹת עלֹוֹת אַֽ בַע פָּ ה שֶׁ (יט) וְהִנֵּ
כָל־אֶרֶץ מִצְרַיִם לָרֽעַֹ. ה בְּ א־רָאִיתִי כָהֵנָּ ר לֹֽ שָׂ וְרַקּוֹת בָּ

רוֹת  בַע הַפָּ ר אֵת שֶׁ שָׂ רְאֶה וְדַקּתֹ הַבָּ רוֹת רָעוֹת הַמַּ (ד) וַתֹּאכַלְנָה הַפָּ
רְעֽהֹ. יקַץ פַּ רִיאתֹ וַיִּ רְאֶה וְהַבְּ יְפתֹ הַמַּ

אשׁנֹוֹת  רוֹת הָרִֽ בַע הַפָּ רָעוֹת אֵת שֶׁ רַקּוֹת וְהָֽ רוֹת הָֽ (כ) וַתֹּאכַלְנָה הַפָּ
רִיאֽתֹ.  הַבְּ

נָה וּמַרְאֵיהֶן רַע  י־בָאוּ אֶל־קִרְבֶּ נָה וְלאֹ נוֹדַע כִּ בֹאנָה אֶל־קִרְבֶּ (כא) וַתָּ
ה וָֽאִיקָֽץ. חִלָּ תְּ ר בַּ אֲשֶׁ ֽ כַּ

פרק

מא
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THE TORAH’S ACCOUNT OF THE DREAMS 
COMPARED TO PHARAOH’S ACCOUNT TO YOSEF

 There are two versions of the dreams. 

Consider the following differences between the two: 
1. In the first version (verse 1) it says that Pharaoh was 

standing over the river (עַל־הַיְאֹר); in the second version 
(verse 17) it says that he was standing by the side of the 
river (פַת הַיְאֹר .(עַל־שְׂ

2. In the first version (verse 2) it says the cows were beau-
tiful-looking (מַרְאֶה  in the second version (verse ;(יְפוֹת 
18) it says they had a beautiful form (וִיפֹת תֹּאַר). 

3. In the first version (verse 2) it describes the beauty of the 
cows before noting that they have healthy flesh; in the 

(5) He fell asleep and began to dream a second time. Look! Seven ears 
of grain going up from a single stalk — healthy and good.
(22) I saw in my dream, seven ears of grain going up from a single stalk 
— full and good.

(6) Seven ears of grain, thin and battered by the east wind are grow-
ing a�er them.
(23) Seven ears of grain, withered, thin and battered by the east wind 
are growing a�er them.

(7) �e thin ears of grain swallowed up the healthy and full ears of 
grain. Pharaoh woke up, and behold — it was a dream!
(24) �e thin ears of grain swallowed up the good ears of grain. I said 
to the sorcerers and there was no one to tell me [the interpretation].”  

(8) It was the [next] morning and he (Pharaoh) felt extremely agi-
tated. He sent for and summoned all the sorcerers of Egypt and all 
its wise men. Pharaoh told them his dream but there was no one who 
interpreted them to Pharaoh. 
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second version (verse 18) it first mentions that they have 
healthy flesh and only afterward does it mention their 
beauty. 

4. In the first version (verse 3) it says that the thin cows 
were coming out after the fat cows from the river (עֹלוֹת 
 in the second version (verse 19) it just ;(אַחֲרֵיהֶן מִן־הַיְאֹר
says that they were coming out after them, without 
mentioning the river.

5. In the first version (verse 3) it says that the thin cows 
stood next to the [healthy] cows (רוֹת עֲמֹדְנָה אֵצֶל הַפָּ  ;(וַתַּ
in the second version (verse 19) it leaves out this detail 
completely.

6. In the first version (verse 3) it just describes the cows 
as ugly-looking and thin (ר שָׂ  in the ;(רָעוֹת מַרְאֶה וְדַקּוֹת בָּ
second version (verse 19) it describes them in more 

רִיאוֹת  קָנֶה אֶחָד בְּ לִים עלֹוֹת בְּ בֳּ בַע שִׁ ה שֶׁ נִית וְהִנֵּ חֲֽלםֹ שֵׁ ן וַֽיַּ ישָׁ (ה) וַיִּ
וְטבֹֽוֹת.

קָנֶה אֶחָד מְלֵאתֹ וְטבֹֽוֹת. לִים עלֹתֹ בְּ בֳּ בַע שִׁ ה שֶׁ חֲלמִֹי וְהִנֵּ ֽ (כב) וָאֵרֶא בַּ

ן. חֲרֵיהֶֽ דוּפתֹ קָדִים צֽמְֹחוֹת אַֽ קּוֹת וּשְׁ לִים דַּ בֳּ בַע שִׁ ה שֶׁ (ו) וְהִנֵּ

ם. חֲרֵיהֶֽ דֻפוֹת קָדִים צֽמְֹחוֹת אַֽ קּוֹת שְׁ לִים צְנֻמוֹת דַּ בֳּ בַע שִׁ ה שֶׁ (כג) וְהִנֵּ

לֵאוֹת  רִיאוֹת וְהַמְּ לִים הַבְּ בֳּ ִ בַע הַשּׁ קּוֹת אֵת שֶׁ לִים הַדַּ בֳּ ִ בְלַעְנָה הַשּׁ (ז) וַתִּ
ה חֲלֽוֹם. רְעהֹ וְהִנֵּ יקַץ פַּ וַיִּ

לִים הַטּבֹוֹת וָֽאמַֹר אֶל־ בֳּ ִ שּׁ בַע הַֽ קּתֹ אֵת שֶׁ לִים הַדַּ בֳּ ִ בְלַעְןָ הַשּׁ (כד) וַתִּ
י. יד לִֽ ים וְאֵין מַגִּ חַרְטֻמִּ הַֽ

י מִצְרַיִם  ל־חַרְטֻמֵּ קְרָא אֶת־כָּ לַח וַיִּ שְׁ עֶם רוּחוֹ וַיִּ פָּ (ח) וַיְהִי בַבּקֶֹר וַתִּ
אוֹתָם  וְאֵין־פּוֹתֵר  אֶת־חֲלמֹוֹ  לָהֶם  רְעהֹ  פַּ ר  וַיְסַפֵּ ל־חֲכָמֶיהָ  וְאֶת־כָּ

לְפַרְעֽהֹ.
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extreme terms, as poor, with a very ugly form and thin 
ר) שָׂ לּוֹת וְרָעוֹת תֹּאַר מְאדֹ וְרַקּוֹת בָּ -with the additional com ,(דַּ
ment, “I have never seen such terrible-looking cows in 
the whole of Egypt.”

7. In the first version (verse 3) it describes the cows as 
ugly-looking (רָעוֹת מַרְאֶה), while in the second version 
(verse 19) it describes them as being with a very ugly 
form (וְרָעוֹת תֹּאַר מְאֹד).

8. In the second version (verse 21) it says, They came 
inside them, but it was not noticeable that they had 
come inside them. Their appearance was as bad as it 
was before… None of this is mentioned in the first ver-
sion.

9. In the first version (verse 5) it says, He fell asleep and 
began to dream a second time (נִית שֵׁ חֲלםֹ  וַיַּ ן  ישָׁ  In .(וַיִּ
the second version (verse 22) it just says, “I saw in my 
dream (חֲלמִֹי  .as if it was still the same dream ”,(וָאֵרֶא בַּ

10. In the first version (verse 5) it refers to the ears of grain 
as healthy (רִיאוֹת  while in the second version (verse ,(בְּ
22) it calls them full (מְלֵאֹת). 

11. In the second version (verse 23) it calls the bad ears 
of grain withered, while in the first version (verse 6) it 
leaves this description out.

12. Finally, why did Pharaoh make a point of telling Yosef 
that his sorcerers had already attempted to interpret his 
dreams (verse 8) and that he had not accepted their in-
terpretation?

When Pharaoh told his dreams to the sorcerers and wise 
men of Egypt, he described them exactly as the Torah recounts 
them in verses 1–7, as verse 8 states: Pharaoh told them his dream. 
Since Pharaoh knew that the second dream (about the ears of 
grain) contained the same message as the first dream (about the 
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cows) — he just didn’t know what the message was — the verse 
says that he told them “his dream” (in the singular) rather than 
“his dreams.” But the Egyptian sorcerers and wise men thought 
that they were two separate dreams with different messages; that 
is why the Torah goes on to say in the same verse, but there was 
no one who interpreted them. Our Sages8 tell us that the Egyp-
tians interpreted one dream to mean: “Seven daughters you will 
father, and seven daughters you will bury,” while they said the 
other meant: “Seven countries you will conquer and seven coun-
tries you will lose.” 

The Sages9 tell us that Pharaoh did not accept this inter-
pretation. Verse 8 thus states, There was no one who interpreted 
them to Pharaoh, meaning that while there were interpreters of 
the dreams, none of them interpreted them to Pharaoh — i.e., 
he did not accept what they said.

Pharaoh was worried that yosef would interpret the dreams 
in the same way as his wise men. He therefore changed certain 
details of the dreams to make it harder to explain them as they 
had. Pharaoh asked himself what details of the dreams had led 
his wise men to interpret that he would have seven daughters 
who would all die. He concluded that it was because he had said 
that he was standing עַל־הַיְאֹר, over the river (verse 1) and that 
the seven thin cows had emerged מִן־הַיְאֹר, from the river (verse 
3). It was this emphasis on the flowing Nile that the wise men 
had compared to the male power of producing offspring. There-
fore, when he recounted the dream to yosef, he said that he was 
standing הַיְאֹר פַת   by the side of the river (verse 17), which ,עַל־שְׂ
made his connection to the river less direct; and he omitted com-
pletely the detail that the thin cows had emerged “from the river.” 
[This explains Differences 1 and 4.] 

. Bereishis Rabbah :.
. Yalkut Shimoni .

Explanation 
of Differences

1 and 4
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Furthermore, he concluded that he should not have de-
scribed the first cows as מַרְאֶה  ,beautiful-looking (verse 2) ,יְפוֹת 
since this type of description is more appropriate for human 
beings than for animals, which would normally be admired for 
their shape or form. In addition, he decided that he should not 
have mentioned first that the cows were beautiful-looking and 
only afterwards that they had healthy flesh, because the first 
thing a person would notice about a plump cow would be its 
healthy flesh, not its beauty; only human beings are noticed first 
for their beautiful appearance and perhaps only afterward if 
they had “healthy flesh.” He felt that these details must have also 
led his wise men to interpret the dream as referring to seven 
daughters. Because of this, when Pharaoh came to recount his 
dream to yosef, he described the cows (verse 18) as being ת  יְפֹ
 ,of a beautiful form rather than as being beautiful-looking ,תֹּאַר
which is more appropriate for animals; and he mentioned that 
they had healthy flesh before mentioning their beauty. [This ex-
plains Differences 2 and 3.]

Pharaoh also changed the original description of the thin cows 
(verse 3) from רָעוֹת מַרְאֶה, ugly-looking, to a more appropriate term 
for animals, saying to yosef (verse 19) that they were ֹרָעוֹת תּאַֹר מְאד, 
of a very ugly form. [This explains Difference 7.]

In a similar vein, in his original description of the ears of 
grain (verse 5), he referred to them as רִיאוֹת  healthy, which is a ,בְּ
more appropriate term for a person than for ears of grain. There-
fore, when he spoke to yosef (verse 22), he referred to them as 
 .full instead. [This explains Difference 10] ,מְלֵאֹת

Pharaoh then did the same thing to prevent yosef from of-
fering the sorcerers’ interpretation of seven countries that would 
be first conquered and then lost. He asked himself, “What el-
ements of my dreams gave the impression of countries being 
conquered?” He decided that his statement about cows consum-
ing cows and grain swallowing grain seemed reminiscent of na-
tions fighting and “swallowing up” one another. Furthermore, 

Explanation 
of Differences

2 and 3 

Explanation of 
Difference 7

Explanation of 
Difference 10 
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the phrase “ from the river” (verse 3) brought other countries to 
mind, for many countries located along the length of the Nile 
derived their sustenance from its flowing waters, and their well-
fed people may well be compared to fat, healthy cows. To help 
prevent this mistaken interpretation, Pharaoh did not mention 
that the seven thin cows emerged from the river (in verse 19), 
even though the earlier version of the dream (verse 3) did say 
this. [This is an alternative explanation of Difference 4.]

The wise men of Egypt’s interpretation also seemed to make 
sense of the detail that the second set of thin cows stood next to 
the [healthy] cows on the river bank (verse 3). According to them, 
this indicated that the warring countries were located in close 
proximity to each other. Indeed, this proximity helps explain how 
the weaker countries (the thin cows) were able to overcome the 
stronger ones (the beautiful, healthy cows): their nearness had 
allowed the weaker countries to spy out all the movements and 
potential weaknesses of the stronger countries and exploit this 
knowledge. To ensure that yosef would not fall into the trap of 
this false interpretation, Pharaoh completely left out the detail of 
the thin cows standing next to the healthy cows in speaking to 
yosef (in verse 19). [This explains Difference 5.]

To render even more implausible the interpretation of con-
quering kingdoms, Pharaoh greatly exaggerated how emaci-
ated and withered the thin cows and the bad ears of grain 
were. For how could such feeble countries possibly man-
age to conquer and con sume strong, healthy ones? Obviously, 
they could not represent countries but something else. Pha-
raoh therefore described the thin cows as ֹמְאד תֹּאַר  וְרָעוֹת  לּוֹת   דַּ
ר שָׂ בָּ  poor, with a very ugly form and thin, and added — וְרַקּוֹת 
the comment, “I have never seen such terrible-looking cows 
in the whole of Egypt” (verse 19), when in the original version 
of the dream it only said that the cows were וְדַקּוֹת מַרְאֶה   רָעוֹת 
ר שָׂ  ugly-looking and thin (verse 3). [This explains Difference 6.] — בָּ
Similarly, when describing the ears of grain to yosef, Pharaoh 

Alternative 
Explanation of 

Difference 4 

Explanation of 
Difference 5

Explanation of 
Difference 6 

Alshich Bereishis.indb   781 8/18/2019   8:01:48 AM



Alshich on Sefer Bereishis782

added the detail that they were withered (verse 23), something 
that was not mentioned in the original version of the dream 
(verse 6). [This explains Difference 11].

Because it was still possible to say that Divine intervention 
could enable even weak, “thin” countries to consume strong, 
“healthy” ones, Pharaoh added another significant detail when 
he spoke to yosef. He told him, “[The healthy cows] came inside 
[the thin cows], but it was not noticeable that they had come in-
side them. Their appearance was as bad as it was before” (verse 
21). Even if yosef could say that Divine intervention helped the 
weak countries prevail, it is impossible that after conquering the 
strong nations, they would remain as thin (i.e., as poor) as be-
fore. They would certainly take the spoils of war — the riches, 
the animals, the slaves and all the other possessions — and “fat-
ten themselves up” with them. The two added sentences of verse 
21 would thus make it impossible for yosef to mistakenly in-
terpret the dreams like the wise men of Egypt. [This explains 
Difference 8.]

Finally, in order that yosef not make the mistake of Pharaoh’s 
sorcerers and think that there were two separate dreams, Pha-
raoh also did not tell yosef clearly, as he had told them, that he 
had awakened from his first dream, fell asleep again, and then 
had another dream (verses 4–5). Rather, he told him, “I woke up; 

Explanation of 
Difference 11 

Explanation of 
Difference 8   

(25) Yosef said to Pharaoh, “Pharaoh’s dream is one. What God is go-
ing to do, He is telling Pharaoh. 

(26) “�e seven good cows are seven years; the seven good ears of 
grain are seven years. It is a single dream.%
(32) “�e doubling of the dream to Pharaoh twice means that the 
matter is all prepared from before God and God will bring it about 
speedily.”

Chapter

41
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I saw in my dream seven ears of grain…” (verses 21–22) — as if it 
was still the same dream. [This explains Difference 9.]10

After recounting his dreams to yosef, Pharaoh made a 
point of telling him that he had said the dreams to the sorcerers 
and there was no one to tell him what they really meant. This 
was because he did not want yosef to say, “Let us bring in the 
sorcerers and hear their ideas, too, and decide on the truth 
together.” [This answers Question 12.]

YOSEF BEGINS TO INTERPRET 
PHARAOH’S DREAMS

Consider the following questions:

1. In saying, “Pharaoh’s dream is one,” Yosef was 
beginning his interpretation of the dreams. Why does 
he then interrupt his interpretation by saying, “What 
God is going to do, He is telling Pharaoh”? This would 

. Thus, in order to verify that yosef ’s interpretation of Pharaoh’s dream was 
correct, Pharaoh deliberately changed key details of his dreams. Since despite this 
yosef was still able to provide the correct interpretation of the dreams, it proved that 
yosef ’s explanation was the genuine one.

Explanation of 
Difference 9 

Answer to 
Question 12

ר  אֲשֶׁ אֵת  הוּא  אֶחָד  רְעהֹ  פַּ חֲלוֹם  רְעהֹ  אֶל־פַּ יוֹסֵף  (כה) וַיּאֹמֶר 
יד לְפַרְעֽהֹ. ה הִגִּ אֱלהִֹים עשֶֹׂ הָֽ

בַע  לִים הַטּבֹתֹ שֶׁ בֳּ ִ שּׁ בַע הַֽ ה וְשֶׁ נִים הֵנָּ בַע שָׁ רתֹ הַטּבֹֹת שֶׁ בַע פָּ (כו) שֶׁ
ה חֲלוֹם אֶחָד הֽוּא. נִים הֵנָּ %שָׁ

מֵעִם  בָר  הַדָּ י־נָכוֹן  ֽ כִּ עֲמָיִם  ֽ פַּ רְעהֹ  אֶל־פַּ חֲלוֹם  הַֽ נוֹת  ָ הִשּׁ (לב) וְעַל 
אֱלהִֹים לַֽעֲשׂתֹֽוֹ. אֱלהִֹים וּמְמַהֵר הָֽ הָֽ

פרק

מא
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