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“The Forty Days of Musa Dagh”:
An Epic of Persecution

eDays of misfortune pass and are gone,

Like the days of winter. they come and they go.
The sorrov.» of men do not last very long,

Like the b vers in shaps. they come and ge.

Persecution und bload lash the people to tears,

The caravans, they come and they go,

And men spring up in the garden of earth,

Whether henbane or balsam, they come and they go.. »

(Armenian folk-song)

Before we can penetrate into the heart of this remarkably rich novel (1),
we shall have to say something about its - story». the historical events of the
Forty Days, the bare framework of the navel Yet the word ¢bares is in-
appropriate here. nor is it just to spcak of the «heart» of the novel, for this

- the inner history of individual spinits - i so inextricably bound up with
the outward events of the narrative and the cthical proncuncements to which
these give hirth, that cven to speak of them under  the metaphor of different
parts of the same body is entirely mislcading. But 1 cannct see that the critic
of so little-known a novel may make use of any other mode of approach.

The years 1894-5 were marked by the first wholesale massacres of Ar-
menians in Turkey. under the Sultan Abdul Hamid. There were various
reasons for these terrible events, of which the religious divisicn between
Moslem and Christian was pechaps the very least important. The Armenians,
stateless since the middle ages, had never beer assimilated into the Ottoman
Empire: an ancient race, with a tenacious culture of their own. they had
retained their language {and not merely as a colloquial tongue). their customs
and their crafts. King Tiridates of Armenia, converted to Christianity during
the latter part of the third century. is said to be the first ruler in the world
to have adopted the Christian belief as his State religion. And since that
time an extensive Armenian literature has accumulated. in both poetry and
prose, mainly of a religious nuture. As a wonument to later Armenian cultuce.
a thesaurus of the language was compiled in 1836, which gave Latin and
Greek equivalents for every word, and of which the Encyclopaedia Britan.
nica remarks that, at that time. there was pno dictionary of any language
comparable for exhaustiveness and accuracy. To the more warlike Turks
the Armenians seemed, in Werfel's words, «a race of bookwormsy; and
Toynbee remarks that «the Armenians may be trusted to establish a school
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in every hamlet.» The very individuality, distinctness and tenacity of culture
of the Armenians, along with their adroitness both in business and the peasant
crafts, might well be expected to arouse the resentment of their neighbours
and rulers,

Official justifications of the massacres were based on the growiag pro-
Russian feeling among the Armenians (several of the leading Russian ge-
nerals in the 1877 war against Turkey werz Armenian) and the existence of
a revolutionary movement. The European powers tock polite exception to
the bloodshed and Gladstone denounced Abdul Hamid as «the Great Assas-
sin». But no action was taken.

That Abdul Hamid's arguments were not wholly irrational was indicated
by the happenings of 1908, when Armenian intellectuals joined with the
Young Turkish movement (the«Committee for Union and Progress»} in
overthrowing the Sultan and the old régime. But in spite of this co-operation
the Armenians suffered a far worse fate, with the outoreak of the Great War,
under the Young Turks. Armenians everywhere in the Ottoman Empire —
often whole villages — were deported to th: uninhabitable regions of the
Mesopotamian deserts. The declared policy of the government was: exterm-
ination of the race». The young men were generally murdered at the ontset
and, of the convoys, more than half died before reaching their destination.
Lye.witness accounts tell the usual dreadful <tory of sickness. rape, starva-
tian. thirst, madness. The reasons given for this planned extermination were
much the sume as in the earlier massacres: in short, the Armenian communi
fies were accused of baing a fifth column within the Ottoman Empire, in-
triguing with the advancing Russian forces. Again there were protests from
some of the European Powers — stronger protests this tim-. since France
and England were at war with Turkey and so could use the atrocities os pro-
paganda. But little was done to help the victims. And indeed, whatever the
Great Powers had done in the pre-War years had merely served --- as is
usually the ease — to worsen the lot of the Armeniaas. Italy, France, Ger-
many, Austria, Russia, Britain — they had all intrigued over the body of
the <sick man», and their intrigues had inevitably involved the one large
Christina minority, the Armenians. Furthermore, after the counter-res olution
of 1909, u staff of German officers had helped to reform the Turkish army, o
Bit.«h wdmical had occupiad himself with the navy, and French and Italion
officers had rcconstructed the gendarmerie. In such an atmosphere of moral
miasma as prevailed in 1914-15, it was only to be expected that non-official
bodies alone would turn to the rescue of the persecuted Amenians — Ame.
rican missionaries and teachers, German pastors, Dutch nurses, English
residents, Turkish peasants The end of it was that of the estimated pre-War
Armenian population of Turkey, 1,300,000, one half perished during the
deportations and accompanying slaughter (2}.

In a collection of documents laid before Parliament by Viscount Bryce
in 1916 and published under the title The Treatment of Armenians in the
Ottoman Empire there are papers referring to the defence of Musa Dagh,
which the editor (Arnold Toynbee) describes as «the single happy incident
in the natiopal tragedy of the Armenians in the Ottoman Enipires. The At-
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menians living in Yoghonoluk and the other villages on the slopes of Musa
Dagh, «the Mountain of Meses», which rises sheer from the sea on the Syrian
ceast near Antioch, received their deportatlon orders at a later date and had
therefore had an opportnity to see and hear what had happened to their
friends. They chose to die on their own mountain. rather than on the terrible
journey to the deserts, and with a few guns, flocks and some food they took
refuge behind the natural fortifications of Musa Dagh. They numbered
roughly four thousand, of whom less than a quarter were grown men, Here,
in spite of not being a military race, they resisted full-scale attacks made by
the Turkish army for forty days (according to the documents, fifty-three),
and just as their supplles had finally given out and it was clear they could
survive no longer, a French cruiser, noticing the banner hung out over the
sea, cawe to their rescue and transported them to a British refugee camp at
Port Said.

The moral we are meant to deduce from the official documents — they
were published as propaganda against the enemy — is of course that the
galiant outnumbered Armenians had triumphed over the cruel wily Turks.
It was to be one of those simple adventure stories — so uncommon in mo-
dern warfare — where a downtrodden Right emerges amazingly victorious
over u stupendous Might. The Word of God spoken with unambiguous
clarity Hut for Werfel the novelist the moral is something very differant.

Il

The main cvents of the novel correspond to actual events mentioned
in the documents: the almost insuperable difficulties of the undertaking, the
storm which ruins much of their provisions at the outset, the election by
Gullot of a committee of defence, the surprise attack by the besieged on the
besiegers, the primitive battering-ram used to propel boulders down the
slopes against the Turks, the banner with its inscription, «Christians in Need.
[ledp - But it is exactly in those points where the novel departs from the
documents that the importance, the value, the tremendous contemporary
«ignificance of the former lie. Those differences which relate to the invented
vharacters of the novel will have to be left till later. while we now glance at
the ditference io tone and intention, in explicit remark and implicit beliefs,
between the compilers of the documents and the writer of the novel.

First of all. the simplest distinction: ~ the mastery of the artist-art as
distinct from documentary. Here is an extract [rom a «Statement by Two
Red Cross Nurses of Danish Nationality» describing events at Erzindjan
{east-central Turkey):

« A soldier attached to our staff as cobbler said to Sister B.:

«l am now forty.six years old, and yet I am taken for military
service, although I have paid my exemption-tax regularly every
year. | have never done anything against the Goveonment, and now
they are taking from me my whole family, my seventy-year-old
mother, my wife and five children, and 1 do not know where they
are going.» He was especially affected by the thought of his little
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daughter, a year and e half old; ‘She is so sweet. She has such
pretty eyess; he wept like o child. The next day he came back;
<l know the teuth. They are uli dead.» And it. was only too true...>

With this we may compare the following passage from the {translated)
novel:

<A shifting carpet woven with the threads of blood-stained des-
tinles. It is always the same... Here, for instance, a man of forty-
six, in good clothes, an engineer. It needs many cudgel blows to
get him away from his wife and children. His youngest is about one
acpd a half, This man is to be enrolled in a labour battalion, for
road-making. He stumbles in the long line of men and shufiles, gib-
bering like a balf-wit: «I never missed paying my bedel... paying
my bedel.» Suddenly ke grips hold of his neighbour. «You've never
seen such a lovely baby»... A torrent of sentimental agony. « Why,
the glirl had eyes as big as plates. If only I could, I'd crawl after them
on my belly like a snake» And he shuffles on, enveloped in his
grief, completely isolated. That evening they lle down to rest on a
jhillside. Long after midnight be shakes the same neighbour out of
his sleep. «They're all dead nowr. He is perfectly calm.»

The second passage, though perhaps based on the first (in both the man
is forty-six, the daugbter a year and a half}, is in a different class. It is. in
fact, more real — it is too real to be good propaganda (which is provided
satisfactorily by the first passage). The soldier of the document ¢wept like
a childy: the touching prerogative of «our alliess. But the soldier of the novel
was «gibbering like a half-wits: and his «torrent of sentimental agony»
drowns all distinction between ally and enemy, between peolitical right and
wrong, between Moslem and Christian. We would stop that torrent, kut
we are given to understand that reprisal, revenge and all the devices of war
can only increase it all — the torrents of sentimental agony, the gibhering
of half.wits .

Similarly this letter from members of the German Misslans Staff in
Tryrkey to the German Ministry of Poreign Affairs, describing conditlons in
Aleppo:

«All this happens under the eyes of high Turkish officials. There
are forty or fifty emaciated phantoms crowded into the compound
opposite our school. They are women out of their mind; they have
forgotten how to eat; when one offers them bread, they throw it
aside with indifference. They only groan and walit for death.»

This letter may well have been the basis for the description of the
desert concentration camps which Werfel puts into the mouth of the shocked
Turkish officer in the second «lnterlude of the Godss:

«THE CAPTAIN: «They'ze no longer human... Ghosts... But not
the ghosts of human beings... the ghosts of apes. It takes them a
long time to die, because they chew grass ,and can sometimes get
hold of a plece of bread.. But the worst thing is that they're all
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too weak to bury their tens of thousands of corpses. Deir ez-Zor
is a horrible cloaca of death...»

THE OLD SHEIKH (after a long pause): «Aud how van they b2
helped 7»

THE CAPTAIN: cHelped? The best anyone could do for tham
would be to kill them all off in ore day... Their dehumanized misery
is so great that they have ceased to be able to distinguish between
friend and eremy.. Whenever I came into a camp. they came
round me in swarms. Usually there were only women and old men.
all half naked... They roared with hunger... The women scraped up
my horse’s dueg to pick out the undigested oat-grains...»

The document is horrible, but the extract from the novel is terrible The
first is likely to arouse our emotions against the Turks; the second acts a.
a warning — it is possiblz for man to turn his fellow-men into animal: The
victims, in the novel, are not <injured innocentss — those things that v 0
soothing a baln to those who befriend them in words or deeds — they are
«dehumanizeds creatures, who cannot be helped, for whom right and vwrong.
friend and enemy. has no meaning. It is not Pity that {9 aroused in the recder
but that less specious and perhaps more useful emotion, Terror

Occasionally in the documents one heats the overt tone~ of the -.p
gandist. The American mission at Van had first harbouted Armenlan r=F-a-+
and later, when the advancing Russians had captured the town, was asiced t.
take care aof Tarkish refugees. Here is the authentic voice of the Christion
proselytiser:

&The effect on its followers of the religion of Islam was never maore
strongly contrasted with Christianity While the Armenian refugec-
had been mutually helpfu) and self-sacrificing, these Moslema -how
ed themselves absolutely selfish, callous and indifferent to eauh
other's suffering. Where the Armenians bad been cheery and iwpe
ful, and had clung to life with wonderful vitality, the Mo-ie.
with no faith in*God and no hope of a future life, bereft + L wr
hope in this life, died like flies of the prevailing dysentery fror, l2ck
of stamina and the will to live».

That Armenians who died of dysentery should be ibe victims of Turkish
inhumanity whereas Turks who died of the same discase should be the victim-
of their own lack of faith in Ged and of cthe will to lives, savours of that
detestable species of war-time «logic» —— the logic of hate - - to which we
have grown accustomed during the last decade. All races, all religivns, are
capable of dying of dysentery: and of committing atrocities. Werfel - wwn
attitude is nearer to that of the impersonal sciantilic historian on tlis point

The atrocities have been revealed in their true light, as crimes
incidental to an abrormal process, which all parties have committed
in turn, and not as the peculiar practice of one denomination and
nationality (3).
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Woerfel presents the Turkish-Moslem case in all fairness, At the meeting
of the mystical arder of dervishes called «the thieves of heartss attended by
Johannes Lepsius (the German pustor who is working for Armenian relief),
the Tiirbedar, «guardian of the tombs of sultans and holy men», throws the
blame for the massacres on the Western powers whose «progress» inspired
the Young Turks to overthrow the Sultan:

wAt the [Berlin] Congress you Europeans began to meddie in the
domestic affairs of the empire. You urged reforms. You wanted to
buy Allah and our religion of us, for shabby sums. The Armenians
were your commercial travellers..»

The Tirbedar's strong arguments. the force of his reasoning — gDo we
send you missionaries, as you us ? You only send out the cross before you so
that the Baghdad railway and the oil trusts may pay better dividends...» —
help to preserve the essential balance of the novel, which might otherwisz
seem (since we tend, when we ourszlves are not directly implicated, to take
the side of the sunderdogs) to be heavily weigbed in favour of ChrisHen and
European values. Yet when, after describing the Armenians in Turkey as
an electric wire which «canducted your devil's restlessness into the midst
of our peaces, the Tuirbedar cries: «Cant you yourself see the justice of God
in these events?», we feel that if this is logic {and it appears to be) then logic
is of no use. Neither the Turbedar's logic aor the logic which the Christian
lady brought to bear on thc incidence of dysentery among Mobhammedans.
We need something that is beyond logic. And more hopeful than argument
or legic of any kind is the unofficizl, humun, behaviour of many of the
Turkish villagers related 1z the chapter called «The Great Assemblys:

«Often, as he rode about his district, a surprised mudir would pull
up in the village street, where he had just read out his decree of
banishment, to watch Turks and Armenians mingle their
tears. He would marve] as, before an Armenian house, its Turkish'
neighbours stood and wailed, calling after its dazed and tearless
inhsbitants, who without looking back were leaving the*doors of
their old home: «May God pity you!» And more, loading them
with provisions for the road, with costly preseats, a goat or even
a mule..»

All this, so to speak, is ground which must be cleared hefore Werfal
can come to grips with the real problem of the novel... and we find that this,
eventually, is no problem at all. For the povel's theme is Persecution, Not
anp argument over the rights or wrongs of persecution, its inevitability or
avoidability — but simply a painfully detailed «psychology» of persecution:
the priated words on the page collapse sickeningly beneath us and we fall
headlong into the experience of persecution. Persecution, even today, s for
most of us something we read about in the newspapers; it bappens in Ger-
many, or Whitechapel. It happens everywhere and always: and yet most cf
us never find out what it is and what it really means. Systematically breaking
.down all the deferces — of false logic, cultivated scepticism, sentimentality
— which we erect against the attacks of unpalatable knowledge, Franz
Wertel brings us suddenly face to face witb it: the experience of the victim,
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A study of persecution divides irto two related parts: the experience of
the persecutor and the experlence of the persecuted. Firstly, how dees pe:-
secution begin ? A governmental order is not in itself the beginning. And the
stages by which the common human emotons of irdtation at another's edif-
ferentnessy or smarter business sense, or jealousy of his bouse and furniture,
or suppressed desire for his «foreign-lookings wife — the stages by which
these feelings (which are certainly not confined to ary one race or religion)
pass into murder, rape and looting, are dramatically realised in «The Great
Assembly». I can quote only a brief extract:

«Thesz saptiehs [Turkisk police] were aot all brutes. Tt is even
probable that most of them were good, plain, middling sort of
people. But what can a saptieh do 7 He is under stringent orders to
reach such and such a point with his whole convoy by such a
scheduled hour. His heart may be in perfect sympathy with the

\ screaming mother who tries to snatch her child out of a ditch, Hings
herself down on the road, and claws the earth. No use to talk to
her. She's wasted minutes already, and it's still six miles to the next
halt. A mad scream from a thousand throats. Why did not these
crowds, weak as they were, hurl themselves on the saptieh and his
mates, disarm them, and tear them into shreds ? Perhaps the police-
men were in constant terror of such assault, which would have
finished them. And so — one of thawn fires a shot. The rest whip out
their swords to beat the defenceless cruelly with the blades. And,
with this blood, another cmotion comes to life in the cxcited sap-
tichs — thelr old itch for the women of the accursed race. In these
helpless women you possess more than a human being — in very
truth you possess the God of your enemy. Afterwards, the saptichs
scercely knew how it all had happencdr.

Mun’s recognition of humanity ot the peculiar warth of heing « wan,
is — the book tells us — so easily lost And once lost, it is difficult to recover
After the First beating, the first killing, the first atomic bomb, the others
follow quickly, painlessly. A little thing like what we euphcmistically call
«losing one’s tempers can lead directly to action which denies all that we
cver told ourselves about the esacredness» of human life. And once thc
principle of force is admitted there is no logical turning back. Talaat Bey,
the Turkish Minister of the Interior at the time of these cvents, is said to
have made thc following pronouncement in an interview for the Berliner
Tageblatt:

The sad events that have occirred in Armenia have prevented my
sleeping well at night. We have been reproached for making no
distinction between the iunocent Armenians and the guilty; but
that was utterly impossible, in view of the fact that those who were
innocent today might be guilty tomorrow.»
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And he was absolutely logical and torrect — given the premiscs which
most cultivated Europeans readily give themselves today. The anly good
Armenian is a uead Armenian. The only good German is a dead German.
We must praise Talaat Bey and the inventors of the latter slogan fer their
penetrative insight and transparent hooesty. They are quite right. Once the
principle of physical violence is accepted, there can be no distincHon between
the innocent and the gquilty. Force, the instrument supposedly for extermin-
ating the guilty, is precisely that great instrument which produces guilt, and
In terrifying, ever-increasing ratios. Force is always tending to the extermin-
ation of the race that uses it -- the human race — the last war seems to
indicate that. But apparently it is left to a work af art, a mere novel, to prove
it. This study of persecution is a microscopic scrutiny of a stage in the slow
process which violence goes through in its journey towards its final end:
the destruction of human life

We:fel achieves this proof. s 1 have remarked, by systematically de-
molishing our various kinds of mental defence — pseude-logic, «cold com-
monsenses, <¢historical necessity», wishful thinking, rationalization — by
precluding the possibility of exercising the bad mental and moral habits which
we ourselves, aided cnergetically by paliticians, philosephers and public
figures of all descriptions, have encouraged in ourselves.

Onc of the chief defences is the conception that  there is a difference of
kind between the professional soldier, the regular, with bis rifle or bombing
planc on tbe cne hand, and, on the other, the athugs, the Turkish saptich.
the Nazi brute with his rubber truncheon. But there is no real distinction: a
mere circumstance may suffice to make one pass into the other.

And that is why anti-German atrocity propaganda is so irrelevant, a:
anti-racial propaganda. A country that drops bombs from aeroplanes can
register only aesthetic — not morol — disapproval of a country that makes
lampshades from the skins of its victims. Werfel is most concerned with
atracities committed at close quarters, in «hot blood» and against defenceless
victims: but he makes no suggestion that this is in any way more disgusting
than the warfare in Burope. [t is even more «innocents: at least there is a
possibility of redemption among thugs and killers which seems to be denied
to the users of atomic bombs — we exponents of modern warfare, like the
nembers of a firing-party, tell ourselves: surely it was our gun that held the
blank cartridge. As the villagers prepare for their secret exodus to the
wmountain, Werfel reminds us of Europe:

c...there the dog-fight was being conducted with all modern con-
veniences, according to the most advanced sdentific principles, not
with the innocent blood.lust of the beast of passion, but with the
mathematical thoroughness and precision of the heast of intellect.»

alatellect> and apassion» : these are accidents of circumstance: the
+beastliness» is the same.

Another common defence mechanism, a protective skin for the can-
science which has heen growing for many centuries, is the idea that ¢suffer-
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ing refiness, and thereforz cannot be an cntirely deplordhle thing after all.
But even the writers of the eye-witness accounts in The Treatment of Ar-
menians in the Ottoman Empire — eager as they were to praise the Armen-
ians at the expense of the enemy Turks - were too close to the reality to be
able to suggest this. And Werfel blows this consaling notion sky high. Part
of the poetic symbolism of the novel lies in the quiet suggestion that Musa
Dagh is a kind of Garden of Eden:

«The flower-strewn meadows ot its eastern slapes. the fat pastur-
age of its many-folded fanks, its lithe orchards of apricot, vine and
orange around its feet, its quiet. 4s of protecting ceraphim -- all this
seemed Scarcely touched by the fall of man. under which, in rocky
melancholy, the rest of Asia Minor mourns ..

But the fleeing Armenians bring with them to Musa Dagh the angel with
the flaming sword who turns Paradise te a gutted wilderness: the last
desperate device of the defenders is to szt fir¢ to th: mountain. And the
settlement, right from the start, is far fror being 1 Utnpian community: the
Armenians hang on firmly to their social .nd financis! cliss-distinctions and
eventually spy fever, food-stealing, dislovalty. uputhv personal antipathies,
jealousy and egotism prove to be enemies just au dunoerous as the Turkish
army. On the thirty-third day of the defince the Anba Rifaat Berekot. u
pious Moslem of pre-revolutionary sympithics 2nd onv of -the thieves of
hearts». obtains admission to the camp :rd though ' b visiied the weorat
of the deportation camps, is sickened by « bhat he se»s:

«The savage, feverish masks of men grimac d round him avidh
Waving arms, as thin as twigs. thrust out nf tattered sieeves !5l
children close up to his face. as the wamen heaged  Nearly all
these children had swollen heads. on the thinnest necks aud their
huge. staring eyes had a knowiede. 1n thea forbidden the children
of humankind. The Agha percrined that pot even the mast brntal
convoy could. in its effects, be riure dehenonicmg than this isol

ation this cutting off He belic-o3 v v 1 —'d eaders ind
by how inuch this draining off i ' -m= e eeelty oo
the roassacre of the budy Th - I A P
donc 1vas, not that a whole peap'. "+ d boon o wonanated. ke e
o whole peaple, God s children. i.d heen d - vaiced 1

of Enver. striking these Armenians. hud sirccik Allsh Since an
them, as in all other men, even unbeliever. Aliah dwells  And
who so degrades His dignity in the creature degrades the Creator
in his victim. This, then. is God-murder, the .in which. to the cad
of time, is never forgiven

To the old man, it felt as chough he were walking through
clouds of ashes, the thick death-cloud of the whole burnt-up Ar-
menian face rising betwecen time and eternity

Suftering. on this scale, does nat refine it -dehumanmizes:  And nor does
continued persecution, of however mild or spasmoadic 4 naoture. tend to 1m-
prove the character of a minority; a race which has no State of 1ts own, to
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which it can appeal without having to beg favours or buy them, is bound
to develop certain unattractive traits among some of its members. The
Encyclopaedia Britannica has a remark which is relevant here:

The want of courage and self-reliance, the difficulty in truth and
honesty sometimes noticed in connexion with them [the Armenians},

are duuutless duc to long servitude under an unsympathetic govern-
ment,

But the effects of persecution — the spiritual disasters resultant on this
kind of erefincment» — are most persuasively, most finely, most poignantly
brought out — and agonisingly thrust upcn us — in Werfel's depiction of
the people of his story: especiaily Gabriel Bagxadzan, Juliette, Kilikian. Ard
these we must st'll feave till later.

Yet Werfel's most successful stratagem in his attack on our wmuffled
scnsibilities is his censistent aveidance of overt moralising, preaching, and
his continual use, instead, of a telling irony. (There is something Swiftian
here). Trony is integral to the book, but there are several instances which
are too good qot to quote. The Armenian camp has been unmolested for
over a week: unknown to the refugees, the authorities have had something
more important to contend with — a violent outbreak of spotted typhus
which originated with the masses of putrescent Armenian corpses lying in
the Mesopotamian descrts:

«The wordly wisdom of Talast Dey, in the Serail Palace of the
ministry, might well have been confounded by the perception of
what strange results may emerge from any attempt to exterminate
a whole people. But neither he nor Enver let it perturh them. Power
and the dullest insensitivity have gone together ever since there has

been a world...» N

¢«Any man's death diminishes me, because I om involved in mankind...»

r

Pechaps the finest example of this quiet, ferocious irony Is Werlel's
account of how the rescue cf thé relugees came about — a complete de-
parture from the actual facts, of course. One of the village teachers, Hrand
Oskanian, off his head with jealousy, hurt pride and the general desperation,
has become the leader of a small suicide cult. There is no God — he teaches
— the world is a lump of dung spinning in space; hut there is one way in
which man can ghow his power and spite this non-existent Geod: and that is
by committing suicide. This will spite the Turks as well. On the fortieth
night, Oskanian and his four converts gather on the edge of the mountain,
ready to throw themselves into thic sea. The three women jump first, leaving
the prophet with his stern male disciple. When Oskanian refuses to jump till
sunrise, the latter suspects his leader of backsliding; in the ensuing straggle
the disciple is flung over the cliff. Oskanian, hopping around insanely, falls
over a flagpole — the banner «Chiistian in Need. Help» which the wind



— 137 —

had blown over long before. He picks it up, shoulders it without knowing
what he is doing, and continues his antics. The French cruiser Gnicken
notices these mad wavings and signals an answer back. But Oskanlan, con-
sumed with the desire to escape the comsequences of his guilt, steps tao far
and the weight of tbe flagpole draws him over the cliff-edge:

¢At that minute the twelve-inch guns of the Guichen halted the
Turks with a shell that crashed down into Suedia».

That such a significant cvent — yet what docs it signify that the At-
menians should be rescued, now 7 — should hang on the Inglarious twitchings
of an almost mindless body, is by itself enough to assure the reader that e
novel is more than a thrilling adventure story.

The final ironical situation — it is part of the persomal tragedy of the
novel's chief character — occurs with the subsequent landing of the ficct-
commander, the French rear-admiral, and his ceremonial inspcction of the
locale of so heroic an action. Gabriel Bagradian, as the Armenian com-
mander, does his best to rise to the occasion by asking the admiral to accept,
«in the name of the French nation», the two howitzers captured from the
Turks by his young ~on {whe was later killed) It is found impossible to
mave them to the ship, however, and they have to b blown up. The admiral
then a-ks [or an account of the defence, while Gabril grows more and nare
hinpatient:

+What did these clectro-plated bigwigs know af the Armencan
destiny, of the gradual, slow undermining of cvery iudividual life
up there 7 His impatience became tinged with disgust. Couldn’t he
simply turn his back on them and waik away ?»

The admiral makes a short speech in praise of Gabriel and his «.Christ-
ian heroisms. But this talk of victory, unforgettable deeds, Christian heroism,
la gloire, is uttcrly out of place on Musa Dagh at the end of the Forty Days:
Gabriel has broken irrevocably with the world in which such words can ke
~paksn and have a meaning:

2As Gabriel bowed the deepest gratitude in answer to thi: sincerely
felt little speech, cordially grasping the rear-admiral's small, thin
hand, he casually thought: «Port Said ? Alexandria 7 1?7 What should
I do there * Live in a concentration camp? Why 7..»

v

Now, at last, for what I called — not altogether accurately — the
¢heart» of the novel There is bardly space in the present essay for a detailed
examination of the tragic fate of the four main characters. let alone any
discussion of the many lcsser persons, all of them portrayed with skifl and
cconomy, whose vivid individualities and idiosyncrasies are nonetheless
pressed unobtrusively into the book’s main theme. Of the four outstanding
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figures, one, the priest Ter H. rasun. may be quickly dismissed here; for,
monumental as he is, his funct: - is simple encugh. The eman of Gods, iron
in his faith, fire in his enthusio-m. Without him and the powerful religious
sanctions which he is able to ~.oke, the camp on Musa Dagh would not
hold together for a single day: - et against his account of the rescue — <the
evil only happened... to enab's God to show us His goodness» — we have
to place the unedifying. bitter “:tle farce of the suicide cult. Werfel clearly
has the greatest respect for T. - Haigusun. the Moszs of the mountzin. but
he does not propose him either .+ o possibie model for other people or as a
typical representative of per~ tted humarity The priest cannot be per-

secuted, he could only he kit ile is both greater and lesser than Gabricl
Bagradian

Gabriel Bagradian - th o at = ucl Bnth of the novel as ad-
vonture storv and nf the no- - bogeds The former because he has the
qualities of u leader and ~er cuchnical knowledge of watfare; the latter
because he is civilised, arvare. - thoroughiy articulate (4) Born, of wealthy

parents, in an Armenian villi. . which he ‘cft at the age of twelve, he has
sprent twenty-thrce yeats in P:r ~ marnyire o Prench vroman and living the
life of a cultured déraciné: ca -bolar, a bel esprit, an archaeologist. a histar-
ian of art, a philosopher + }i: pas almo« Forgutten that he was ever an
Armenian. ¢« Massacre and torr-rc b only knew through hooks and storiess
With his wife and san he et to Yoqbenoluk on family business and is
trapped by the outhrea® of in e Flis Yrmenian blood qur-kly
begins to re-assert itself and tne Purisian years fall away. It is he who First
senses the coming pers:oution

¢l heard all kinds o . e turbing ~iings - but that's not the pomt.
Perhaps, reaily. very ittle may have changed. But it always comes
suddenly, like a desort storm It's in my bones. My ancestors in me,
who suffzred incredib’e things, can feel it. My whale body feels it.
No, Julictte, you cur ¢ andecstand ' Nobody could understand who
hasn't been hated hec.use of his reces.

— and it is he who leads the :vedus to Musa Dagh and takes responsibility
for the camp's defeace. But, - thz gently nurtured cannot do butcher's work
unpunished. though right may be a thousand times on their side.»

Gabriel's French wife, Ji:!'ette, who can feel little but antipathy for the
unpolished Armenians. is the -ymbol of the _average person», unacqualnted
with persecuticn, confident in the strength. rectitude and protection- of her
country. She cannot adjust harszlf to the way of life of a refugee and, mote
as an act of pitiful deflance than anything else, she commits adultery with
the other «outsidets on the mountain, a nomadic Greek-Prench-American,
This is surely the most unpornograplic adultery in all literature: its pain-
fulness made almost unbearab!s by the duubt as to whether she is in her
tight mind when cormmitting it or in the carly stages of fever. At the end, l.er
self-respect gone, her marriage in ruins, her beauty destroyed, she searches
madly for a dress in which to greet the French naval officers — yes, there
is a happy ending, of a sort, for her:



