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FREUD ON THE ‘HISTORICAL NOVEL’:
FROM THE MANUSCRIPT DRAFT (1934)
OF MOSES AND MONOTHEISM?

YOSEF HAYIM YERUSHALMI, New YORrRk

Moses and Monatheism—the alliterative English
title dilutes the more precise and emphatic Der
Mann Moses und die monotheistische Religion®
while the work remains, in many ways, the most
opaque and problematic in the Freudian canon.
Rejected by historians and anthropologists alike,
its psycho-Lamarckian assumptions in utter dis-
repute, for some time now it has seemed that the
only way to salvage the book is to treat it
primarily as a psychological document of
Freud’s inner life. This subjectivizing tendency
has been reinforced ever since it became known
that the original subtitle, which never appeared
in the published version, had been: *Ein histo-
rischer Roman” (*A Historical Novel’).* In-

evitably, perhaps, historischer Roman conjures
up associations to both fiction and the psycho-
analytic ‘family romance’ (Familienroman), a
central concept that Freud himself utilized in
analysing the biblical narrative of the birth and
rescue of Moses. Thus the book is now increas-
ingly approached as a kind of historical fiction
masking Freud’s private family romance—his
allegedly unresolved oedipal conflict with his
father and, deriving from this, his assumed
ambivalence over, and even repudiation of, his
Jewish identity." Meanwhile, the question of the
conscious intentionality of the work recedes ever
farther from view.®

In my own work in progress on a full-scale

! For permission to cite the manuscript draft of Moses
and Monotheism (hereafter MS. 1934) and to publish its
introductory section, 1 am grateful to Freud Copyrights
Ltd., Wivenhoe, Colchester, England, and to its director, Mr
Mark Paterson, as well as to Professor Albert Solnit of Yale
University for his good offices on my behalf. My thanks also
to Professor Josephine Wahl of Howard University for
personally preparing for me a photocopy of the manuseript;
to my doctoral student Ms Evelyn Ehrlich for the initial
transcription of the entire text; and to my colleague Professor
Andreas Huyssen, chairman of the Department of German
at Columbia University, for reviewing both the transcription
and the translation of Freud's introduction. Needless to say,
any remaining flaws are mine alone. In the notes that follow,
dual citations are given for works published originally in
German or French and then in English.

* Moses and Monotheism appears as the title of the first
English translation by Katherine Jones (Freud, 1939a) and
was retained by James Strachey in his translation for the
Standard Edition. Since the Jones-Strachey title has become
fixed in the literature, | have felt no choice but to use it here.
It is to be noted that equivalent titles are to be found in all
the translations listed by Grinstein (1977, no. 144). Only the
Spanish moves a bit closer to the original (Moisés y la
religion monoteista). The full and accurate title should be, of
course, ‘The Man Moses and the Monotheistic Religion'.
This has been recognized in the Hebrew translation, Ha-'ish
Mosheh ve-"emunat ha-yilwd (1978) and in the new French
version, Ihomme Moise el la religion monatheiste (1986),
both of which appeared after Grinstein’s bibliography, Had
Freud desired to name the book *Moses and Monotheism’

he would have written * Moses und der Monotheismus’, That
we are not dealing here with a semantic trifle is shown by the
fact that on p. 50 of MS. 1934 this title appears as a
possibility to be considered and we see, therefore, that in the
end Freud deliberately rejected it.

3 It seems first to have been reported by Ernest Jones
(1957, 3, p. 192), based on Freud’s letter of 30 September
1934, to Arnold Zweig, which will be discussed below.

* It will suffice to cite the judgements expressed in three
very diverse works. Thus, Paul Ricoeur (1965, p. 239; 1970,
p. 244): ‘this book stands as an exorcism. It marks the
renouncement on the part of Sigmund Freud the Jew of the
value of belonging to the race that engendered Moses and
imparted ethical monotheism to the world"; Marthe Robert
(1974, p. 278; 1976, p. 167): ‘And so in order not to die,
Freud declared in the book that may be regarded as his
authentic testament...that he was no more a Jew than
Moses had been...So that when it came time for him to
leave the stage... he could say that he was neither a Jew nor
a German...for he wished to be the son not of any man or
country but like the murdered prophet only of his life work";
and still more radically—Elliot Oring (1984, p. 101): * Moses
and Monotheism would seem to be the work of a modern
apostle, a new gospel with a perhaps not-so-new Epistle to
the Hebrews .. If Moses was not a Jew then neither was
Freud, If anti-Semitism were to disappear, then the Jews
must be prepared to acknowledge the underlying message of
the Christ myth as preached by a psychoanalytic prophet”.

® Arguing that Moses and Monotheism contains ‘coded
autobiographical confessions’, Marianne Krill (1979, pp.
229 f.; 1986, pp. 196 f.) discerns no less than five *encoding

13-2
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study of Moses and Monotheism,* of which this
essay represents only a discrete byproduct, T
have proceeded on the principle that before one
can begin to speculate with any degree of disci-
pline on Freud's unconscious or esoteric motives
in writing the book, every effort should be made
to understand it on its own terms and within its
manifest contexts. Prior to any psychological
deconstruction of the text there ought to be a
rigorous attempt at historical reconstruction,
employing all the traditional tools of critical
historical inquiry and all the relevant documents
available. Without such elementary controls
speculation can only result in an all too common
species of wild analysis.

Accordingly, one of the first questions I found
myself asking was whether a manuscript of
Moses and Monotheism has survived. To my
considerable surprise, I soon ascertained that
the manuscript draft of the original version,
written in Freud’s Gothic hand on fifty-seven
large folio pages and dated 9 August 1934, is
preserved in the unrestricted portion of the
Freud Archives.” This manuscript which, so far
as I am aware, has until now never been utilized
in Freud scholarship, is of superlative interest
and deserves a critical edition which I hope
eventually to produce. For the moment, how-
ever, | shall confine myself exclusively to one
significant aspect. The manuscript opens with an
introduction that Freud never published, in
which he attempts to elucidate the subtitle of his
work, that is—to explain what he intended by

YERUSHALMI

calling it ‘a historical novel’. The present paper
is concerned primarily with this phrase, though
I shall attempt to probe some related questions
as well. The reader will surely understand why 1
cannot undertake to treat here the larger and far
more intricate issues raised by Moses and Mono-
theism as a whole, all of which must be deferred
to a more ample occasion,

Before proceeding to a direct examination of
Freud’s unpublished introduction, it should be
realized that in the very same period he also
had occasion to reflect upon the nature of the
historical novel within other contexts. The
immediate background is to be found in his
correspondence with his friend and admirer, the
novelist Arnold Zweig, who had recently fled
from Nazi Germany to Palestine and, by a
piquant coincidence, was living on Mt. Carmel
in Haifa at a rooming-house called ‘ Bet Mosheh’
(House of Moses).®

MoSES—NIETZSCHE—JOSEPH

The first announcement of the work that was
to become Moses and Monotheism came in a
letter from Freud to Zweig dated 30 September
1934, some seven weeks after the draft had been
completed (Freud/Zweig, 1968, pp. 101-104;
1970, pp. 91-3. Cf. Jones, 1957, 3, p. 192). Freud
began to tell his news almost casually: ‘For
being somewhat at a loss what to do in a period
of comparative leisure I have written something

planes’ in the worf(. of which three are conscious, one
preconscious, and one unconscious. Beyond this formal
classification, however, she does not really assign any
hierarchy of meaning to the various planes, so that we are
not informed as to which have priority in the interpretation
of the book as a whole.

® The work has its origin in a lecture entitled *About
Freud's Moses and Monotheism® which I delivered as the
Lionel Trilling Seminar, Columbia University, in November
1986, an occasion at which I benefited from the sympathetic
criticism of the two commentators, Profs. Robert Alter of
Berkeley and William J. McGrath of Rochester. At the same
time I was acutely aware that what I had presented was too
long for a single lecture and yet too short to encompass my
thinking on the subject and the data | had already gathered.
The opportunity for a more ample treatment has come to me
through the invitation of Yale University to deliver the
Franz Rosenzweig Lectures in the Fall of 1989, which will be
published subsequently as a book by Yale University Press.

" The manuseript is at the Library of Congress in Wash-
ington. See the typescript catalogue, Library of Congress,

Manuscript Division : The Sigmund Freud Collection, where it
is listed on p. 18 under Series B: Unrestricted Portion,
Container no. B18. Curiously, the catalogue records only the
bracketed dates of publication [1937-39], without any in-
dication that the first page of the manuscript is dated 9
August 1934, in Freud’s hand. B18§ also contains a holograph
manuscript of Part IT (*Wenn Moses ein Agypter war...") as
it was prepared for publication in fmago in 1937, and the
printed proof sheets of Parts I and II from the same journal,
but with only sparse and minor corrections by Freud.

% See Freud/Zweig (1968, p. 90; 1970, p. 86). This
published correspondence, so important for the light it casts
on the evolution of Moses and Monotheism, represents only
a fraction of the total number of letters extant, Even those
published have suffered the suppression of various passages,
first by Zweig himsell and then by the editor, a deprivation
to which the student of Freud is already accustomed from
similar publications. Unfortunately, the Zweig Archives now
in the DDR are inaccessible to me, while seventeen folders
containing letters from Freud to Zweig in the Freud Archives
at the Library of Congress are sealed until the year 2010,
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mysclf... Now do not start rejoicing, for I wager
you will never get it to read’.

After this coy but tantalizing little flourish,
Freud went on in earnest:

The starting point of my work is familiar to you—it
is the same as that of your Bilanz. Faced with the new
persecutions, one asks oneself again how the Jews
have come to be what they are and why they should
have attracted this undying hatred. I soon discovered
the formula: Moses created the Jews. So I gave my
work the title: The Man Moses, a Historical Novel
(with more justification than your Nietzsche novel).
The material fits into three sections. The first is like an
interesting novel; the second is laborious and boring:
the third is full of content and makes ecxacting
reading...

Thus, whatever other levels of intentjon the
work might contain, Freud's immediate mo-
tivation is stated unequivocally. He has taken up
his pen in reaction to the ‘new persecutions’
unleashed against the Jews by the Nazis, the
same point of departure as Zweig's recent Bilanz
der deutschen Judenheit 1933 (‘ Balance Sheet of
Germany Jewry 19337) which had been pub-
lished earlier in the year.® Beyond that, however,
there is no resemblance. Zweig's book was
essentially an attempt to draw the attention of
the world to the plight of Germany Jewry and to
explain how it had come about. The emphasis is
on an understanding of the German *psychosis’
and a defence of the Jews as integral participants
in every sphere of German and European culture
and society in which, deliberately, a separate
section is devoted to ‘Freud and Psycho-
analysis’.!® By contrast, Freud was concerned to
discover, not how the Germans, but how the
Jews ‘have come to be what they are’, and what
there is about them that has attracted ‘this
undying hatred’. The final result, as we know,
would be a radical attempt at a psychoanalysis
of Jewish history to which, characteristically, the
key would be the uncovering of origins, summa-
rized in the phrase that ‘Moses created the
Jews’.

But there is another remark in the letter that

catches our attention. After informing Zweig
that he has subtitled the work a ‘historical
novel’, Freud immediately adds: ‘with more
justification than your Nietzsche novel’.

The reference is to Zweig's announcement
some five months earlier, on 28 April, that he
plans to begin “a novel about Nietzsche’s mad-
ness’. He was only worried about the plot, ‘for
neither a case history nor the portrayal of a
delusion is a plot..." (Freud/Zweig, 1968, p. 85;
1970, p. 74).

Freud had responded to this on 12 May with
a particularly illuminating letter in which he
strongly advised Zweig not to pursue the matter
(Freud/Zweig, 1968, pp. 87-9; 1970, pp. 76-9).
While admitting that he is ‘much more clearly
conscious of my inclinations against the project
than the reason forit’, and not denying that ‘ the
relationship you establish between Nietzsche and
me also plays a part in my reasons’, Freud’s
main objections were on substantive grounds.
‘It seems to me’, he began, ‘that we touch here
on the problem of poetic license versus historical
truth’, and then he proceeded to elaborate:

Where there is an unbridgeable gap in history and
biography, the writer can step in and try to guess how
it all happened. In an uninhabited country he may be
allowed to establish the creatures of his imagination.
Even when the historical facts are known but suffi-
ciently remote and removed from common know-
ledge. he can disregard them...[as an-example of the
latter Freud offers Shakespeare’s treatment of Mac-
beth]. But on the other hand, when reality is firmly
established and has become common property, the
writer should respect it... [here Freud severely
criticizes Shaw’s Caesar and Cleopatra; poets such as
Schiller in Don Carlos and Goethe in Egmont and
Goetz also generally do not observe these rules].

Now when it is a question of someone so near to us
in time and whose influence is still as active as
Friedrich Nietzsche's, a description of his character
and his destiny should aim at the same result as a
portrait does—that is to say, however the conception
may be elaborated the main stress should fall on the
resemblance. And since the subject cannot sit for the
portrait, one has first to collect so much material
about him that it only needs to be supplemented with
a sympathetic understanding. Otherwise we will be

¥ Zweig(1934). Some seven years earlier Zweig had written
a book on anti-Semitism entitled Caliban oder Politik und
Leidenschaft (1927). Significantly, the book was dedicated to
Freud (*Sigmund Freud Respektvoll’) and it was Zweig's
request for permission to make this gesture (see Freud/

Zweig, 1968, p. 9; 1970, p. 1) that initiated the friendship
between the two.

10 Zweig (1934, p. 232): ‘Sigmund Freud, geboren 1856 in
Freiberg in Mihren, C.S.R., ist der bedeutendste jetzt
lebende Wissenschaftler der Welt’.
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faced with what happened to the devoted son and the
Hungarian painter: * Poor father, how much you have
changed!”

Zweig might think he has enough biographical
material for such a portrait, but there was
another, special obstacle: ‘it is the case history
of a sick man, and that is much more difficult to
guess or reconstruct... Anyway, if it is a case
history, for the layman the main interest is
gone’.

Because of their friendship Freud did accede
to Zweig's urgent request that he ask Lou
Andreas-Salomé for her co-operation.' She
flatly refused. Still, Zweig would not be dis-
suaded. On 6 June he wrote to assure Freud of
his agreement on the question of historical truth
but continued to elaborate on his plan for the
novel. He added that he had just read Emil
Ludwig’s biography of Napoleon and found it
‘stupid’, Napoleon a ‘cardboard figure’
(Freud/Zweig, 1968, p. 92; 1970, p. 82). Two
days later he announced that he had just written
a play entitled Bomaparte in Jaffa and gave
further details concerning his ongoing Nietzsche
work : ‘The central point in my plan is actually
the possibility it offers of discharging an anti-
German affect more fiercely and totally than
would be conceivable in any other way.
Nietzsche's notorious contempt for German
anti-Semitism makes him absolutely vital as the
hero of this novel” (Freud/Zweig, 1968, p. 95;
1970, p. 84). This time all that was left to Freud
was to pull out his trump card. On 15 July he
wrote Zweig flatly that ‘it is impossible to
understand anyone without knowing his sexual
constitution, and Nietzsche's is a complete
enigma’, adding: ‘Should writers be allowed to
weave such a web of fantasy round the crude
pathological facts? I do not know. Writers are
not usually very amenable creatures’ (Freud/
Zweig, 1968, p. 96; 1970, p. 85).

As we have noted, the manuscript draft of
Moses and Monotheism bears the date 9 August
1934, little over three weeks after the letter just
cited. Thus we see the extent to which, in the
very midst of writing this draft, Freud was also
preoccupied with the nature of the historical

novel, with ‘poetic license versus historical
truth’. But his thoughts were stimulated not
only by the continual exchange with Zweig over
Nietzsche. In the previous year the first volume
of Thomas Mann’s tetralogy Joseph and his
Brothers had been published, the two subsequent
volumes coming out in 1934 and 1936 (the final
volume was published after Freud’s death). We
know that Freud read the Joseph books avidly,
as they appeared (Freud, 1980, pp. 440, 447,
1960, pp. 426, 432). Here, indeed, was not only
a historical novel on the grandest scale, but one
that was based on biblical material, like his own
Moses. In the great meditation (‘ Prelude : Descent
into Hell’) with which the entire opus begins,
and whose resonances could not have eluded
Freud, Mann expressed his awe in contemplating
so distant a past and his sense of the enormous
difficulty in trying to recreate it:

Deep is the well of the past. Should we not call it
bottomless? (Tief ist der Brunen der Vergangenheit.
Sollte man ihn nicht unergriindlich nennen?)...

For the deeper we sound, the further down into the
lower world of the past we probe and press, the more
do we find that the carliest foundations of humanity,
its history and culture, reveal themselves unfath-
omable. No matter to what hazardous lengths we let
out our line they still withdraw again, and further,
into the depths...(Mann, 1933, p. ix; 1958, p. 3).

Mann's Joseph evoked Freud’s admiration;
Zweig’s abortive Nietzsche project brought forth
his strong reproof before it was ever written.
Disproportionate reactions, to say the least.
Moreover, it seems almost unfair that, just as he
was actively discouraging Zweig from pursuing
the Nietzsche novel, Freud himself should have
been writing a work on Moses which he labelled
‘a historical novel'. Why should Freud have felt
he had ‘more justification’ in doing so? Surely
Nictzsche, an older contemporary of both men
(he died in 1900) provided more authentic and
richer historical materials than did Moses or, for
that matter, Joseph. Yet if we hark back to
Freud's letter of 12 May we find that on this very
score he was being perfectly consistent, Freud's
point to Zweig had been that precisely those
historical figures who, like Nietzsche, are ‘so

U Letter of 16 May 1934, but adding that he himself has advised Zweig to give up the project, See Freud/Salomé

(1980, p. 220; 1985, p. 202).
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near to us in time’, require the faithfulness of
portraiture and leave little or no room for
imagination or guesswork. As for figures in the
remote past, it all depends upon whether there is
an ‘unbridgeable gap in history or biography’
into which the writer may legitimately step, or
whether historical reality is ‘firmly established
and has become common property’, in which
case ‘the writer should respect it’.

To be sure, for some two millennia the biblical
accounts of the origins of Israel had been such
common property among Jews and Christians,
but by Freud’s time, except among orthodox
believers, this was no longer so. The prior
consensus of both Jewish and Christian tradition
on the historical veracity of the Bible had been
shattered by the so-called Higher Criticism of
nineteenth and early twentieth-century biblical
scholarship. Until the publication in 1929 of
Albrecht Alt’s pathbreaking Der Gott der Viter
(The God of the Fathers) the patriarchal narra-
tives had been largely dismissed as mythical. On
Moses scholarly opinion had ranged from a
virtual denial of his historicity (significantly, the
first section of Freud’s manuscript draft is en-
titled ‘Hat Moses gelebt?’) to a welter of
conflicting theories on the nature of his life and
work. The ‘property’ having been thus dis-
mantled, Freud, like Mann on the one hand and
the biblical scholars on the other, felt free to
stake out his own claim.

REDEFINING THE ‘HISTORICAL NOVEL’

Still, why subtitle his work ‘a historical
novel’? Though the term may have been in
Freud's mind because of his correspondence
with Zweig and his reading of Mann, his use of
it was certainly idiosyncratic, perhaps even iro-
nic. But we need not even try to guess, for in his
original introduction Freud set out immediately
to explain himself. Here, in translation, is the
manuscript text (for the German original see the
Appendix):

9.8.34 The Man Moses
A Historical Novel'?

As the sexual union of horse and donkey produces
two different hybrids, the mule and the hinny, so the
mixture of historical writing and free invention give
rise to different products which, under the common
designation of historical novel, sometimes want to be
appreciated as history, sometimes as novel. For some
of them deal with people and events that are his-
torically familiar, but they do not aim at reproducing
them faithfully. They derive their interest, in fact,
from history, but their intent is that of the novel; they
want to sketch moving portrayals and to affect the
emotions. Others among these literary creations func-
tion in quite the opposite way. They do not hesitate to
invent persons and events in the hope of achieving an
especially adequate description of the particular char-
acter of a historical period through such means, but
first and foremost they aspire to historical truth despite
the admitted fiction. Still others manage to a large
extent in reconciling the demands of artistic creation
with those of historical fidelity. How much fiction,
contrary to the intentions of the historian still creeps
into his presentation, requires little further comment!

When I, however, who am neither a historian nor
an artist, introduce one of my works as a historical
novel, this term must allow for yet another definition.
I have been trained to the careful scrutiny of a certain
domain of phenomena. To me fiction and invention
are easily associated with the blemish of error.

My immediate purpose was to gain knowledge of
the person of Moses, my more distant goal to con-
tribute thereby to the solution of a problem, still
current today, which can only be specified later on.

A character study requires reliable material as its
basis, but nothing available concerning Moses can be
called trustworthy. It is a tradition coming from one
source, not confirmed by any other, fixed in writing
only in a later period, in itself contradictory, certainly
revised several times and distorted under the influence
of new tendencies, while closely interwoven with the
religious and national myths of a people.

One would be entitled to curtail the attempt as
hopeless, were it not that the grandeur of the figure
outweighs its elusiveness and challenges us to renewed
effort. Thus one undertakes to treat each possibility in
the text as a clue and to fill the gap between one
fragment and another according to the law, so to
speak, of least resistance, that is—to give preference
to the assumption that can claim the greatest prob-
ability. That which one can obtain by means of this
technique can also be taken as a kind of historical
novel, since it has no proven reality, or only an
unconfirmable one, for even the greatest probability
does not coincide with the truth. Truth is often very
improbable, and factual evidence can only in small
measure be replaced by deductions and speculations.

The introduction appears as lucid as it is
modest. In essence Freud dissociates his enter-

12 Copyright © by A. W. Freud et al.
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prise from that of both Zweig and Mann. He has
called his work a *historical novel’, not because
it really has anything in common with that genre
as it is ordinarily conceived, not because he has
any imaginative agenda beyond the quest for
truth. It is a novel only in the sense that, given
the extreme paucity of reliable historical facts
concerning Moses, Freud must rely so heavily
on ‘probability’, while recognizing that ‘even
the greatest probability does not [necessarily]
coincide with the truth’. Indeed, there is an
analogue to this use of ‘novel’ in Freud’s
Leonardo da Vinci of 1910, where he wrote: “If,
in making these statements, I have provoked the
criticism, even from friends of psychoanalysis
and from those who are expert at it, that I have
merely written a psychological novel, 1 shall
reply that I am far from over-estimating the
certainty of these results’ (Freud, 1910, p. 134).

But would such lingering insecurities not afflict
the historian as well? Certainly, Freud seems to
say, to the extent that ‘fiction, contrary to the
intentions of the historian, still creeps into his
presentation’, the historian is also a kind of
historical novelist. The crucial difference lies in
the ‘technique’ employed to arrive at ‘ the great-
est probability’, and here, though not named
explicitly, the technique is obviously that of
psychoanalysis. In this way, then, Freud divorces
himself from the traditional historian as well. He
is ‘neither a historian nor an artist’. What is he,
then? One ‘trained to the careful scrutiny of a
certain domain of phenomena’ to whom *fiction
and invention are casily associated with the
blemish of error’. In other words—a scientist.
We shall yet have occasion to return to this
point.

Quite incidentally the introduction also hints
at an earlier stage in Freud’s thinking, traces of
which are still to be found in the manuscript
draft. The term ‘character-study’ (Character-
studie) suggests that he may have begun with the

notion of writing a psychoanalytic study of
Moses himself, something akin to his Leonardo,
and there is evidence that he even thought to
derive the character of the Jews from that of
Moses.'* By now, however, he was on the track
of deeper channels through which Moses had
‘created the Jews’, as well as the consequences
of their formative experiences for an under-
standing of Jewish character, Jewish history and
anti-Semitism (‘a problem, still current today,
which can only be specified later on’).

Not known until now, the manuscript of 1934
reveals clearly that when Freud used the term
*historical novel’ he was referring only to that
portion of the manuscript which roughly corre-
sponds to Parts I and II of the published version.
Part III was not included by him in this rubric.
Indeed, before reaching the substance of what
would become Part III, he presents a short
summary of his prior historical reconstruction,
observing: ‘Herewith I can close what I have
designated as the historical novel about the man
Moses’ .1

The plot of the ‘novel’ in Freud’s schematic
summary relates that Moses was a noble, am-
bitious Egyptian, a convinced adherent of the
Aton religion, perhaps close to the king
Ikhnaton. The latter’s death, which brought
about the downfall of the new religion and of
the dynasty, meant for Moses the loss of all his
hopes and a severe mortification of his con-
victions. In compensation, he took unto himself
a currently enslaved tribe of Semitic strangers
who had wandered into the Nile Delta during
the reign of the Hyksos, led them through the
then prevailing anarchy out of Egypt, attempted
to sanctify them through circumcision, and
taught them the religion of Aton whose anti-
theses to the Egyptian folk-religion he sharp-
ened still further. The fact that he had chosen
the Hebrews in order thereby to realize his ideals
gave him the right to proclaim to them that they

4 On p. 20 of MS. 1934 Freud writes of the Jews and
Moses: ‘Ja eine eigentuemliche Reaktion dieses Volkes, die
sich wiederholt in seiner Geschichte zeigt, und der es zum
guten Teil seiner Fortbestand verdankt, scheint bereits im
Characterbilde Moses, wie wir es zu erraten versuchen,
vorgezeichnet. Ich meine die Bemuehung durch einen Schick-
salsschlag das Verlorene auf anderem Boden, mit neuen
Mitteln wiederaufzubauen®. This passage does not appear in
the published version of Moses and Monotheism. An echo

may be found in Freud’s letter of 17 January 1938, to his son
Ernst who had established himself in England (Freud, 1980,
p. 456; 1960, p. 440): "It is typically Jewish not to renounce
anything and to replace what has been lost. Moses, who in
my opinion left a lasting imprint on the Jewish character,
was the first to set an example .

14 MS. 1934, p. 26: *Hiemit kann ich abschliessen, was ich
als den historischen Roman um den Mann Moses ange-
kuendigt habe’.
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are God’s chosen people. Subsequently he may
have had bad experiences with them. In the end

. they cast off the sanctity that had been forced

upon them and united with kindred tribes that,
sometime and somewhere, had adopted the
worship of a local god named Yahwe. But it
turned out that the deeds and teachings of Moses
were not without success. The tradition of his
religion persisted and, over a span of centuries,
produced the effect that Yahwe assumed the
characteristics of the God whom Moses had
given to his Jewish people. Freud expresses his
hope that ‘ this construction does not suffer from
inner contradictions; I am not bold enough to
affirm that it has hit upon the to us unknown
historical reality’. Curiously, the murder of
Moses is not mentioned in this summary.

Let us recall now that in his letter to Zweig of
30 September Freud had stated that the first
section of his work (the establishment of the
Egyptian origin of Moses through the etymology
of his name and the psychoanalytic interpret-
ation of the biblical exposure myth) was ‘like an
interesting novel’. The second section, which
attempts to reconstruct the historical events but
which, as we have just seen, Freud also con-
sidered as part of the ‘novel’, was depicted as
‘laborious and boring’. The latter phrase, it
seems to me, is not so much a comment on the
style of the second section, as it is a reflection of
Freud’s deep unease over the degree of * historical
reality” at which he had arrived. Having summa-
rized the plot of his novel, and before proceeding
to the third section, Freud felt it necessary to
add a ‘Critical Appendix’ (Kritischer Anhang)
which, as it turned out, was also never to be
published. ‘I did not know’, Freud began, ‘that
it would be so difficult to compose a historical
novel. Now that it is completed, my conscience
demands that the standard of more sober his-
torical writing be applied to it’.'

This Anhang is largely devoted to a critique of
Hugo Gressmann’s Mose und seine Zeit (1913)
as a representative work of the best in modern
critical biblical scholarship, thus also affording
Freud an opportunity to compare it with his
own venture. The central points in Gressmann’s

interpretation with which Freud took issue were
his acceptance of the Jewish origin of Moses and
especially his interpretation of the biblical mir-
acle of the splitting of the Red Sea. According to
Gressmann and others the Hebrews were forced
at one point to cross, not the Red Sea proper,
but the Gulf of Akaba. Mount Sinai, or Horeb,
which from the biblical description was surely a
volcano, could not have been in the Sinai Pen-
insula, which contained no volcanic mountains,
but was situated on the other side of the Gulf of
Akaba, near the northwest coast of the Arabian
Peninsula. This was the territory of the Midian-
ites who worshipped Yahwe, the god of the
volcanic region, as their chief deity. Just as the
Hebrews were crossing the Gulf they found the
Egyptians in hot pursuit. But in the very midst
of their terror something unheard of and un-
expected occurred. Suddenly voleanic eruptions
sent the waters in turmoil, casting the Egyptians
back and enabling the Hebrews to reach land
safely. The impression upon them of this ‘mir-
acle” was overwhelming and indelible. From
the Midianites of the region they now learned
that the name of the god who had intervened to
save them was Yahwe. It was then that the
intuition flashed in Moses’s mind that this god
had chosen Israel to be his people, and that
therefore the people must choose him as its god.
When Moses communicated this to them their
spirits were fired as well. As soon as the Hebrews
came to Kadesh in the Sinai Peninsula, where
they united with kindred tribes who had lived
there for ages since leaving Canaan, Yahwe was
officially declared to be their only God. A
Midianite priest, Jethro, was invited to Kadesh
to teach Moses the details of Yahwe’s service.
With the transportation of Yahwe’s holy ark
from Midian to the Israelite camp, the im-
plantation of the new religion was complete.
Freud trusts that he will not be considered
impudent if he points out that Gressmann’s
explanation of the miracle “is also only a his-
torical novel, no more certain than the one
constructed by us. One cannot easily subscribe
to the notion that the adoption of a new religion
is to be traced back to a fortuitous coincidence

15 MS. 1934, p. 29: ‘Ich hatte nicht gewusst, dass es so
schwer sein wuerde, einen historischen Roman zu verfassen.
Jetzt, da er vollendet ist, mahnt mich mein Gewissen,

den Massstab nuechterner Geschichtsschreibung an ihn
anzulegen .
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such as the appearance of a volcanic phenome-
non... so long as other explanations are possible.
A sudden volcanic tidal wave which only washed
away the Egyptians and which left the nearby
Israelites unmolested remains a process that is
hard to imagine and extremely unlikely, actually
not much different than a miracle’.

Turning back for a contemplation of his own
historical novel (unser eigenen historischen
Romans) Freud points out that it has made so
many positive assertions concerning the charac-
ter and motives of Moses that it seems worth-
while to make the effort to examine how much
historical plausibility, aside from the psycho-
logical, it can claim.

In this sense Freud finds three points in the
biblical tradition strong enough to bear the
weight of his construction. First—Moses’s indi-
sputably Egyptian name which, strongly rein-
forced by the analysis of the exposure myth, can
only mean that Moses was an Egyptian whom
the tradition made into a Jew. ‘Here’, Freud
claims, ‘we have touched firm ground. The
Egyptian provenance of Moses is the indis-
pensable prerequisite for the further develop-
ments in our novel .'* Second—the explanation
of the election of Israel. Gressmann well under-
stood the crucial importance of the element of
chosenness, but his recourse to the impact on the
Israclites of a volcanic eruption is no more than
poetic fantasy (dichterlichen Phantasie). How
much more coherent, Freud insists, is his own
notion of the descent of the high-born Moses to
the enslaved people whom he paternally adopts,
leads to freedom, and attracts to a new religion.
Finally—the custom of circumcision, which
Gressmann derives from the Midianites but
which is intimately associated with Moses, even
though the biblical account denies that he in-
itiated it among the Hebrews. ‘Circumcision
belongs to Egypt’ (die Beschneidung gehoert
Aegypien zu), and since Moses imposes it on the
people after the exodus from Egypt, ‘many of
the assertions in our historical novel gain thereby
in credibility”.

In sum, as Freud’s introduction assumes and
subsequent passages in the manuscript confirm,
his use of the subtitle has little or nothing to do
with the historical novel in its ordinary connota-
tions. It is, rather, a strategy of defence. If
Gressmann and his fellow biblical scholars are,
like Freud, also historical novelists of sorts, then
the issue is no longer fiction, whether public or
private, but the lack, at important junctures, of
hard historical facts. To bridge the gaps, each,
the historian and the psychoanalyst, must resort
to probabilities. What differentiates them is the
method of speculation and the ultimate co-
herence and verisimilitude of the results.

THE BASE OF CLAY

Yet Freud was not really content with this
provisional formulation. The lack of sufficient
historical evidence continued to torment him.
On 6 November he wrote to Zweig: “this his-
torical novel won't stand up to my own criticism.
I need more certainty and I should not like to
endanger the final formula of the whole book,
which I regard as valuable, by founding it on a
base of clay...’ (Freud/Zweig, 1968, p. 108;
1970, p. 97). A week later, to Max Eitingon: ‘I
am no good at historical novels. Let us leave
them to Thomas Mann’ (Jones, 1957, 3, p. 194).
And again, on 16 December, to Zweig : * The fact
that [ wrote at length to you in an earlier letter
about Moses being an Egyptian is not the
essential point, though it is the starting point.
Nor is it any inner uncertainty on my part, for
that is as good as settled, but the fact that I was
obliged to construct so imposing a statue upon
feet of clay, so that any fool could topple it’.""

The recurring metaphor is interesting. The
weak base (or feet) of clay is certainly a reference
to Parts I and II of the work, the historical
foundation which, as we have learned from the
manuscript, also constitutes the ‘historical
novel” proper: the ‘imposing statue® refers to
Part I11, the goal and raison d’étre of the entire

16 MS. 1934, p. 35: ‘Somit haetten wir hier festen Boden
beruehrt. Das Aegyptertum Moses® ist die unentbehrliche
Voraussetzung der weiteren Entwicklungen in unserem

Roman’.
17 Freud/Zweig (1968, p. 109; 1970, p. 98). Cf. Moses

and Monotheism, (1939b, p. 17): *The greater the importance
of the views arrived at in this way, the more strongly one feels
the need to beware of exposing them without a secure basis
to the critical assaults of the world around one—like a
bronze statue with feet of clay’.
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effort which, as a result, is rendered vulnerable
to ‘any fool’. But the choice of image, which
appears natural enough, is especially significant
in light of Freud’s prior work on Moses. It
cannot but recall his 1914 essay on ‘The Moses
of Michelangelo’, an association whose multiple
ramifications 1 propose to consider on another
occasion. Here it will suffice to focus on one
aspect. If Freud’s interpretation of Michelan-
gelo’s Moses were correct, then he and the great
sculptor have this in common: Both are, in
effect, biblical exegetes who radically violate the
plain sense of the text—Michelangelo by pre-
senting a Moses who contains his anger and
does not shatter the Tablets, Freud by making
him an Egyptian and having him killed by the
Jews. In the Michelangelo essay Freud had
written:

But here it will be objected that after all this
[Michelangelo’s Moses] is not the Moses of the Bible.
For that Moses did actually fall into a fit of rage and
did throw away the Tablets and break 