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The Forty Days of Musa Dagh (novel)

By Hatice Bayraktar

Franz Werfel’s world-famous novel made the Armenian genocide internationally known. His novel is based on a
historical event in summer 1915, when several thousand Armenian peasants escaped their imminent deportation and
hid on a mountain. After a week-long siege, they were saved by the Entente via sea.
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Inspired by the sight of undernourished Armenian refugee children in Damascus, Franz Werfel (1890-1945) narrates, in his
famous novel, the fate of several thousand Armenian villagers who fled from their imminent deportation to a nearby mountain
and hid there until they could escape on naval vessels of the Entente over the sea. Although the novel was banned in Nazi-ruled
Germany and in Turkey shortly after its publication in 1933, it played a significant role in making the deportations and massacres
of at least several hundred thousand Ottoman Armenians generally known. Werfel's novel still takes a special position among
literary treatments of genocide in general, as reflected in the reception of works by Edgar Hilsenrath, Jochen Mangelsen and

Peter Balakian.[1] How controversially Werfel’s work is still received today becomes clear from the Turkish opposition to efforts

at making a film adaptation of the novel.[2]

Werfel’s novel relies on documents about the resistance struggle surrounding a coastal mountain known as the Mountain of
Moses or Musa Dagh (also spelled as Moussa Dagh, in today’s Turkish: Musa Dağı, Armenian: Mus(s)a Ler, Arabic: Jebel Musa

or Gebel-Moussa, French: Mont Moïse), located in Cilicia, a region in south western Turkey adjacent to Syria.[3] The historical
incident is unique as it represents one of only two successful attempts by Armenian communities to resist deportation and

genocide (the other example is Van in eastern Turkey).[4] One of the earliest reports was penned by the Protestant pastor

Digran Andreasian (1888-1961).[5] Andreasian had witnessed the deportations in Zeitun from which he was exempted by
fortunate circumstance. He returned to his home village located at the foot of the Musa Dagh massif. He reported that on 30
July 1915 the inhabitants of altogether six adjacent Armenian villages had received an ultimatum from Ottoman officials to
prepare for their deportation within a week. The majority of the villagers, altogether some five thousand individuals, decided to
take their weapons, livestock and as much supplies as possible and escape to the Musa Dagh. There they established

fortifications and organised their defence.[6]

The Ottoman troops failed repeatedly to overcome the resistance fighters. It is unclear to what extent German officers, namely
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Eberhard Count Wolffskeel von Reichenberg (1875-1954), were involved in these actions.[7] The count not only fought, like

hundreds of other officers, in the German military mission, but even held the rank of chief of staff in the Ottoman army.[8] At
Musa Dagh, in his function as chief of staff of the Eighth Ottoman Army Corps, he might only have taken the role of an

observer, but he might have been involved in conducing the siege as well.[9]

After several weeks of siege, the escapees were running low on supplies and intensified their attempts to attract the attention of

the Entente powers by raising two huge banners on the mountainous coastline as a call for help.[10] This finally caught the
attention of a French cruiser, the Guichen, whose commander Jean Joseph Brisson (1868-1957) informed his superiors about
the refugees’ request for humanitarian relief. After a telegraphic communication between French and British authorities, the rear
admiral on the French flagship Sainte Jeanne d’Arc received permission to guide the Armenians to a refugee camp in Port Said

in Eqypt.[11] On 12 and 13 September, the refugees boarded the French cruisers Guichen, Desaix, Amiral Charner, Destrées

and Foudre while the French bombarded the Ottoman army positions on the shore.[12] According to Andreasian, a British ship

was involved as well. On 14 September 1915, over 4,000 refugees arrived in British-ruled Port Said.[13]

In 1919, the refugees returned to their homes.[14] Prior to this, 600 of them, all young men, had already joined a French
volunteer legion. The attempts to establish Cilicia as an autonomous region failed, but the villages at the Musa Dagh remained

part of the French-ruled Sanjak of Alexandretta.[15] In the course of the Sanjak’s annexation to Turkey in 1939 (termed Hatay
province thereafter), all returnees except the villagers of Wagef (Turkish: Vakıf) opted for flight again. Many settled in Anjar in

Lebanon, others moved to the present-day Republic of Armenia.[16]
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