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Preface
&

In the introduction to his book Freud’s Moses (1991), Yosef Hayim
Yerushalmi drew a line starting with Freud and leading backward via
Friedrich Schiller and John Spencer to Strabo, Manetho, Apion, and
Celsus which he suggests would be interesting to explore “had we but
world enough and time.” In Monotheismus und Koswmotheismus (1993), 1
started from the opposite end with Akhenaten and his religious revolu-
tion and sketched out the story of Moses’ reception via Manetho,
Strabo, Apion, and Tacitus up to Schiller and Sigmund Freud—only to
break off with a similar feeling of resignation. But then, quite unexpect-
edly, I was given world enough and time in the form of an invitation to
spend a year (1994-95) in California, and I used it for a preliminary
exploration of this vast terrain between Akhenaten and Freud.

I am grateful to the J. Paul Getty Center for the History of Arts and
the Humanities and especially to its director, Salvatore Settis, for the
invitation, for the particularly fruitful atmosphere of cooperation and
dialogue which he created, and for several stimulating discussions. I
thank those who participated in the continuing discussions on “mem-
ory” (the topic for that year), especially Julia Annas, Mary Carruthers,
Francois Hartog, Christian Jacob, Anne and Patrick Poirier, Krzysztof
Pomian, Jacques Revel, Michael Roth, Carlo Severi, and also Aleida
Assmann and Carl E. Schorske, with whom I had the chance to share
some of the problems and concepts this book is about and who contrib-
uted many stimulating suggestions. I feel particularly indebted to my
immediate office-neighbors at the center: to Carlo Ginzburg, whose
seminars on “enstrangement” proved an inexhaustible source of infor-
mation and stimulation and whose critical interest in my work forced
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me to clarify my position and saved me from many imprecisions; and
to Stuart Harten, who was working on the motif of the veiled image at
Sais and who shared with me many of his bibliographical discoveries.

Cristiano Grottanelli and Mauro Pesce drew my attention to some
recent Italian contributions and provided me with books and articles
which I otherwise would have missed. My research assistant, Louise A.
Hitchcock, not only provided books and photocopies but also read the
manuscript, corrected my English, and contributed many valuable sug-
gestions. A special word of gratitude is also due my friend and collega in
aegyptiacis Antonio Loprieno, who was most helpful in making me feel at
home in Los Angeles, even Egyptologically. On the occasion of a sym-
posium on Ancient Egyptian Literature which we organized together, I
met Dana M. Reemes. We discovered by chance that we shared an
interest and a delight in a book which I was then reading in the Special
Collections Room at the UCLA Research Library: Ralph Cudworth’s
True Intellectual System of the Universe. He not only gave me a copy of this
book so that I could use it at home, but also provided a wealth of related
material from his inexhaustible private library (which I acknowledge in
the notes). Moreover, he read the manuscript of this book, made helpful
suggestions, and did much to improve its style. I am grateful to Lindsay
Waters for his encouragement during the preparation of this book and
to Nancy Clemente for her skillful editing of the manuscript.

My stay in Santa Monica considerably increased the burdens of my
colleagues at Heidelberg University who had to assume my dudes; and
among the many to whom I feel obliged, I am especially grateful to my
assistants Martin Bommas, Heike Guksch, Andrea Kucharek, and
Friederike Seyfried, as well as to Stephan Seidlmayer, who took on my
teaching and administrative duties at the Institute of Egyptology, which
prospered under his careful and stimulating directorship.

This book grew out of a project of the study group Archaeology of
Literary Communication, concerned with secrecy and mystery, which
Aleida Assmann and I have been pursuing in the form of a series of
conferences and publications (Schleier und Schwelle, volumes 1-3). The
discussions during these conferences contributed much to the forma-
tion of the basic ideas for this book. I feel particularly indebted to Aleida
Assmann, Moshe Barasch, and Wolf-Daniel Hartwich. I dedicate this
book to Moshe Barasch, whose encouragement kept me writing it.
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CHAPTER ONE

Mmnemobistory and the
Construction of Egypt
@&

The Mosaic Distinction

Draw a distinction.

Call it the first distinction.

Call the space in which it is drawn the space severed or cloven
by the distinction.

It seems as if George Spencer Brown’s “first Law of Construction”!
does not apply solely to the space of logical and mathematical construc-
tion. It also applies surprisingly well to the space of cultural construc-
tions and distinctions and to the spaces that are severed or cloven by
such distinctions.

The distinction I am concerned with in this book is the distinction
between true and false in religion that underlies more specific distinc-
tions such as Jews and Gentiles, Christians and pagans, Muslims and
unbelievers. Once the distinction is drawn, there is no end of reentries
or subdistinctions. We start with Christians and pagans and end up with
Catholics and Protestants, Calvinists and Lutherans, Socinians and
Latitudinarians, and a thousand more similar denominations and subde-
nominations. Cultural or intellectual distinctions such as these construct
a universe that is not only full of meaning, identity, and orientation, but
also full of conflict, intolerance, and violence. Therefore, there have
always been attempts to overcome the conflict by reexamining the dis-
tinction, albeit at the risk of losing cultural meaning.

Let us call the distinction between true and false in religion the
“Mosaic distinction” because tradition ascribes it to Moses. We cannot
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be sure that Moses ever lived because there are no traces of his earthly
existence outside the tradition. But we can be sure that he was not the
first to draw the distinction. There was a precursor in the person of an
Egyptian king who called himself Akhenaten and instituted a monothe-
istic religion in the fourteenth century B.C.E. His religion, however,
spawned no tradition but was forgotten immediately after his death.
Moses is a figure of memory but not of history, while Akhenaten is a
figure of history but not of memory. Since memory is all that counts in
the sphere of cultural distinctions and constructions, we are justified in
speaking not of Akhenaten’s distinction, but of the Mosaic distinction.
The space severed or cloven by this distinction is the space of Western
monotheism. It is this constructed mental or cultural space that has
been inhabited by Europeans for nearly two millennia.

It is an error to believe that this distinction is as old as religion itself,
though at first sight nothing might seem more plausible. Does not
every religion quite automatically put everything outside itself in the
position of error and falsehood and look down on other religions as
“paganism”? Is this not quite simply the religious expression of ethno-
centricity? Does not the distinction between true and false in reality
amount to nothing other than the distinction between “us” and
“them”? Does not every construction of identity by the very same
process generate alterity? Does not every religion produce “pagans” in
the same way that every civilization generates “barbarians”?

However plausible this may seem, it is not the case. Cultures not only
generate otherness by constructing identity, but also develop tech-
niques of translation. We have to distinguish here between the “real
other,” who is always there beyond the individual and independent of
the individual’s constructions of selthood and otherhood, and the “con-
structed other,” who is the shadow of the individual’s identity. More-
over, we have to realize that in most cases we are dealing not with the
“real other,” but with our constructions and projections of the other.
“Paganism” and “idolatry” belong to such constructions of the other. It
is this inevitable construction of cultural otherness that is to a certain
degree compensated by techniques of translaton. Translation in this
sense is not to be confused with the colonializing appropriation of the
“real” other. It is simply an attempt to make more transparent the
borders that were erected by cultural distinctions.

Ancient polytheisms functioned as such a technique of translation.
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They belong within the emergence of the “Ancient World” as a coher-
ent ecumene of interconnected nations.? The polytheistic religions
overcame the primitive ethnocentrism of tribal religions by distinguish-
ing several deities by name, shape, and function. The names are, of
course, different in different cultures, because the languages are differ-
ent. The shapes of the gods and the forms of worship may also differ
significantly. But the functions are strikingly similar, especially in the
case of cosmic deities; and most deities had a cosmic function. The sun
god of one religion is easily equated to the sun god of another religion,
and so forth. Because of their functional equivalence, deities of different
religions can be equated. In Mesopotamia, the practice of translating
divine names goes back to the third millennium B.C.E. (as will be shown
in Chapter 2). In the second millennium, this practice was extended to
many different languages and civilizations of the Near East. The cul-
tures, languages, and customs may have been as different as ever: the
religions always had a common ground. Thus they functioned as a
means of intercultural translatability. The gods were international be-
cause they were cosmic. The different peoples worshipped different
gods, but nobody contested the reality of foreign gods and the legiti-
macy of foreign forms of worship. The distinction I am speaking of
simply did not exist in the world of polytheistic religions.

The Mosaic distinction was therefore a radically new distinction
which considerably changed the world in which it was drawn. The
space which was “severed or cloven” by this distinction was not simply
the space of religion in general, but that of a very specific kind of
religion. We may call this new type of religion “counter-religion”
because it rejects and repudiates everything that went before and what
is outside itself as “paganism.” It no longer functioned as a means of
intercultural translation; on the contrary, it functioned as a means of
intercultural estrangement. Whereas polytheism, or rather “cosmothe-
ism,” rendered different cultures mutually transparent and compatible,
the new counter-religion blocked intercultural translatability. False
gods cannot be translated.

All cultural distinctions need to be remembered in order to render
permanent the space which they construct. Usually, this function of
remembering the fundamental distinctions assumes the form of a
“Grand Narrative,” a master story that underlies and informs innumer-
able concrete tellings and retellings of the past. The Mosaic distinction
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between true and false in religion finds its expression in the story of
Exodus. This means that it is symbolized by the constellation or oppo-
sition of Israel and Egypt. Books 2 through 5 of the Pentateuch unfold
the distinction in a narrative and in a normative form. Narratively, the
distinction is represented by the story of Israel’s Exodus out of Egypt.
Egypt thereby came to symbolize the rejected, the religiously wrong,
the “pagan.” As a consequence, Egypt’s most conspicuous practice, the
worship of images, came to be regarded as the greatest sin. Norma-
tvely, the distinction is expressed in a law code which conforms with
the narrative in giving the prohibition of “idolatry” first priority. In the
space that is constructed by the Mosaic distinction, the worship of
images came to be regarded as the absolute horror, falsehood, and
apostasy. Polytheism and idolatry were seen as the same form of relig-
ious error. The second commandment is a commentary on the first:

1. Thou shalt have no other gods before me.
2. Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image.

[mages are automatically “other gods,” because the true god is invisible
and cannot be iconically represented.

Both the story and the law code are symbolically expressive of the
Mosaic distinction. The story is more than simply an account of his-
torical events, and the Law is more than merely a basis for social order
and religious purity. In addition to what they overtly tell and establish,
they symbolize the distinction. Exodus is a symbolical story, the Law is
a symbolical legislation, and Moses is a symbolical figure. The whole
constellation of Israel and Egypt is symbolical and comes to symbolize
all kinds of oppositions. But the leading one is the distinction between
true religion and idolatry.

Both the concept of idolatry and the repudiation of it grew stronger
and stronger in the course of Jewish history.> The later the texts, the
more elaborate the scorn and abomination which they heap on the
idolators. Some poignant verses in Deutero-Isaiah and Psalm 115 de-
velop into whole chapters in the apocryphal Sapientia Salomonis and
long sections in Philo’s De Decalogo and De Legibus Specialibus.

This hatred was mutual and the “idolators” did not fail to retaliate.
Understandably enough, most of them were Egyptians. For example,
the Egyptian priest Manetho, who wrote an Egyptian history under
Prolemy II, represented Moses as a rebellious Egyptian priest who
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made himself the leader of a colony of lepers. Whereas the Jews de-
picted idolatry as a kind of mental aberration, of madness, the Egyp-
tians associated iconoclasm with the idea of a highly contagious and
bodily disfiguring epidemic. The language of illness continues to typify
the debate on the Mosaic distinction down to the days of Sigmund
Freud. In the following chapter, 1 try to show that this story about the
lepers originally referred not to Moses, but to Akhenaten, who was the
first to establish a monotheistic counter-religion and to draw the dis-
tinction between true and false. But after his death, his religion was
abolished, and his name fell into complete oblivion. The traumatic
memories of his revolution were encrypted and dislocated; eventually,
they came to be fixed on the Jews.

It is important to realize that we are dealing here with a strong
mutual loathing that is rooted not in idiosyncratic aversions of Jews and
Egyptians but in the Mosaic distinction as such, which was originally
Akhenaten’s distinction. And while it is true that many arguments of
the “idolators” lived on in the discourse of Anti-Semitism, and that the
fight against the Mosaic distinction seemed to have anti-Semitic impli-
cations, it is also true that many of those who, in the eighteenth century,
attacked Moses’ distinction, such as John Toland or Gotthold Ephraim
Lessing, fought for tolerance and committed themselves to the equality
of the Jews. The struggle against the Mosaic distinction could also
assume the character of a fight against anti-Semitism. The most out-
spoken destroyer of the Mosaic distinction was a Jew: Sigmund Freud.

When Sigmund Freud felt the rising tide of German anti-Semitism
outgrowing the traditional dimensions of persecution and oppression
and turning into a murderous attack, he—remarkably enough—did not
ask the obvious question of “how the Germans came to murder the
Jews”; instead he asked “how the Jew came to attract this undying
hatred.” He embarked on a project very different from his normal
work. This “historical novel,” as he first planned to call it,’ was a rather
private undertaking, a kind of “day-dreaming,”6 which underwent many
transformations before it was finally published as a book. It became a
text on Moses in which Freud intended to come to terms with his own
Jewishness in particular, and with Judaism and religion in general, by
reflecting on the origins, the development, and the meaning of Moses’
fundamental distinction between Jews and Gentiles. His quest for ori-
gins took him as far back as Akhenaten and his monotheistic revolution.
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In making Moses an Egyptian and in tracing monotheism back to
ancient Egypt, Freud attempted to deconstruct the murderous distine-
ton. It is the same method of deconstruction by historical reduction
that Nietzsche had used in his Genealogy of Morals.

I had always felt the challenge that Freud’s book posed for both
Egyptology and Comparative Religion and wondered why there had
been so little response on the part of these disciplines.” It was a question
not of correcting Freud’s historical errors but of learning to remember
the fundamental questions which the present addresses to the past and
which Egyptology is at least expected to be concerned with, if not to
answer. It is in a rather personal attempt to “come to terms with,”
similar to Freud’s, that I embark on the writing of this study about
Moses the Fgyptian. The present text reflects my situation as a German
Egyptologist writing fifty years after the catastrophe which Freud saw
approaching, knowing the full extent of the genocide which was still
unthinkable in Freud’s time, and having turned to ancient Egypt thirty-
five years ago with questions that are all too easily forgotten as soon as
one enters an academic discipline. Disciplines develop questions of
their own and by doing so function as a mnemotechnique of forgetting
with regard to concerns of a more general and fundamental character.
In this book I try to remember and recover the questions, not to answer
them. I attempt a mnemohistory of religious antagonism insofar as this
antagonism is founded on the symbolic confrontation of Israel and
Egypt. In this respect, I hope to contribute to a historical analysis of
anti-Semitism.

A Tale of Two Countries

The Mosaic distinction is expressed as the distinction between Israel
and Egypt. On the map of physical and political geography, Ancient
Israel and Ancient Egypt were two neighboring countries in the eastern
Mediterranean. Each of them had other neighbors as well. Sharing the
common historical and political world that was the Mediterranean and
the Near Fast, the two countries were related to each other as well as
to their other neighbors by a network of political, commercial, and
ideological ties which were sometimes friendly, often conflictual, but
always complex. Yet on the map of memory Israel and Egypt appear as
antagonistic worlds. The complexity and the plurality of a geopolitical
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continuum disappear. Historical reality is reduced to a figure of mem-
ory which retains just the two of them as the basic symbol of the Mosaic
distinction. Israel embodies truth, Egypt symbolizes darkness and error.
Egypt loses its historical reality and is turned into an inverted image of
Israel. Israel is the negation of Egypt, and Egypt stands for all that Israel
has overcome. This antagonistic constellation assumed the form of a
Grand Narrative: the myth of the Exodus. It is a “constellative myth,”
a “Tale of Two Countries,” and the semantic focus of the tale is the
tension which the constellation of these extreme poles creates. The
construction of cultural otherness and confrontation which the myth of
the Exodus effects in the course of its formation, transmission, and
transformation cannot be reduced to some historical experiences in the
late Bronze Age.

Monotheistic religions structure the relationship between the old
and the new in terms not of evolution but of revolution, and reject all
older and other religions as “paganism” or “idolatry.” Monotheism
always appears as a counter-religion. There is no natural or evolution-
ary way leading from the error of idolatry to the truth of monotheism.
This truth can come only from outside, by way of revelation. The
narrative of the Exodus emphasizes the temporal meaning of the relig-
ious antagonism between monotheism and idolatry. “Egypt” stands not
only for “idolatry” but also for a past that is rejected. 'The Exodus is a
story of emigration and conversion, of transformation and renovation,
of stagnation and progress, and of past and future. Egypt represents the
old, while Israel represents the new. The geographical border between
the two countries assumes a temporal meaning and comes to symbolize
two epochs in the history of humankind. The same figure reproduces
itself on another level with the opposition between the “Old” and the
“New” Testaments. Conversion presupposes and constructs an opposi-
tion between “old” and “new” in religion.®

Remembering Egypt could fulfill two radically different functions.
First, it could support the distinction between true religion and idola-
try. We may call this function of memory the “memory of conversion.”
In the context of Jewish and Christian ritual memory, the memory of
the Exodus forms and supports an identity of conversion. Conversion
defines itself as the result of an overcoming and a liberation from one’s
own past which is no longer one’s own. Remembering their disowned
past is obligatory for converts in order not to rclapse.? “Those who
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cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it” (George San-
tayana). Remembering is an act of constant disowning. Egypt must be
remembered in order to know what lies in the past, and what must not
be allowed come back. The theme of remembering is therefore central
to the Exodus myth and to the constellation of Egypt and Israel. This
is not only a myth to be remembered but a myth about remembering,
a myth about past and future. It remembers the past in order to win the
future. Idolatry means forgetting and regression; monotheism means
remembering and progression.

Second, and inversely, remembering Egypt is important for any
attempt to reexamine the Mosaic distinction. We may call this function
of memory the “deconstructive memory.” If the space of religious truth
is constructed by the distinction between “Israel in truth” and “Egypt
in error,” any discoveries of Egyptian truths will necessarily invalidate
the Mosaic distinction and deconstruct the space separated by this
distinction. This method or strategy of historical deconstruction be-
came especially important in the context of the Enlightenment, when
all distinctions were viewed as opposed to Nature, and Nature came to
be elevated to the rank of the highest ideal. Spinoza’s (in)tamous for-
mula deus sive natura amounted to an abolition not only of the Mosaic
distinction but of the most fundamental of all distinctions, the distinc-
tion between God and the world. This deconstruction was as revolu-
tionary as Moses’ construction. It immediately led to a new appraisal of
Egypt. The Egyptians were Spinozists and “cosmotheists.” Ancient
cosmotheism as a basis for intercultural translation was rediscovered. In
the discourse of the Enlightenment, it was reconstructed as an interna-
tional and intercultural mystery religion in the fashion of Freemasonry.

The first form of memory functions as a means of cultural identity
formation and reproduction, whereas the second form functions as a
technique of intercultural translation.

The Aims of Mnemohistory

The present study attempts to investigate the history of Europe’s re-
membering Egypt, especially in the second form in which the remem-
bering of Egypt is brought to bear on a modification or even
deconstruction of the Mosaic distinction. We may call this particular
form of historical investigation “mnemohistory.” Unlike history
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proper, mnemohistory is concerned not with the past as such, but only
with the past as it is remembered. It surveys the story-lines of tradition,
the webs of intertextuality, the diachronic continuities and discontinui-
ties of reading the past. Mnemohistory is not the opposite of history,
but rather is one of its branches or subdisciplines, such as intellectual
history, social history, the history of mentalities, or the history of ideas.
But it has an approach of its own in that it deliberately leaves aside the
synchronic aspects of what it is investigating. It concentrates exclusively
on those aspects of significance and relevance which are the product of
memory—that is, of a recourse to a past—and which appear only in the
light of later readings. Mnemohistory is reception theory applied to
history.10 But “reception” is not to be understood here merely in the
narrow sense of transmitting and receiving. The past is not simply
“received” by the present. The present is “haunted” by the past and the
past is modeled, invented, reinvented, and reconstructed by the present.
To be sure, all this implies the tasks and techniques of transmitting and
receiving, but there is much more involved in the dynamic of cultural
memory than is covered by the notion of reception. It makes much
more sense to speak of Europe’s having been “haunted” by Egypt than
of Egypt’s having been “received” by Europe. There were, of course,
several discoveries and receptions of Egypt in the same way as there
were multiple discoveries and receptions of China, India, or Mexico.
But independent of these discoveries there was always the image of
Egypt as the past both of Israel and of Greece and thus of Europe. This
fact makes the case of Egypt radically different from that of China,
India, or “Orientalism” in general.

The aim of a mnemohistorical study is not to ascertain the possible
truth of traditions such as the traditions about Moses but to study these
traditions as phenomena of collective memory. Memories may be false,
distorted, invented, or implanted. This has been sufficiently shown in
recent discussions in the fields of forensic psychiatry, psychoanalysis,
biography, and history.1l Memory cannot be validated as a historical
source without being checked against “objective” evidence. This is as
true of collective memory as of individual memory, a fact which will be
illustrated by a rather striking example in the next chapter. But for a
historian of memory, the “truth” of a given memory lies not so much
in its “factuality” as in its “actuality.” Events tend to be forgotten unless
they live on in collectve memory. The same principle applies to fun-
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damental semantic distinctions. There is no meaning in history unless
these distinctions are remembered. The reason for this “living on” lies
in the continuous relevance of these events. This relevance comes not
from their historical past, but from an ever-changing present in which
these events are remembered as facts of importance. Mnemohistory
analyzes the importance which a present ascribes to the past. The task
of historical positivism consists in separating the historical from the
mythical elements in memory and distinguishing the elements which
retain the past from those which shape the present. In contrast, the task
of mnemohistory consists in analyzing the mythical elements in tradi-
tion and discovering their hidden agenda. Mnemohistory does not ask,
“Was Moses really trained in all the wisdom of the Egyptians?” Instead,
it asks, why such a statement did not appear in the book of Exodus, but
only appeared in Acts (7:22), and why the Moses discourse in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries almost exclusively based its image
of Moses not on Moses’ elaborate biography in the Pentateuch, but on
this single verse in the New Testament. In the Exodus story as it is
remembered by the Pessah Haggadah, there is no mention of Moses at
all. The Moses discourse of the Enlightenment, on the other hand,
leaves God out of the narrative.

The approach of mnemohistory is highly selective. A historical—
either Egyptological or Biblical—investigation of the traditions about
Moses and Egypt would be far more comprehensive. It would certainly
take into account the considerable amount of available epigraphical,
archacological, and philological evidence. As an Egyptologist, I am
aware of what I am leaving aside in this study. I am dealing with the
Amarna experience only insofar as it lives on in the tradition about the
“lepers,” and I am dealing with this tradition, and Egyptian anti-Semi-
tism in general, only insofar as it informs the later discourse on Moses
and Egypt. I am reading Maimonides only in the light of Spencer, John
Spencer in the light of William Warburton, Warburton in the light of
Reinhold and Schiller, and of Freud insofar as he partakes in this
discourse and reflects on its issues. For each of these men’s writings, a
strictly historical approach would proceed in a very different way. There
is certainly much more to be said about John Spencer than the reader
will learn in the course of this study. Specialists of the intellectual
history of the seventeenth century such as Frances A. Yates or Frank E.
Manuel would have drawn a radically different picture. In the case of
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Friedrich Schiller, and even more so in that of Sigmund Freud, the
mnemohistorical approach becomes extremely selective and spotlights
aspects of their oeuvre which would appear marginal in a purely histori-
cal perspective. I am following a vertical line of memory and shall, to a
large extent, exclude the horizontal continuum of history.

I have given the name of “Moses the Egyptian” to this vertical line
of memory which I am investigating from the times of Akhenaten up
to the twentieth century. I shall not even ask the question—Iet alone,
answer it—whether Moses was an Egyptian, or a Hebrew, or a Midian-
ite. This question concerns the historical Moses and thus pertains to
history. I am concerned with Moses as a figure of memory. As a figure
of memory, Moses the Egyptian is radically different from Moses the
Hebrew or the Biblical Moses. Whereas Moses the Hebrew is the
personification of confrontation and antagonism—between Israel =
truth and Egypt = falsehood—Moses the Egyptian bridges this oppo-
sition. In some respect he embodies the inversion or at least the revision
of the Exodus myth. Moses the Hebrew is the Deliverer from Egypt
and therefore the symbol of Egyptophobia. The Hebrew Moses of the
Bible has kept an image of Egypt alive in Western tradition that was
thoroughly antithetic to Western ideals, the image of Egypt as the land
of despotism, hubris, sorcery, brute-worship, and idolatry. While the
Biblical Moses personifies the Mosaic distinction, Moses the Egyptian
embodies its mediation. He personifies the positive importance of
Egypt in the history of humankind.

"The importance of the discourse on Moses and Egypt for the cultural
memory of Europe lies in the foregrounding of the Egyptian subtext in
the Bible, in the restoration of its polemical disfigurements, and in the
mobilization of all available extra-biblical sources in order to make this
subtext readable again. The Egyptian subtext appears in the Bible only
as the discarded image against and upon which the Biblical text is writ-
ten. We may compare the importance of Moses the Egyptian for the
struggle of the Enlightenment against clerical institutions and theologi-
cal distinctions to the importance of Paul the Jew in the context of the
modern Jewish-Christian dialogue. Paul the Jew bridges the opposition
between Jews and Christians in the same way as Moses the Egyptian did
in the religious controversies of the Age of Enlightenment.

The Jewish Paul personifies an ambivalent Christian image of Juda-
ism: Christianity’s own past, the chosen people, the maternal womb out
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of which Christianity sprang. He also embodies an ambivalent Jewish
image of Christianity: an offspring of Jewish messianism, a typical
Jewish heresy that belongs to Judaism in the same sense as, for instance,
the movement of Sabbatai I'zvi in the seventeenth century.12 Paul the
Jew embodies what is common to Judaism and Christianity. In the same
way, Moses the Egyptian embodies what is imagined to be common to
Ancient Egypt and Israel. Both Moses and Paul are figures of memory,
symbolizing a first distinction, the cutting of an umbilical cord.

Sall, we must not forget that Moses the Hebrew and Moses the
Egyptian are by no means equal. There is a strict hierarchy of center
and periphery. The Biblical story as told in Exodus, with additional
material in the third to fifth books of Moses, is canonical and norma-
tve, while the other stories are apocryphal if not outright heretical.
Certainly, Moses the Egyptian does not belong to the canonical tradi-
tion. Seen as a figure of memory, he belongs to a kind of counter-mem-
ory. By counter-memory I mean a memory that puts elements to the
fore that are, or tend to be, forgotten in the official memory. It is well
known—Akira Kurosawa’s film Rashomon (1950) and Alain Resnais’s
film L’'année derniéve i Marienbad (1961) have impressively demon-
strated this principle—that individual memories remember the same
event in many different ways. But counter-memory goes a step further
in that it explicitly contradicts another memory. “You remember it this
way, but I remember it differently because I remember what you have
forgotten.”13 If it becomes codified in the form of a traditional story or
even in a work of written historiography, counter-memory corresponds
to what Amos Funkenstein and David Biale have proposed to call
“counterhistory.”14 Moses the Egyptian is a typical example of coun-
terhistory. Thus, as a figure of memory, he is indicative of certain
countercurrents in the Western tradition. This makes Moses an ex-
tremely interesting figure, quite independent of the possibility that
there may be excellent evidence (and I think indeed, there is, but that
is another story) that Moses, if there ever existed a historical figure of
that name, was indeed an Egyptian.13

Mnemohistory is nothing new. For instance, studying the vertical
lines of transmission and reception: the Wanderstrassen of cultural
memory, was the project of Aby Warburg. Only the distinction be-
tween history proper and mnemohistory is new. Without an awareness
of this difference, the history of memory, or mnemobhistory, turns all



Mpnemobistory and the Construction of Iigypt 13

too easily into a historical critique of memory. For example, Martin
Bernal turned, without further warning, from being a historian of
memory (at which he is brilliant) in volume 1 of his monumental quest
for “Black Athena” into being a historian of “facts” (at which he is doing
less well) in volume 2.16 Bernal’s distinction between the “ancient
model” and the “new model” in the imaging of Greece and his analysis
of the hidden agenda that was active in the eclipse of the old model and
the rise of the new one forms an important contribution to the mnemo-
historical analysis of Eurocentrism and its cultural memory.

In the first volume, Bernal demonstrates that the Philhellenic move-
ment in German Romanticism was inextricably combined with Judeo-
phobia and Egyptophobia. This new image of Greece was instrumental
in shaping a new image of Germany. The “Aryan myth” had a big share
in this retrojective self-modeling, along with Herder’s concepts of
national genius and originality. But Bernal should have realized that the
“ancient model” is as much an imaginary construction as the “new
model.” Therefore, he should have refrained from crossing the borders
of mnemohistory and embarking on the project of proving its historical
truth. In dealing with late eighteenth and early nineteenth century
Germany, Bernal shows a keen awareness of the biases of cultural
memory. But in dealing with ancient Greece he ignores these biases and
accepts the most fabulistic accounts in Hecataeus and Diodorus as
decisive evidence.l” Hecataeus of Abdera was a Hellenist of the very
first generation. He wrote his history in conformity with Alexander the
Great’s program of building a multicultural empire.!8 His interest in
constructing interconnections between different cultures and inventing
stories about migrations, disseminations, and contacts is as easily un-
derstandable as Karl Otfried Miiller’s quest for cultural purity and
exclusivity, Bossuet’s discourse on universal history was undertaken to
enlighten the dauphin and to improve the political situation.19 This
project was shared by large parts of the Enlightenment, for example by
the circle of British intellectuals who wrote the Athenian Letters?0 and
by the Austrian Freemasons who pinned their hopes on Joseph II and
wrote on the Egyptian Mysteries.2! They found what they sought in
Diodorus’ description of ancient Egyptian monarchy, which was based
on Hecataeus’ account. Hecataeus had pursued the same project, want-
ing to enlighten Ptolemy I. The “ancient model” was so important in
early Hellenism and in the Enlightenment not because it was histori-
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cally correct but because its concept of an enlightened monarchy was
politically useful. All of these efforts relate to the dynamics of cultural
memory and to the ongoing process of shaping an identity by recon-
structing its past. The proper way of dealing with the workings of
cultural memory is mnemohistory.

Looming large in this debate is the infelicitous opposition between
history and myth, leading to an all-too antiseptic conception of “pure
facts” as opposed to the egocentrism of myth-making memory. History
turns into myth as soon as it is remembered, narrated, and used, that is,
woven into the fabric of the present. The mythical qualities of history
have nothing to do with its truth values. For example, Masada is both
a complex of uncontested historical facts and a powerful component of
modern Israel’s national mythology. Its mythological function does not
in the least invalidate its historicity, nor would its demythization en-
large our historical knowledge. As soon as the term “Holocaust” was
adopted, the genocide of the Jews that was perpetrated by Nazi Ger-
many assumed mythical status in America and in Israel. Then meanings
were created which made even this complex of events narratable, trans-
mittable, and representable in the system of cultural memory. The
same mythopoetic process has not yet begun in Germany and will
perhaps take much longer to develop, because in the country of the
perpetrators this part of the past is much more difficult to incorporate
into the present than in the countries of the victims. Even the word
“Holocaust” does not seem adequate in the German context. All of this
does not, however, affect the historicity of the events themselves in the
least. The historical study of the events should be carefully distin-
guished from the study of their commemoration, tradition, and trans-
formation in the collective memory of the people concerned.22

Seen as an individual and as a social capacity, memory is not simply
the storage of past “facts” but the ongoing work of reconstructive
imagination. In other words, the past cannot be stored but always has
to be “processed” and mediated. This mediation depends on the seman-
te frames and needs of a given individual or society within a given
present.23

If “We Are What We Remember,”24 the truth of memory lies in the
identity that it shapes. This truth is subject to time so that it changes
with every new identity and every new present. It lies in the story, not
as it happened but as it lives on and unfolds in collective memory. If
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“We Are What We Remember,” we are the stories that we are able to
tell about oursclves. “We have, each of us, a life-story, an inner narra-
tive—whose continuity, whose sense, is one’s life. It might be said that
each of us constructs and lives, a ‘narrative,” and that this narrative is
us, our identities.”? 'The same concept of a narrative organization of
memory and self-construction applies to the collective level. Here, the
stories arc called “myths.” They are the stories which a group, a society,
or a culture lives by. Myths in the sense of traditional narratives play a
very important role in the formation of ethnic identities (“ethnogene-
sis”). Ethnogenetic movements typically derive their dynamics from
some master narratives which act as a “mythomoteur.”?6 As far as
contemporary events are experienced and interpreted by contemporar-
ies in the light of such metanarratives, history (in the sense of res gestae)
is already imbued with narrative, quite independently of its being told
or written in the form of narrative. Narrative structures are operative
in the organization of action, experience, memory, and representation.

Mnemobhistory and Discourse History

Mnemohistory investigates the history of cultural memory. The term
“cultural memory” is merely a translation of the Greek name Mnemo-
syne. Since Mnemosyne was the mother of the nine Muses, her name
came to stand for the totality of cultural activities as they were per-
sonified by the different Muses. By subsuming these cultural activities
under the personification of memory, the Greeks were viewing culture
not only as based on memory but as a form of memory in itself. The
memory-line [ am concerned with is, however, much more specific. It
is just one of the many Wanderstrassen of cultural memory, as Aby
Warburg called it. Further, its investigation involves a methodology of
its own which must not be confounded with the much more general
concerns of mnemohistory. This is the history of discourse. By “dis-
course” I understand something much more specific than what this
term has come to refer to in the wake of Michel Foucault and others.2”
I am referring to a concatenation of texts which are based on each other
and treat or negotiate a common subject matter. In this view, discourse
is a kind of textual conversation or debate which might extend over
generations and centuries, even millennia, depending on institutionali-
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zations of permanence such as writing, canonization, educational and
clerical insticutions, and so forth.

Discourse (in this restricted sense of debate) is organized by a the-
matic frame and a set of (unwritten) rules as to how to deal both with
antecedent texts and with the subject matter. These include rules of
conversation, argumentation, quotation, verification, and many others.
A mnemohistorical discourse analysis investigates this concatenation of
texts as a vertical line of memory and seeks out the threads of connec-
tivity which are working behind the texts: the intertextuality, evolution
of ideas, recourse to forgotten evidence, shifts of focus, and so forth. In
dealing with a specific topic within the general frame of imaging Egypt
in European cultural memory (Mozart’s Magic Flute and its Egyptian
associations), Siegfried Morenz spoke of the “Lebenszusammenhang
[vital coherence] of Egypt-Antiquity-Occident.” This term is not very
illuminating; indeed, it is somewhat mystifying.28 Cultural memory is
the principle that organizes a “vital coherence,” and one of its forms is
“discourse.”

Discourse is more than intertextuality. Besides the textual dimension
there is always the material or thematic dimension (Sachdimension). A
discourse is defined by the double relationship of a text to the chain of
its predecessors (textual dimension) and to the common theme (mate-
rial dimension). Normally discourse creates a stronger affinity between
texts than does authorship. For example, the first two essays in Freud’s
Moses and Monotheism are much closer to Schiller’s Die Sendung Moses
than to Freud’s other writings. Warburton’s Divine Legarion of Moses is
closer to Spencer than to his own writings on Pope and Shakespeare.
The same even applies to my own text, which seems to me to have much
more in common with the texts I am commenting on than with my
Egyptological work (except for the sixth chapter, where I introduce
some Egyptian material which I consider to be related to the general
problem of monotheism).

The similarity among texts participating in a discourse (as opposed
to those forming the oeuvre of a specific writer) is reminiscent of
Claude Lévi-Strauss’s concept of myth as the totality of its versions.
This raises the question as to whether the notion of “myth” would not
be equally adequate with regard to the Moses-Egypt tradition. It is a
story that unfolds in innumerable versions much in the same way as the
stories of Hercules or Prometheus. The only difference is that the
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Moses-Egypt story is told not by poets but by scholars. Nevertheless,
the dynamics that are operative in the unfolding of the story seem much
the same as those operating in what Hans Blumenberg has called Avbeit
am Mythos (“work on myth”).

Here I insert a personal note about the concept of “discourse” be-
cause it seems to me to be generally instructive. In embarking on this
study of Moses the Egyptian I experienced becoming involved in, even
being possessed by, a thematic complex which has held sway over me
ever since I first looked at Spencer’s De Legibus Hebraeorum Ritualibus
in the Special Collections Room of the UCLA Research Library—by
intertextual contagion, as it were. That was in October 1994 and I
immediately started writing this study as if under a spell and in what for
me (and in a foreign language) was an incredibly short time. I also found
it extremely difficult to put this project aside after having finished the
first draft of the manuscript and to turn to other tasks. This personal
experience with the “Moses/Egypt discourse” opened my eyes to the
kind of fascination which the lines of Spencer, Warburton, Reinhold,
Schiller, and Freud so obviously bespeak. It also sharpened my aware-
ness of the kind of continuity and connectivity which reading and
writing can create and which I refer to as “discourse.” Metaphorically
speaking, a discourse has a life of its own which reproduces itself in
those who are joining in it. It is this “life of its own” that might be
related to the mythical aspect of discourse in Lévi-Strauss’s sense.
Behind, beside, and beneath the discourse that takes place in the realm
of the written word, there is the myth of Egypt, which transcends this
realm and which works its “mythomotoric” spell from behind the stage.
In the eighteenth century one would have personified this mythomoto-
ric fascination as the “genius of the discourse.” For us, this kind of
helpful mystification is, of course, illicit and so is the use of unanalyzed
concepts like “discourse” and “cultural memory.” I can only hope that
the foregoing remarks have sufficiently clarified my use of the terms.

Moses and the Egyptian Revival

An analysis of the discourse on Moses and Egypt brings to light a phase
in the reception of Ancient Egypt which has up to now remained
neglected. Normally, this reception is conceived of as comprising two
periods of Egyptian “revival” or “Egyptomania” that are associated with
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two events in the history of Europe: the Renaissance and Napoleon’s
expedition to Egypt.

The first revival consists mainly in the discovery of alleged “Egyptian
texts,” such as the treatise on the Egyptian hieroglyphs by Horapollo
and the Corpus Hermeticum.?9 Marsilio Ficino and other writers of the
Italian Renaissance from Francesco Colonna to Athanasius Kircher
reconstructed Hermetic philosophy as ancient Egyptian theology and
wisdom. These authors deemed themselves able to fill out the Classical
image of Egypt as it was designed by Greek and Latin authors with the
cosmological, theological, and philosophical content which they were
able to extract from the Hermetic writings. By combining the Hermetic
tradition and the Classical image of Egypt, Ficino was able to give a
name to a founder and master of what to him appeared to be the
content of Egyptian wisdom. Hermes Trismegistus was able to con-
front the Biblical Moses on at least an equal footing as far as chronology
was concerned and could even be called “Moses Aegyptiacus.” In con-
trast to the extremely Egyptophobic image that the Bible drew and
transmitted of ancient Egypt, the Classical image of Egypt was almost
unanimously and unequivocally Egyptophilic. The Renaissance revival
of ancient Egypt branches out into several different discourses:

1. The “Hermetic” discourse3*—Egypt as the source of wisdom,
“prisca theologia” and “philosophia perennis.”3!

2. The “Hieroglyphic” discourse—the Egyptian script (mis)un-
derstood as pure conceptual writing (Begriffsschrift)—the em-
blematic tradition.3?

3. The historical discourse or the discovery of time33—Egypt as
the civilization whose documented history stretches well be-
yond Biblical chronology. The discourse on history directly op-
poses Classical and Biblical chronology and, for this reason, is
particularly controversial.

The Renaissance is generally held to be the Golden Age of Egypto-
philia. Its image of Egypt was a real reinvention of tradition and a
stupendous achievement of the retrojective imagination which had very
little to do with history. Nevertheless, that image exerted an enormous
influence on cultural memory. What is more, it continued to do so long
after the successful destruction of Ficino’s imaginings by historical
critique.’4
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"The second event that sparked an Egyptian revival is the Napoleonic
expedition to Egypt, which led to the first systematic survey of its
monuments. This project eventually led to the decipherment of the
hieroglyphic script by Frangois Champollion and the rise of Egyptol-
ogy as an academic discipline. But this enterprise is to be seen not as
the trigger of a new Egyptian revival but rather as one of the more
spectacular results of a new wave of Egyptomania which swept Europe
in the later part of the eighteenth century. This has been established by
a series of recent studies, especially on architecture.3s We shall see that
the Moses/Egypt discourse plays an important part in this develop-
ment.

What has been generally overlooked is a stage in the mnemohistory
of Egypt that starts in the latter half of the seventeenth century and
culminates in the time of Napoleon. This discourse on Egypt is differ-
ent from that of the Egyptophilic Renaissance in that it has worked
through the critique of Isaac Casaubon and the hostile reactons of
orthodoxy and has built its reconstructions on the solid foundations of
rationalism and historical criticism. Whereas the Renaissance Egypto-
philes were operating within an extremely large definition of Christi-
anity and were able to deem themselves good Christians while toying
with ideas that later came to be denounced as heretical, the scholars of
the later phase were working in a climate of sharp boundaries and
decisions where an interest in Egypt had to be legitimized. Therefore,
this later phase is primarily concerned with Egypt as the historical
background of Moses, monotheism, and revelation. Its protagonists
were no longer philosophers and physicians with magical, alchemistic,
and cabalistic inclinations. Its context was Biblical historical criticism as
practiced by scholars such as Gerard Joannes Vossius (1577-1649),
Samuel Bochart (1599-1667), John Selden (1584-1654), Richard Si-
mon (1638-1712), Jean Le Clerc (1657-1737), John Marsham (1602—
1685), Herman Wits (1636-1708), Pierre-Daniel Huet (1630-1721),
and many others. Of these, I will concentrate on John Spencer (1630-
1693) because his contribution became the starting point of the dis-
course on Moses and Egypt.

This new interest in Egypt was kindled by the religious and political
conflicts of the time, the terrible experience of the religious wars in the
first half of the century and the controversies about atheism, pantheism,
Deism, free-thinking, and other heresies in the wake of Thomas Hob-
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bes and Baruch Spinoza. Egypt was appealed to in the theological,
political, historical, and philosophical debates of the time. Claimed to
be the common “origin of all cults,” it was used as an example to argue
for the ultimate convergence of reason and revelation, or nature and
Scripture. Some of those who sympathized with Spinozism spoke of
“Egypt” when they meant Spinoza, not daring to explicitly mention the
name of the anathematized philosopher.

Despite its obvious polytheistic and idolatrous appearance, Egyptian
religion was described as containing an esoteric and original monothe-
ism or pantheism. This was not simply a return to Athanasius Kircher,
who modeled his uncritical image of Egypt on the Corpus Hermeticum.
On the contrary, it did full justice to Casaubon’s textual criticism and
late dating of the Hermetic texts. Kircher has to be seen as the last of
the Renaissance Egyptologists, while the new phase of Egyptology
belongs within the frame of the Enlightenment and its method of
historical critique. The wisdom of Hermes Trismegistus seemed to
have fallen from favor after 1614, when Isaac Casaubon (1559-1614)
exposed the Corpus Hermeticum as a late compilation and a Christian
forgery. Since then, the Hermetic tradition seemed to have survived
only in the form of occult undercurrents such as Rosicrucianism, al-
chemy, theosophy, and so forth. This, at least, is the picture Frances
Yates has drawn of the Hermetic tradition. But Frances Yates’s decla-
ration of demise of Hermeticism was premature. Hermes Trismegistus
had a triumphant comeback in the eighteenth century, and this was due
to Ralph Cudworth’s rehabilitation. In rescuing Hermes Trismegistus
from Casaubon’s devastating critique, Cudworth inaugurated a new
phase of Egyptophilia, which in Germany, coincided with a wave of
Spinozism. The names associated with this phase besides those of
Spinoza and Cudworth are those of the French and English Deists, the
Cambridge Platonists, the free-thinkers, and the Freemasons.3¢ Of
these, I will concentrate on William Warburton, whose extremely
detailed demonstration of the divine character of Moses’ legislation
might pass for the most comprehensive and representative codification
of those ideas he wanted to refute. The object of the esoteric monothe-
ism or the “mysteries” of the ancient Egyptians came to be identified
as “Nature.”37 In the idea of Nature as the deity of an original, nonre-
vealed monotheism, which survived in Egyptian religion under the
almost impenetrable cover of symbols and mysteries, the Hermetic,
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hieroglyphic, and Biblical discourses on Egypt merge. This develop-
ment led to the height of Egyptomania in the late eighteenth century,
Mozart’s Zauberflote and Napoleon’s expedition being two particularly
notable examples.

€8 In peaLiNe with discourses on “Moses the Egyptian,” I shall be
taking “Egyptian” in a large sense, as comprising not only ethnic but
also cultural identity. For different reasons, Manetho, Strabo, Toland,
and Freud took Moses to be a real Egyptian in the ethnic and cultural
sense. In contrast, Spencer, Warburton, Reinhold, and Schiller re-
mained faithful to the canonical tradition in which Moses was a He-
brew. But they viewed Moses as totally assimilated and, what is more,
initiated into the “hieroglyphic wisdom and mysteries” of the Egyp-
tians. It might be asked what an Egyptologist could possibly contribute
to such a project, which obviously requires very different qualifications.
It is not necessary to know Egyptian to study the works of these men,
who themselves did not know Egyptan. What is required is the com-
bined competencies of a classicist, a scholar of patristic literature, a
Hebraist, a Renaissance scholar, a historian of ideas, and a Freudian
scholar, whose field is now a discipline in itself. I cannot claim any of
these competencies for myself. I am perfectly (and painfully) aware of
the all too preliminary character of my observations, which, of course,
need to be extended, reviewed, and corrected by the respective special-
ists. But there is something here which only an Egyptologist can dis-
cover, and that is the original impetus which got this discourse started
and which survives in an almost miraculous way through all of its
transformations and ramifications. As a branch of history, mnemohis-
tory cannot do without history. It is only through continual historical
reflection that the workings of memory become visible. But it is only
through mnemohistorical reflection that history (that is, Egyptology)
becomes aware of its own function as a form of remembering.
Therefore, the question is not only what Egyptology can contribute
to the study of the imaging of Egypt in the intellectual history of
Europe, but what the study of this history can teach Egyptology. Mem-
ory and history are different but inextricably related. There are histo-
rians but no “memorians.” Memory and history are poles of the same
range of activities, some of which are closer to one pole than to the
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other. It is important to keep the two poles apart in order not to lose
sight of their constant interaction. Memory tends to inhabit the past
and to furnish it with images of its own making, whereas history in its
radical form of positivism tends to neutralize the past and to make it
speak in its own voices, strange as they may sound. Nothing was more
detrimental to the image of Egypt in the cultural memory of Europe
than confronting it with historical discovery and reconstruction. It was
not Johann Winckelmann who eclipsed or marginalized Egypt, but
Egyptologists such as Adolph Erman, Kurt Sethe, and Sir Alan Gardi-
ner, who pursued a project of demystification. Nobody will belittle the
immense achievements of positivism. Egyptology had to become a
positivistic and philological science in order to lay out its foundations.
But in the course of Egyptology’s establishment as a discipline of its
own in the context of Classics and Orientalism, its original questions
fell into oblivion and the growing gap between Egyptomania and Egyp-
tology created a no man’s land of mutual incomprehension.

It is certainly no coincidence that a reaction against this kind of
positivism was started in postwar Germany by Egyptologists such as
Joachim Spiegel,3® Eberhard Otto,9 Hellmut Brunner, Siegfried
Morenz,* and Walther Wolf,#2 all of whom had witnessed the cata-
strophic events of World War II and the horrors of German fascism.
They looked to Egypt not only as territory for archaeological, histori-
cal, and philological discoveries and problem-solving but also with
the—more or less unconscious—hope of gaining insight into the fun-
damentals of moral and religious orientation. This project of entering
into a dialogue with ancient Egypt instead of making it the mere object
of decipherment and discovery, and of integrating it again into the
cultural memory of Europe instead of closing the “canon” with the
Biblical and Classical traditions, aims at colonizing the no man’s land
between Egyptomania and Egyptology and reconnecting Egyptology
with its mnemohistory.



CHAPTER TWO

Suppressed History, Repressed
Memory: Moses and Akbenaten
®

Akhenaten: The First Counter-Religion

Unlike Moses, Akhenaten, Pharaoh Amenophis IV, was a figure exclu-
sively of history and not of memory. Shortly after his death, his name
was erased from the king-lists, his monuments were dismantled, his
inscriptions and representations were destroyed, and almost every trace
of his existence was obliterated. For centuries no one knew of his
extraordinary revolution. Until his rediscovery in the nineteenth cen-
tury, there was virtually no memory of Akhenaten.! Moses represents
the reverse case. No traces have ever been found of his historical
existence. I'e grew and developed only as a figure of memory, absorb-
ing and embodying all traditons that pertained to legislation, libera-
tion, and monotheism.

Immediately after the first publication of the rediscovered inscrip-
tions of Akhenaten it was realized that he had done something very
similar to what memory had ascribed to Moses: he had abolished the
cults and idols of Egyptian polytheism and established a purely mono-
theistic worship of a new god of light, whom he called “Aton.” In his
Berlin dissertation, De Hymmis in Solem sub Rege Amenophide IV. Redactis
(1894), the young American scholar James Henry Breasted demon-
strated the importance of Akhenaten’s monotheistic revolution for the
interpretation of Biblical monotheism. Arthur Weigall, another Egyp-
tologist with a less solid philological background, established the paral-
lel between Egyptian and Biblical monotheism or between Akhenaten
and Moses even more closely. Was Psalm 104 not a Hebrew translation
of Akhenaten’s hymn? Were not the Egyptian “Aton” and the Hebrew
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“Adonai” the same name?? When Sigmund Freud embarked on his
“historical novel” about Moses and monotheism, he followed these
lines and made Moses an Atonist, close to the throne but not identical
with the king himself. This identification did not fail to be made by
several other authors working in a field which could be characterized as
“science fiction” applied to the past instead of the future.3

Was Akhenaten the Egyptian Moses? Was the Biblical image of
Moses a mnemonic transformation of the forgotten pharaoh? Only
“science fiction” can answer these questions by a simple “yes.” But
mnemohistory is able to show that the connection between Egyptian
and Biblical monotheism, or between an Egyptian counter-religion and
the Biblical aversion to Egypt, has a certain foundation in history; the
identification of Moses with a dislocated memory of Akhenaten had
already been made in antiquity. Therefore, let me begin this history of
religious antagonism at the very beginning, with King Amenophis IV,
who ruled Egypt for about seventeen years in the middle of the four-
teenth century B.C.E.

One could perhaps go even further back in history to the seventeenth
century B.CE., when the Hyksos, a population of Palestinian invaders,
settled in the eastern delta and went out to rule Egypt for more than a
hundred years. The Jewish historian Flavius Josephus saw the ancestors
of Israel in these foreign rulers of Egypt. But there was certainly no
religious conflict between the Hyksos and the Egyptians. The Hyksos
were neither monotheists nor iconoclasts. On the contrary, their re-
maining monuments show them in conformity with the religious obli-
gations of traditional Egyptian pharaohs, whose role they assumed in
the same way as did later foreign rulers of Egypt such as the Persians,
the Macedonians, and the Romans. They adhered to the cult of Baal,
who was a familiar figure for the Egyptians, and they did not try to
convert the Egyptians to the cult of their god. The whole concept of
conversion seems absurd in the context of polytheistic religions. No—if
we look for the first outbreak of a purely religious conflict in the
historical records, we find something very different.

The first conflict between two fundamentally different and mutually
exclusive religions in the recorded history of humankind occurred in
Egypt in the fourteenth century B.C.E. This event is especially extraor-
dinary because it took place within one society and did not involve any
aggression from the outside. In its radical rejection of tradition and its
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violent intolerance, the monotheistic revolution of Akhenaten exhib-
ited all the characteristic features of a counter-religion. Within the first
six years of his reign, Pharaoch Amenophis IV changed the whole cul-
tural system of Egypt with a revoluton from above in a more radical
way than it ever was changed by mere historical evolution. The discus-
sion of the theology of this new religion would take me too far afield
right now and I will deal with that topic in a separate chapter. Here, it
is the aspect of religious antagonism which is of primary interest and
the traumatic impression which this experience must have made on the
Egyptians of that generation. It is this trauma which in some way
constituted the original impetus for the history that I seek to recon-
struct. What I want to show is that the recollections of Akhenaten’s
revolution, which were banned from official and historical memory,
survived in the form of traumatic memory. As Aleida Assmann has
shown, trauma can act as a stabilizer of memory.#4

€ 'Tur monoTHEISTIC revolution of Akhenaten was not only the
first but also the most radical and violent eruption of a counter-religion
in the history of humankind. The temples were closed, the images of
the gods were destroyed, their names were erased, and their cults were
discontinued. What a terrible shock such an experience must have dealt
to a mentality that sees a very close interdependence between cult and
nature, and social and individual prosperity! The nonobservance of
ritual interrupts the maintenance of cosmic and social order. The
consciousness of a catastrophic and irreparable crime must have been
quite widespread. But there is even more. At the end of the Amarna age,
a political crisis broke out between the Hittite Empire and Egypt. The
Hittites raided an Egyptian garrison in Syria and took prisoners. These
prisoners brought a plague to Anatolia which swept over the entire
Near East—probably including Egypt—and raged for twenty years. It
was the worst epidemic which this region knew in antiquity. It is more
than probable that this experience, together with that of the religious
revolution, formed the trauma that gave rise to the phantasm of the
religious enemy.

One could perhaps argue that the people at large were little affected
by the discontinuation of the cults, which would have concerned only
the priests. The belief in cosmic coherence was probably characteristic
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of the priestly classes, but this was scarcely the case for the rest of the
populadon. However, the discontinuation of the cults and the desola-
tion of the temples also implied the cessation of festivals, which must
have affected the whole population. The religious feast in ancient Egypt
was the one occasion when the gods left their temple and appeared to
the people at large. Normally, they dwelt in complete darkness and
seclusion inside the sanctuaries of their temples, inaccessible to all
except the priest in service. But on the occasion of a feast, these
boundaries between secrecy and publicity, sacred and profane, inner
and outer, were breached. The gods appeared to the people outside the
temple walls. Every major Egyptian religious feast was celebrated in the
form of a procession.’

The Egyptian idea of the city was thus centered on and shaped by
the religious feasts. The city was the place on earth where the divine
presence could be sensed by everyone on the occasion of the main
processional feasts. The more important the feast, the more important
the city. The feasts promoted not only religious participation but also
social identification and cohesion. The Egyptians conceived of them-
selves as members of a town or city rather than as members of a nation.
The city was where they belonged and where they wanted to be buried.
Belonging to a city primarily meant belonging to a deity as the master
of that city. This sense of belonging to a god or goddess was created
and confirmed by participating in the feasts. The abolition of the feasts
must have deprived the individual Egyptians of their sense of identity
and, what is more, their hopes of immortality. For following the deities
in their earthly feasts was held to be the first and most necessary step
toward otherworldly beatitude. In the Theban tomb of Pairi there is a
graffito which the scribe Pawah wrote in the time of Smenkhkare, the
last of the Amarna kings. It is a lamentation for the absent god and it
begins with the words: “My heart longs to see you!” Its theme is
nostalgia for the sight of Amun in his feast.¢

I stress these facts because I am trying to reconstruct the frames of
experience within which the average Egyptian of the Amarna period
must have lived. These are also the frames of recollection. It is only
through such frames that an event becomes experienceable, communi-
cable, and memorable. It seems to me quite clear that the Amarna
period must have meant the utmost degree of sacrilege, destruction,
and horror for the Egyptians: a time of divine absence, darkness, and
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disease. Some intimations of their suffering reverberate in short allu-
sions in Tutankhamun’s “Restoration Stela™:

The temples of the gods and goddesses were desolated
from Elephantine as far as the marshes of the Delta,
their holy places were about to disintegrate,

having become rubbish heaps, overgrown with thistles.
Their sanctuaries were as if they had never been,

their houses were trodden roads.

The land was in grave disease [znj-mmnt].

The gods have forsaken this land.

If an army was sent to Syria to extend the borders of Egypt,
it had no success at all.

If men prayed to a god for help,

he did not come.

If men besought a goddess likewise,

she came not at all.

Their hearts had grown weak in their bodies,

because “they” had destroyed what had been created.”

The metaphor of “grave disease” will appear time and again in the
course of my story. But if you consider the plague which afflicted the
successors of Akhenaten, this description is not so metaphorical after
all. According to my theory, the trauma resulting from the events of the
Amarna period reflected both the experience of religious otherness and
intolerance and the suffering caused by a terrible epidemic. Indeed, the
Egyptian name for this epidemic was “the Asiatic illness.”8 This fact
may have contributed to the conflation of Amarna recollections with
the image of the Asiatic, which, as we shall see, occurred again in later
tradition.

We have every reason to imagine the Amarna experience as trau-
matic and the memories of Amarna among the contemporary genera-
tion as painful and problematic. The recollection of the Amarna
experience was made even more problematic by the process of system-
atic suppression whereby all the visible traces of the period were deleted
and the names of the kings were removed from all official records. The
monuments were dismantled and concealed in new buildings. Akhen-
aten did not even survive as a heretic in the memory of the Egyptians.
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His name and his teaching fell into oblivion. Only the imprint of the
shock remained: the vague remembrance of something religiously un-
clean, hateful, and disastrous in the extreme.

For the Egyptians, the Amarna religion was their first and—until
their encounter with the Jews and perhaps an earlier encounter with the
Persians—their only experience of an alien religion.” They were famil-
iar with alien deities, such as Baal, Anat, Astarte, Qedeshet, Reshep,
Teschup, Marduk, and Aschur but they did not know about structurally
alien religions. Religion was felt to be much the same everywhere and
so were most of the gods since their names could be easily translated
from one language and one religion into another. Some of these alien
gods were even integrated into Egyptian mythology. It is quite impos-
sible that the kind of religious confrontation and conflict which is so
prominent in the story of the Exodus could have occurred in Egypt
except in the Amarna age, at least until the Persian conquest (525 B.CE).
To the Egyptians this must have meant a confrontation with extreme
alterity, even more extreme than their confrontation with the Hyksos.

Since every trace of the Amarna period had been eradicated, there
was never any tradition or recollection of this event and its cultural
expression until the nineteenth century, when the archaeological traces
of this period were discovered and interpreted by modern Egyptology.
The memories of this period survived only in the form of trauma. The
first symptoms of this may have become visible as early as some forty
years after the return to tradition, when concepts of religious otherness
came to be fixed on the Asiatics, who were Egypt’s traditional enemies.
In this context, the dislocated Amarna reminiscences began to be pro-
jected onto the Hyksos and their god Baal, who was equated with the
Egyptian god Seth. In a Ramesside novel, we read that Apophis, the
Hyksos king, practiced a monolatric religion:

King Apophis chose for his lord the god Seth.
He did not worship any other deity in the whole land except
Seth.10

Presumably by this time, other memories and experiences had in-
vaded the void in the collective memory which had been created both
by trauma and by the annihilaton of historical traces. The Hyksos
conflict was thus turned into a religious conflict. This process of distor-
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tion continued through the centuries as events occurred that fit into the
story of religious otherness and its dangerous semantics of abomination
and persecution. It was in the course of this process that the Egyptian
god Seth gradually began to incorporate these traits of religious other-
ness and to assume the characteristics of both a devil and an Asiatic.
The Assyrian and Persian invasion of Egypt enriched the story with
new details. The void which had been created by the cultural repression
of the Amarna period tended always to be filled by new experiences,
which in their turn had roots in the semantic frame of this nascent
image of the Asiatic foe.

Lepers and Jews: Moses as Akhenaten in
Greek and Latin Texts

In one of his most brilliant pieces of historical reconstruction, Eduard
Meyer was able to show as early as 1904 that some reminiscences of
Akhenaten had indeed survived in Egyptian oral tradition and had
surfaced again after almost a thousand years of latency.!! He demon-
strated that a rather fantastic story about lepers and Jews preserved in
Manetho’s Aigyptiaka could refer only to Akhenaten and his monothe-
istic revolution. Rolf Krauss and Donald B. Redford were able to
substantiate Meyer’s hypothesis by adducing more arguments and
much new material.!2 Moving along a different track, I arrived at the
same conclusion. My aim was not to identify the actual historical event
to which this legend refers, but to find any traces the Amarna experi-
ence might have left within the Egyptian tradition.!3 This difference in
perspective is important. In claiming Manetho'’s story only as a trace of
the Amarna experience, this interpretation fully meets the criticism
which Raymond Weill has justly brought forward against any attempt
to identify “the” one historical event that is reported in this story.
Raymond Weill rejected Meyer’s explanation of the origin of
Manetho’s story as being too monocausal. He advocated a multidimen-
sional explanation according to which the tradition about the “Asia-
tiques impies” originated with the expulsion of the Hyksos and
developed over the centuries into the form in which it appears in
Hellenistic historiography.!* According to Weill, the Amarna experi-
ence might have contributed to this development, but it would be a
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mistake to explain the story by reducing it to one particular event in
history.

Both Weill and Meyer were right. The story as told by Manetho and
others integrated many different historical experiences, among them
the expulsion of the Hyksos from Egypt in the sixteenth century B.CE.
But the core of the story is a purely religious confrontation, and there
is only one episode in Egyptian history that corresponds to these char-
acteristics: the Amarna period. This axial motif of religious confronta-
tion became conflated with the motif of foreign invasion. The Amarna
experience retrospectively shaped the memories of the Hyksos occupa-
tion, and it also determined the way in which later encounters with
foreign invaders were experienced and remembered. This explanation
takes full account of Weill’s criticism without giving up Meyer’s impor-
tant insight. The significance of this discovery for the project of
mnemohistory is immense. Not only does it prove how trauma can
serve as a “stabilizer of memory” across a millennium, but it also shows
the dangers of cultural suppression and traumatic distortion. The
Egyptian phantasm of the religious enemy first became associated with
the Asiatics in general and then with the Jews in particular. It antici-
pated many traits of Western anti-Semitism!5 that can now be traced
back to an original impulse. This impulse had nothing to do with the
Jews but very much to do with the experience of a counter-religion and
of a plague.

€& ManeTHO Was an Egyptian priest who wrote his history of Egypt
under Ptolemy Il in the first half of the third century B.cE16 We know
his account from two excerpts by Flavius Josephus in his Contra
Apionem. In this book, Josephus tries to refute the various calumnies
which the Egyptan historian Apion and other Hellenistic historiogra-
phers—mostly of Egyptian provenance—had attributed to the Jews.
His text is an extremely valuable codification of extra-Biblical accounts
of Jewish history that tell the “tale of two countries,” Egypt and Israel,
from the Egyptian side. Especially important are two long excerpts
which Josephus takes from Manetho. He adduces the first excerpt as
proof of the great antiquity of the Jewish people and the second as an
example of ant-Jewish calumny. The first excerpt is offered as truth,
the second as falsehood. The first excerpt deals with the Hyksos, who
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are said to have conquered Egypt without resistance and to have treated
the population with utmost cruelty. They reigned for more than five
hundred years until the king of Thebes finally rebelled against them
and besieged their capital at Avaris.!” The Hyksos emigrated into Syria
and finally settled in what is now called Judaea.

The second excerpt!® opens the series of anti-Jewish calumnies which
Josephus wants to refute. Here, Manetho is treated not as a witness but
as an enemy. According to Josephus, Manetho’s first version follows the
“sacred Scripture” (ta hiera grammata), but his second version is based
on popular tales and legends (mutheuomena kai legomena). In Manetho’s
account, King Amenophis wanted to see the gods. The sage Ameno-
phis, son of Hapu, tells him that he may see the gods if he cleanses the
land of lepers. The king sends all lepers with priests among them into
the quarries in the eastern desert. Amenophis the sage predicts divine
punishment for this inhuman treatment of the sick: they will receive
help from outside, conquer Egypt, and reign for thirteen years. Not
daring to tell the king this in person, he writes everything down and
commits suicide. The lepers are allowed to settle in Avaris, the ancient
capital of the Hyksos. They choose Osarsiph, a Heliopolitan priest, as
their leader.!® He makes laws for them on the principle of normative
inversion, prescribing all that is forbidden in Egypt and forbidding all
that is prescribed there. The first and foremost commandment is not to
worship the gods, not to spare any of their sacred animals, not to abstain
from other forbidden food. The principle of normative inversion con-
sists in inverting the abominations of the other culture into obligations
and vice versa. When this principle is applied on the alimentary level,
the eating of pork, for example, would be commanded, not because it
is cheap or tasty or nutritious, but only because it visibly demonstrates
the fact that one does not belong to a community that abominates this
food. Inversely, the consumption of meat together with dairy products
would be prohibited, not because the combination of meat and milk is
unbecoming or unsavory, but because keeping them apart demonstrates
separation from a society where consuming this combination is custom-
ary, perhaps even obligatory. I will have ample opportunity to treat such
questions in greater detail because normative inversion plays a domi-
nant role in Maimonides’ and Spencer’s hermeneutics.

The second commandment proscribes association with people from
outside. The first of these two commandments seems most charac-
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teristic of the negative force of a counter-religion: the negation of the
traditional gods with their images, sacrifices, and dietary taboos. The
second commandment, on the other hand, seems typical of an “enclave
culture” (Mary Douglas’ term), the culture of a threatened minority
that develops a multitude of purity laws in order not be swallowed up
by the majority culture. As Mary Douglas has brilliantly shown, Juda-
ism is the classic case of such an “enclave culture.”20 Therefore, it is
very probable that the second commandment, the prohibition of inter-
course with outsiders, refers to the Jews rather than to the Amarna
religion, especially since the notion of exclusivism, or “amixia,” came to
be a stereotype of the Classical discourse on Jews and Judaism. The
second of the two commandments of Osarsiph would then have to be
explained as a secondary motif that entered the tradition only after the
Egyptians encountered the Jews. This encounter could have occurred
as early as the sixth century, when refugees from Judah came to Egypt
and when Jewish mercenaries were settled in colonies such as the
colony at Elephantine. But the possibility can by no means be ruled out
that even the second commandment stems from the older experience.
The Amarna religion shows some traits of an enclave culture as well.
The most conspicuous manifestation of this aspect of Amarna is the
many boundary stelae that mark the borders of the city and that record
the solemn oath of the king never to cross those boundaries. Was this
done for fear of contagion with the plague that was possibly ravaging
Egypt at that time, as Hans Goedicke suggested? Or was it the search
for purity and the fear of contagion of a more spiritual kind that
engendered this policy so untypical of and even paradoxical for the
pharaoh? In any event, it is revealing to look at Amarna as an enclave
culture and to associate the commandment of segregation with the
(however distorted) memory of the Amarna experience. Moreover, the
prohibition of contact with outsiders can be more generally interpreted
as the negation of mutual religious translatability. It has then to be seen
against the background of ancient polytheism, which encouraged and
enforced intercultural communication.

After the establishment of his counter-religious institutions, Osar-
siph fortified the city and invited the Hyksos, who were driven out of
Egypt some two or three hundred years earlier, to join the revolt. The
Hyksos returned. King Amenophis then remembered the prediction,
declined to fight the rebels, hide the divine images, and emigrated with
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the sacred animals to Ethiopia. The lepers and the Hyksos ruled Egypt
for thirteen years in a way that makes the former Hyksos rule appear
like a Golden Age in the memory of the Egyptians. At this time, not
only were the towns and temples laid waste and the holy images de-
stroyed, but the sanctuaries were turned into kitchens and the sacred
animals roasted on fires. Osarsiph took the name “Moses.” Finally,
Amenophis and his grandson Ramses returned from Nubia and drove
out the lepers and their allies.

This is Manetho’s version of the story, which I shall call version A.
It might be broken down into five main episodes:

1. The original state of lack or distress: the invisibility of the
gods, which prompted the king to want to see them.

2. The steps taken by the king to overcome this situation: concen-
tration and enslavement of the lepers in the quarries, then
their ghettoization in Avaris.

3. The organization of the lepers under the leadership of Osar-
siph and his legislation, which inverted the laws and customs
of Egypt, especially laws forbidding the worship of the (Egyp-
tian) gods and consorting with other people.

4. The thirteen years of reign of terror by the Hyksos and the
lepers, and their war against the temples, cults, images, and ani-
mals.

5. The liberation of Egypt, and the expulsion of the lepers and
the Hyksos.

This is the extraordinary story in which Akhenaten in the guise of
“Osarsiph” alias Moses reenters the literary tradition of Egypt. Amos
Funkenstein has recently drawn attention to Manetho’s version of the
legend of the lepers as the earliest example of what he proposes to
call “counterhistory.” In his words, counterhistories “form a specific
genre of history written since antiquity . . . Their function is polemi-
cal. Their method consists of the systematic exploitation of the adver-
sary’s most trusted sources against their grain . . . Their aim is the
distortion of the adversary’s self-image, of his identity, through the
deconstruction of his memory.”?! This is a precise description of
Josephus’ reading of Manetho’s text. But it hardly does justice to
Manetho’s intentions. Manetho does not refer to the Jews at all, let
alone to the Bible. He speaks of Egyptian outcasts under the leadership
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of an Egyptian priest, whose equation with Moses is a gloss, because
it comes only at the end and as an afterthought.22 Manetho does not
display intertextuality by “turning the Bible on its head” (Funkenstein),
but instead records an orally transmitted legend. As will be shown,
the story of Moses circulated in many different versions among the
ancient historiographers. Manetho is sharing a widespread tradition.
Therefore, it is obvious that they are not only copying from each other
but using different (oral) sources. The story must consequently predate
the first possible acquaintance of an Egyptian writer with the Hebrew
Bible.23 But Manetho is the only one to call the hero of the story
“Osarsiph.” All the other versions call him Moses, most of them mak-
ing him an Egyptian. Manetho must have been aware of this discrep-
ancy because the story occurs in an older history of Egypt that he
must have known. There, the name of the leader is given as Moses.
I think that Manetho himself (and not a later redactor) added the gloss
about Osarsiph’s assuming the name Moses in order to reconcile the
difterent versions.

The author of the carliest non-Biblical account of the Exodus is
Hecataeus of Abdera, who came to Egypt in about 320 B.C.£24 In his
version, the story begins at a moment of distress: a plague is ravaging
Egypt. The Egyptians interpret this as divine punishment for the pres-
ence of aliens and the introduction of alien rites and customs. Conse-
quently, the aliens are expelled. Some, under the leadership of Kadmos
and Danaos, colonize Greece,?S while others, under the leadership of
Moses, colonize Palestine. Hecataeus belonged to the very first genera-
tion of Hellenistic intellectuals who came to live in Alexandria and to
take an active part in the cultural life of the new empire. His ecumenic
vision of Egyptian history was perfectly fitting for the new world order
that was emerging at Alexandria.26

According to IHecataeus, Moses forbade the making of divine images
“because God does not own a human shape. Rather, heaven alone who
encompasses the earth is God and lord of all, and he cannot be depicted
in images.”?7 Again, the revolutionary, counter-traditional character of
the new religion is emphasized; it is depicted as aniconic, cosmic mono-
theism. The other versions of the story (more than a dozen) adduce
more material. Sometimes, the name of a king is given; in some sources,
he is called Bocchoris,?8 in others Amenophis.2? Most of these versions
exhibit a very pronounced anti-Jewish tendency and strike many
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themes that would linger in European collective memory until the
advent of modern anti-Semitism.30

Lysimachos, whose particularly polemical account might have been
written in the second century B.CE, begins the story with a famine in
the reign of King Bocchoris. The oracle ordered the king to cleanse the
temples of the unpure and impious people (anagnon kai dyssebon) that
had settled there—a reference to the Jews who sought refuge from
leprosy and other diseases. Bocchoris gave orders to drown the lepers
and to expel the others into the desert. The outcasts gathered around
one Moses, who led them out of the country and ordered them not to
think well of anybody (wzete anthropon tini eunoésein) and to destroy
every temple and altar of the gods (theon te naous kai bomous anatrepein).
These two motifs occur again and again, the first one is termed “amixia”
(exclusivity) or “misanthropeia,” the second one “asebeia” (impiety, or
even atheism).3!

Chaeremon, an Egyptian who lived in the first half of the first
century B.CE.as a priest and pedagogue in Alexandria and after 49 in
Rome as the tutor of Nero, gives yet another version of the story.32 The
goddess Isis appeared to King Amenophis in a dream and reproached
him because of the destruction of her temple in times of war. The priest
and scribe Phritbantes (“the chief of the temple”) advised him to
propitiate the goddess by “purging” Egypt of the lepers. The king
gathered 250,000 lepers and expelled them from Egypt. Their leaders
were Moses and Joseph, whose Egyptian names were Tisithen and
Peteseph. In the city of Pelusium they were joined by 380,000 would-be
emigrants who had been refused permission to leave the country. Here,
for the first ime, we meet with a distinct intrusion of Biblical motifs
into the story. The united forces of the lepers and the emigrants
conquered Egypt and compelled the king to seek refuge in Nubia. Only
his son and successor, Ramses, succeeded in reconquering Egypt and
driving the “Jews” into Syria.

A very interesting variant of the Moses tradition can be found in
Pompeius Trogus’ Historicae Philippicae. Here, Moses appears not as an
Egyptian but as the son of Joseph. But the cult he institutes in Jerusalem
is characterized as “sacra Aegyptia.” When leaving Egypt, Moses “se-
cretly took the sacred objects of the Egyptians. In trying to recover
these objects by force, the Egyptians were forced by storms to go
home.” Therefore, the cult Moses founded in Jerusalem must have
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been the cult of these “sacra”—a veritable “translatio religionis.” The
reason for the Exodus is the same as in most of the other sources: an
epidemic. “But when the Egyptians had been exposed to the scab and
to a skin infection, and had been warned by an oracle, they expelled
[Moses] together with the sick people beyond the confines of Egypt lest
the disease should spread to a greater number of people.” This “hy-
gienic” reason for the expulsion of the infected persons from Egypt also
accounts for the exclusive character of Moses’ legislation: “And because
he remembered that they had been expelled from Egypt due to fear of
contagion, they took care not to live with outsiders lest they become
hateful to the natives for the same reason (i.e., fear of contagious
infection). This regulation which arose from a specific cause, he
[Moses] transformed gradually into a fixed custom and religion.”33 The
“hygienic” explanation of the Law would become enormously impor-
tant: Friedrich Schiller would point to a similar link between the cir-
cumstances of the expulsion and the extreme importance which the
Law ascribes to leprosy, its early diagnosis and its treatment.

The most extreme portrait of Moses the Egyptian was drawn by
Artapanos, the Jewish author of a (lost) book called Oz the Fews. In his
representation, Moses appears ethnically as a Jew but culturally as the
founder of Egyptian religion and civilizaton. He is not compared to
Hermes Trismegistus, as he is in later works by Marsilio Ficino and
other writers of Renaissance Hermetism, but literally identified as
Hermes the inventor of hieroglyphics, the author of sacred writings,
and the founder of the very religion which the Moses of both Strabo
and the Bible so strongly opposed. He divided Egypt into thirty-six
nomes and assigned a deity, sacred objects, idols, and even animals to
be worshipped in each. Artapanos’ Moses embodies the dream of as-
similation. Not only does he assimilate, but he contributes to the
foreign culture.3* Artapanos inverts the idea that Moses was an Egyp-
tian priest taking his institutions from Egypt, and makes him a Jew who
first established the civil and religious institutions of Egypt. Yet by so
doing, he only intensifies the connection between Moses and Egyptian
religion. Moses is not its translator, but its founder. His picture of
Moses is pure counterhistory in Funkenstein’s sense of the term: it is
the exact inversion of Hecataeus’ and Manetho’s Moses, written in
contradiction to their texts3S and with very little reference to the Bible
or other Jewish traditions.
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§ TacrTus gives a summary that combines several versions of the
Exodus tradition.36 Egypt is stricken by an epidemic that leads to bodily
deformities; King Bocchoris consults the oracle and learns that he must
“purge” the country of this race (genus) because the gods detest it (ut
invisum deis). The Jews are driven into the desert, but find a leader in
Moses who brings them to Palestine and founds Jerusalem. In order to
consolidate his authority, Moses institutes a new religion which is the
exact opposite of all other religions (movos vitus contrariosque ceteris
mortalibus indidit). Tacitus, as well as Hecataeus and Strabo, charac-
terizes the Jewish concept of god as monotheistic and aniconic: “The
Egyptians worship many animals and monstrous images; the Jews con-
ceive of one god, and that with the mind only: they regard those who
make representations of god in man’s image from perishable materials
as impious; that supreme and eternal being is incapable to them of
representation and is without end.”37 With typical conciseness, Tacitus
defines the basic principle of this new religion as what might be termed
“normative inversion”; the Jews consider everything that we keep sa-
cred as profane and permit everything that for us is taboo (profana illic
ommia quac apud nos sacra, rursum concessa apud tillos quae nobis incesta). In
their temples they consecrate a statue of a donkey and sacrifice a ram
“in order to ridicule the god Amun” (in contumeliam Ammonis). For the
same reason, they sacrifice a bull because the Egyptians worship Apis.
In Tacitus, the characterization of Jewish monotheism as a counter-re-
ligion which is the inversion of Egyptian tradition and therefore totally
derivative of, and dependent on, Egypt reaches its climax.

The strange and particularly absurd motif of the god of the Jews
being represented in the statue of an ass finds its explanation in Plu-
tarch, who tells the story in a completely mythologized form. The god
Seth, the murderer of Osiris, is driven out of Egypt and spends seven
days fleeing into Palestine. There he fathers two sons, whom he calls
Hierosolyma and Juda.?8 Seth is usually associated with the donkey in
Egyptian mythology. In Greco-Egyptian texts, the god lao—the Greek
rendering of the Hebrew Tetragrammaton3%—is equated with Seth and
the ass because the name—obviously onomatopoietic—sounded like
the Egyptan word for ass.40

Apion, himself the target of Flavius Josephus’ polemics, seems to
have treated the topic of the Exodus in the context of his lost Egyptian
history. For Apion, the Exodus is an event of Egyptian rather than
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Jewish history. He declares Moses to be an Egyptian priest from He-
liopolis. According to Apion, Moses led the Jews out of Egypt and
nevertheless raught them a religion that remains true to the tradition
of his native country. He built open temples without any roofs in
various quarters of the city. All of them were oriented toward the east
because this is the way the temples are oriented in Heliopolis. Instead
of obelisks, he erected pillars with a model of a boat underneath. The
shadow which the pillar cast on the basin containing the boat was
supposed to inscribe a circle analogous to the circuit of the sun.4! Apion
does not describe the religious institutions of Moses as revolutionary;
on the contrary he portrays them as being quite in conformity with
Egyptian tradition. But the Egyptian tradition which Apion attributes
to Moses is a very special one. The sun cult of Heliopolis is the closest
traditional analogy with what Akhenaten taught in the form of 2 mono-
latric worship of light. It is not a counter-religion, but a kind of alter-
native religion, which is very different from other Egyptian cults.

€ Tue nistoriaN who came closest to a construction of Moses’
religion as monotheistic and as a pronounced counter-religion was
Strabo. It is in this source that Moses the Egyptian makes his most
triumphant and, from a mnemohistorical point of view, his most con-
sequential appearance. This portrait of Moses was to be recognized in
the eighteenth century as that of “a pantheist or, to speak according to
more recent usage, Spinozist.”#2 It is this text which comes closest to
Freud’s reconstruction of Moses’ identity and of the origin of mono-
theism.

According to Strabo, an Egyptian priest named Moses, who felt
dissatisfied with Egyptian religion, decided to found a new religion and
emigrated with his followers into Palestine. He rejected the Egyptian
tradition of representing the gods in zoomorphic images. His religion
consisted of the recognition of only one divine being whom no image
can represent: “which encompasses us all, including earth and sea, that
which we call the heavens, the world and the essence of things—this
one thing only is God.”® The only way to approach this god is to live
in virtue and in justice. Later on, the Hebrews deviated from the purity
of this doctrine and developed superstitious rules such as dietary prohi-
bitions and the requirement that males be circumcised.#
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This passage is important in two ways:

1. It defines monotheism as a counter-religion. Its defining quality
lies not in the belief in one god as opposed to the belief in many gods,
but in its radical and complete break with traditional religion. It typi-
cally views and abhors tradition in terms of superstition and idolatry,
and as a complex of ritualistic magic and fetishism. In many aspects this
seems to be a more adequate notion of monotheism than the modern
one, which centers on the purely theological questions of the one and
the many. The ancients were concerned not so much with theological
issues, such as the conceptualization of the divine, as with religious
pragmatics, such as questions of ritual and sacrifice, images and tem-
ples, prescriptions and taboos.*s The decisive feature of the monothe-
istic movements is their revolutionary, “idolophobic,” or iconoclastic
character. They are counter-religions which are born out of “dissatis-
faction” with tradition.

2. The passage also quite bluntly and explicitly declares Moses to be
an Egyptian priest and his new religion to be an Egyptian counter-re-
ligion.

& Tur sTory of the lepers can thus be explained as a conspicuous
case of distorted and dislodged memory. In this tradition Egyptian
recollections of Akhenaten’s monotheistic revolution survived. But be-
cause of the banishment of Akhenaten’s name and monuments from
cultural memory, these recollections became dislocated and subject to
many kinds of transformations and proliferations. To use a term of
psychoanalysis, they became “encrypted,” that is, inaccessible to con-
scious reflection and processing.*¢ The formation of a “crypt” in collec-
tive memory may be caused by strong traumatic experiences. Some
even maintain that “encryption” is a much more faithful form of pre-
serving traumatic memories than conscious remembering.¥7 But the
Amarna case shows that suppression or encryption renders an original
experience vulnerable to many kinds of distortion and transformation
rather than preserving it in a pure state. Instead of pursuing this process
through all its stages of transformation and proliferation, I would like
to bring a third version of the Exodus story into focus: the Biblical
account. The Biblical text has a very complex and multilayered struc-
ture which contains much more material than is relevant to the present
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discussion. But some of its themes and elements are directly associated
with the tradition I am considering and constitute just another version
of the same events. These are:

1. Concentration and enslavement with forced labor and oppres-
sion, which provokes divine wrath, as in Manetho’s version;

2. A plague enforcing Egypt’s separation from the “aliens,” as
in Hecataeus’ version. This motif appears here tenfold, as ten
plagues.

3. The separation, realized here in the form of a finally and reluc-
tantly conceded emigration rather than an expulsion, and the
Exodus under the leadership of Moses;

4. The legislation of Moses, along with the prohibition against
worshipping (other) gods as the most prominent command-
ment.

The most striking common denominator of Manetho’s version and
the Biblical version is the dark affective shading of the narrative. Both
versions are suffused with mutual hatred and abomination. Both ac-
counts also translate the experience of counter-religion. In the Biblical
version, the Egyptans are shown as torturers and oppressors, idolators
and magicians. In the Egyptian version, the “Jews” are shown as lepers,
as impure people, atheists, misanthropes, iconoclasts, vandals, and sac-
rilegious criminals. But equally striking are the differences between the
two versions because they relate to each other in the form of an exact
inversion. All the extra-Biblical versions agree that the aliens, or impure
ones, are driven out of Egypt. In the Bible, the Hebrews are retained
in Egypt against their will and they are allowed to emigrate only after
divine interventions in the form of the plagues. But even in this version
the account of the emigration contains elements of expulsion.

Of course, it would be most instructive to confront these different
versions with what could constitute historical evidence, but there is
almost no such evidence. The only historical event which is both
archaeologically provable and semantically comparable with the con-
tent of these different versions of the expulsion/emigration story is the
sojourn of the Hyksos in Egypt.

If we apply the same question asked previously about the Amarna
experience to the Hyksos tradition and if we remain on the lookout for
what might have become of the memories that must have been shared by
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the expelled tribes about their stay in, and domination of Egypt, we find
ourselves again referred to the Exodus tradition. I completely agree with
Flavius Josephus and Donald B. Redford, who has held in various publi-
cations that the Hyksos’ sojourn in, and withdrawal from, Egypt was all
that happened in terms of historical fact. Further, he argued that differ-
ent memories of these events lived on in the traditions of Canaan and
Egypt. The Hebrews merely fell heir to the Canaanite part of these
memories. If we accept this theory, we are in a position to evaluate the
stages of its transformation and to recognize its direction. The Hyksos
stayed in Egyptnotas slaves butas rulers. They withdrew from Egyptnot
as finally released slaves but as expelled enemies. The inversions which
the Hebrew tradition imposed on the historical facts find their explana-
tion in the semantic frame of the covenant-and-election theology. This
is a semantics of small beginnings and great promises. Within this frame
the withdrawal from Egypt could not be understood other than as a rise
from nothingness to identity, from bondage to freedom, from impurity
to purity, and from forlorness to alliance. In the context of oral tradition,
narrative inversions such as these met with no resistance because “no
fixed narrative or king-list held imagination in check.”48

In Egypt, the experience of the Hyksos invasion and expulsion en-
tered the official king list tradition. It was therefore safe from overly
radical alterations. But the king-list tradition was devoid of any seman-
tic specification or narrative fleshing-out. These documents listed the
names of the rulers and the regnal years, but no evaluation of the kings.
My thesis is that the Hyksos tradition received its semantic coloring and
its character as a predominantly religious conflict only after the Amarna
age, or, to be more precise, after the extinction of the contemporary
generation, when the Amarna reminiscences tended to get conflated
with the Hyksos tradition. Only then did the Hyksos begin to play the
role of adherents of an alien and antagonistic religion. The Amarna
experience shaped the Hyksos tradition and created the semantic frame
of the “religious enemy,” which was afterward filled by the Assyrians,
the Persians, the Greeks, and finally the Jews.

My question, to resume, is not about “what really happened,” but
rather about what became of the recollections that must have existed in
the form of individual remembrances and collective traditions, both in
Canaan (of the Hyksos’ sojourn in Egypt) and in Egypt (of the Amarna
revolution). In my opinion, it is much easier to explain the survival of



42 Moses the Egyptian

these memories until the Hellenistic period than their complete disap-
pearance. Herodotus and demotic literature abound with tales, anec-
dotes, and fables that must have lived on in oral tradition for centuries
or even a millennium.49

€8 Tuz sTory of the lepers is about purity and defilement. A situation
of lack (invisibility of the gods) or distress (famine, plague) is explained
by an oracle or an inspired sage as the result of pollution. The country
suffers from defilement by the presence of “strangers” and can only be
cured by their expulsion. In her fascinating and convincing analysis of
the book of Numbers, Mary Douglas has discovered a cyclical structure
which closely relates the laws to drive out the lepers (Numbers 5:1-4)
and to expel the idolators (Numbers 33:50-56).50 Leprosy and idolatry
are among the most dangerous forms of pollution because they prevent
God from “dwelling amidst his people.” The Egyptian story tells us
about the corresponding fears and abominations on the side of the
“idolators.” It sheds light on the opposite term of idolatry. Idolatry does
not merely denote a certain religious attitude based on the worship of
“idols” or images; in this sense, the opposite term would be “anicon-
ism.” But idolatry means more than iconism. It is a polemical term
which expresses a strong cultural/religious abomination and anxiety.
With the term “idolatry,” the “aniconists” refer to the “iconists” as the
group where the strongest menace resides. Idolatry is the umbrella
term for what must be warded off by all means. There is a marked
crescendo to be observed in the texts dealing with idolatry. As has
already been stated, both the concept of idolatry and the repudiation of
it grew stronger and stronger in the course of Jewish history. The
prevailing metaphor, however, is not leprosy, but madness. Idolatry is
conceived of as a mental aberration, not as a bodily disease. Leprosy is
the metaphor used by the other side, the iconists, in order to charac-
terize the “iconoclasts.”

This is what the story of the lepers tells us. Under certain conditions
of danger, the “iconists” develop similar fears and abominations. Like
“aniconism,” “iconism” is a form of ensuring divine presence under
strong conditions of purity. Destroying the images and killing the
sacred animals means the same kind of danger for the “iconists” as
idolatry means for the “aniconists.” These actions defile the country
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and render it uninhabitable for the gods. Iconoclasm has the destructive
power of a deadly pollution, and can only be compared to a strongly
contagious and defiling disease such as leprosy or the plague. In the
same way that “idols” destroy the contact between Israel and its invis-
ible god, the defilement or destruction of images destroys the contact
between Egypt and its deities. Iconism and aniconism are mutually
exclusive means of ensuring divine presence.5!

The Egyptan form of religious symbolism made such fears and
anxieties controllable by personification. In the Late Period, the god
Seth became the personification of all the threats directed against divine
presence as ensured by iconism. Seth, the mythical murderer of Osiris,
became the prototypical iconoclast. He was first associated with the
Persians and then with the Jews. I have already quoted the passage in
Plutarch where Seth appears as the ancestor of the Jews. A demotic
papyrus of the Roman period deals with the Jews as “lawbreakers”
(paranomoi) “once expelled from Egypt by the wrath of Isis.” The text
is a prophecy describing future distress and prescribing the way of
salvation: “Attack the Jews” for “impious people will despoil your tem-
ples” and “your largest temple will become sand for the horses.” The
Jews will even “inhabit the city of Helios.”52

The image of the Jew as the religious enemy par excellence—as
atheist, iconoclast, sacrilegious criminal—turns out to be a matter not of
experience, but of memory, thatis, the return of the suppressed memory
of Akhenaten. The Egyptian encounter with the Jews had already taken
place within the prefabricated semantic frame of the sacrilegious Asiatic
as the religious enemy. With the possible exception of Manetho, who
wrote not about Jews, but about Egyptian lepers, all the others, espe-
cially Flavius Josephus, conflated the story of the lepers with the account
of the Jewish Exodus from Egypt. Tacitus®3 and Orosius transmitted
this pseudo-historical tradition to the Occident. Tacitus’ authority as a
historian imparted the dignity of authentic historical research to this
product of imagination, projection, and distorted memory.

The story of the lepers has always been interpreted as an Egyptian
prelude to European anti-Semitism.>* It has been explained as being
expressive of an Egyptian reaction to the Jews who came to settle in
Egypt after the Babylonian conquest of Jerusalem. My mnemohistorical
reading of the story has uncovered its traumatic dimension, which links
it to the Amarna experience. But despite these possible origins, it is only
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too true that the story became focused on the Jews and thus the tale
became a component of European anti-Semitism. Apart from this gen-
eral history of its reception, the story of the lepers had a very specific
aftermath in the fourteenth century, as has been pointed out by Carlo
Ginzburg.5? In 1321, Jews and lepers were accused of a conspiracy
against Christianity, leading to their persecution, extermination, and
confinement. The lepers were accused of having strewn poisonous
powders in the fountains, wells, and rivers, so as to transmit leprosy to
the healthy. The Jews were believed to be accomplices in this crime.
Some versions fixed the ultimate responsibility for the entire scheme on
the Muslim king of Granada, who had offered the Jews a huge amount
of money to destroy Christianity. In turn, the Jews had instigated the
lepers to spread their disease. The chronicles tell the story in many
different versions: the lepers alone; the Jews and the lepers; the Mus-
lims, the Jews, and the lepers. We find a complete reenactment of the
Egyptian scenario: the native lepers, the resident aliens, and the foreign
kingdom operating from afar. Again we find the identical pattern of a
strongly contagious and bodily disfiguring disease, a counter-religious
attack, and a political conspiracy.56

When the plague started to ravage Europe less than thirty years
later, attempts were widely made to attribute the responsibility for the
epidemic to the Jews.57 The phantasm of the religious Other and the
phobic idea of contagion and conspiracy never ceased to haunt Europe.
The anti-Semitic discourse in nineteenth-century Germany, especially
that of Richard Wagner and Emperor Wilhelm II, who had a strong
influence on Adolf Hitler, used precisely the same language of conspir-
acy and contagion. Our own century has seen the greatest excesses of
this collective psychosis. Therefore, it is important to trace this history
back to its origin, with the hope that this anamnesis and “working-
through” may contribute to a better understanding and an overcoming
of the dynamics behind the development of cultural or religious
abomination.

Counter-Religion and Religious Translatability
in the Ancient World

The dynamics of counter-traditional religions can only be understood
properly if seen against the background of that level of intercultural
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translatability at which the different civilizations and polytheisms of
the Ancient World had arrived during the second millennium B.CE.
The conviction that God or the gods are international was a char-
acteristic of the polytheistic religions of the ancient Near East. We
must not think of polytheism as something primitive and tribal. The
polytheistic religions of the ancient Near East and Ancient Egypt
represent highly developed cultural achievements that are inseparably
linked to the political organization of the early state and are not to
be found in tribal societies. Tribal religions are characterized by their
scarcely humanized and only weakly articulated and difterentiated
concept of the divine, which is worshipped in the form of ancestral
spirits, and which is adored without any ritual worship in the form
of a very remote high god, or deus otiosus. By contrast, in the context
of “high-cultural” polytheisms the deities are clearly differentiated and
personalized by name, shape, and function. The great achievement
of polytheism is the articulation of a common semantic universe. The
gods are given a semantic dimension, by means of mythical narratives
and theocosmological speculations. It is this semantic dimension that
makes the names translatable. Tribal religions are ethnocentric. The
powers that are worshipped by one tribe are different from the powers
worshipped by another tribe. In contrast, the highly differentiated
members of polytheistic pantheons lend themselves easily to cross-
cultural translation or “interpretation.” Well-known cases are the in-
terpretatio Latina of Greek divinides and the interpretatio Graeca of
Egyptian ones. Translation functions because the names have not only
a reference, but also a meaning. The meaning of a deity is his or
her specific character as it is unfolded in myths, hymns, rites, and so
on. This character makes a deity comparable to other deities with
similar traits. The similarity of gods makes their names mutually
translatable. But in historical reality, this correlation has to be re-
versed. The practice of translating the names of the gods created a
concept of similarity and produced the idea or conviction that gods
are international.

The tradition of translating or interpreting foreign divine names
goes back to the Mesopotamian Listenwissenschaft of the third millen-
nium B.CE. In the context of these innumerable glossaries equating
Sumerian and Akkadian words, there also appear lists of gods giving the
divine names in two or even three languages, such as Emesal (women’s
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language, used as a literary dialect), Sumerian, and Akkadian.’8 The
most interesting of these sources is the explanatory list Anu Sa Ameli
which contains three columns, the first giving the Sumerian names, the
second the Akkadian names, and the third the functional definition of
the deity.5? This explanatory list gives what may be called the “mean-
ing” of divine names, making explicit the principle which underlies the
equation or transladon of divine names. As long as this search for
theological equations and equivalents was confined to the two lan-
guages, Sumerian and Akkadian, one could argue that it remained
within the frame of a common religious culture. The translation here
operates translingually, but not transculturally. But in the Kassite pe-
riod of the late Bronze Age, the lists are extended to include languages
spoken by foreign peoples. There is an “explanatory list of gods” that
gives divine names in Amorite, Hurritic, Elamite, and Kassite in addi-
tion to Sumerian and Akkadian.60

In these cases, there can be no doubt that the practice of translating
divine names was applied to very different cultures and religions. The
conviction that these foreign peoples worshipped the same gods is far
from trivial and self-evident. Quite the contrary, this insight must be
reckoned among the major cultural achievements of the Ancient
World. The powerful influence of this insight can be seen in the field
of international Jaw and in the practice of forming treaties with other
states and peoples. This, too, seems a specialty of Mesopotamian cul-
ture. Treaties had to be sealed by solemn oaths and the gods that were
invoked in these oaths had to be recognized by both parties. The list of
these gods conventionally closes the treaty. They necessarily had to be
equivalent as to their function and in particular as to their rank. Inter-
cultural theology became a concern of international law.

It seems probable to me that the interest in translations and equa-
tions for gods of different religions arose out of the Akkadian assimi-
lation of the Sumerian pantheon and developed in the context of
foreign policy. I do not assume that something like a conviction of
living in a common world and worshipping common gods went before
and formed the fundamentals of this political practice. Rather, I see
it the other way round: the growing political and commercial inter-
connectedness of the Ancient World and the practice of cross-cultural
translation of everything including divine names gradually led to the
concept of a common religion. The argument runs as follows: Peoples,
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Cultures, and political systems may be different. But as long as they
have a religion and worship some definite and identifiable gods, they
are comparable and contactable because these gods must necessarily
be the same as those worshipped by other nations but under different
names. The names, iconographies, and rites—in short, the cultures—
differ, but the gods are the same. This concept of religion as the
common background of cultural diversity and the principle of cultural
translatability eventually led to the late Hellenistic mentality for which
the names of the gods mattered little in view of the overwhelming
natural evidence of their existence, and it was this mentality of Late
Antiquity that the Deism of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
returned to.

€ Tue perTy whose theology was most strongly informed by this
universalist concept was Isis—not in her traditional Egyptian form, but
in the form she assumed in Greco-Egyptian syncretism. The eleventh
and last book of the Metamorphoses by Apuleius of Madaurus, written in
the time of Marcus Aurelius, not only gives expression to this cos-
motheistic conviction in a very explicit and articulated form, but in a
way also transcends it. The book opens with a beautiful and highly
significant scene. Lucius, a young man who has been transformed into
an ass after carelessly dabbling in magic, awakens at the shore of the
Mediterranean as the full moon rises from the sea. Books 1 through 10
had told of his trials and misfortunes, and Apuleius’ Latin text seems to
closely follow his Greek original. But with the eleventh book the tone
changes from the colorful and sometimes burlesque style of a pica-
resque novel into what A. D. Nock characterized as “the high-water
mark of the piety which grew out of the mystery religions.”s! A new
chapter is opened and a new hope rises with the moon, which Lucius
addresses as follows:

O Queen of Heaven—whether thou art Ceres, the primal and
bountiful mother of crops . . .; or whether thou art heavenly Ve-
nus who . . . art worshiped in the shrine of Paphos; or the sister
of Phoebus who . . . art now adored in the temples of Ephesus; or
whether as Proserpine . . . thou art propitiated with differing
rites—whoever thou art . . ., by whatever name (nomine) or cere-
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mony (ritu) or face (facie) thou art rightly called, help me now in
the depth of my trouble.62

Lucius addresses a nameless power which he feels is immanent in and
revealed by the moon with four names: Ceres (Demeter), Venus (Aph-
rodite), Diana (Artemis), and Proserpina (Persephone). This is the
tradition of invoking a deity with the “names of the nations” which I
will consider soon. The specific names, rites, and shapes are far less
important than the manifest cosmic power. The goddess answers him
in a dream, presenting herself in a similar way. She, too, ends her
self-presentation with a catalogue of names:

Lo, I am with you, Lucius, moved by your prayers, I who am the
mother of the universe, the mistress of all the elements, the first
offspring of time, the highest of deities, the queen of the dead,
foremost of heavenly beings, the single form that fuses all gods
and goddesses; I who order by my will the starry heights of
heaven, the health giving breezes of the sea, and the awful silences
of those in the underworld: my single godhead is adored by the
whole world in varied forms, in differing rites and with many
diverse names.

Thus the Phrygians . . . call me Pessinuntia . . .; the Athenians
... call me Cecropeian Minerva; the Cyprians . . . call me Paphian
Venus, the . . . Cretans Dictynna, the . . . Sicilians Ortygian
Proserpine; to the Eleusinians I am Ceres . . ., to others Juno, to
others Bellona and Hecate and Rhamnusia. But the Ethiopians. . .
together with the Africans and the Egyptians who excel by having
the original doctrine honor me with my distinctive rites and give
me my true name of Queen Isis.

The goddess also correlates names and nations. The name #s impor-
tant, but only for a specific group who adores the goddess in a specific
form and through specific rites. Besides all these ethnic names, how-
ever, she also has a “true name” (veruz nomen), which remained in use
only among the nations with the most ancient and authentic tradition:
the Egyptians and their southern neighbors.

Apuleius is a borderline case. On the one hand, he shares the view
about the conventionality of divine names and the natural evidence of
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the divine essence. On the other hand, there is this concept of verum
nomen, which clearly transcends the frame of natural evidence and
belongs to the frame of revelation. The names which the deity is given
by the various nations are not revealed, but constitute the culturally
specific answer to general nature. But the verum nomen is exclusively
revealed to the Egyptians and the Ethiopians. We are dealing with
mystery as a transitional stage between nature and revelation.63 Reve-
lation is the opposite of nature. A revealed name cannot be translated.
But there is no opposition, let alone counter-religious antagonism
between the Egyptian worship of Isis based on the “true name” and the
worship of the various nations based on their conventional names for
the same goddess. The concept of the “true name” does not turn the
other nations into “pagans,” but only makes believers of a lower level
of initiation. All worship the same deity and it is this natural identity
transcending all cultural differences that counts.

€ Tue TraDITION of invoking Isis by the names by which the vari-
ous nations address her (a tradition which I will refer to, for brevity’s
sake, as “the names of the nations”) was widespread in Greco-Roman
Isis religion. There are several Isis-texts from Egypt that address the
goddess in this way. The earliest is a hymn which Isidorus of Narmuthis
had engraved on pillars in the temple of Thermuthis at Medinet Madi
(first century B.CE).64

All mortals who live on the boundless earth,

Thracians, Greeks and Barbarians,

Express your fair name, a name greatly honored among all,

[But] each speaks in his own language, in his own land.

The Syrians call you: Astarte, Artemis, Nanaia,

The Lycian tribes call you: Leto, the lady.

The Thracians also name you as Mother of the gods,

And the Greeks [call you] Hera of the Great Throne,
Aphrodite,

Hestia the goodly, Rhea and Demeter.

But the Egyptians call you Thiouist’ [because they know] that
you, being one, are all other goddesses invoked by the races
of men.66
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Another text is provided by a papyrus from Oxyrhynchos. It contains a
long hymn to Isis starting with a very long though badly fragmented
list of names and places.6” There we read:

. at Aphroditopolis [. . .], one in the house of Hephaestus [. . .]
chmuenis; who at [. . .Jophis art called Bubastis, [. . .]; at Letopolis
Magna [. . .] one; at Aphroditopolis in the Prosopite nome fleet-
commanding, many-shaped Aphrodite; at the Delta giver of fa-
vors . . . at Nithine in the Gynaecopolite nome, Aphrodite; at
Paphremis, Isis, queen, Hestia, mistress of every country;. . . in
the Saite nome, Victorious Athena . . .; in Sais, Hera, queen, full
grown; in Iseum, Isis; in Sebennytos, intelligence, ruler, Hera,
holy; in Hermupolis, Aphrodite, queen, holy; . . . in Apis, Sophia;
in Leuke Akte, Aphrodite, Mouchis, Eseremphis; at Cynopolis in
the Busirite nome, Praxidike; at Busiris, Good Fortune [Tukbe
agathel; . . . at Tanis, gracious in form, Hera [. . ] etc.

After a long list correlating Egyptian towns with names of Isis, the
text continues by naming places outside Egypt such as Arabia, where
she is the “great goddess”; in Lycia, “Leto”; at Myra, “sage, freedom”;
at Cnidus, “dispeller of attack, discoverer”; at Cyrene, “Isis”; on Crete,
“Dictynnis”; at Chalcedon, “Themis”; in Rome, “warlike”; in the Cy-
clades, “of threefold nature”; on Patmos, “young [. . .]J”; at Paphos,
“hallowed, divine, gentle”; on Chios, “marching”; at Salamis “ob-
server”; on Cyprus, “all-bounteous”; and so forth, including foreign
names: at Bamyce, “Atargatis”; among the Indians, “Maia”; at Sidon,
“Astarte.” The list closes with a striking formula: “the beautlful essence
of all the gods” (thedn hapinton t0 kalon zéon).

$ But THE MOTIF of “the names of the nations” and the relativiza-
tion of all cultural and national differences as mere surface phenomena
to be set off against the background of a common universal religion is
not exclusively related to Isis. It is typical of the idea of a “Supreme
Being” (the Greek expression is Hypsistos, “the Highest One”).

It consists in the belief in a supreme being comprising in its essence
not only the myriads of known and unknown deities, but above all those
three or four gods who, in the context of different religions, play the
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role of the highest god (usually Zeus, Sarapis, Helios, and lao =
YHWH). This super-deity is addressed by appellations like Hypsistos
(“supreme”),$8 and by the widespread “Omne-God” predication Heis
Theds.59 Oracles typically proclaim particular gods to be identical with
other gods. The oracles concerning Sarapis are well known:

One Zeus, one Hades, one Helios is Sarapis.”0

One Zeus, one Hades, one Helios, one Dionysos,
One god in all gods.”!

Where Iao, the God of the Jews, is elevated to the rank of the
One-and-Supreme Being, he has to give up his transcendent other-
worldliness in order to become an immanent cosmic entity. In one of
these oracles he is proclaimed the god of time (Olam-Aion) appearing
as Hades in winter, Zeus in springtime, Helios in summer, and Abros
Tao in autumn.’? In these oracles and predications, there becomes
manifest a quest for the sole and supreme divine principle beyond the
innumerable multitude of specific deities. This quest is typical of the
“ecumenic age” and seems to correspond to efforts to achieve political
unification.” The belief in the “Supreme Being” (Hypsistos) has a dis-
tinctly cosmopolitan character. Typical of this conception is the com-
bination of names from different languages and religions.

The hallmark of this cosmopolitan religiosity is the tradition of
invoking the Supreme Being by the “names of the nations.” A conse-
cration text in Papyrus Leiden I, 384, addresses the Supreme God lao
(= YHWH)-Sabaoth-Abrasax in the following words:

I invoke you as do the Egyptians: “Phno eai Iabok,”

As do the Jews: Adonaie Sabaoth,

As do the Greeks: king, ruling as monarch over all,

As do the high priests: hidden one, invisible one, who looks

upon all,
As do the Parthians: OYERTO almighty.74

A magical invocation starts as follows:

Iinvoke thee who encompasses the universe,
in every voice and in every dialect (pasé phone kai pase
dialektg)?s
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Hippolytus, in his report on the sermon of the Naassenians (a Gnostic
sect), includes the liturgical chant from the cult of Atds invoking Attis
by the names of the gods of the various peoples which forms the “text”
of the sermon:

Whether the offspring of Kronos or the blessed son of Jove or
of the great Rhea,

hail to thee, Attis, sad message of Rhea.

The Assyrians call thee thrice desired Adonis,
all Egypt calls thee Osiris,

Greek wisdom the heavenly horn of the moon,

the Samothracians “dignified Adamna,”

the Haemonians Korybas,

the Phrygians now Papas, then Tot or God,

or “Without-Fear,” goat-herd, mown ear,

or man, born by the almond with many fruits, flute-player.76

Of particular interest in the context of this study is an epigram by
Ausonius, because it was to play a major role in the discourse about
Moses the Egyptian.”7 It is epigram 48, entitled “Mixobarbaron Liberi
Patris Signo Marmoreo in Villa Nostra Omnium Deorum Argumenta
Habenti.”?8 T give the text according to the edition and translation by
Hugh G. Evelyn White7:

Ogygiadaes? me Bacchum vocant,
Osiris Aegypti putant,

Mysi Phanacen nominant,
Dionyson Indi existimant,
Romana sacra Liberum,

Arabica gens Adoneum,
Lucaniacus Pantheum.

The sons of Ogyges call me Bacchus,
Egyptians think me Osiris,

Mysians name me Phanaces,

Indians regard me as Dionysus,
Roman rites make me Liber,

The Arab race thinks me Adoneus,
Lucaniacus?! the Universal God.
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"This tradition of invoking the highest god by the names of the various
nations expresses a general conviction in Late Antiquity about the
universality of religious truth and the relativity of religious institutions
and denominations. Mozart’s masonic Cantata K. 619 and Goethe’s
monologue “Wer darf ihn nennen” bespeak the same conviction in very
similar terms.

The conception of the conventionality and therefore the translatabil-
ity of the divine names was based on natural evidence, that is, on
reference to experiences that were accessible to all humankind. Seneca
refers to visible evidence in precisely this sense: “This All, which you
see, which encompasses divine and human, is One, and we are but
members of a great body.”s2 According to Servius, the Stoics taught
that there is only one god whose names merely differ according to
actions and offices.$? Varro, who knew about the Jews from Posei-
donios, was unwilling to see any difference between Jove and Yahweh
nihil intevesse censens quo nomine nuncupetur, dum eadem ves intelligatur
(“because he was of the opinion that it mattered little by which name
he was called as long as the same thing was meant”).8% Porphyry, a
Neoplatonic philosopher of the third century CE. held the opinion that
the names of the gods were purely conventional.8 In a pamphlet against
the Christians called Alethes Logos, Celsus argued that “it makes no
difference whether one calls god ‘Supreme’ [Hypsistos] or Zeus or
Adonai or Sabaoth or Ammon such as the Egyptians do or Papaios as
the Scythians.”86 The name does not matter when it is evident what or
who is meant.

In his treatise on Isis and Osiris, Plutarch succinctly conveys this
general conviction by stating that behind the differing divine names are
always common cosmic phenomena: the sun, the moon, the heavens,
the earth, the sea. Just as all people live in the same world, they adore
the same gods who are the lords of this world: “nor do we regard the
gods as different among different nations nor as barbarian and Greek
and as southern and northern. But just as the sun, moon, heaven, earth
and sea are common to all, though they are given various names by the
varying nations, so it is with the one reason [logos] which orders these
things and the one providence which has charge of them, and the
assistant powers which are assigned to everything: they are given dif-
ferent honors and modes of address among different nadons according
to custom, and they use hallowed symbols.”8” The divine names are
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translatable because there is always a referent serving as a tertium
comparationis. This referent is the concept of a functionally divided and
divinely animated or inspirited universe in which humankind finds and
maintains its place by recognizing and adoring the operative powers, by
giving them names and iconographies, temples and ceremonies.

In the realm of this general religious conviction which I call cos-
motheism (a term use by F. H. Jacobi, to whom I will return later),
there was no room for religious antagonism. That is why the antago-
nistic power of counter-religions such as Judaism and Christianity was
so much resented by pagan intellectuals. The opposition between cos-
motheism and monotheism, or between nature and revelation, was
never resolved, but merely suppressed in the victorious development of
the church. Its return during the Renaissance and its controversial
history in the formation of European modernity forms the subtext of
the discourse on Moses the Egyptian with which the following chapters
will be concerned.



CHAPTER THREE

Before the Law: Fobn Spencer
as Egyptologist
@&®

"The boundaries of intranslatability which the Jewish, the Christian, and
somewhat later the Islamic monotheisms erected in the name of reve-
lation must be viewed against the background of the firm cosmotheistic
belief in translatability in the name of nature. With the decline and fall
of the Roman Empire, the cosmotheistic conviction disappeared. The
Middle Ages were safely contained within the bounds of Biblical mono-
theism. There was no place for a figure such as Moses the Egyptian who
would blur the boundaries of counter-religion. Egypt was viewed as the
“other” and not as the origin.

The situation changed only with the Renaissance, when Egypt be-
came recoverable through sources other than the Bible and the Church
Fathers. The landmarks in the rediscovery or reinvention of Egypt
were two books: the Hieroglyphica by Horapollo and the Corpus Her-
meticurn. Through them it became clear what was meant by “all the
wisdom of Egypt,” which Moses was said to have been “well versed
in”—in this single verse in the Bible (Acts 7:22) that deals with Moses’
Egyptian education.! Thus a process of fundamental cultural, religious,
and historical reorientation started. In the light of what was seen as
strong parallels between Biblical and Hermetic texts, the wall of in-
translatability collapsed and Egypt began to appear as the origin, rather
than the “other,” of Biblical monotheism.

John Spencer was a latecomer in the history of this first stage of
Egyptology. The reason for choosing him as a starting point, rather
than Marsilio Ficino, Giordano Bruno, Robert Fludd, Athanasius
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Kircher, and others who wrote on Egypt, its hieroglyphs, and its Her-
metic doctrines, was explained in the first chapter and need not be
repeated here. With Spencer and some of his contemporaries such as
Marsham and Cudworth, the discourse on Egypt leaves the confines of
Hermeticism and other mystical and occult traditions and begiﬁs to
speak the language of the Enlightenment. Seen from the vantage point
of the Enlightenment, Spencer appears to be not a latecomer, but a
pioneer. With him, and not with Giordano Bruno or Athanasius
Kircher, begins a debate that will be continued by Schiller and via
Schiller by Freud.

John Spencer (1630-1693) was an English Hebraist? who in 1667 was
appointed Master of Corpus Christi College at Cambridge. He pub-
lished his doctoral dissertation, Urim and Thummim, in 1670 and his
monumental monograph De Legibus Hebraeorum Ritualibus et Earum
Rationibus Libri Tres in 1685.3 For Spencer, Moses is not an Egyptian
but an “Egypdanized” Hebrew. However, Moses did not need to be
born an Egyptian in order to be able to “translate” Egyptian mysteries
into Hebrew laws. It is sufficient that he was intimately acquainted with
Egyptian wisdom. And this is precisely what St. Stephanus asserts in the
short recapitulation of sacred history included in his speech of apology
and farewell before his execution: that “Moses was well versed in all the
wisdom of the Egyptians.” For Spencer’s project, this short sentence
was absolutely crucial. It was the one foundation on which he could
build his entire edifice, and it was the one testimony that could save him
from being accused of heresy. Serving as leitmotifs throughout the
whole line of the Moses debate, which started with Spencer and which
ends with Freud, are this sentence and a short passage from Philo of
Alexandria in De Vita Mosis in which he says that Moses was initiated
into the “symbolic” philosophy of the ancient Egyptians.4

Spencer’s project was to demonstrate the Egyptian origin of the
ritual laws of the Hebrews. In order to understand the novelty and the
boldness of this undertaking, we must briefly consider how Spencer
dislodged two crucial tenets of Christian theology. The first is the
traditional Christian distinction between moral Law, political Law, and
ritual Law within the body of the 613 prescriptions and prohibitions
contained in the Torah. Moral Law is the Decalogue, political and
ritual Law is all the rest. Moral Law is eternal, political and ritual Law
is temporal.5 The validity of the ritual Law is limited to the timespan
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between Moses and Jesus. The second presupposition is the orthodox
view that every coincidence between a Biblical law and a pagan rite is a
work of the devil, who is an ape of God. The Hebrew Law is the
original model, and the pagan religions are diabolic institutions imitat-
ing this model.6 Spencer contradicted the second presupposition by
showing that Egypt was the origin and the model for the ritual Law.
Concerning the first presupposition, Spencer did quite a revolutionary
thing: he shifted the focus from the timeless moral Law to the long
abolished ritual Law, and, even more significant, he tried to use this
body of prescriptions and institutions to reconstruct the long forgotten
“atrocities” of Egyptian idolatry. Notwithstanding his strategic profes-
sions of Egyptophobia, his extremely diligent and well-documented
representation of Egyptian rites became one of the most important
reference books for Egyptophiles of the eighteenth century.

Normative Inversion as a Mnemotechnique
of Forgetting: Maimonides

Spencer’s project is the rational explanation of the Mosaic law. It is the
same project that Rabbi Moses ben Maimon (Maimonides, 1135-1204)
pursued in his famous Guide for the Perplexed (Dalalat al-ha’irin, Hebrew
Moreb Nebukhbin).? Spencer fully acknowledges this debt to Mai-
monides. But Spencer’s method of rational explanation differs widely
from Maimonides’ in that it proceeds mainly by historicization.
Spencer explains Moses’ legislation by reconstructing its historical con-
text. Yet even in the method of historical explanation, he is following
Maimonides, whose “apologetic purpose consequently involves him in
a historical task, obliging him to give an account of ancient oriental
paganism.”8 However, Maimonides’ reconstruction of oriental pagan-
ism not only lacks any authentic historical interest and understanding,
but is also mistaken. Instead of taking Ancient Egypt as the proper
background against which to set off the contradistinctive force of
Moses’ legislation, he talks about the “Zabii” or “Sabians.” The Sabians
are twice mentioned in the Koran along with Jews and Christians as a
people believing in God and thus protected by the Law.? It is still an
open question which religion or sect the Koran could have meant. In
Spencer’s time, the Sabians were mostly associated or even identified
with the Persians, Zoroastrians, or “Eastern Chaldaeans,” and their
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religion was described as astrology and idolatrous worship of the celes-
tial bodies.!® More recently, some have thought of the Mandaeans or a
similar movement;!! Funkenstein sees in them the “small remnants of
a gnostic sect of the 2nd or 3rd century AD”12 From 830 on the term
was used to refer to the people at Harran who had managed to remain
pagans and who still adhered to the cult of Sin, the Mesopotamian
moon god. Threatened by persecution, they claimed to be Sabians, and
claimed Hermetic writings as their sacred book.13 By 1050, however,
they had been forced to convert to Islam or one of the tolerated
religions, and they thus disappeared from the scene. Maimonides, who
wrote a century later, could refer to the astrologers and Hermetists at
Harran who remained well known through their books;!4 but he could
also refer to the Gnostic sect, about which he might have learned from
Ibn Wahshiyya’s Nabataean Agriculture (tenth century).!s In fact, how-
ever, there never existed in history a polytheistic universal religious
community (#mma) by that name like the one Maimonides wrote about.

Maimonides’ Sabians are an imagined community which he created
by applying Manetho’s principle of normative inversion in the opposite
direction. Manetho was familiar with Egyptian traditon and imagined
a counter-community based upon the inverted mirror image of Egyp-
tian mores. Maimonides was familiar with normative Judaism and
imagined a pagan counter-community—the ‘wmmat Sa’aba—as the
counter-image of Jewish law. If the Law prohibits an activity x there
must have existed an idolatrous community practicing x. The truth of
both counter-constructions lies in the negative potential and antagonis-
tic force of revelation or counter-religion.

Maimonides had excellent reasons for choosing the Sabians instead
of the historically more appropriate ancient Egyptians for his recon-
struction of a historical context for Mosaic law. It is precisely their
complete insignificance which serves his purpose. He describes his
Sabians as a once powerful community. The fact that the remnants of
its memory survive only in some works of extremely specialized schol-
arship is the best proof of the truth of his explanation of the Law. He
explains the function of the Law as a kind of “ars oblivionalis,” a
withdrawal therapy of Sabian idolatry. Umberto Eco may be right in
postulating that there is no possible art of oblivion on the level of
individual memory.16 But Eco’s arguments do not apply on the level of
collective memory. The most efficient way of erasing a memory is by
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superimposing on it a counter-memory. This is less an “art” than a
strategy which works on both the individual and the collective level.
Hence the best way to make people forget an idolatrous rite is to put
another rite in its place. The Christians followed the same principle by
building their churches on the ruins of pagan temples and by observing
their feasts on the dates of pagan festivals. For the same reason, Moses
(or divine “cunning and wisdom,” manifesting itself through his
agency)!’ had to institute many dietary and sacrificial prescriptions in
order to occupy the terrain held by the Sabians and their idolatrous
ways, “so that all these rites and cults that they practiced for the sake of
the idols, they now came to practice in the honor of god.”!8 The divine
strategy was so successful that the Sabians and their once mighty com-
munity fell into oblivion.

Spencer’s respect for Maimonides was so great that he took consid-
erable pains to find out about the identity of the S#’zba only to arrive
at the truly ingenious solution of interpreting the term “Sabians” in its
Jargest possible sense of “paganism.”19 He then felt free to introduce
into the concept of “Sabiism” all the historical knowledge about An-
cient Egypt which he was able to extract from Classical sources and
which is so conspicuously absent from Maimonides’ attempts at histori-
cal contextualization. It is this knowledge that makes Spencer’s work a
precursor of what will later be called the history of religions and even
Egyptology.20 Maimonides and Spencer agree on the contradistinctive
meaning of the Law and the negative potential of counter-religion. The
reason of the Law shines forth only when it is seen against the back-
ground of a discarded tradition called idololatria, idolatry.21 But whereas
Maimonides contents himself with what he is able to find out about the
community of the Sa’aba, Spencer engages in a full-fledged historical
investigation.

& Tuere 15 yet another categorical difference between Spencer’s
and Maimonides’ method of historical reasoning. It did not occur to
Maimonides that his method of historical explanatdon might have dis-
astrous effects on the timeless validity of the Law. Normally, historical
explanation is strictly opposed to thinking in legal terms. So long as a
law is valid, it has no time index. In court, all that counts is whether a
law is valid or invalid, not whether it dates from fifty years ago or has
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been issued only recently. Commentaries might deal with the historical
circumstances of its origin in order to elucidate its meaning. But this is
a different discourse; in court, this kind of historical and contextual
explanation of a law would rarely go so far as to contest a judgment that
is based upon such a law. The Romans, it is true, paid great attention
to the historical circumstances and the original intention of a law
(rather than to its literal formulation);2? but the purpose of this kind of
historical thinking was basically conservative. History was studied in
order to save the law, not to abolish it. A law was saved by generalizing
the original intention, or the set of facts to which it was originally
applied, and by establishing its timeless relevance. This is also the
method of Maimonides. He contends that the original intention of the
Law was to destroy idolatry and demonstrates this by reconstructing
the historical circumstantiae with reference to the Sabians. His inten-
tion, however, is conservative; he wants to save the Law. Therefore, he
generalizes the crime of idolatry so as to fit metahistorical problems and
arrives at his well-known purely philosophical and ahistorical concept
of idolatry. For Maimonides, the Law remains in force in spite of
historical circumstances because of the timeless danger of idolatry. In
the legal context, historical reasoning serves the essentially ahistorical
purpose of “undating” the Law, making its time index invisible and
retaining its timeless validity.

By definition, a historical law is a law of the past that is no longer in
force. It interests the historian, not the lawyer. Juridical or—to use a
term more appropriate in the present context—rhalakbic use of the past is
essentially ahistorical in that it seeks to prevent the Law from becoming
historical.23 Maimonides argued within the frame of juridical/balakbic
thinking. He would not admit that the Law had lost some of its function
or “reason” after the disappearance of the Sabians. His historicization of
the Law never went so far as to present it as “historical.” Spencer, by
contrast, went beyond halakbic interpretation and argued within the
frame of historical thinking. This marks the decisive difference between
these two attempts at historical explanation. Spencer’s method of histo-
ricization is based on a Christian evolutionism which knows not only of
an origin, but also of an end of the Law. Spencer admires Maimonides’
rationalization and historicizaton of the Law, but wonders why his
Jewish readers refuse to draw the obvious conclusion: “Utinam Judaei
hodierni, qui tot laureis Mosis huiusce tempora redimire solent, ad haec
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verba mentes adverterent! Tunc enim fervor illi animi quo in ritus
Mosaicos feruntur, statim refrigesceret; nec Messiam nostrum (cuius
nomen unguentum effusum est) tot maledictis & convitiis proscindere
vellent, quod Mosis Leges, earum ratione iam cessante, penitus abro-
gaverit.” (“If only the Jews of today who used to hold the times of this
same Moses in such a high esteem, would pay attention to these words!
For then, the mental fervor which they show towards these rites would
immediately cool; and they would not wish to abuse our Messiah with so
many curses and insults for his having completely abolished the Mosaic
law because of the cessation of its reason.” 24

The Sacrifice of the Paschal Lamb

Strangely enough, in his search for historical explanations, Maimonides
had recourse to the same principle of “normative inversion” that was
used by pagan writers such as Manetho and Tacitus in order to accuse
the Jews of plagiarism: They did not create their own laws; they merely
inverted the Egyptian laws. Maimonides does not seem to have seen any
anti-Jewish tendencies in this argument. If Tacitus declares that the
Jews sacrifice rams in contumeliam Ammonis he comes very close to
Maimonides’ explanation of the sacrifice of the paschal lamb.25 This is
one of the rare places where Maimonides refers to the Egyptians
instead of the Sabians. His explanation is based on Exodus 8:22 and its
interpretation by Ongelos. Moses asks Pharaoh for three days leave in
order to celebrate their annual feast in the desert. At Pharaoh’s injunc-
tion that they should celebrate their feast in Egypt instead of in the
desert, he objects: “Lo, if we shall sacrifice the abomination [“taboo”]
of the Egyptians, will they not stone us?” Ongelos explains the words
“the abomination of the Egyptians” as referring to their worship of “the
sign of Aries” as their supreme god. He obviously refers to the constel-
lation and is understood in this way by other commentators who would
be adduced by the indefatigable Spencer. But the ram was sacred for
other than astronomical reasons: it was the animal of Amun, the highest
god of the Egyptians, and also of Khnum, the local god of Elephantine.
The latter god is of particular interest here because in the vicinity of his
temple occurred the very incident which Moses tried to avoid. The case
is so spectacular that it justifies a short excursus into actual history.
The incident took place in the fifth century B.CE. on the island of
Elephantine, near the southern border of Egypt.26 The island hosted
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not only a small and crowded town, but also a military colony of Jewish
mercenaries. They seem to have come there before the Josian reform
because their form of Judaism is somewhat unorthodox. They built a
temple to their god YHW (this, instead of YHWH, is the form in
which the divine name occurs in the papyri)?” instead of a mere syna-
gogue, which was a severe violation of Jerusalem’s claim to a monopoly
on temples. In addition, they worshipped besides “Yahu” a female
companion of his. But apart from these deviations from the post-exilic
orthodoxy of normative Judaism, they were fervent adherents of Yahu;
most of their names contained the divine name?8 and they undoubtedly
considered themselves Jews.29 Among the remnants of family archives
and other documents of this group written in Aramaic there are frag-
ments of a correspondence that sheds light on a most unexpected and
surprising chain of events. One of these is a letter by Jedaniah, the
leader of the community, asking Bagohi/Bagoas, the Persian repre-
sentative in Judah, for formal permission to rebuild the temple of Yahu.
This temple had been destroyed three years earlier by Egyptian soldiers
under the command of a Colonel Nefayan and by order of his father,
the Persian governor (frataraka) Ogdanes (Vidranga). The writer ac-
cuses the priests of Khnum of taking advantage of the temporary
absence of the satrap Arsham/Asarmes in order to bribe Vidranga to
undertake this destruction. The letter says that Vidranga, Nefayan, and
all the others involved in the affair have since been executed, to the
great satisfaction of the Jews. But their temple had still not been rebuilt
and the community continued fasting and mourning for three years.
Jedaniah supports his plea with a very interesting historical argument:
when Cambyses conquered Egypt in 525 B.CE, he destroyed all the
Egyptian temples, but did nothing against their temple.30 The hostile
attitude shown by Cambyses toward Egyptian temples and cults is a
common theme in Greek and Egyptian literature. He is even purported
to have murdered the Apis bull.3! All of this has usually been dismissed
as legend and Greek propaganda because no contemporary Egyptian
document contains any hint of such an incident.3? Cambyses’ successor,
Darius I, even built a temple for Amun in the el-Khargeh oasis. Dio-
dorus (or Hecataeus) counts Darius among the great legislators of
Egypt and tells the reader that the Egyptians deified this Persian king
immediately after his death.33 But the extraordinary piety of Darius may
have been an act of atonement and reconciliation. Admittedly, Jedaniah
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writes more than a hundred years after these events, but he cannot
possibly refer to anti-Persian propaganda if he wants to win
Bagohi/Bagoas’ help for his cause. There must have existed a kind of
anti-Egyptian (counter-)religious solidarity between Achaemenid
Zoroastrianism and Jewish Yahwism to which Jedaniah is appealing.

Another document contains Bagohi/Bogoas’ answer. He recom-
mends the rebuilding of the temple and the performance of two types
of offerings: cereal-offering (mincha) and incense. Not mentioned and
therefore not permitted is a third kind of offering that Jedaniah asked
for: holocaust (s/a), in which the victim is completely burnt on the altar.
A third document explicitly stipulates that “sheep, oxen, and goats are
not to be offered there as holocaust, but only incense and meal-offer-
ing.”3% The conclusion is obvious: such burnt offerings, especially of
sheep, had been the cause of the conflict. The priest of the god Khnum,
whose sacred animal was the ram, and whose temple and animal ne-
cropolis were immediately adjacent to the temple of Yahu, must have
taken offense at the Jewish sacrifice of the paschal lamb. Thus there
happened at Elephantine precisely what Moses was afraid of according
to Exodus 8:22.35

This affair is a wholesome reminder that there is a reality outside the
texts and that we are dealing not exclusively with a world of imagination
and construction, but also with a world of factual experience. In the
context of normative inversion, experience and imagination form a
vicious cycle. Imagination is fueled by experience, and experience is
framed and preinformed by imagination. The truth lies in the antago-
nistic character of counter-religion, which the Egyptians experienced
for the first time with the Amarna movement and which, from that time
on, they would expect from the “Asiatics.” When the Jews settled in
Egypt, they filled and confirmed a preconceived frame. But we must not
forget that Egyptian history of the Late Period and the Greco-Roman
era is replete with stories about conflicts of this sort between neighbor-
ing nomes that accused each other of breaking their respective taboos.
In this time of foreign occupation and domination, each temple devel-
oped its own system of dietary and sacrificial laws. Since Egypt lacked
such general concepts as “nation” and “people,” the search for norma-
tive self-definition and (contra)distinctive identity centered on smaller
units, so that the nome, its capital, and the temple of the tutelary deity
of that capital came to be the points of focus for nativistic movements.
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Yet these conflicts, as far as we know, never went so far as the destruc-
tion of a temple. This is the historical background for the oral traditions
about the “expulsion of the lepers” which gives such a negative and
polemical turn to the principle of normative inversion.

€& Spencer’s interpretation of the paschal lamb follows Maimonides
in the application of normative inversion. The lamb is sacrificed be-
cause it corresponds to the most sacred animal of the Egyptians, the
ram, which is the sacred animal of their highest god, Amun. Spencer
links the Hebrew names of the Egyptian ancestors, Ham and Misraim,
with “(H)ammon” and “Misori vel Osiris.” In this way, he explains why
Ammon with the ram and Osiris with the bull were the highest gods
and the most sacred symbols for the Egyptians.3¢ In prescribing the
sacrifice of the lamb and the bull, God was directly opposing his
strongest adversaries, the gods Amun and Osiris. Therefore, he had
excellent reasons to be precise about the species and the gender of the
animals.37 To Spencer, it seems evident “that God wanted to vilify, in
his law, those animals which meant the most to the Egyptians,” and he
even quotes Tacitus (in contumeliam Ammonis) with approval.3® Among
all the historiographers of Classical Antiquity who wrote on the Jews,
Tacitus is the one who gave to the principle of normative inversion its
most concise and most polemical expression. It is interesting to see the
same principle of normative inversion applied by writers such as Mai-
monides and Spencer, who use it not polemically from without but
approvingly from within. God was right in giving the Jews a law that
was simply the Egyptian custom turned upside down, because the Jews
had to be de-Egyptianized. It would be more than unjust to accuse
Spencer of merely continuing the anti-Semitic insinuations of
Manetho, Lysimachus, and Tacitus.3¥ He is arguing “from within,”
where normative inversion appears not as a human strategy of destruc-
tion, rebellion, and revolution, but as “divine cunning” and a cure for
idolatry. What is more, he is fully aware of the ambivalent character of
this argument and explicitly distances himself from its dangerous as-
pects. Spencer devotes a whole chapter to this problem: Cur Deus tot
Leges & ritus eorum moribus oppositas instituerit (“why God installed so
many laws and rites which were opposed to their [the Sabians’] cus-
toms”).% The question is answered first negative, then positive. He
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contradicts Maimonides by saying that God certainly did not decree
those laws merely for the sake of contradiction or for the sole reason of
making his people as different as possible from all other nations.
Spencer distances himself from the Classical tradition, explicitly refut-
ing Diodorus, Lysimachus, and Tacitus, holding that Moses cannot
possibly have instituted the laws out of mere hatred of other people’s
customs. Another argument he seeks to refute is the quia absurdum
rationale: that God imposed these seemingly “absurd and useless” laws
only to make clear his absolute will and imperium. Haec opinio, he says,
digna est, quae Satyris potius quam argumentis explodatur— “this opinion
is worthy of being rejected more by satire than by arguments.”

Spencer’s explanation is purely historical: The sacrifice of the lamb
is to be seen as a symbolic renunciation and self-distanciation. In their
entirety, the paschal rites reenact and reenforce the separation from
Egypt and from idolatry. The main concern of his argumentation—and
the main interest of his beautifully structured and richly documented
text— is historical rather than theological. He wrote at a time when the
very fundamentals of chronology and history were still much debated.
Therefore, he adduces an enormous wealth of Biblical, Classical, eccle-
siastical, and Rabbinic sources in order to prove that ancient Egyptian
“zoolotria”#! antedates Moses’ time by many years. Even this much had
still to be proven. Itis this truly historical concern that distinguishes his
treatment of the topic from Maimonides’ and that makes his work
appear, not without reason, “as a first antecedent to a modern, histori-
cal-comparative science of religion.”#?

There are many other quite extraordinary examples that show this
historical approach even more clearly. I confine myself— reluctantly—
to only two of them: the prohibition not to “seethe the kid in his
mother’s milk” (lex hoedi coctionem in lacte matris probibens)®3 and the
prohibition of mourning at the occasion of the offering of the first fruits
(non comedi ex eo in dolore meo [be-"onif; “I have not eaten thereof in my
mourning”).44

The Probibition “Not to Seethe the Kid in His Mother’s Milk”

Before giving his own explanations for this prohibition, Spencer
classifies the traditional explanations into four categories: (1) pity, (2)
“normative inversion” of some idolatrous rite, (3) a prohibition against
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fertility magic, and (4) hygiene: the avoidance of unwholesome overeat-
ing (quod cibus crassissimus sit, nimiamaque vepletionem generet).

Spencer rules out (1) quoting Philo, De Misericordia, Ibn Ezra, Isaac
Arama, and Simeon de Muis, who view this and similar laws as having
the educational purpose of preventing cruelty and encouraging gentle-
ness, compassion, and civilization. This interpretation is currently held
by scholars such as Othmar Keel, who devoted an entire monograph to
this particular law.45 Spencer contends that a dead animal would not
recognize being cooked in the milk of its mother. He also discards (4),
quoting Maimonides. This would become the favorite explanation of
late-nineteenth-century Jewish apologetics. Spencer’s objection is no
less rational. For the purpose of gourmandise, any milk would do. The
hygienic theory fails to explain why it is just the maternal milk that is
forbidden.46

Therefore, Spencer favors both (2) and (3), which do not exclude
each other. Like a true historian of religion, he searches for a pagan
fertility rite involving the cooking of a kid in the milk of its mother.
What does he find? From Isaac Abravanel’s commentary on Exodus,
he extracts information about a Spanish feast called mesta which was
celebrated by shepherds twice a year with kids and milk. God surely
wanted to prevent the Israelites from partaking in such pagan rites.
But for that reason he would have forbidden the “eating” (comestio)
not the “cooking” (coctio) of the kid. And, indeed, Spencer finds “an
ancient anonyme Karaite”4” who reports “a custom among the ancient
gentiles, after having collected all fruits, of cooking a kid in the milk
of its mother and then, drk ksph, ‘by way of magic,” of sprinkling this
milk over trees, fields, gardens, and orchards in the belief that by doing
so they would ensure their fertility for the following year.” He is even
able to confirm this rather isolated testimony with a quotation from
another rather apocryphal source, Rabbi Menachem, who states: “I
have heard that it was customary among the Gendtles to boil meat
with milk, especially of goat and lamb, and when they grew trees, to
make a fumigation with the seed of those trees and to pour the milk
into it so that they had more and more fast maturing fruits . . . etc.”48
It did not occur to Spencer that his vetus Karaita anonymus and Rabbi
Menachem might have made up this pagan fertility rite in the same
way Maimonides invented his Sabians: by applying the principle of
normative inversion in the opposite direction. If there was a law for-
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bidding the cooking of the kid in the milk of its mother, there must
have existed a pagan rite which consisted of precisely this same activ-
ity—and imagination goes off to invent a rustic scene with a group of
shepherds cooking kids in milk and sprinkling it on trees, fields, and
orchards.

The principle of normative inversion or the construction of cultural
otherness is obviously working retroactively too. Starting from a given
order, it imagines a culture based upon the inverted mirror image of
that order and, by this very procedure of retrospective inversion, turns
the past into “a foreign country.”¥ Spencer’s own explanation is built
upon these Rabbinic testimonies and he supplements them with a
contextual observation. As he shows, God gave four sets of instructions
pertaining to the three great feasts: Passover, Pentecost (Schavuoz), and
Tabernacles (Sukkot). These instructions are: (1) do not offer fer-
mented bread; (2) do not leave relics of the sacrifice until morning;
(3) bring the first fruits to the house of God; and (4) do not “seethe
the kid in his mother’s milk.” Since (1) and (2) refer to Passover and
(3) refers to Pentecost, (4) must refer to Swkkor. Thus, (4) should
correspond precisely to the occasion of performing fertility rites. He
closes his exposition with a quotation from Horace which beautifully
illustrates a fertility rite involving meat and milk on the occasion of a
teast concluding the collection of fruits,’0 and a passage from the
Commentary in Exodum (question 37) of Abulensis, who had already
brought together the poet and the Bible: “The gentiles offered milk
to Sylvanus and pork to Ceres in order to have plenitude of fruits.
Whether they cooked a kid in the milk they offered to Sylvanus is not
clear from the poets, but sufficiently probable.” Frazer could not have
done better. Spencer, however, is interested not only in the origin of
the Biblical prescription but also in its actual application by the Jews.
He devotes several pages to the description of the Jewish custom of
keeping the dishes for meat and dairy products strictly separated
(“quod vasa duplicia, altera ad carnes, altera ad cibos lactarios, coquen-
dos comparent: cultros duos, unum ad carnem, alterum ad caseum,
scindendum deferant. Duo etiam in mensa salina habere solent, ne
carnes & lacticinia uno eodemque sale condiantur: duo etiam pro
utrisque mantilia, notis aut literis distinctis inscripta, ne ab incautis
permisceantur”) and emphasizes the extreme importance that modern
Jewry ascribes to this particular prescription.5!
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The Forbidding of Mourning at the Occasion of Offering First Fruits

Spencer’s explanation of the prescription not to consume the first fruits
(be-"oni) in buctu meo (“in my mourning”) shows him to be not only a histo-
rian of religion but also an Egyptologist. What could be the meaning of
this Jocus perobscurus? In this case, the Sabians, against whom this prohibi-
tion is directed, can be identified as the Ancient Egyptians. Diodorus re-
ports that on the occasion of the first fruit offerings, the Egyptians broke
into loud lamentations invoking Isis.52 Spencer illustrates this passage by
amore detailed description of these rites by Julius Firmicus Maternus:

In the innermost part of their temples [#z adytum] they buried an
idol of Osiris: this they annually mourned, they shaved their
heads, they beat their breast, tore their members, etc., in order to
bewail the pitiful fate of their king. . . the defenders of this
mourning and those funerals give a physical explanation: the seed,
they say, is Osiris, the earth Isis, the heat Typhon. And because
the fruit is ripe as a result of heat, it is collected for the living of
men and thus separated from earth’s company, and when winter
comes it will be sowed into the earth in what they interpret as the
death and burial of Osiris. But the earth will become pregnant and
bring forth new fruits.53

This is a fair description of the Egyptian Khoiak rites, especially of the
rite hbs 13, “hoeing the earth,” and I cannot resist the temptation of
completing Spencer’s documentation by adducing some Egyptian tes-
timonies which were inaccessible to him. A papyrus in the British
Museum contains a description of the catastrophes following the death
of Osiris, which is lamented during the rites of Khoiak:

The earth is devastated,

The sun does not rise.

The moon hesitates, it no longer exists.

The ocean sways, the land turns upside down,
The river dries up.

Everybody is wailing and lamenting,

Gods and goddesses,

Humans, spirits, and the dead,

Catte and livestock are crying.54
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‘The burial of the seed is celebrated in the form of a funeral. The feast
of “hoeing the earth” is a nocturnal rite. We read in another papyrus:
“O Sokaris Osiris, when this disaster occurred for the first time, there
was a sanctuary erected at Busiris in order to mummify you and to make
your smell pleasant . . . I and my sister Nephthys kindled the torch at
the entrance of the sanctuary. Since that time the great ceremony of
‘Hoeing the Earth’ is celebrated for you.”55 The following day is called
“The Great Mourning” (mega penthos) and the whole country mourns
for the dead Osiris. The festival cycle closes eight days later with “the
erection of the Djed pillar.”

But let us return to Spencer’s argument. He proceeds from the
Egyptians to the Phoenicians, who, following Eusebius, “dedicated
compassion, commiseration, wailing, weeping, and lamenting to the
aging germs of the earth.”56 This refers to the mourning of Adonis,
which Spencer illustrates with quotations from Ammianus Marcel-
linus57 and Lucian.’8 He is thus able to show that in the whole cultural
context of the ancient Hebrews in Egypt and in Syria, the collecting
and offering of the fruits was accompanied by ceremonies of a funerary
character. This, to his mind, is the most plausible explanation of the
Hebrew be-"oni, “in mourning of me.” The expression is rendered by
the Septuagint not by Zupe or pothos, but by en odune mou, which is the
strongest expression of mourning, applied, for example, to Jacob’s
mourning for Rachel. It is the only other instance where Hebrew 'on is
rendered “odune” by the Septuagint. Yahweh would not want to be
offered the fruits with funerary demonstrations of mourning as if he
had died in the way Osiris and Adonis died. In strong contrast to Osiris
and Adonis, the Biblical god is a living god; death is his principal taboo
and everything connected with death and dying, such as mourning a
corpse, is redolent of defilement and would render the offering unac-
ceptable.s9

Accommodation: The Enculturation of the Law

Spencer regards the concept of normative inversion, which he takes
from Maimonides and the ancient sources, as only one possible cate-
gory of historical explanation. He devotes the second of his three
books to explanations of this type. The other two concepts are en-
culturation and reception. Enculturation is to be understood here as
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the historical embodiment of a system of ideas in a concrete society,
such as the semantic frames and pragmatic customs of a given his-
torical culture. Reception refers to the reception of ideas, images, cus-
toms, and so forth, of one culture by another culture and their
subsequent integration into the latter. These notions are not
Spencer’s, but the distinction is his and my terms are offered only
to highlight distinctions which underlie the structure of his book. He
makes the distinctions by devoting his first book to what I propose
to call “enculturation” and the third book to “reception,” but he sub-
sumes both categories of historical explanation under concepts such
as accommodatio, transiatio, mutatio, and derivatio.

Accommodation and translation are terms that apply to the catego-
ries of both acculturation and reception. The term “accommodation” is
used to stress the historical circumstances of the Law, its time index;
and “translation” is used to stress its cultural determination and fram-
ing, its cultural index. But the direction of translation is different:
enculturation here means the translation of something divine into the
language of a specific culture, a cultural “incarnation” of sorts. Recep-
tion means the translation of a set of forms and ideas from one culture
into another culture.

The hypothesis that Spencer wants to substandate in the first book
is the assumption that the culture into which God had to translate his
truth was an Egyptian or “Egyptianizing” one. The Israelites, to whom
the Law was given, were culturally Egyptians. During their long so-
journ in Egypt they had become totally assimilated to Egyptian culture.
For them, Yahweh was an unknown god in the same sense that he was
unknown to Pharaoh.6¢ What we today would call their “ethnicity” or
“cultural identity,” which would set the Israelites apart from their
Egyptian host culture, did not yet exist because the construction of this
identity was precisely the function of the Law. In his infinite benevo-
lence and “condescendence,” God did not choose to superinscribe his
laws above the cultural texts already in existence, culturally treating the
Israelites as a t#bula vasa. Instead, he chose to translate his legislative
system into their cultural background text and to “accommodate” his
truth to their historically and culturally limited and predetermined
Egyptian forms of understanding.

Spencer developed his concept of accommodation by starting with a
beautiful sentence by Isidor of Pelusium, which he used as a motto:6!
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Hosper tés mén selénes kalés ouses, tot dé Heliou kreittonos, hels
estin ho demiourgos; houto kai palaids kai kainés diathékes heis
nomothétes, ho sophos, kai katallélos tois kairois nomothetésas.

Quemadmodum et pulchrae Lunae, et pulchrioris Solis, unus
idemque effector est; eodem modo et Veteris et Novi Testamenti
unus atque idem est Legislator, qui sapienter, et ad tempora
accommodate, leges tulit.

Just as there is only one single creator of both the beautiful moon
and the even more beautiful sun, there is also only one single
legislator of both the Old and the New Testaments, who gave the
laws wiscly and with respect to temporal circumstances.

This sentence best expresses Spencer’s historical interest in recon-
structing the “temporal circumstances” of Moses’ laws. It is his convic-
tion that the meaning of the Law can only be reconstructed within what
Herder, a century later, would call Zeitgeist. Spencer almost literally
anticipates this term by speaking of gemius seculi, “the spirit of the
century.”62 It is this interest in reconstructing the historical background
or frame of the Mosaic Law that guides his proto-Egyptological inves-
tigations because it is his conviction that it was Ancient Egypt which
formed that historical context.

In Spencer’s time, Egypt’s place in history had not been estab-
lished.¢3 Even the basic chronological facts were open to discussion. He
took great pains to show that Egyptian civilization was older than
Moses’ legislation; the words din ante Mosis tempora are a leitmotif in
his exposition. Spencer was not interested in questions of chronology.
All that mattered for him was the direction of translation and reception:
who received from whom. The prevailing theory of the time, advocated
by a number of scholars including the famed Athanasius Kircher and
just enunciated again ex cathedra by Cardinal Pierre-Daniel Huet64—
two authors Spencer knew very well—viewed the Egyptians as plagia-
rizing Moses’ laws.

Spencer opposed this theory with his concept of assimilation.6> Given
the greater age and more advanced stage of Egyptian civilization, the
Israelites became so fully assimilated to the Egyptian customs and rites
that “it was not possible to find a single difference in the way of life of
both nations”66 Spencer quotes from a Rabbinic source: “Wherever
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the Israelites settled down in the desert, they started making themselves
idols.”67 The idols they made were Egyptian ones. The clearest proof
is the Golden Calf, which ancient sources such as Philo, Lactantius,
Hieronymus, and the Targum Hierosolymitanis had identified as the Apis
bull.68 The Israelites prayed to the God they knew and not to the
“unknown God” of Moses.

Eusebius called the Law curatrix quaedam et gubernatrix. Spencer like-
wise drew his metaphors from the fields of medicine and education. Both
metaphors depict images of progress emphasizing the historical charac-
ter or the historicity of the Law. The Law served a purpose within a
progress that can be compared to the progress of healing and the pro-
gress of learning. In the first volume of his De Legibus, Egypt is con-
structed as a historical context and a period, a stage in an evolutionary
process. As such, it appears in a rather negative light, as a stage to be
transcended. The Law is given to an Egyptianized people with the pur-
pose of initiating a process of gentle de-Egyptianization. The key term of
the first book is “historical accommodation.” The divine legislation had
to make allowances for historical circumstances. This explains why it
receives and “translates” so many Gentile, especially Egyptian, elements.

The key concept of the second volume is normative inversion, al-
though Spencer does not use the term. Normative inversion is another
form of historical contextualization, another relation of system and
environment. Instead of reception and translation, we have direct con-
tradistinction. The historical context appears here in a still more nega-
tive view, as a counterculture, to be opposed, superseded, and finally
forgotten. Spencer adopts this concept from Maimonides, and also
adopts his term for this counterculture, which is not Egypt, but ‘ummat
Sa’aba, the Sabian community.

It is only in the third (and by far the most voluminous) book that
Egypt appears in a more favorable light. The key term for the third
volume is “translation.” This term appears in the dte of the first
“dissertation,” “which deals in a more general way with the rites that
are translated into the Law from the customs of the Gentles” (gus
generaliiis agitur de Ritibus & Gentium moribus in Legem translatis). Trans-
lation is the positive form of accommodation. It refers to rites and
customs that are received from Egypt not in order to be supplanted and
eventually overcome, but in order to be preserved as valuable. It is in
this context that the Egyptian education of Moses comes to the fore.
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Moses certainly knew hieroglyphic writing, which Spencer takes to be
a secret code by which the Egyptian priests transmitted their wisdom
to the initiated. His sources include Philo of Alexandria, De Vita Mosis,
book 1, where we read that Moses learned from his Egyptian masters,
among other subjects, ten dia symbolon philosophian.

For the nature of the hieroglyphic script, Spencer draws on Porphyry
and Clement of Alexandria. From Clement, he also takes the fascinating
idea that some of the laws are in fact hieroglyphs because they relate to
the symbolic value of things.69 In the eight dissertations that form the
third volume of De Legibus, Spencer tries to prove the origin, in most
cases Egyptian, of certain institutions such as the sacrifices, the lustra-
tions, the lunar feasts, the ark and the Cherubim, the temple, the
scapegoat, and Urim and Thummim (the breastplate to be worn by the
high priest).’0 The last-mentioned treatise is based on his doctoral
dissertation of 1670.

Spencer’s formula for this type of accommodation is that God did not
want his cult to lacking anything which his people had learned to adore
as holy during their stay in Egypt (nec quicquam cultui suo deesse quod in
cevemoniis Aegypti depervive solebant et venerari).’! A more general formu-
lation of this principle would be that God did not want his religion to
lack visibility. Visible religion is Spencer’s main concern. He is not
interested in theology or mythology, but in the visible and bodily forms
in which religion is expressed and practiced.”

Spencer’s thesis is that the visible dimension of religion is more or
less universal, and that in this respect ancient Hebrew religion was
much closer to its cultural environment—especially to Ancient Egypt
—than in its beliefs. By this principle, to achieve visibility God even
conceded to his people images which were strictly forbidden on the
theoretical or theological level. The ark of the covenant and the
Cherubim are to be understood as visualizations of the divine presence
(presentiae divinae symbolum, cultus divini medium, vevum sacravum reposi-
torium);73 Spencer interprets the ark as the combination of a cista mystica
and an Egyptian coffin.

The problem with the Cherubim is that they so bluntly violate the
strict aniconism of the Israelite cult. They are tolerable only as “hiero-
glyphs” or symbols. Their Egyptian origin is most evident in their
appearance. Ezekiel describes them as “creatures” or “beasts” (khayyot),
each with the face of a man, a lion, a bull, and an eagle. As such they
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reappear in the Book of Revelations (4:6, 7). They are, therefore,
multiformis or composite in the same way as Egyptian gods and hiero-
glyphics. Even if there are no exact parallels in Egyptian iconography
(as Spencer does not fail to point out), they look so very Egyptian that
they must have functioned in the same way as Egyptian hieroglyphs,
that is, as a secret code for conveying or hiding a sacred truth.

In reading Spencer, one easily gets the impression that he tries to find
Egyptian origins everywhere and for everything. That is not so. That he
handles his sources with true critical scholarship is shown by his disserta-
don on Urim and Thummim, which he interprets as two different pecto-
rals or breastplates worn by the high priest on different occasions and used
for oracular purposes. Urim is associated with questions of warfare,
Thummim with jurisdiction. Concerning Urim, Spencer explicitly rejects
the thesis of an Egyptian origin brought forward by Athanasius Kircher.

Like Spencer, Kircher identified Urim with Teraphim. But he went
further and identified Teraphim with Seraphim and derived Seraphim
from Serapis. Spencer reacted to this kind of etymology with scorn.
Notwithstanding his insistence on the superior antiquity of Egyptian
rites and institutions, Spencer was perfectly aware that Serapis was a
newcomer to the Egyptian pantheon and that his cult had only been
introduced by Prolemy III. Tt is reassuring to see Spencer arguing this
way. By so doing he prepares his readers for his own interpretation.

Urim has nothing to do with Egypt, but Thummim is taken from
Egypt. Thummim has a Hebrew etymology; it comes from zam, “to be
perfect,” and means something like perfection, integrity, wholeness. But
in the Septuagint it is mostly rendered not by teleia, “perfection,” but by
aletheia, “truth.” The explanation Spencer gives for this strange render-
ing is indeed most convincing: the translators were aware of the fact that
in Egypt the supreme judge wore a figure of Aletheia as a pectoral and
that Thummim was just the Hebrew adaptation of this Egyptian custom.
For this information, Spencer quotes Aelian and Diodorus, who in this
case turn out to be reliable sources.” The Vizier, who acted as supreme
judge, indeed wore an emblem of Maat, the goddess of truth, on his
breast. Spencer is thus referring to an authentic Egyptian custom.”s

€& Spencer’s work proved ground-breaking in two different re-
spects. First, it is remarkable that he investigated historical origins at
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all, since orthodoxy would have clung to the notion of revelation. He
followed Maimonides in asking the reasons for each particular law and
institution, but he differed from Maimonides in his strictly historical
understanding of the concept of reason or explanation. To explain
something, for Spencer, meant to discover its origin. In this respect,
Spencer is a precursor of practitioners of historicism and comparative
religion. Second, his work proved ground-breaking in that it revealed
Egypt as the origin of most of the legal institutions of Moses. He
certainly went much too far in tracing almost everything back to Egypt,
but by doing so he collected virtually all the information that in his ime
was available on Ancient Egyptian religion and civilization. The point
of Spencer’s theories of origin is not whether they hit the historical
truth or not, but how much of Ancient Egyptian culture they make
visible and accessible. Spencer’s propensity for tracing almost every-
thing back to an Egyptian origin looks like Egyptomania. As far as the
Cherubim are concerned, the Assyrian associations seem far closer than
the Egyptan ones. But Assyria and Babylonia—hiding perhaps behind
the enigmatic “Sabians”—were lost and forgotten civilizatons in
Spencer’s time, whereas Egypt was somehow preserved in the cultural
memory of Europe owing to the great attention paid it by Classical
authors. Egypt, therefore, was almost the only civilization Spencer
could refer to when looking for such origins.

Spencer’s historical explanation of the Mosaic legislaton led to a
second rediscovery of Egypt, the first occurring in the Hermetic tra-
dition that began at the end of the fifteenth century with Marsilio
Ficino. Spencer’s work opened a new and different window on ancient
Egypt. Whereas the Hermetic view of Egypt was marked by extreme
Egyptophilia, Spencer’s image of Egypt was characterized by an
equally extreme Egyptophobia. This might seem like a paradox in
one who showed such a fervent interest in everything Egyptian and
had done so much to recover any information about Egypt that could
be got from Biblical, Classical, Christian, and Rabbinic sources. But
Spencer was quite explicit in his opinion, and used very strong lan-
guage when dealing with Egyptian religion. It is the same language
of illness and pollution that we have met with in the extra-Biblical
traditions about the Exodus. Spencer’s text bristles with examples and
I will quote just a few that occur on a single page: the Egyptian
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religion is called “faeces superstitionis Aegyptiacae,” “idolomaniae
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pestis,” “impietatis Aegyptiacae lues,” “pestis Aegyptiaca.” Further, he
asks whether Abraham, who stayed only a short while in Egypt, could
possibly have wished to “drink” that faeces, to bring this pestilence
into salutifera patris fidelivm domus instead of remaining pure and im-
mune to this Jues of Egyptian impiety. It is only during their later
stay, which lasted for four hundred years, that the Hebrews became
“infected” and “polluted” with the Egyptian pestilence of what one
is tempted to call “idolitis.”76

It is highly interesting to see the language of illness return in the
very same context, that is, in the context of confrontation between
Egypt and Israel. The motif of a contagious and disfiguring illness
such as leprosy, pestilence, or scabies seems so central to the whole
tradition about Moses and the Exodus that it occupied a prominent
place not only in the normative texts of the Jews and the popular
legends of the Egyptians, but also in the scholarly discourse of John
Spencer. Illness seems to be the privileged metaphor of religious oth-
erness. From the Egyptian point of view, the monotheistic iconoclasm
appears as illness, while from the Jewish and Christian point of view,
idololatria, is also a disease.”7 Eusebius had called the Law a curatrix
quaedam et gubernatriz; aut etiam, instar medici cuiusdam, universae
Tudaeorum nationi, gravi Aegyptiogue morbo laboranti, tradita est. Note
that the German Jewish poet Heinrich Heine speaks of die alte, aus
dem Niltal mitgeschleppte Plage, der ungesunde altigyptische Glaube (“the
plague dragged along from the Nile valley, the unhealthy beliefs of
Ancient Egypt”) and that Sigmund Freud quotes these lines in his
book on Moses.”8

Spencer continues this polemical pathology of religion where the
leading distinction is not true versus false, but healthy versus ill, in a
most elaborate form. Idolatry is constantly called pestis. But both his and
Maimonides’ favorite metaphor is that of addiction. The Law is admin-
istered to the people as a withdrawal program79%—uz Israelitis suis idolo-
latrine pestae corveptis medelam adhiberet—and to deflect their minds
from paganism.80 The difference between illness and addiction lies in
the emphasis on “inner man” and psychical or mental faculties. Seen as
addiction, idolatry threatens the inner freedom of will, deliberation,
selection, and decision-making. In this respect, the metaphor of addic-
tion points in the same direction as the metaphor of adultery, which is
used by the Biblical prophets, especially Hosea.8! Adultery is misplaced
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desire and, like addiction, a question of emotional compulsion rather
than cognitive aberration. Illness, addiction and adultery are metaphors
for forbidden contact and its fatal consequences. “Adultery” means
breaking the limits of matrimonial fidelity by contact with another
partner, illness means a state of defection through contact with polluted
persons and addiction refers to a polluting contact that has become a
habit and a necessity.

Hieroglyphs into Laws: Sub Cortice Legis

But despite the strongly Egyptophobic imagery of illness and infection,
there is also a more positive understanding of Egypt hidden in
Spencer’s pages. This is his concept of secrecy, of transmitting a veiled
truth which he believed Moses had learned in Egypt and then translated
into his law code. Spencer subscribed to the conventional theory about
hieroglyphic writing that was based on Horapollo’s two books on
hieroglyphics®? and especially on Athanasius Kircher’s “decipher-
ments.”83 According to this theory, hieroglyphs were iconic symbols
that referred to concepts. They were used exclusively for religious
purposes such as transmitting the “mystical” ideas that were to be kept
secret from the common people. Spencer contends that a good many
of the laws, rites, and institutions that God gave his people through the
mediation of Moses show this hieroglyphic character.

The Law appears here as a “veil” (velum), a “cover” (involucrum), or
a shell (cortex) which transmits a truth by hiding it. This “hieroglyphic”
function of a law, a rite, or an institution constitutes the “secondary”
reason for it in Spencer’s system. Spencer makes the distinction be-
tween primary and secondary causes or reasons (rationes) right at the
beginning of his work. The primary reason is the therapeutic or educa-
tional function of the Law in overcoming idolatry, while the secondary
reason is the “adumbration” of “certain mysteries.”8* In this distinction
he is following Maimonides, whose concept of verba duplicata drew the
distinction between sensus literalis and sensus mysticus.85

What is this “mystical” or “interior meaning” of the Law? Concern-
ing this question, Jewish and Christian opinions differ widely. In the
Jewish tradition, the mystical meaning of the Law concerns “celestial
truths,” that is, adumbrations of the mystical architecture of celestial
palaces through which the adept ascends onto the divine throne. In the



78 Moses the Egyptian

Christian tradition, the mystical meaning of the Law consists in the
foreshadowings of Christ. But Spencer is very cautious and circum-
spect; he explicitly distances himself from the a/legorizantium natio, who
do not recognize any limits on allegorical interpretation.8¢ He limits the
scope of allegorical or mystical interpretation to certain rites and insti-
tutions, and he allows for more than exclusively “evangelical” mysteries.
The hidden meaning of a law could consist of (1) an image of celestial
things (imagines rerum coelestium), (2) certain philosophical secrets (#7-
cana quaedam philosophica), (3) images of evangelical mysteries (mysteri-
orum evangelicorum simulacra), (4) moral secrets (arcana quaedam ethica),
or (5) historical secrets that might be hidden under the guise of Mosaic
rites (mzysteria quaedam historica in vituum Mosaicorum involucris occul-
tata). Ceremonies such as the paschal rites are commemorative institu-
tions pointing to the Exodus from Egypt. Spencer closes this section
with a quotation from Plutarch, claiming for the Hebrews what Plu-
tarch says of the Egyptians: “Their sacred rites do not institute anything
dissonant to rcason, anything fabulous, anything smelling of supersti-
tion, but they contain in their recesses certain ethical and useful doc-
trines or philosophical or historical insights.”87

The Law has to have a double meaning because it has to fulfill a
double function. Its primary or “carnal” (sarkikes: in Greek, p. 161)
function is to cure the people of their idolatric addiction and to educate
them. Its secondary or “spiritual” (preusmatikos) function is to transmit
higher truths to those who are capable of higher understanding. Euse-
bius made the same distinction: “Moses ordered the Jewish plebs to be
committed to all of the rites which were included in the words of their
[aws. But he wished that the others, whose mind and virtue were
stronger as they were liberated from this exterior shell, should accus-
tom themselves to a philosophy more divine and superior to common
man, and should penetrate with the eye of the mind into the higher
meaning of the laws.”88

Moses learned this principle of double encoding from his Egyptian
masters. It is for this reason that God chose Moses as his first prophet:
a man “nourished with the hieroglyphic literature of Egypt” (hiero-
ghyphicis Aegypti literis innutritum). “God wished that Moses should
write the mystic images of the more sublime things. The hieroglyphic
literature, in which Moses was educated, was fairly convenient for this
purpose.”8? Spencer continues: It is probable that God transmitted
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certain sacred truths (sacratiora quaedam) in the Law under the veil of
symbols and types (symbolorum & typorum velis obducta) in conformity
with the practice of the pagan, especially Egyptian, sages. He refers to
the “ancients” (Veteres) and to “the entire book on hieroglyphics” by
Horapollo to substantiate his thesis that the practice of indicating all
things of a more sublime character “in a mystical and, as it were,
nebulous way” was very much in fashion among the Egyptians. Origen
is quoted as attributing the same “mystical mode of philosophizing” to
the Persians?0 and Clement of Alexandria is referred to as saying that
“all theologians [pantes theologesantes], barbarians and Greeks, concealed
the principles of reality [tas men archas ton pragmaton apekrupsanto] and
transmitted the truth only by means of riddles, symbols, allegories,
metaphors, and similar tropes and figures [ren de aletheian ainigmasi, kai
symbolois, allegoriais te, au kai metaphorais, kai toioutoisi tisi tvopois parade-
dokasin]. "1 1 shall return to both these passages in the context of
Cudworth’s work, where they play a more central role.

Spencer concludes that it is therefore appropriate “to hold that God
gave the Jews a religion that was carnal only in its frondspiece, but
divine and wonderful in its interior in order to accommodate his institu-
tions to the taste and usage of the time lest his Law and cult should seem
deficient in anything transmitted in the name of wisdom.”2 In this same
context he adduces one of those passages from Clement of Alexandria
that were to become the cornerstones of Reinhold’s and Schiller’s con-
struction of Egypt: In adyto veritatis repositum sermonem vevera sacrum,
Aegyptii quidem per ea, quae apud ipsos vocantur adyta, Hebvaei autem per
velum significarunt. “The Egyptians indicated the really sacred logos,
which they kept in the innermost sanctuary of Truth, by what they
called Adyta, and the Hebrews [indicated it] by means of the curtain [in
the temple]. Therefore, as far as concealment is concerned, the secrets
[ainigmata] of the Hebrews and the Egyptians are very similar to each
other.”? These sentences pave the way for a totally different under-
standing of the relationship between Egypt and Israel. Spencer does not
go far down that road, but in the course of the eighteenth century these
ideas would become more and more important, eventually leading to a
new and positive imaging of Egypt. Egyptian religion is seen as the
source of the same truth as Moses’ monotheism. What Egypt kept secret
under the veil of its hieroglyphs, Moses promulgated in the form—but
also under the veil—of legislation.
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Hen kai Pan: Egypt’s Arcane Theology according to
Ralph Cudworth

Spencer’s investigations into Moses’ Egyptian background concen-
trated on ritual. His concept of “translation” aimed at an interpretation
of the laws as transformations of Egyptian rites. It seems strange that
he did not consider the question of Moses’ theological education. He
does not seem to have been concerned with the question as to which
concepts of the divine Moses might have been taught by his Egyptian
masters. Spencer could omit this topic because it had just been dealt
with in a comprehensive and impressive way in Ralph Cudworth’s True
Intellectual System of the Universe, which appeared in 1678.94 There is
every reason to suppose that Spencer and Cudworth, the leading He-
braists at Cambridge and representatives of that stupendously produc-
tive erudition typical of the seventeenth century, knew each other well.
Spencer’s reconstruction of Egypt’s “visible religion” and Cudworth’s
reconstruction of Egypt’s “arcane theology” supplement each other in
a way that suggests a division of labor. The only difference is that
Cudworth, unlike Spencer, did not cast his reconstruction in the form
of an inquiry into Moses’ Egyptian education.95 He is concentrating on
the Mosaic distinction, that is, the distinction between true and false in
religion, not in its Biblical form, where it appears as the antagonism
between Egyptian idolatry and Israelite monotheism, but in its abstract
and philosophical form, where it is reduced to the distinction between
God and the world. Cudworth belonged to the circle of the Cambridge
Platonists, who constituted one of the forerunners of Deism. His god
was the god of the philosophers, and his enemy was not idolatry but
atheism or materialism. Therefore, his book does not overtly declare its
relevance for the history of monotheism. This relevance only became
clear in the course of its reception, when Cudworth’s picture of Egyp-
tian theology and Spencer’s picture of Egyptian ritual were integrated
into a comprehensive view of Egyptian religion.

The problem that Cudworth was addressing in his True Intellectual
System was the problem of atheism. Without even mentioning the name
of Spinoza it is clear who was the addressee of this “confutation.”
Cudworth was trying to launch a debate which did not really break out
until a century later. I shall consider the “pantheism debate” in due
course. But I should note here that it was the very formula by which
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Cudworth chose to characterize Egypt’s arcane theology that triggered
the famous conflict between Jacobi and Mendelssohn and heavily
influenced German and English pre-Romanticism. This formula was
Hen kai pan, One and AlL%

The concept that Cudworth was trying to substantiate with a vast
collection of quotations from Greek and Latin authors is the idea of
primitive monotheism, common to all religions and philosophies in-
cluding atheism itself. What is common to all must be true and vice
versa; this was the basic assumption of seventeenth-century epistemol-
ogy and was also implicit in the idea of “nature” and in the concept of
“natural religion.” The recognition of one Supreme Being constitutes
“the true intellectual system of the universe” because—as Lord Herbert
of Cherbury had already shown in 1624—the assertion “that there is a
Supreme God” is the most common notion of all.97 Even atheism
conforms to this common notion because the God whose existence it
negates is precisely this one Supreme God and not one or all of the gods
of polytheism.?8 This notion common to both theists and atheists can
be defined as “z Perfect Conscious Understanding Being [or Mind] Existing
of it self from Eternity, and the Cause of all other things.”™?

Cudworth then proceeds to prove that not only atheism but even
polytheism shares this idea of One Supreme God. The “Grand Preju-
dice and Objection” which he is attacking next is the idea that all of the
primitive and ancient religions were polytheistic and that only “a small
and inconsiderable handful of the Jews” formed the idea of one God.
Following the principle that “what is true must be natural” and “what
is natural must be common to all,” some had concluded that the idea of
One God could not have any “Foundation in Nature,” but must be
considered “a mere Artificial thing, owing its Original [sic] wholly to
Private Phancies and Conceits, or to Positive Laws and Institutions, amongst
Fews, Christians and Mahometans.”100 It is to disprove this assumption
that he embarks on his project to prove the “Naturality of that ldea of
God” by demonstrating that even polytheism implied the idea of One
Supreme God. This project leads him to a new appraisal of ancient
Egyptian religion and its “arcane theology.”

He begins by introducing a most useful distinction within the notion
of “God”: the distinction between “unmade and self-existent gods” and
“native and mortal gods.”191 He then states that no pagans ever asserted
a multitude of unmade self-existent deities. They always believed in
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only one such deity from whom all the other gods originated. He
demonstrates this at great length, first for Greek polytheism (from
Hesiod to Julian the Apostate), then for the Sibylline oracles, Zoroas-
trianism, Chaldaean religion, and Orphism. He allows for some forms
of what he calls “ditheism” (= dualism) which acknowledges two self-
existent deities, one the principle of good, the other of evil; among the
“ditheists” he counts Plutarch, the Marcionites, and the Manichaeans,
but neither Plato nor, surprisingly enough, Zoroaster (because “these
Persian Magi did, in their Arimanius, either prosopopoein, personate Evil
only, as we suppose the Egyptians to have done in Typhon; or else
understand a Satanical Power by it.”)102 Cudworth ends this section with
“the Orphick Kabala” and its “Grand Arcanum, That God is All”.103
From here, Cudworth concludes, “it is unquestionably Evident, that
Orpbens with . . . the generality of Greekish Pagans acknowledged One
Universal and All-comprebending Deity, One that was A/L.”104 With this
first introduction of the One-and-All, the ground is prepared for the
fifty pages of Egyptology which form section 18 of chapter 4.105

Cudworth presents Egypt as the homeland of learning. Egyptian
knowledge and science were divided into history, philosophy, and
theology. Egypt’s written records stretched back to cosmogony and
“attributed more antiquity to the world than they ought.”106'The Egyp-
tians conceived of cosmogony as creation and not as evolution “made by
chance without a God, as Anaximander, Democritus and Epicurus
afterwards did,” because Simplicius affirmed that the Mosaic creation
account was “nothing but Egyptian fables.” Egyptian philosophy in-
cluded “Pure and Mix’d Mathematicks (Arithmetick, Geometry and
Astronomy)” and the doctrines about the immortality of the soul
Egyptian theology was divided into a “Vulgar and Fabulous Theology”
and another “aporrbetos theologia, Arcane and Recondite Theology, that was
concealed from the Vulgar and communicated only to the Kings, and
such Priests and others as were thought capable thereof.”107 Three
passages are the basis for this extremely significant reconstruction of
Egyptian “twofold” or “double-doctrine” theology, which would form
the core of the discussion of Egyptian religion in the eighteenth century
and even resonate in some Egyptological theories of our day, including
Thomas Mann’s concept of “esoteric monotheism.”108 Since I have
only briefly mentioned these passages in the context of Spencer, I shall
here quote them in Cudworth’s translation:
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The first one is by “Origen, whose very name is Egyptian, it being
interpreted Horo-genitus . . . upon occasion of Celsus his boasting, that
he thoroughly understood all that belonged to Christianity; Ce/sus (saith
he) seemeth here to me, to do just as if a man travelling into Egypt, where
the Wise men of the Egyptians, according to their Country-Learning Philoso-
phize much, about those things that ave accounted by them Divine, whilst the
Idiots, in the mean time, bearing only certain fables which they know not the
meaning of, ave very much pleased therewith: Celsus, I say, doth as if such a
Sojourner in Egypt, who had conversed only with those Idiots, and not
been at all instructed by any of the Priests, in their Arcane and Recon-
dite Mysteries, should boast that he knew all that belonged to the
Egyptian Theology . . . What we bave now affirmed (saith he) concerning
the difference berwixr the Wise men and the Idiots amongst the Egyptians, the
same may be said also of the Persians, amongst whom the Religious Rites are
performed Rationally by those that are ingenious, whilst the superficial Vulgar
look no further in the observation of them, than the external Symbol or
Ceremony. And the same is true likewise concerning the Syrians and Indians,
and all those other Nations, who have besides their Religious Fables, a Learn-
ing and Doctrine.”109

The second passage is from Clement of Alexandria: “The Egyptians do
not reveal their Religious Mysteries promiscuously to all, nov communicate the
knowledge of divine things to the Profane, but only to those who are to succeed
in the kingdom, and to such of the Priests as are judged most fitly qualified for
the same, upon account both of their birth and Education.” 10

The third piece of testimony for the arcane theology of the Egyptians
comes from two famous passages in Plutarch’s treatise on Isis and
Osiris. One is on the Sphinx: “When amongst the Egyptians there is any
King chosen out of the Military Order, be is forthwith brought to the Priests,
and by them instructed in that Arcane Theology, which conceals Mysterious
Truths under obscure Fables and Allegories. Wherefore they place Sphinges
before their Temples, to signifie that their Theology contained a cevtain Arcane
and Enigmatical Wisdom in it.”111 The other is on Harpocrates as the
symbol of mystic silence: “Ihe Harpocrates of the Egyptians is not to be
taken for an Imperfect and Infant God, but for the President of mens Speech
concerning the Gods, that is but imperfect, balbutient and inarticulate, and the
Regulator or Corrector of the same; bis finger upon his mouth being a symbol
of Silence and Taciturnity. 112

The Egyptians used two means of transmitting their secrets to the
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knowledgeable while concealing them from the common folk: allego-
ries and hieroglyphics. Cudworth accepted the common explanation of
hieroglyphs as “Figures not answering to sounds or Words, but imme-
diately representing the Objects and Conceptions of the Mind,”113
chiefly used “to express the Mysteries of their Religion and Theology,
so that they might be concealed from the prophane Vulgar.” This was
the “Hieroglyphick Learning and Metaphysical Theory” Moses had
been instructed in. According to Cudworth, there can be no doubt that
it consisted in the “Doctrine of One Supreme and Universal Deity the
Maker of the whole World.”11* Cudworth defends this interpretation of
Ancient Egyptian theology against two different interpretations.

"The first says that the Egyptians were atheistic and materialistic; this
view had been advocated by Porphyry in his Letter to Anebo. Porphyry
holds that the Egyptians know of no other gods “but the Planets and
those Stars that fill up the Zodiack . . ., and Robust Princes, as they call
them,” a passage Eusebius underscored by saying “that the very Arcane
Theology of the Egyptians, Deified nothing but Stars and Planets, and
acknowledged no Incorporeal Principle or Demiurgick Reason as the
Cause of this Universe, but only the Visible Sun . . . See now what is
become of this Arcane Theology of the Egyptians, that deifies nothing
but sensless Matter or Dead Inanimate Bodies.”115 These depictions of
Egyptian theology, which Cudworth finds quite mistaken, correspond
precisely to his notion of “absolute atheism.” Since they had already
been refuted by Iamblichus, Cudworth can confine himself to a long
quotation from De Mysteriis.

The second challenge to Cudworth’s interpretation is encapsulated
in a question which Cudworth asks of himself: “whether [the Egyptians]
were not Polyarchists [= polytheists], such as asserted a Multitude of
Understanding Deities Self-Existent or Unmade.” With this question
he turns to the “Trismegistick Writings.” Unlike Athanasius Kircher and
others who continued to look upon Hermes Trismegistus as the em-
bodiment of prisca theologia as if nothing had happened since the days
of Marsilio Ficino and Giordano Bruno, Cudworth is too conscientious
a scholar not to take Casaubon’s dating of the Corpus Hermeticum into
account before exploiting these texts as an invaluable source of infor-
mation on Egyptian arcane theology. Isaac Casaubon (1559-1614) had
proved beyond reasonable doubt that the Corpus Hermeticum dated
from Late Antiquity and that it was probably a Christian forgery.116
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According to Frances Yates, the year 1614 in which his book was
published has to be recognized as “a watershed separating the Renais-
sance world from the modern world.”117 Casaubon’s dating of the
Hermetic texts “shattered the basis of all attempts to build a natural
theology in Hermeticism.” It was no easy task to vindicate the Corpus
Hermeticum in the face of such a devastating verdict. Cudworth did so
with not altogether valid arguments, but nonetheless with brilliant
success. This is the reason that the “watershed” effect did not work and
that natural theologies continued to be “built in Hermeticism.” Yates
closed the book on the Hermetic tradition much too early. It was
because of Cudworth’s intervention and in Cudworth’s interpretation
that the Hermetic texts continued to be influential in the eighteenth
century.

Cudworth criticized Casaubon for treating all sixteen treatises that
form the Corpus Hermeticum as a single text. By doing so, Casaubon
made the mistake of applying observations applicable to only one text
to the whole corpus.118 According to Cudworth, Casaubon’s conclusion
that the books were all Christian forgeries is true of only three of the
sixteen: 1 (Poemander), 4 (Crater) and 8 (Sermon of the Mount). These
are, Cudworth says, indeed Christian forgeries (modern philologists, it
should be noted, agree they are not). The others, including Cudworth’s
tavorite, Asclepius, contain genuine Egyptian theology. They might be
of late date, but they were written “before the Egyptian Paganism and
their Succession of Priests were yet extinct”.!19 Even if some were
Christian forgeries “yet must there needs have been some Truth at the
bottom to give subsistence to them. This at least, that Hermes Trismegist
or the Egyptian Priests, in their Arcane and True Theology, really
acknowledged One Supreme and Universal Numen.”120

Sdll, Cudworth is very careful not to build his edifice on Hermetic
texts alone. Before considering them, Cudworth marshals a host of
what he thinks to be less suspect testimonies in order to prove “that the
Egyptians acknowledged, besides their Many Gods, One Supreme and
All-comprebending Deity”.121 Plutarch’s treatise De Iside and Osiride,
which must indeed be considered the best source on Egyptian religion
available at the time, repeatedly states that the Egyptians called their
Supreme God “the first god,” the god “accounted by them an Obscure
and Hidden Deity,” symbolized (for various reasons) by a crocodile.122
Horapollo “tells us, that the Egyptians acknowledging a pantokrator and
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kosmokvator, an Omnipotent Being that was the Governor of the whole
World, did Symbolically represent him by a Serpent.” This “first and
most divine Being,” according to Eusebius, “is Symbolically represented by
a Serpent having the bead of an Hawk.”

Cudworth later reverts to a passage from Eusebius, who speaks of
“Kneph” as the name of that “One Intellectual Demiurgus” and says that
the “Reason and Wisdom, by which the world was made, is not easy to
be found out but hidden and obscure . . . and from this Cneph was said
to be Generated or Produced Another God, whom the Egyptians call
Phtha and the Greeks Vulcan [= Hephaistos].”123 “Kneph” is a quite
exact rendering of the Egyptian Km-3t=f, “who completed his time,”
the name of “the first form” of Amun.

Cudworth then turns to “Divine Iamblichus,” who does not fail to
lend abundant support to his theory, concluding with a very interesting
quote from Damascius: “The Egyptian Philosophers that bave been in our
times, have declared the hidden truth of their Theology, baving found in
certain Egyptian Writings, that there was according to them, One Principle
of all things, praised under the name of the Unknown Darkness, and that
thrice repeated: Which Unknown Darkness is a Description of that
Supreme Deity, that is Incomprehensible.”124 In the “Vulgar Religion
and Theology” this Supreme and Hidden God was named “Hammon”
or “Ammon”; “Manetho Sebennites conceives the Word Amoun, to signifie
that which is Hidden” (which is perfectly correct). Iamblichus explains
the name as “the Demiurgical Intellect, and President of Truth, as with
Wisdom it proceedeth to Generation, and produceth into light, the
Secret and Invisible Powers of the hidden Reasons,” which definition
leads Cudworth to the conclusion “that Hammon amongst the Egyp-
tians, was not only the name of the Supreme Deity, but also of such a
one as was Hidden, Invisible and Incorporeal.”125

‘The idea of the Hidden God sets the scene for the veiled image at
Sais. Cudworth seems to be the first to give Plutarch’s and Proclus’
famous descriptions a prominent place in Egyptian religion. He renders
Plutarch’s version of the inscription “upon the Temple at Sais” as “I am
all that Hath been, Is, and Shall be, and my Peplum or Veil, no mortal bath
ever yet uncovered” and concludes that there can be no means of inter-
preting this idea of “all” as “sensless matter,” because it is a personal “I”
that speaks as “One thing which was A4//.”126 Cudworth interprets the
veil as the symbol of a distinction between outer and inner, “something
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Exterior and Visible” and “something Hidden and Recondite, Invisible
and Incomprehensible to Mortals.” He compares this characterization
to “that description which God makes of himself to Moses, Thou shalt see
my Back parts, but my Face shall not be seen.”127 Philo “thus glosseth upon
those words, ¢ is sufficient for a wise man to know God a Posteriori, or from
his Effects; but whosoever will needs bebold the naked Essence of the Deity, will
be blinded with the transcendent Radiancy and Splendor of his Beams.”” It is
precisely in this way that the veiled Isis is depicted as an allegory of
nature, with puttos measuring her footsteps “a posteriori.” What in the
Biblical text is called the back parts of God and what Philo interprets
as his works, the inscription “called the Peplum, the Veil and Exterior
Garment of it, or else God himself Veiled. Wherefore it is plain,” Cud-
worth continues, “that the Deity here described, cannot be the mere
Visible and Corporeal World as Sensless and Inanimate, that being all
Outside and Exposed to the View of Sense, and having nothing Hidden
or Veiled in it.”

Horapollo explains the Egyptian concept of “God” as “a Spirit diffus-
ing itself through the World, and intimately pervading all things.” Cud-
worth links this up with Iamblichus’ mention of a Saitic inscription
which he takes to be the same as Plutarch’s. A prophet named Bithys is
purported to have “there [at Sais] declared the name of that God, who
extends or diffuses himself through the whole World.” Cudworth also
stresses the fact that the “Athena of the Greeks, who was derived from
the Egyptian Neith, was famous for her Peplum too.” A peplum was
annually consecrated to Minerva “in the Great Panathenaicks, with
much Solemnity, when the Statue of this Goddess, was also by those
Noble Virgins of the city, who embroidered this Veil, cloathed all over
therewith.” Cudworth thinks it is probable that “the statue of the
Egyptian Neith also, in the temple at Sais, had likewise agreeably to its
Inscription, such a Peplum or Veil cast over it.” He then mentions
Proclus’ version, which adds the sentence “And the Sun was the fruit or
off-spring which I produced.” This sentence proves that for the Egyptians
“the Sun was not the Supreme Deity.”

The “First God,” Cudworth resumes, is the Supreme God of the
Egyptians. They conceived him to be “Invisible and Hidden,” before,
outside, and independent of the world, but at the same time to be the
world. “The First God,” or to Hen, “and to pan or the Universe, were
Synonymous expressions,” “because the First Supreme Deity, is that



88 Moses the Egyptian

which contains Al Things, and diffuses it self through A/ Things.” We
are back to the One-and-All, and it is now clear that Orpheus derived
this doctrine from the Egyptians: ben ti ta panta, that all things were
one.128 For the Egyptians, to Hen, the invisible source of everything,
manifests and “veils” itself in everything. Pan is the exterior manifesta-
tion of to Hen. This sheds an entirely new light on the theology of the
Arcadian god Pan. (To) pan, meaning “all things,” is the same as nature,
and the Arcadian Pan is the god of nature. Cudworth discusses some
passages dealing with Pan in terms of pantheism, including Plutarch’s
famous story “Death of the Great Pan.”129 Later on, Berkeley would
equate to Pan with Isis as the goddess of nature, that is, natura naturata,
as opposed to Osiris, who is natura naturans.130

Only after having established the theology of Hen kai pan beyond any
possible doubt as the “Arcane Theology” of the Egyptians, does Cud-
worth produce no less than twenty-three great passages from the six-
teen treatises of the Corpus Hermeticumn where this idea of the
One-and-All is expounded with great clarity and explicitness. He
quotes these passages both in their original Latin or Greek and in his
beautiful translation. The effect of this presentation of accumulated
pantheistic manifestoes on a reader who has followed him so far is
simply overwhelming. “All the powers that are in me, praise the One
and the AIL” It is small wonder that these radiant pages continued to
illuminate the subject for more than a century. The Hermetic texts
express from within what Plutarch describes from without. The Saitic
inscription on the veiled image and the Hermetic texts all “undoubtedly
assert One God that was All things.”131

Another inscription confirms this equation of the Saitic inscription
and the Hen kai pan of the Hermetic texts. It is an inscription on an altar
at Capua that had been published by Athanasius Kircher and that reads
(I reproduce Cudworth’s layout):

"TIBL.
UNA. QUA.
ES. OMNIA.

DEA. ISIS

“To you, one who is all, O goddess Isis.”132 Who does not think in this
context of Apulejus’ immortal theophany of Isis, which I discussed in
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Chapter 2? Cudworth devotes some pages to Apuleius and his concept
of Isis and then turns to Serapis. He knows, of course, as “Origen tells
us, that this was a new upstart Deity, set up by Ptolemy in Alexan-
dria”133 Serapis declares himself in an oracle as follows: “The starry
heaven is my head, the Sea my Belly, my Ears are in the Ether, and the
bright Light of the Sun is my clear piercing Eye.”134 I have shown
elsewhere and will discuss further in Chapter 6 that this description not
only corresponds to the widespread Hellenistic concept of “le dieu
cosmique” (André-Jean Festugiere’s phrase) but also has close parallels
in Egyptian texts dating as far back as the thirteenth century B.CE135
It is not sufficient to say that Cudworth was wrong in taking the
Corpus Hermeticum and other Greek and Latin texts as testimonies of
genuine Egyptian theology because his arguments were erroneous. His
aim was not to reshift the Hermetic tradition into highest antiquity, but
to defend these texts against Casaubon’s accusations of forgery. In this,
he was right, and he would have been right also in the three cases which
he yielded to Casaubon. For Cudworth, it was not a question of date
but of authenticity. His aim was to get at the authentic “arcane theol-
ogy” of the Egyptians by basing his argument not so much “upon the
Sibylline oracles, and those reputed writings of Hermes Trismegist, the
authority whereof hath of late been decried by learned men; nor yet
upon such oracles of the Pagan deities as may be suspected to have been
counterfeited by Christians; but upon such monuments of Pagan antiq-
uity, as are altogether unsuspected and indubitate.” Cudworth was
thinking of Egyptian priests who knew Greek and availed themselves
not only of the Greek language but even of Greek philosophic termi-
nology in order to express their “arcane theology.” By rehabilitating the
Hermetic writings, he was successful in reestablishing the Hermetic
tradition within the quest for Natural Religion, and this is what counts
in the history of that tradition. Bishop Berkeley, the famous philoso-
pher, was paraphrasing Cudworth’s results when he wrote: “And
though the books attributed to Mercurius Trismegistus were none of
them wrote by him, and are allowed to contain some manifest forgeries;
yet it is also allowed, that they contain tenets of the ancient Aegyptian
philosophy, though dressed perhaps in a more modern garb. To ac-
count for which, Jamblichus observes, that the books under his name
contain indeed mercurial opinions, though often expressed in the style
of the Greek philosophers, as having been translated from the Egyptian
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into Greek!36[. . ] Plato and Aristotle considered God as abstracted or
distinct from the natural world. But the Aegyptians considered God and
nature as making one whole, or all things together as making one
universe. In doing this, they did not exclude the intelligent mind, but
considered it as containing all things. Therefore, whatever was wrong
in their way of thinking, it doth not, nevertheless, imply or lead to
Atheism.”137

Cudworth was probably wrong in equating the Greco-Egyptian phi-
losophy of the One-and-All with an Egyptian theology ancient enough
to make it possible for Moses to be initiated into it. But even here, there
is much to be said in favor of Cudworth’s view. Of course, such monu-
ments as Cudworth was looking for could yield their secrets only after
the decipherment of the hieroglyphs in 1822. What he took for “unsus-
pected and indubitate” evidence was just the same kaleidoscope of
Classical quotations that we have already seen—with some exceptions
for the sake of historical and textual critique. Only now are we in a
position to examine those monuments and to read those inscriptions
which Cudworth was vainly seeking. The hieroglyphic texts confirm
Cudworth’s intuitions in every way he could have desired. This will be
shown in the second part of the sixth chapter.



CHAPTER FOUR

The Moses Discourse in the
Eighteenth Century

*®

A Deist’s Point of View: John Toland

Almost simultaneously with the appearance of Spencer’s dissertation De
Urim et Thummim (1670) and well before his De Legibus, Sir John
Marsham published his reconstruction of history and chronology
(Canon Chronicus, 1672). Marsham’s book had the same chronological
implications as Spencer’s argument and contradicted the orthodox view
of history with its distinction between historia sacra and historia profana.
Spencer’s historicization of the Law abolished the traditional frames
and fences of the Biblical truth, opening new vistas on the prehistory
and historical context of the Bible. Spencer had shown that not only
civilization but also religion and worship began “long before Moses’
tme” (diu ante Mosis tempora). Marsham elaborated the same idea in the
form of a new chronology.!

Only a few years after Marsham’s and Spencer’s publications, John
Toland? and Matthew Tindal3 explained the theological consequences
of the chronological revolution. These two writers worked from a
different vantage point; they belonged to what Margaret Jacob aptly
called “the radical Enlightenment.” Whereas Spencer, Cudworth, and
Warburton tried to change the orthodox distinctions from within,
Toland and Tindal worked from without, trying to “ruin the sacred
truths” in a revolutionary and sometimes aggressive way. Basing their
work on the ideas of the French and English Deists as well as on those
of the Hermeticists and the Spinozists, they sought a concept of natural
religion common to all nations, above and beyond its historical forms
in different cultures. In Spencer, they found the historical proof that
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Egypt was the homeland and the origin of this religion. They combined
Spencer’s reconstruction of the Egyptian origins of the Mosaic Law
with the Hermetic tradition and its reconstruction of Egyptian theol-
ogy, the doctrine of the One being the All and the All being the One.
Marsham had shown that Egyptian religion came first and predated
Moses by eight or nine centuries. On the basis of the undoubted
principle that “truth comes first, and what comes later is corruption,”
Egypt had to be regarded as the homeland of truth. Just as Marsham
had abolished the distinction between bistoria sacra and historia profana,
they abolished the distinction between natural religion and positive
religion, or nature and Scripture.* In the eyes of the orthodox and much
against his own intentions, Spencer’s book thus became associated with
the position of “Deists” like Pierre Bayle, Matthew Tindal, and John
Toland.5 As a result, he was accused by the defenders of orthodoxy not
only of having paved the way for these ideas but of sharing them.
Spencer’s Egyptophobic vision of idolatry was completely obscured in
the face of new enemies, such as Spinozism and Deism.

I shall briefly illustrate the position of the Deists by singling out from
the innumerable books and treatises that appeared during the hundred
and fifty years between the first and the last of the English Deists, Lord
Herbert of Cherbury and Lord Bolingbroke, a small booklet by John
Toland called Origines Fudaicae. My sole reason for calling attention to
this text is that it is a commentary on Strabo and the first attempt to give
an account of Moses’ life and work exclusively based on the extra-Biblical
tradition discussed in Chapter 2.6 Thus Toland’s booklet forms a link
between Strabo and Freud. While Spencer makes use of all of his Classi-
cal knowledge in order to make sense of the Biblical text, Toland plays
the Classical authors off against the Bible. The difference between the
two could not be more radical. Toland gives the discourse a decisively
heretical turn, which Warburton will try in vain to counteract and which
Karl L. Reinhold will bring to full fruition in his masonic text.

Toland’s enemy is no longer called idololatria; now it is superstitio.
And this notion referred not just to paganism, but to Biblical religion
as well. By “religion” Toland understands “natural religion,” “RELIGIO,
quae est juncta cum cognitionae Naturae,” as opposed to “positive relig-
ion,” which is based on revelaton. This amounts to a complete and
radical abolition of the Mosaic distinction. With Toland, we are enter-
ing the ground of “radical enlightenment™ which is very different from
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the ground on which Spencer, Cudworth, and later Warburton were
working. Toland’s portrait of Moses is very much the same as that to
be found in a blasphemous pamphlet that circulated in the late seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries under the title L’esprit de Monsieur
Benoit de Spinosa: Traité des trois imposteurs,® not to be confused with the
somewhat older treatise De Tribus Impostoribus.®

Toland does not count Moses among the three impostors, but does
count him among the six lawgivers. According to Diodorus, these are
Mneves, Minos, Lycurgus, Zoroastres, Zalmoxis, and Moses. Each of
them founded the laws of a specific people and referred to a specific
deity as the source of the Law in order to give it more authority:

Mneves Egypt Hermes

Minos Crete Jupiter

Lycurgus Lacedaemon Apollon

Zoroastres Arimaspoi Bonus Genius (Ahura Mazda)
Zalmoxis Getes Communis Vesta

Moses Judaei Deus qui Iao dicitur

Here, Moses is presented as a lawgiver who followed the general prin-
ciple of “inventing” (finxisse) God as the author of his legislation. This
legal fiction of a superhuman source of legal authority is precisely the
imposture of which Moses is accused in the Traité des trois imposteurs.10

In this proposition T'oland is opposing Pierre-Daniel Huet, who had
claimed Moses as the first lawgiver and as the source of all subsequent
legislation, and who had produced the equation Mnevis = Osiris =
Bacchus = Moses—“O praecarium & ridiculum argumentum!” Toland
shows, not without glee, to what tortuous argumentation orthodoxy
must have recourse in order to reconcile Biblical and Classical sources,
or religion and reason. A religion that cannot stand up to reason will be
termed superstition.

Toland’s small booklet of some one hundred pages (with large char-
acters printed on very small pages) is a commentary on Strabo’s account
of the origins of the Jewish people. He gives Strabo, Diodorus, and
Tacitus more credit than “the ‘scriptor’ of the Pentateuch.” Toland
cannot understand why all those who have dealt with Jewish history
such as Marsham and Spencer relied on the Pentateuch and passed over
Strabo in silence.
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For Toland—as for Freud two hundred and twenty-five years later—
Moses was an Egyptian priest and nomarch. He takes the “priest” from
Strabo and, referring to Diodorus, who says that the nomarchs were
also priests, turns the priest into a nomarch.!! Even the Bible retains a
memory of his political power, for it knows not only that Moses was
“well versed in all the wisdom of the Egyptians,” but also that he was
“powerful in words and deeds,” which can only refer to the combination
of sacerdotium and praefectura, and not to magic and miracles ur plures
volunt. If he was a nomarch, his nome could have been Goshen, where
the Hebrews settled.12

Strabo reports Moses’ dissatisfaction with Egyptian religion. Each
nome had its own deity because—according to Diodorus—a certain very
sagely prince (sapientissimus quidam princeps) wanted to maintain the
peace of the kingdom and introduced a pluralistic and polytheistic relig-
ion (variam & miscellam induxit veligionem), to prevent a conspiracy
among the Egyptians. Moses, however, was a deist and an iconoclast.
Strabo and the Bible agree on these points. In the Bible, Moses insists on
the invisibility of God: nullam imaginem vidistis (Deuteronomy 4:15).
Tacitus says that the Egyptians worship many animals and monstrous
images whereas the Jews conceive of one god only, and with the mind
only (mente sola unumque numen intelliguny); they regard as impious those
who make representations of gods in man’s image from perishable mate-
rials; that supreme and eternal being is to them incapable of repre-
sentation and without end (profanos qui Deum imagines, mortalibus
materiis in species hominum effingunt: summun: illud & aeternum neque mu-
tabile neque inteviturum). The Moses of Strabo held God to be “Nature,
or matter, mechanically arranged and acting without conscience and in-
telligence” (Naturam, vel mundi materiam mechanice dispositam et absque
ulla conscia intelligentia agentern) and was an enraged enemy of idolatry.
Even Scripture shows that he did not make any mention of the immortal-
ity of the soul or of a future state of reward or punishment. The name by
which he called his god merely means necessariam solummodo existentiam,
necessary existence or “what exists by himself” (guod per se existit), in the
same sense that the Greek to oz denotes the incorruptible, eternal, and in-
terminable world. Moses was not an atheist, buta “Pantheist, or, to speak
in conformity with more recent usage, a Spinozist.” His deity was the
same as Cicero’s mundus: “omnium autem rerum quae natura adminis-
trantur, seminator, & sator, & parens, utita dicam, atque Educator.”13



The Moses Discourse in the Eighteenth Century 95

The type of cult which “Moses Strabonicus” instituted did without
massive expenditures for priests, temples, rituals, and ceremonial ob-
jects, without ecstatic inspirations and other “absurd actions.”!# This
description is in contradiction to the innumerable and extremely lavish
sacrifices and ceremonies which we find in the Bible and in which the
Jews seem to have surpassed all other nations. Yet, according to Strabo,
that was a later depravation. Moses instituted a cult of great purity
and simplicity. The only feast was the Sabbath, the only law was
Natural Law (Naturae lex) consisting of the ten commandments, and
the only cult was the worship of the two tablets containing these
commandments. Everything else—the discrimination between pure
and impure food, circumcision, sacrifices, and so forth—is the result
of later developments and decadence at a time when the Jews turned
to idolatry and when God sent them the prophet Ezekiel speaking in
the name of God: “But I shall give them statutes that are not good
and laws by which they cannot live” (“Ego etiam dederam ipsis statuta
non bona et Jura per quae non vivere possent”).!5 In this way, religion
turned into superstition. Toland sees the reason for this depravation
of original religion in the exaggerated importance which the people
attributed to dreams and ecstatic experiences. He refers to prophetic
warnings against dreams such as those in Jeremiah 29:8 and Foel 2:28-
29, but above all to Cicero’s De Drvinatione, which claims that dreams
could never have any divine significance. If God would communicate
with man, he would speak to the wakeful, not to the sleeping. Sormnia
divina putands non sunt.

Toland closes his treatise by recapitulating his points:

1. The Jews were descendants of the Egyptians.

2. Moses, their leader and lawgiver, was an Egyptian priest and
nomarch.

3. Nature was his supreme and sole deity (in other words, he was
a deist).

4. He instituted a cult without expenses, ecstasies, or rites.

5. The laws of purity, circumcision, and other rites were intro-
duced after his time.

6. Moses was one of a group of outstanding legislators such as
Minos, Lycurgus, Zalmoxis and others. This means that he in-
vented a personal deity and referred to that deity as the source
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of the Law and of its authority. As Cicero had shown in the
first book of De Natura Deorum, gods are a political fiction.16
But Moses gave this god a name that scarcely concealed his
purely philosophical and physical concept of nature: Jehovah,
“necessary existence.”

Mystery; or The Schizophrenia of Paganism:
William Warburton

Sixty years after Spencer and thirty years after Toland, William War-
burton, bishop of Gloucester (1698-1779), took up the same project of
the historical evaluation of Moses and his legislation, and in it he ad-
dressed the Deists and free-thinkers. In no less than nine books in three
volumes, Warburton pursued a rather strange plan. He fully subscribed
to the thesis advanced by Spinoza and the Deists that the Hebrew Bible
contained no hints of the immortality of the soul and “a future state of
reward and punishment.”1” However, he refuted the conclusions which
the Deists drew from this revolutionary discovery: that these ideas were
indispensable for every institution of religion coming from God and
that consequently the Mosaic institutions could necessarily be nothing
but a human fabrication, if not an imposture. Instead, Warburton saw in
the very absence of these ideas the proof of the divine origin of Moses’
legislation! This use of the same arguments for different ends renders
his argument twisted and convoluted. He first shows that every pagan
religion and society is based on two principles: (1) the assumption of the
immortality of the soul and a future state of rewards and punishments
and (2) secrecy or mystery. Every pagan or natural religion is organized
in the dual form of outside/inside, or surface/depth, or fore-
ground/background. He then goes on to show not only that these prin-
ciples are absent from the Mosaic institutions, but that they are
consciously and carefully avoided. Moses is the only lawgiver who did
not have to depend on the principles of a hereafter and of secrecy
because he could depend on an “extraordinary providence.” Moses
“counted on God to reward virtue and punishing mischief in this world,
that is, in the realm of history. He dispensed with secrecy by teaching
the mysteries to everybody and creating a nation of initiates.

Warburton’s book met with the same productive misreading as did
Spencer’s sixty years before. Its importance was seen as residing not so
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much in its thesis as in the material it made accessible. In trying to trace
the Mosaic laws back to an Egyptian origin, Spencer created a very
detailed picture of Egyptian religion and rituals, and became influential
only by overturning orthodox chronology and reconstructing sacred
history by putting Egypt above all else—including Israel. In attempting
to demonstrate the divine character of a religion which did away with
secrecy and immortality, Warburton attracted attention with his careful
delineation of the role of secrecy in religion, the form and content of
the ancient mystery cults, and the function of hieroglyphic writing. His
section on the ancient mysteries extends over more than three hundred
pages, including appendices and notes.

Warburton does a great deal more than just collect the pertinent
quotations from Classical authors and the Christian Fathers. In inter-
preting these passages, he ventures into literary criticism, distinguish-
ing hymns,!8 confessions,!? and initiation speeches, attributing the
fragments to speakers within the cultic liturgy, reconstructing the litur-
gical frame and the thematic points of focus. Warburton is able to show
to what degree the language of philosophers, tragedians (especially
Euripides), historians, and other Greek and Latin writers are imbued
with mystical terminology. He detects the same terminology in a fa-
mous passage in Flavius Josephus (which I will discuss later), taking this
as proof that Moses’ lawgiving and religious teaching was modeled on
initiation into the lesser and greater mysteries of Egypt. In following
up these hints, Warburton got as involved in reconstructing pagan
mystery cults as Spencer did in reconstructing Egyptian ritual; in the
process both lost sight of their theological agendas. Or should one say
that their theological concerns were just a pretext to do what in their
time was not yet established as a discipline in its own right, namely,
comparative religion? As a matter of fact, they were remembered not
for their theology, but for their Egyptology.

Following in the footsteps of Spencer and especially Cudworth,
Warburton helped construct the famous “dual religion” hypothesis in
order to establish a sharp antagonism between the so-called overt and
secret rituals of pagan religion. From Clement of Alexandria, he took
the distinction between “lesser” and “greater mysteries.” The lesser
mysteries were essentially a hieroglyphic encasement, designed to cap-
tivate the populace at large through symbolic icons, sensual rituals, and
sacred animals. But they disclosed their signification only to those who
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proved able to understand their secret meaning, which generally con-
sisted of teachings about the immortality of the soul and a future life
where virtue would be rewarded and vice would be punished. The
greater mysteries were administered only to the very few among the
initiates whose minds and virtues were strong enough to withstand the
truth. This truth was essentially negative: it consisted in abolishing the
illusionary imagery of polytheism. Initiation constitutes a process of
disillusionment. By passing the threshold between the lesser and the
greater mysteries, the initiate is supposed to abrogate his former beliefs,
to recognize their erroneous and fictitious nature, and “to see things as
they are.”20 'The disillusionment of the initiate is brought about by
telling him that the gods are just deified mortals and that there is only
one invisible and anonymous God, the ultimate cause and foundation
of Being “who originated all by himself, and to him all things owe their
being.” These phrases are taken from Eusebius and Clement of Alex-
andria, who both quote an Orphic hymn which Warburton interprets
as the words by which the hierophant in the Eleusinian mysteries
addressed the initiate (in Warburton’s translation):

I will declare a secret to the initiated; but let the doors be shut
against the profane. But thou, O Musaeus, the offspring of bright
Selene, attend carefully to my song; for I shall deliver the truth
without disguise. Suffer not, therefore, thy former prejudices to
debar thee of that happy life, which the knowledge of these
sublime truths will procure unto thee: but carefully contemplate
this divine Oracle, and preserve it in purity of mind and heart. Go
on, in the right way, and contemplate THE SOLE GOVERNOR OF THE
WORLD: HE IS ONE, AND OF HIMSELF ALONE; AND TO THAT ONE ALL
THINGS OWE THEIR BEING. HE OPERATES THROUGH ALL, WAS NEVER
SEEN BY MORTAL EYES, BUT DOES HIMSELF SEE EVERYONE.2!

Since the Eleusinian mysteries are of Egyptian origin, according to
Diodorus and others,22 this Orphic hymn must also be based on an
Egyptian model. According to Clement of Alexandria, this last and
highest initiation led to a point where all teaching ends. Discursive
instruction stops and immediate vision takes over. “The doctrines de-
livered in the Greater Mysteries are concerning the universe. Here all
instruction ends. Things are seen as they are; and Nature, and the
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workings of Nature, are to be seen and comprehended.”23 In the final
stage of initiation, the adept is speechlessly confronted with Nature.

Such were the pagan, especially Egyptian, initiations which Moses
revealed to the Israelites:

Josephus is still more express [than Eusebius].24 He tells Appion
[sic] that that high and sublime knowledge, which the Gentiles with
difficulty attained unto, in the rare and temporary celebration of
their Mysteries, was habitually taught to the Jews, at all times. And
what was this sublime knowledge, but the doctrine of the unrry?
“Can any government (says he) be more holy than this? or any Re-
ligion better adapted to the nature of the Deity? Where, in any
place but in this, are the whole People, by the special diligence of
the Priests, to whom the care of public instruction is committed,
accurately taught the principles of true piety? So that the body-
politic seems, as it were, one great Assemzbly, constantly kept to-
gether, for the celebration of some sacred Mysteries. For those
things which the Gentiles keep up for a few days only thatis, during
those solemnities they call MysTERIES and INTTIATIONS, we, with
vast delight, and a plenitude of knowledge, which admits of no er-
ror, fully enjoy, and perpetually contemplate through the whole
course of our lives. If you ask (continues he) the nature of those
things, which in our sacred rites are enjoined and forbidden; T an-
swer, they are simple, and easily understood. The first instruction
relates to the perry, and teaches that GOD CONTAINS ALL THINGS,
and is a Being every way perfect and happy: that he is self-existent,
and the soLe causk of all existence; the beginning, the middle, and
the end of all things, etc.” Nothing can be more explicit than the
testimony of this learned Jew. He not only alludes to the greater
Mysteries, by the direct terms of teletes and mysteria, but uses sev-
eral expressions relative to what the gentile Mystagogos taught
therein . . . Thus, I think, it appears that the AporruETA, in the
greater Mysteries, were the detection of the origine of vulgar Polythe-
ism; and the discovery of the doctrine of the Unity.25

Warburton takes this characterization of the Jewish Law by a Jew as
proof of his thesis that the greater mysteries taught a conception of God
similar to what Moses taught to the Hebrews. According to Josephus,
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Moses’ lawgiving was an attempt to make the highest and most exclu-
sive mystical knowledge available to all by this means to transform his
people into a community of initiates.

It is difficult to see how Warburton could avoid the obvious conclu-
sion which Reinhold would draw from this demonstration thirty-five
years later: that the God of the mysteries was the same as the God of
Moses and that the so-called revelation was nothing more than a huge
open-air performance of an initiation into the greater mysteries, meant
not for the select few, but for a whole people. Instead, Warburton made
great efforts to keep the God of the mysteries apart from the God of
the philosophers and especially from Spinoza’s deus sive natura.26 He did
not want to impute to these “atheistic” ideas the notions of high antig-
uity and original wisdom (which he attributed to the mysteries). But this
was exactly the effect of his book. His readers understood him to have
shown that the original esoteric wisdom of the Egyptians taught the
tenets of Spinozism and worshipped dews sive natura. A typical example
of this reception is P. A. d’Origny’s book L’Egypte ancienne’ Here,
d’Origny expounds the idea that the ancient Egyptians were the first to
invest great efforts in cultural and spiritual achievements and to arrive
at an esoteric worship of nature because of the extraordinary produc-
tivity of their agriculture. While the people worshipped nature in the
shape of many local deities, the elite revered “the One infinite Being,
Creator and Preserver of All.”28 D’Origny explicitly defends the Egyp-
tians against the accusation of atheism or materialism and refers to
Spinoza in this context: “S’il suffisait de s’étre fait une chimere de
divinité pour n’étre point Athée, les Egyptiens qui adoraient la nature
en general & méme en detail dans leur sept dieux immortels, & dans
un grand nombre de dieux terrestres et animaux, n’etoient point
Athées: si au contraire 'ont doit regarder comme tels ceux qui, ainsi
Spinoza, ne reconnoissent pour dieux que la nature ou la vertu de la
nature répandue dans tous les &tres, les Egyptiens en general P'étoient
certainement.”2® The Deists and Spinozists of the eighteenth century
looked to Egypt as the origin and homeland of their concept of God
and they drew their evidence from Warburton.

€& 'Tur 1pEA of a complete antagonism between official religion and
a mystery cult was especially influential. This was small wonder in a
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time when the ideas of Spinozism and Deism were disseminated in
forms of esotericism and concealment. Warburton constructed the
relation of mysteries to official religion in terms of contradiction. One
was the negation of the other. The mystery cults were counter-religions
in that they would have destroyed the official religion if their greater
mysteries were made public. But official polytheism was indispensable
for the political order of the society. Warburton did not fully subscribe
to the Deists’ concept of pious fraud.3? The official religion was not a
deception; it was inevitable and therefore was a legitimate institution.
It was coexistent and coextensive with the state. Only those who were
chosen to rule the state were admitted to the greater mysteries. It was
necessary for them to know the full, unveiled truth. For those who were
to be ruled, knowledge of the veiled truth was much more appropriate.
This was not fraud, but simply human necessity.

Warburton’s great (re)discovery was the political function of se-
crecy, which he demonstrates with reference to a Greek text, the
famous fragment of Critias.3! According to Warburton, Egyptian re-
ligion is the prototype of all pagan religions, in that Egypt first
founded a state and a mystery cult. State and religious secrecy are seen
as interdependent. Secrecy, however, has a rather complex structure.
The difference between outer and inner, or popular and mystery re-
ligion, recurs on the level of mystery as the difference between lesser
and greater mysteries. The function of mystery or secrecy is political.
Without secrecy, there is no civil society or political order. People
must be kept in awe in order to be brought to obey the Law and to
support the state. But secrecy has two faces and fulfills two functions.
One is to excite curiosity: this is the function of the lesser mysteries.
They teach the immortality of the soul and its destiny in the hereafter,
the “future state of reward and punishment.” The other function is
to hide truths that must only be taught to the very few because oth-
erwise the state would be overturned. These dangerous and exclusive
truths can be reduced to two sentences:

1. The polytheistic pantheon is but an illusion, necessary for the
people, but otherwise fictitious.
2. There is but one God, the sole creator and source of all Being.

Warburton further distinguishes three stages in the development of
religion and philosophy:
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1. The natural stage: Egyptian religion. Here, the premises and
foundations of monotheism are laid out in the form of an eso-
teric pantheism.

2. The systematic stage: the stage of Greek materialistic philoso-
phy which drew the conclusions from the Egyptian premises
and built them into a coherent system, turning natural panthe-
ism into a kind of atheism, monism, or “Spinozism.”

3. The syncretistic stage: the stage of the Hermetic fallacy, when
the Hermetic writings were forged in order to graft the Greek
conclusions onto the Egyptian premises and to read “Spinoz-
ism” into the Egyptian origins.

What Moses—or rather God by the mediation of Moses—did, was to
translate the Egyptian premises of monotheism into revealed truth.

Warburton’s readers did not follow him in all his convoluted distinc-
tions but jumped at the idea of revelation as translation, which to their
mind, blurred and overcame the very distinction between revelation and
reason or nature which Warburton meant to emphasize. Thus Warbur-
ton came to substantiate the views of the free-thinkers and Freemasons,
which he wanted to refute. The idea that pagan religions developed and
degenerated around a nucleus of original wisdom which they enshrined
and sheltered in a complex and enigmatic architecture of hieroglyphics
and ceremonies and which in the course of time became more and more
antithetic to their public political institutions had special appeal in the
Age of Enlightenment, when the most advanced ideas were communi-
cated within the esoteric circles of secret communities.32

Things and Signs: The Grammatology of
Idolatry and Mystery

The discovery of a manuscript of Horapollo’s Hieroglyphica on the
island of Andros in 1419 led to a linguistic and semiotic revolution. To
make a long story very short, one could say (using terms first introduced
by Aleida Assmann)3? that the Aristotelian semiotics of “mediated
signification” (mittelbare Signifikation, where signs signify what they
denote by means of a conventional code) which prevailed during the
Middle Ages gave way to the Platonic semiotics of “immediate
signification” (unmittelbare Signifikation, where signs signify by natural
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participation). The ancient debate as to whether words referred to
things and concepts “by nature” (physei) or “by convention” (theser),
which had been closed by Aristotle in favor of “convention,” was re-
opened with the discovery of a writing system that was (mis)interpreted
to refer “by nature” to things and concepts. Owing to this discovery,
the linguistic debate between “Platonists” and “Aristotelians” turned
into a debate on writing. For this reason, “grammatology,” a term
coined by Ignace J. Gelb for “the study of writing”*4 and used by
Jacques Derrida for “the philosophy of writing,”35 appears to be a more
appropriate term than the usual “linguistics”36 to refer to the discourse
on hieroglyphs and on the possibility of natural writing. The gramma-
tological aspect of the Mosaic distinction consists in the opposition
between nature and Scripture. The idea of a revealed or “positive”
religion was closely linked to the technique of writing.

The dream of early modernity was a reconciliation of nature and
Scripture or, to put it in the words of a book title of the eighteenth
century: Naturae et Scripturae Concordia37 Traditionally, this project
found its expression in the theory of the two books of God, the book of
nature and the book of Scripture.38 Now, a different, but related, solu-
tion presented itself in the possibility of a “Scripture of nature,” a writing
which would refer not to the sounds of language, but to the things of
nature and to the concepts of the mind. Egyptian hieroglyphics were
held to be such a script by many scholars from the fifteenth century to the
early nineteenth century. This explains the enormous interest which
early modern Europe invested in ancient Egypt and its hieroglyphs.

Hieroglyphs were interpreted as natural signs or “real characters”
(Francis Bacon) which referred not to sounds, but to things.3? God
created the world as symbols and images and the Egyptians merely
imitated the creator. Their system of writing was held to be as original
and natural as Adam’s language, which immediately translated God’s
creatures into words.40 Immediacy is the key word in this context. To
quote Ralph Cudworth’s definition: “The Egyptian hieroglyphicks were
figures not answering to sounds or words, but immediately representing
the objects and conceptions of the mind.”#! This interpretation of the
Egyptian hieroglyphs was based particularly on a passage in Plotinus:

The wise men of Egypt, I think, also understood this, either by
scientific knowledge or innate knowledge, and when they wished
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to signify something wisely, did not use the form of letters which
follow the order of words and propositions and imitate sounds and
the enunciations of philosophical statements, but by drawing im-
ages [agalmata] and inscribing them in their temples, one beautiful
image for each particular thing, they manifested the non-discur-
siveness of the intelligible world. Every image is a kind of knowl-
edge and wisdom and is a subject of deliberation. And afterwards
[others] deciphered [the image] as a representation of something
else by starting from it in its concentrated unity, already unfolded
and by expressing it discursively and giving the reasons why things
are like this.42

This is how Marsilio Ficino commented on this passage: “The discur-
sive knowledge of time is, with you, manifold and flexible, saying for
instance, that time is passing and, through a certain revolution, con-
nects the beginning again with the end . . . The Egyptian, however,
comprehends an entire discourse of this kind by forming a winged
serpent that bites its tail with his mouth.”#

“For, using an alphabet of things and not of words,” wrote Sir
Thomas Browne in the first half of the seventeenth century, “through
the image and pictures thereof they [the Egyptians] endeavoured to
speak their hidden contents in the letters and language of nature,” that
is, of things. An alphabet of things and not of words, this was indeed
“the best evasion of the confusion of Babel.”#

The most elaborate, erudite, and influential exposition of this inter-
pretation of Egyptian hieroglyphs was published by William Warburton
in 1741. Warburton based his argument on two different but related
historical investigations. One was the study of the ancient mystery cults,
the other was the study of the origin of writing in general and of the
Egyptian hieroglyphs in particular.#s The common assumption, shared
by ancient as well as modern authors, was that the Egyptians invented
their hieroglyphs solely “to express the mysteries of their religion and
theology, so that they might be concealed from the prophane vulgar.”46
Hieroglyphic writing was generally held to be an epiphenomenon of
mystery, invented to protect the truth from abuse, misunderstanding,
and vulgarization, and to protect the political institutions from truths
that would shatter their foundations. According to the theory of the time,
the origin of hieroglyphic writing was thus inextricably linked with the
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rise of that “twofold philosophy”47 which distinguished between popular
beliefs and esoteric wisdom. Natural religion in its primitive state of
original monotheism had no need for writing. Writing became necessary
only with the development of a state or “political society” (assumed to
have first occurred in Egypt), when the people began to deify their first
kings and lawgivers. Religion then began to split into the politically
supportive but fundamentally fictitious beliefs of the people and the
knowledge of the priests, which was potentially destructive. It was then
that the priests had to invent a code for transmitting their dangerous
wisdom. Hieroglyphics was the “veil” which they wrapped around their
tradition in order to protect both the state and the truth.

Warburton’s objection to this theory was simple and reasonable. He
looked into the origins of other writing systems and found that no
original writing was ever invented for the sole purpose of secrecy.
Cryptography was always a secondary invention based on existing pri-
mary writing systems. The natural functions of writing were related to
memorization and communication, but not to arcanization. Warburton
based his demonstration on Chinese and Mexican scripts, using what-
ever information was available in his time from missionaries and trav-
elers. He states that every original writing is a combination of pictures
and arbitrary signs (his expression is: “marks of arbitrary institution”).
The pictures or figures render the things instead of the words. The
arbitrary signs refer to “mental conceptions.” Both, however, refer to
“things,” not to “sounds.” His example for arbitrary signs is the knotted
cords of the Peruvians. The Chinese script also contains many arbitrary
signs which, according to a theory of Martino Martini, were derived
from knotted cords.#8 The Peruvians emphasized signs but used “paint-
ings” as well, while the Mexicans emphasized figures but also used
arbitrary signs. Thus every original writing system contained both
types of characters and was devised for the purposes of perpetuating
tradition and modes of communication.

But with these “hieroglyphic paintings” and “marks of arbitrary
institution” we are still in the stage of “prewriting.” Real writing sys-
tems developed only during a process of what Warburton calls “abridg-
ment,” that is, the introduction of rules and frames that limit the
inventory of signs and transform it into a conventional system. This
process has little to do with secrecy or arcanization and simply follows
the laws of necessity and economy.
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Warburton identifies three rules for reducing the figurative signs,
which he takes from Horapollo’s treatise on Egyptian hieroglyphics:

1. “The principal circumstance stands for the whole” (for exam-
ple, “two hands, one holding a shield and the other a bow” for
“battle”):4 the “curiological hieroglyphics.”50

2. “The instrument of the thing stands for the thing itself” (for
example, an eye for “omniscience”):’! the “tropical hieroglyph-
ics.”

3. Symbolic analogy (a serpent biting its tail for “universe”): the

“symbolic hieroglyphics.”

According to Warburton every writing system starts from this com-
mon point of departure and develops in different directions. He ex-
plains the differences by means of a concept which will later become
associated with the name of Johann Gottfried Herder: the “genius of
the people” (Volksgeist).52 According to Warburton, the Egyptians were
extremely inventive and imaginative and therefore naturally inclined
toward “symbolic and analogic marks.” Consequenty they cultivated
the figurative signs and almost dropped the “marks by institution.”
With the Chinese the situation was the obverse. In conformity with
their notorious uninventiveness and cultural stagnation (I am still para-
phrasing Warburton),53 they had little taste for pictorial symbolization
and turned to abstraction. The Egyptian method of figurative writing,
which pictured “things” and used the properties of things in order to
denote undepictable meanings, requires a vast knowledge of natural
history. This ingenious observation of Warburton explains the striking
analogies between Horapollo’s interpretations of hieroglyphics on the
one hand and codifications of ancient natural sciences such as those by
Aelianus and Pliny and the Physiologus on the other.54 Unlike all other
scripts, the Egyptian hieroglyphics remained a Dingschrift and thus a
codification of cosmological and biological knowledge. Other writing
systems lost this epistemological connection with the visible word and
turned into purely conventional codes.

After this demonstration of origins, the ground was prepared for the
next step: the question of “how hieroglyphs came to be used to conceal
knowledge.” Again, Warburton’s explanation is most ingenious. Pre-
cisely because the Egyptian script did not follow the common progres-
sion from picture to letter,%\it became complex and developed into
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polygraphy. While other peoples turned from pictures to letters, the
Egyptians kept their pictorial script and invented additional nonpicto-
rial scripts. Warburton starts with Porphyry and Clement of Alexandria
and combines their somewhat divergent descriptions in order to arrive
at a system of tetragraphy.

Porphyry distinguishes the epistolic, the hieroglyphic, and the sym-
bolic scripts, Clement the epistolic, the sacerdotal, and the hieroglyphic.
Both are referring to what in modern Egyptological usage is termed de-
motic, hieratic, and hieroglyphic. Hieroglyphic and Hieratic are related
to the Classical Egyptian language; one is the monumental version, the
other is the cursive version of what is basically the same writing system.
Demotic, by contrast, is related to the vernacular. It is derived from
hieratic, but has become extremely abstract and cursive. These facts,
however, were not known by Warburton. Therefore, I am simply fol-
lowing Warburton’s reasoning in recapitulating his system, which runs
as follows: Warburton thinks that each is omitting a script that the other
one mentions. Porphyry omits Clement’s “sacerdotal” writing, Clement
omits Porphyry’s “symbolic” script. Thus, there were four scripts instead
of just three: epistolic, sacerdotal, hieroglyphic, and symbolic.

But Warburton thinks that he must correct Clement’s wonderfully
precise description in yet another respect. Clement describes the cur-
riculum of an Egyptian pupil. First, he learns the epistolic writing, then
proceeds to the sacerdotal script, and only if he is exceptional does he
master hieroglyphics, which is the last, most difficult, and most accom-
plished script. This is perfectly correct because the average scribe in
fact learned only demotic and hieratic; only a very few who were to
become artists also learned hieroglyphics. Warburton takes this cur-
riculum for evolution and thinks that Clement is describing the devel-
opment of Egyptian writing: starting with demotic, developing into
hieratic, and ending with hieroglyphic. Warburton inverts this se-
quence. First came hieroglyphic, then sacerdotal, and finally epistolic.
Symbolic is also a late development. According to Warburton, it is the
“Symbolic” script that was developed for the purpose of secrecy, not
hieroglyphics, as was commonly assumed. Warburton sees the differ-
ence between hieroglyphs and symbols in the use of what he calls
tropes, the figurative functions of those signs which do not simply
denote what they represent but which use metaphor or metonymy.

Tropical hieroglyphics use this method out of necessity. Symbolic
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hieroglyphics or tropical symbols, on the other hand, are riddles or
enigmas. Warburton’s example for a tropical hieroglyph is an image
which never appears as a hieroglyph and which, moreover, was com-
pletely alien to the Egyptians: the Ephesian Digna Multimamsmia, which
he takes to be a common hieroglyph denoting “Universal Nature.” The
interest of this misunderstanding lies in the fact that it was this same
image that was generally identified with the veiled image of Sais and
the Egyptian iconography of Isis.’¢ Moreover, we learn from this exam-
ple that Warburton does not distinguish between writing and iconog-
raphy. For tropical symbols or symbolic hieroglyphs, which usually
combine different things, Warburton gives two examples: the scarab
pushing a dung ball as a symbol of the sun, and the disk with a serpent
as a symbol of the universe. Both examples are taken from Clement.

The symbolic script, or cryptography, functions in three ways: by the
creation of new “enigmatic” signs, by the multiplication of meanings of
one sign, and by the multiplication of signs for one meaning. Strangely
enough, this is a very exact description of how Egyptian cryptography
works, although Warburton could not have had the slightest idea of
this. If one adds cryptography to the normal scripts that were in use at
the time of Clement and Porphyry, Warburton’s system of tetragraphy
is equally exact:

Epistolic = Demotic
Sacerdotal = Hieratic
Hieroglyphic = Hieroglyphic
Symbolic = Cryptography

Until the Late Period, cryptography is a very rare variant of hiero-
glyphic, used predominantly for aesthetic purposes, to arouse the curi-
osity of passers-by. But in the Greco-Roman period, an age of foreign
domination, the methods of cryptography were integrated into the
monumental script of hieroglyphics; this created enormous complexity
and turned the whole writing system into a kind of cryptography.
Clement and Porphyry reflect this latest stage of hieroglyphics.

From the vantage point of modern Egyptology, Warburton was
perfectly right in refuting the grammatology of secrecy that attributes
the invention and development of writing in Egypt to the wish of the
priests to keep their philosophical religion secret from the superstitious
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masses and to the need of the rulers to protect the politically supportive
polytheism from the subversive monotheism of reason and nature. But
the grammatology of secrecy can find some confirmation if applied not
to the origins of writing, but to its latest stages. This is precisely what
Warburton had proposed. Even in this he was right. In the later periods
of Ancient Egyptian history, when the country was under foreign domi-
nation, there was an obvious need for more secrecy. It is very possible
that the Greek misunderstanding of the hieroglyphs as a secret code
reflects the way the Egyptian priests themselves spoke (and probably
also thought) about their hieroglyphs and religion. It is at least evident
that during this time the hieroglyphic script developed an enormous
complexity. Its repertoire of signs increased by 1000 percent (from
about 700 to about 7000) and turned into a kind of “figurative writ-
ing,”57 which was not so very far from what Horapollo represented it
to be.5® We must not forget that hieroglyphs had long since ceased to
be a “normal” writing system. Their use was restricted to purely monu-
mental and artistic functions. In the Late Period, when demotic and
Greek were in use for everyday purposes, hieratic and hieroglyphic
turned into sacred scripts. Their inaccessibility to even literate Egyp-
tians created a cultural barrier between priests and laymen which could
easily have given rise to the concepts of “double religion,” mystery, and
initiation. But this does not mean that there ever was antagonism
between popular and priestly religion. Every elite reacts to a crisis such
as foreign domination with a marked increase in finesse and complexity
up to levels of virtuosity that are not easily matched by outsiders. In
these final stages of Egyptian religion, secrecy indeed seemed to fulfill
a social function in helping the sacerdotal class maintain elite status.
However, the rise of secrecy and cryptography in Late Period Egypt
does not seem to be connected with a differentiation within Egyptian
religion between an esoteric monotheism and a popular polytheism.

& WarsurTON now proceeds to explain the other scripts. The most
interesting point is his theory about the epistolic writing. He takes this
system to be alphabetic. As has already been shown, the difference
between hieroglyphs and letters was defined with respect to their ref-
erence either to things or to sounds. Hieroglyphs signify immediately,
whereas letters signify by the mediation of language.’? The principle of
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nonlinguistic signification applied both to hieroglyphs and to what
Warburton called signs of arbitrary institution, such as knotted cords.
The Egyptians invented, or rather “found,” the system of alphabetic
letters that somehow lay hidden within their complex inventory of
pictorial and arbitrary signs.

This invention occurred somewhere about midway in the long his-
tory of their civilization. A secretary of the pharaoh made this discov-
ery, which originally was used only for the private correspondence of
the king. Warburton refers in this context to Plato’s famous passage in
Phaedrus.60 The king, in Warburton’s reading of Plato’s account, im-
mediately sees both the advantages and the disadvantages of this inven-
tion. The advantage is that it makes communication much easier. The
disadvantage is that it destroys memory. Plato, however, is opposing
writing (in general) to oral communication, not phonographic writing
to hieroglyphics. But Warburton’s misreading of the tale opens a highly
interesting window on the mnemotechnical properties of hieroglyphs.s!
In Warburton’s interpretation, the king is afraid that Theut’s invention
of phonographic letters will destroy the ars memoriae of the hiero-
glyphic system. As Warburton had already shown, hieroglyphs presup-
pose a vast amount of knowledge about the nature of those things that
are used for signs. Since virtually all existing things are used for signs,
this knowledge amounts to a veritable cosmology and the hieroglyphic
system amounts to a veritable ars memoriae. “Men’s attention would be
called away from things, to which hieroglyphics, and the manner of
explaining them, necessarily attached it, and be placed in exterior and
arbitrary signs, which would prove the greatest hindrance to the pro-
gress of knowledge.”62

Giordano Bruno, the Hermetist and mnemonist, had expressed the
same idea some hundred and fifty years earlier: “The sacred letters used
among the Egyptians were called hieroglyphs . . . which were images

. . taken from the things of nature, or their parts. By using such
writings and voices, the Egyptians used to capture with marvellous skill
the language of the gods. Afterwards when letters of the kind which we
use now with another kind of industry were invented by Theuth or
some other, this brought about a great rift both in memory and in the
divine and magical sciences.”63

Neither Bruno nor Warburton knew that the Egyptian term for
hieroglyphs was “divine words” (compare Bruno’s expression “the lan-
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guage of the gods”) and that they were coming very close to ideas which
the Egyptians themselves held concerning hieroglyphs. Bruno’s con-
cept of divine language is obviously taken from Iamblichus.64 Thanks
to the wisdom of their kings the Egyptians never gave up their systems
of “thing-writing” and restricted the new alphabet to the specific pur-
pose of correspondence.

€8 Forrowing Warburton’s reconstruction, I am now approaching
the time when Moses “was brought up in all the wisdom and sciences
of the Egyptians” (Acts 7:22). In his time, all four scripts were already
in use. For Moses’ purposes, the epistolic or alphabetic script was most
appropriate. He only had to alter the shape of the letters in order to
conform to the second commandment and to purge the letters of all
iconic traces. The second commandment was directed against hiero-
glyphs because God had recognized that the use of hieroglyphic writing
would necessarily lead to idolatry. This interpretation of the second
commandment is one of the more brilliant moments of Warburton’s
otherwise rather long-winded argument.6s

The second commandment prohibiting idol worship has two differ-
ent implications.66 It is mostly understood in the sense that God must
not be represented because he is invisible and omnipresent.6” But as
Warburton correctly points out, the same commandment also prohibits
the making of “any graven images, the similitude of any figure, the
likeness of male or female, the likeness of any beast that is on the earth,
the likeness of any winged fowl that flieth in the air, the likeness of
anything that creepeth on the ground, the likeness of any fish that is in
the waters beneath the earth” (Deuteronomy 4:15-18, Warburton’s
translation). Warburton’s interpretation emphasizes the and-Egyptian
meaning of the prohibition of idolatry. It is the exact “normative inver-
sion” of the very fundamental principles of Egyptian writing, thinking,
and speaking: “Do not idolize the created world by [hieroglyphic]
reproduction.” The second commandment is the rejection of hiero-
glyphic knowledge and memory because it amounts to an illicit magical
idolization of the world.

According to Warburton, idolatry is an outgrowth of hieroglyphic
writing and thinking. It is a specifically Egyptian phenomenon because
Egypt is the only civilization that retained the pictorial character of its



112 Moses the Egyptian

writing and resisted the usual tendency toward abstraction. The proof
of this is to be seen in the fact that “brute-worship,” the worst form of
idolatry, occurs only in Egypt. Warburton goes on to delineate differ-
ent stages in the development of idolatry. In the first stage, the figures
of animals are just signs which stand for some tutelary gods or deified
hero-kings. “T'his truth Herodotus seems to hint at in Euterpe, where
he says, the Egyptians erected the first altars, images, and temples to
the gods, and carved the figures of animals on stones.”68 The second
stage is reached when these figures are worshipped on their own instead
of being simply “read” as signs for the various gods. This stage was
reached during Moses’ time, and that is the reason why the second
commandment prohibits the making of images, not the worship of the
things themselves. The worship was still directed toward the image. For
the same reason the Hebrews made the Golden Calf as a substitute for
Moses when they believed him dead.

Only later did the Egyptians begin to worship the beasts themselves.
This is the last stage of “idolitis.” The priests welcomed and fostered
this development because it very efficiently protected the gods from
being found out. The priests, at least those who had passed the most
advanced initiations, knew the truth about the gods—that they were
only deified kings and lawgivers—and they had every reason to hide
this origin of the gods and to keep it a secret. The representation of
these deified mortals in the form of animals was a first step toward
making their origin invisible. The secret became even safer when the
people began to worship the representations instead of the repre-
sented. But absolute invisibility was reached when the animals them-
selves came to be worshipped. The animals were the perfect
concealment for the gods.

According to Warburton this is the meaning of a fable which Dio-
dorus and Ovid tell about Typhon. Typhon is seen as the personifica-
tion of inquisitiveness and impious curiosity, the very character that is
so dangerous for the pseudo-gods. The fable tells how the gods fled to
Egypt before Typhon and hid there in the shape of animals. Typhon
is the Greek equivalent of the Egyptian god Seth, who is actually
represented in the Egyptian texts as threatening the gods with the
sacrilegious discovery of their secrets. According to the Egyptians, the
secret of the gods is not the Euhemeristic concept of their mortal past,
but something not totally unrelated to the idea of mortality. The
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paradigmatic secret, in Egypt, is the corpse of Osiris, which must by
all means be protected against the assaults of Seth. The role of Seth as
the potential discoverer and violator of the corpse of Osiris was trans-
muted in the Late Period into a general menace threatening all the
secrets of all the gods. There was generally an enormous increase of
secrecy in the Egyptian cults during the Late Period. This is quite
natural under the conditions of foreign rule. Since this was the Egypt
which the Greeks experienced and described, the emphasis laid on
secrecy and the fear of inquisitiveness becomes quite understandable.

Warburton deduces two Egyptian specialties from their writing sys-
tem. One is “brute-worship”; the other is the interpretation of dreams.
According to Artemidorus there are two kinds of dreams: “speculative”
(theorematikos) dreams and “allegorical” ones. The “speculative” dreams
are just images of what they signify. They correspond to the “curiologi-
cal” hieroglyphs. By contrast, the allegorical dreams need to be deci-
phered. The Egyptians were the first interpreters of dreams because
they were accustomed to the methods of decipherment and could
“read” the dreams while others guessed and puzzled. But the art of
oneiromancy could only develop when hieroglyphics became sacred
“and were made the cloudy vehicle of their theology.”6% This must have
happened, however, before the time of Joseph. It is typical of Warbur-
ton’s way of argumentation that he forms this brilliant insight into the
relation between oneiromancy and hieroglyphic writing (which will
become important in the work of Sigmund Freud) in the context of a
chronological demonstration, thus forgoing the obvious possibility of
establishing connections between the dream-book of Artemidoros and
the hieroglyphic theories of Hellenism.

With these chronological clues, the secrecy function of writing,
according to which writing serves to hide a certain knowledge rather
than to communicate it (the “grammatology of mystery”), can be his-
torically reconstructed. The development of symbolic hieroglyphics as
a sacred cryptography had to have occurred in Joseph’s time because
oneiromancy, a subdiscipline of cryptography and decipherment, was
then already being practiced. Four hundred years later, in Moses’ time,
the use of hieroglyphs had already given rise to a general idolization of
“things” to such a degree that God had to explicitly prohibit the use of
hieroglyphs in the second commandment. But it is also clear that the
Egyptians had not yet reached the stage of brute-worship because the
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Hebrews made the Golden Calf instead of worshipping a living bull
when they fell back on Egyptian customs.

& Let MmE close this section with an Egyptological remark. The
Renaissance grammatology of immediate signification which Warbur-
ton was still using in his interpretation of Egyptian hieroglyphics was
based on a misunderstanding as far as the relation between writing and
language is concerned. Since 1822, the date of Champollion’s publica-
tion of his decipherment of hieroglyphics, we have known that hiero-
glyphs refer both to the concepts and to the sounds of language. But
the grammatology of immediate signification did justice to a property
of Egyptan hieroglyphs that is notoriously left unexplained by modern
Egyptology: the systematic iconicity of hieroglyphs. Why did Egyptian
hieroglyphs keep their pictorial character? Warburton’s answer is: be-
cause they referred to things and formed a virtually complete inventory
of all the “figures” that constitute the created world. This concept of
the hieroglyphic font as an orbis pictus comes very close to the way in
which Egyptian word lists, or “onomastica,” define this knowledge as
containing

what Ptah has created and Thoth has written down,
the heaven with its constellations,

the earth and what it contains,

what the mountains spew out,

what the inundation meistens,

what the sun illuminates,

and what grows upon the back of the earth.70

Ptah, the Egyptian creator, is the god of plastic arts, of image-mak-
ing. Now hieroglyphs, in contrast to normal, that is, cursive writing,
were considered by the Egyptians to be a genre of art rather than
writing.”! Warburton was perfectly right in basing his theory of hiero-
glyphs on the assumption of polygraphy. But digraphy, the distinction
between hieroglyphs and hieratic, is completely sufficient. Hieroglyph-
ics is the monumental script and is strictly iconic. Hieratic is the cursive
script, which has lost its iconic reference to “things.” Hieratic is the
normal kind of writing which the Egyptian scribes learned and prac-
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ticed. Hieroglyphs were related to arts and were learned and practiced
by artists and craftsmen. Thoth was the god of writing, but Ptah was
the god of hieroglyphs. He did not write, but he invented the hiero-
glyphs by inventing the shapes and names of everything. Thoth, the
god of writing, did not invent; he merely found the script: thus in the
Onomasticon of Anememope the notion of “every word” is expressed as
“everything which Ptah has created and which Thoth has written
down.” Writing only embodies what is already implicit in the structure
of reality, and it is based on a general “readability of the world.””?

This structure is “hieroglyphic.” It is a kind of Platonism. Plato
interprets the visible world as the infinite material reproduction of a
finite set of immaterial ideas. The Egyptians interpreted the visible
world as a kind of infinitely ongoing production which very faithfully
follows an original finite set of types or models. And this same set is also
represented by the hieroglyphic system. The hieroglyphs reproduce the
world of things, and the world of things can be viewed as a world/word
of signs. To the hieroglyphic mind, things and signs are interchange-
able. It was this way of world-making that made Egyptian wisdom so
attractive to the Neoplatonists of Late Antiquity and early modernity.

"Thus the Biblical concept of idolatry seems inseparably linked to a
concept of Egyptian hieroglyphs which not only reproduced and idol-
ized the created world, but even imitated the activity of the creator
himself.7”3 ‘The Egyptian scribes, artists, and magicians continued the
work of their divine patrons Ptah and Thoth by constantly continuing
the process of creation. These magic and mystical aspects of Egyptian
cosmotheism remained connected to the vague notions of hieroglyphic
writing that survived in European memory. In the Hermetic tradition,
hieroglyphs were associated with cabalistic and alchemistic notions of a
magical control of cosmic energies. The second commandment is the
normative inversion of this principle.

Jehovah sive Isis: Karl Leonhard Reinhold

The philosopher Karl Leonhard Reinhold (1757-1825) is still well
known as one of the earliest and most influential adherents and propa-
gators of Kantian philosophy.74 He taught at Jena and Kiel from 1787
until 1825. In 1788, Reinhold published a masonic treatise under the
pseudonym Br(uder) Decius that dealt with the same subject as
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Spencer’s and Warburton’s works: Die Hebriischen Mysterien oder die
alteste religidse Freymaurerey (The Hebrew Mysteries, or the Oldest Religious
Freemasonry).’5 Reinhold wrote this book not as a philosopher, but as a
mason addressing his fellow masons. Reinhold was first a Jesuit (Pater
Don Pius Reinhold) and joined the order of the Illuminates (where his
pseudonym was Decius). In 1783, at the age of twenty-six, he became
a member of the masonic lodge Zur Wahren Eintracht (True Concord)
and passed all of the three degrees in only five months. Mozart, himself
a member of Zur Wohltitigkeit (Beneficience), a sister lodge, and
Haydn frequented this lodge.” Ignaz von Born, one of the leading
figures of the Austrian Enlightenment and like Reinhold an Illuminist,
was Grand Master.”? In November 1783, Reinhold fled from Vienna
and from the order of the Jesuits to Leipzig, where he continued his
studies of philosophy. He met Christoph Martin Wieland in 1784,
became his partner in editing the journal Teutscher Merkur, and became
Wieland’s son-in-law in 1785, when he married his daughter Sophie.
Wieland was in close contact with the Vienna lodge for some years
before he himself became a Freemason. It was through the good offices
of von Born and Josef von Sonnenfels that Reinhold was able to ap-
proach Wieland. Reinhold was converted to Protestantism by Superin-
tendent Johann Gottfried Herder, a fellow Hluminist and mason, in
1785. In 1787 he was appointed professor extraordinarius of philosophy
at the University of Jena, where he became a friend and colleague of
Schiller (who taught history there). He wrote his essay on the Hebrew
mysteries for von Born and his Fournal fiir Freymaurer, where it ap-
peared in two issues in 1786. Von Born had inaugurated this journal
with a book-length treatise on the Egyptian mysteries. Reinhold con-
tinued the series with a contribution on the “mysteries of the Cabires”
(Die kabirischen Mysterien) which is a manifest confession of pantheism
in the Spinozistic form of deus sive natura.’8 The study on the Hebrew
mysteries continued the series on ancient mysteries and appeared in
parts one and three of the 1786 issue. In the same year, however, the
Vienna lodge Zur wahren Eintracht was closed and the journal lost
most of its readership. Reinhold, who wanted to reach a larger audience
with this text (which he justly held in high esteem),”? sought another
place to publish his work, and found the well-known publishing house
Goschen, in Leipzig. My main interest in Reinhold’s small book lies in
the fact that it forms the missing link between Spencer and Freud. It is
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based on a careful reading of Spencer and Warburton, and it had been
not only used, but paraphrased—one could almost say plagiarized—by
Friedrich Schiller in his famous essay Die Sendung Moses. Schiller’s essay
had a great influence on Sigmund Freud.

Reinhold held the same thesis as Spencer in postulating the Egyptian
origin of the Mosaic Law. But he constructed this historical depend-
ence and derivation without any reference to antagonistic concepts such
as normative inversion or anti-idolatric therapy. For him, the Mosaic
legislation is a faithful copy or translation of what he calls “the Egyptian
mysteries.” The concept of “mysteries,” which was lacking in Spencer’s
reconstruction of Egypdan religion, is the decisive innovation that
accounts for the vast difference between Spencer’s Egyptophobia and
Reinhold’s Egyptophilia. With the concept of mystery, which he took
from Warburton, a different perspective on Egyptian religion became
possible, with a foreground and a background. The notorious problems
of idolatry, superstition, animal worship, and magic, which were of such
a great importance for Spencer, could now be interpreted as mere
toreground or surface phenomena. These problems belonged to, or
were based upon, a kind of exoteric political theology as opposed to an
esoteric natural or cosmic theology that was monotheistic. Up to this
point Reinhold was strictly following Warburton. But Reinhold differs
from Warburton in the next step, in which he equates Egyptian esoteric
monotheism and Mosaic revealed monotheism. Reinhold does not see
any difference between the Egyptian, or Hermetic, idea of the One and
Biblical monotheism. He thinks that Moses believed in God as the
One-and-All and instituted a new mystery religion which can be inter-
preted as the oldest form of Freemasonry.

Concerning Moses’ theology, Reinhold follows Toland in making
Moses a Spinozist avant la lettre,80 relying mostly on Strabo’s account.
But unlike Strabo and Toland, Reinhold shows this religion to be not
a counter-religion but a secret religion. The element of negation which
made Strabo’s Moses turn his back on Egypt and found a new religion
in another country is replaced by concealment. But Reinhold’s and
Warburton’s concept of a mystery cult retains the characteristics of a
counter-religion, in that the secret teachings consist not only in the
belief in the One, but also in the refutation of polytheism. Initiation is
delusion. By passing the threshold from the lesser to the greater mys-
teries, the initiate is supposed to abjure his former beliefs, to recognize
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their erroneous and fictitious nature, and “to see things as they are.”8!
All this had already been said by Warburton.

Reinhold’s personal and most important contribution to this dis-
course is his explanation of the Tetragrammaton. This passage is based
on Voltaire’s account of the “rites égyptiens.” But whereas Voltaire
maintains that the Egyptians called the Supreme Being by a similar or
even the same name as did the Jews, namely, “I-ha-ho” or “Iao,”
Reinhold bases his equation not on the sound, but on the meaning.8?
He accepts the Hebrew etymology from bayah and translates the name
quite traditionally as “I am who I am,” but equates this formula with
the inscription on the veiled statue at Sais: “I am all that is.” This
equation is the climax of his demonstration. He stages it as a mystical
performance and revelation, appearing as a hierophant:

Brethren! Who among us does not know the ancient Egyptian
inscriptions: the one on the pyramid at Sais: “I am all that is, was,
and shall be, and no mortal has ever lifted my veil,” and that other
on the statue of Isis: “I am all that is?” Who among us does not
understand the meaning of these words, as well as in those days of
the Egyptian initiate, and who does not know that they express
the essential Being, the meaning of the name Jehovah?83

Plutarch tells the story of the veiled image in Sais in the ninth chapter
of his treatise On Isis and Osiris. He wants to show that the Egyptians
were acting upon the principle that the truth can only be indirectly
transmitted by means of riddles and symbols and illustrates this point
with three examples. The first is the custom of putting sphinxes at the
doorways of the temples in order to insinuate that Egyptian theology
contained enigmatic wisdom. The second is the veiled statue at Sais.
The third example is the name of Amun, the Egyptians’ highest god,
meaning “the hidden one.” At Sais, Plutarch writes, “the seated statue
of Athena, whom they consider to be Isis also bore the following
inscription: ‘I am all that has been and is and shall be; and no mortal
has ever lifted my mantle.””8¢ Nowhere does he speak of a pyramid, or
of another inscription. I do not know where Voltaire, whom Reinhold
is quoting in this passage, could have found the shorter inscription “I
am all that is.”

Proclus quotes the same inscription in different words. He places it
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in the adytum of the temple, calls the garment of the goddess a chiton
instead of a peplos, replaces Plutarch’s “no mortal” with “no one”
(which includes the gods), and adds a sentence which gives the motif
quite a different turn: “the fruit of my womb is the sun.”ss

Here, the statement that “no one lifted her garment” refers to the
fact that the goddess bore the sun without male interference. Proclus’
version cannot be taken from Plutarch; there must be a2 common and
possibly Egyptian source. The additional sentence corresponds pre-
cisely to Saite theology because Neith was believed to be both female
and male and to have given birth to the sun. It is very improbable that
in Egypt there ever was such a thing as a veiled statue because the
Egyptian cult images were hidden in wooden shrines, and were only
allowed to be seen by the priest who opened the shrine during the daily
ritual. It is equally improbable that the concept of a statue not to be
seen by any mortal eye could arise in the context of an Egyptian cult.
The rite “to see the god” has to be performed daily by the priest on
duty. But it is very possible that a statue in a hall or courtyard that was
open to visitors bore a hieroglyphic inscription that could be inter-
preted in that way. If retranslated into Egyptian, the last part of the
Saitic formula may read something like *u#n kjj wp hr.j, which can be
translated in two different ways. The correct translaton is “there is
nobody except me.” This is a monotheistic formula that occurs twice in
Akhenaten’s hymns and that would be perfectly fitting in the context of
a phrase like “T am all that was, is, and shall be” (which, in Egyptian,
would be something like “I am yesterday, I am today, I am tomorrow,”
for which there can be quoted several parallels).86 But a priest or
dragoman who was not absolutely fluent in the Classical language could
understand the words wp 4» (which mean “except”) in their literal
meaning “open the face” and render the whole phrase as “there is
nobody who opened [or: uncovered] my face.” Very possibly, the priests
were Neoplatonists themselves and discovered the other reading as a
secret meaning.87

It is easy to relate Plutarch’s and Proclus’ renderings of the Saite
inscription to authentic Egyptian texts and theology. But it seems far
more difficult to equate the inscription with Yahweh’s name and self-
representation ehyeh asher ehyeh, “Iam who I am / shall be.” Reinhold
does not even mention the obvious difference between the two proposi-
tons “I am 4/l that is” and “I am who I am.” In the first case, the deity
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points to the visible world or “nature” in a gesture of identification; in the
second case God points to nothing outside himself and thus withdraws
the foundation of all cosmic identification or “cosmotheism.” The He-
brew formula ehbyeh asher ehyeh is the negation and refusal of every
cosmic referendality. It draws the distinction between immanence and
transcendence, or, to use the terms of the time, of “nature” and “Scrip-
ture.”88 Reinhold takes the Saitic formula to be the exact paraphrase of
the Hebrew name. He may be right, and I think he is, in interpreting
both propositions not as the revelation, but as the withholding, of a
name, as the revelation of anomymity. The essence of the deity is too
all-encompassing to be referred to by a name, and this kind of anonymity
forms the common denominator of both formulas. For this idea of a deus
anomymaus he refers to Lactantius, who had quoted Hermes Trismegis-
tus: “He [Trismegistus] wrote books—many, indeed, pertaining to the
knowledge of divine things—in which he vouches for the majesty of the
supreme and single God and he calls him by the same names which we
use: Lord and Father. Lest anyone should seek His name, he says that He
is ‘without a name,’ since He does not need the proper signification of a
natmne because of His very unity, so to speak. These words are his: ‘God is
one; the one, however, does not need a name’; ‘he is the One without a
name’. God, therefore, has no name because He is the only one and there
is no need of particular designation except when a multitude requires
distinction so that you may designate each one character by his own mark
and appellaton. For God, though, because He is always One, the proper
name is God.”8% This is the anonymous god who will be so important for
Schiller and Goethe and to whom [ will return later.

Yet the Hebrew “name” had already been understood in antiquity in
the same way as Reinhold interprets it. Reinhold was, in fact, following
an antique tradition based on the Septuagint, which renders the He-
brew formula “I am who 1 am” (ehyeh asher ebyeh) as Ego eimi ho on,
“I am the being one.” In one of the so-called Sibyllinian Oracles this
self-presentation of the Biblical God is interpreted in the sense of the
universal God, le dieu cosmique: “1 am the being one [eimi d’égo-ge ho on],
recognize this in your spirit: I donned heaven as my garment, I clothed
myself with the ocean, the earth is the ground for my feet, air covers
me as my body, and the stars revolve around me.”! In identifying
Yahweh and “the cosmic god”—deus sive natura—Reinhold is following
an ancient tradition.
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The closest parallel to Reinhold’s interpretation of the Tetragram-
maton and its equation with the Hermetic idea of God’s anonymity
occurs in a text which was written more than two hundred years be-
fore the publication of Spinoza’s Ethica (1677) and even some years
before Marsilio Ficino’s translation of the Corpus Hermeticum (1471):
De Docta Ignovantia by Nicholas of Cusa.%?2 “It is obvious,” Cusanus
writes,

that no name can be appropriate to the Greatest one, because
nothing can be distinguished from him. All names are imposed by
distinguishing one from the other. Where all is one, there cannot
be a proper name. Therefore, Hermes Trismegistus is right in
saying: “because God is the totality of things [universitas reruml],
he has no proper name, otherwise he should be called by every
name or everything should bear his name. For he comprises in his
simplicity the totality of all things. Conforming with his proper
name—which for us is deemed ineffable and which is the Tetra-
grammaton . . .—his name should be interpreted as ‘one and all’
or ‘all in one,” which is even better [‘wnus et omnia’ sive ‘omnia
uniter’, quod melius est].”3

In this text, we find an early equation of the Hebrew Tetragrammaton
with Hermes Trismegistus’ anonymous god, who is wnus et ommmnia,
“One-and-All,” or Hen kai pan, as the expression used by Lessing.

There is a hint that Warburton knew this text. Speaking of the
Hermetic concept of (God’s anonymity, he quotes Zechariah 14:9: “in
that day shall there be one lord, and his name one.” Hermes Tris-
megistus said: God is One; therefore he does not need a name (bo
de theos heis; ho de beis onomatos ou prodeitas; esti gar bo on anonymos);
Zecharyah said: God shall be one and his name shall be one (or:
“One”)%* (adonay ehad ve Sem bad). This appears as a real stroke of
genius in the context of Warburton’s rather pedestrian argumentation.
The parallel is striking. But it had already been drawn by Nicholas
of Cusa: “Yet even more appropriate than ‘omniz uniter’ is the name
‘unitas’ [‘Oneness’]. Therefore, the prophet says: ‘on that day, God
will be ‘One’ and his name will be ‘One.”” Here, the Zechariah
quote appears in its appropriate context and it is probably here that
Warburton found it.
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€ By rquaTting “who I am” and “what is,” Yahweh and Isis, or
Nature, Reinhold turned Warburton’s argument on its head. Whereas
Warburton wanted to draw a sharp distinction between the Mosaic
initiation as a divine institution on the one hand, and the pagan mystery
cults as human institutions on the other, Reinhold shows that both the
Egyptian and the Mosaic initiation are human institutions, and that no
side is in possession of absolute truth. But he also shows that God is
observed on both sides because God is always and everywhere the same
deity (das wesentliche Daseyn), essential Being, or Nature (equivalent to
Isis) that forms the object of initiation and worship.

Warburton took great pains to work out the distinction between the
God of the mysteries and the God of the philosophers. He wanted to
show that the mysteries, especially in their original Egyptian form,
worshipped the One in a theistic, personal, and spiritual form, whereas
the Greek philosophers systematized this concept of the One into a
materialistic concept of nature. Being a philosopher and a mason,
Reinhold could dispense with these rather artificial and sophisticated
distinctions, which were necessary for an Anglican bishop, who could
not contravene orthodoxy, however enlightened, if he wanted to keep
his see. Reinhold did not even think it necessary to contradict Warbur-
ton; on the contrary, he showed complete agreement by quoting him
as a source for his cause. He silently eliminated the distinctions which
Warburton had erected and equated the God of the mysteries, the God
of Moses, and the God of the philosophers. All the following refer to
the same concept of God:

1. The Hebrew name of God.

2. The hymn of initiation, transmitted by Eusebius and Clement
of Alexandria.

3. The inscriptions on the statue at Sais, which Reinhold repro-
duces, one on the statue, another on the pyramid. He is follow-
ing Voltaire in this respect®6 and in his turn will be followed
by Schiller.

All three sources refer to a god who is distinguished not by a name
but by the withholding of a name, by anonymity.

It is moving to learn that Beethoven copied sentences (2) and (3)
from Schiller, who was his favorite poet (Figure 1).97 He kept them
under glass on his working table undl the end of his life.9 These
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Figure 1. “I am all that is”: Beethoven’s Deist manifesto. Beethoven put these
sentences, which he copied from Schiller’s Die Sendung Moses and thought expressed
ancient Egyptian wisdom and theology, in a frame that sat on his desk during the
last years of his life.

sentences were commonly believed not only to be derived from ancient
Egyptian arcane theology, but also to be the most adequate expression
of the religiosity of the modern, enlightened mind.

According to Reinhold, the Sinai revelation was nothing other than
the open-air performance of an Egyptian initiation ritual, meant not for
a select few, but for a whole people. But there was a problem, and this
problem forms the starting point for Reinhold’s ingenious explanation of
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the ritual laws of Moses. The truth had to be revealed to a people unable
to grasp it. Moses, not being able to appeal to their understanding, had to
appeal to their senses. He had to rely on blind belief and adherence, that
is, on miracles and bodily discipline. And since he could not possibly
perform miracles every day, he had to transform his new religion into a
matter of the body instead of the soul. In this task, he could rely on his
Egyptian culture. He translated the “hieroglyphic” surface, the outside
structure, of the Egyptian mysteries into ritual prescriptions. The ritual
Law of the Hebrews is the Mosaic equivalent of the Egyptian “lesser”
mysteries. Faith or belief, on the one hand, and bodily (“carnal”) disci-
pline or halakha, on the other, are nothing but indispensable substitutes
for reason and understanding. The Egyptian (and other pagan) mystery
religions had no need of faith and renunciation or ascesis because they
were based on secrecy and revealed the truth only to those very few who
were able to understand it. They appealed to the senses and did not have
to depend on prescriptions and blind obedience.

Moses had to pay an extremely high price for making the secrets of
the greater mysteries public. This included declaring the nonexistence
of the known gods and the uniqueness and Oneness of an unknown
God, Being as such. The abolition of idolatry was accomplished only
by force of the most brutal sort: by executing one half of the people
without really convincing and converting the other remaining half. He
was not able to reconvert blind belief into rational cognition. He was
forced to reduce the idea of his God to a deity the people could grasp,
a national tutelary deity, and to turn recognition into obedience. Truth
had to be enforced by secular power and religion had to assume the
duties of a political entity. The mystery cult of Egypt had to be turned
into a theocracy: “The sanctuary of Mosaic religion was at the same
time the cabinet of the state . . . Religion and politics here shared the
same secrets and consequently the same keys, which were held by the
heads of the state and handed down to their successors.”?

Reinhold’s analysis of the ritual laws and institutions focuses on the
ark and its decoration, the Cherubim and the curtain in the temple. It
is a close paraphrase of Spencer’s interpretation. As Spencer had al-
ready shown, all of the details are taken from Egypt. According to
Clement of Alexandria, the curtain is the equivalent of what in Egypt
is called the “adyton” of the temple.1% Reinhold, however, dispenses
with Spencer’s concept of condescension and accommodation. Jehovah
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did not accommodate his truth to the erroneous customs and concepts
of the time. The truth was already known by the Egyptians. The truth
is on both sides of the borderline, and revelation dissolves into transla-
tion. ‘The prevalent opposition of revelation and reason is immaterial,
just a contest about words without any substantial reference. We must
not forget that we are reading a masonic tract. Reinhold directs his
argument to two contesting parties within Freemasonry, the “He-
braists” and the “Egyptianizers,” or the “orthodox” and the “free-think-
ers.” The dispute between them is immaterial because God himself did
not shun the Egyptian mysteries, but received and translated them into
his religion.

Nature and the Sublime: Friedrich Schiller

As we have seen, Reinhold’s contribution to the Moses discourse con-
sisted of the equation of Jehovah and Isis (alias Nature). According to
Clement of Alexandria, the last and highest initiation led to a point
where all teaching ends, discursive instruction stops, and immediate
vision takes over. “The doctrines delivered in the Greater Mysteries
concern the universe. Here all instruction ends. Things are seen as they
are; and Nature, and the workings of Nature, are to be seen and
comprehended.”101 "This is how Ignaz von Born, the Grand Master of
True Concord, Vienna’s most important lodge (of which Reinhold was
a member in 1783-84) summarized the ultimate aim of the Egyptian
mysteries: “The knowledge of nature is the ultimate purpose of our
application. We worship this progenitor, nourisher, and preserver of all
creation in the image of Isis. Only he who knows the whole extent of
her power and force will be able to uncover her veil without punish-
ment.”102

In the last phase of initiation the adept is speechlessly confronted by
Nature. But this stage was to be reached only by the very few who, by
strength of reason, learning, and virtue, could stand the truth they were
to behold. This was not experience for weak minds and it was certainly
not anything that could be expected from an entire people like the
Hebrews, uncultured, coarse, and primitive as they were after four
hundred years of suppression and forced labor. Moses had to turn the
deistic deity, the almost inaccessible truth of the mysteries, into a
theistic, personal, and “national” god in order to make him the object
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of blind belief and obedience, and all he could save of his philosophical
concept of God was the idea of unity. He declared his national god to
be the only god and, consequently, his people as the chosen people.

At this point, the Moses discourse had definitely outgrown the frame
of theology and it is little wonder that one of the most lucid minds of
the German Enlightenment, the poet, playwright, historian, and essay-
ist Friedrich Schiller, immediately grasped the enormous consequences
of Reinhold’s interpretation.103 It was by mere coincidence that Rein-
hold’s small book, published under a pseudonym and meant to circulate
exclusively among Freemasons, became known outside these esoteric
circles. Friedrich Schiller knew Reinhold as a colleague at the Univer-
sity of Jena, and he was acquainted with Christoph Martin Wieland and
his daughter Sophie, Reinhold’s future wife.10¢ He met frequently with
both and mentions them in his letters. Reinhold’s book inspired
Schiller in the writing of both his famous ballad Das verschleierte Bild zu
Sais (1795) and his essay Die Sendung Moses (The Legation of Moses;
1790). For Schiller, the decisive discovery was the identification of the
god of the philosophers, that is, the god of reason and enlightenment,
with the deepest and most sublime secret of the Egyptian mysteries and
the demonstration that it was this sublime and abstract God that Moses
had come to accept in the course of his Egyptian initiation and that he
had dared—at least partly—to reveal this God to his people.

Schiller’s essay closely paraphrases Reinhold’s book. He adds noth-
ing to Reinhold’s arguments, merely highlighting those points which
to his mind were most important. One of these is the concept of Nature
as the sublime deity of the mysteries: abstract, anonymous, impersonal,
invisible, and almost beyond the reach of human reason—in Kant’s
words, “the sublimest thought ever expressed.”105 It is this idea that
Moses had to transform and, in a way, distort in order to make it the
engine of Hebrew ethnogenesis, the foundation of a political constitu-
tion and the object of public religion. Between Spencer and Schiller,
the object of accommodation had changed. Spencer tried to explain
certain peculiarities or even deficiencies of the ritual Law as concessions
and allowances which God in his endless benevolence had made with
regard to the “genius of the time” and the limitations of human under-
standing (propter duritiem cordis, Matthew 19:8) Warburton explained
the same deficiencies as surface phenomena, constituting only the ex-
terior of the “lesser mysteries.” Schiller, however, does not speak at all
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of God as an actor in history, and he is not interested in the problem
of the ritual Law. He is not concerned with the deficiencies of the Law,
but with those of God, or rather of Moses’ concept of God. Schiller
tries to explain this concept of god as a device of historical accommo-
dation in the same way as Spencer tried to explain the Law as histori-
cally conditioned.

Schiller’s essay begins with a recapitulation of the historical facts
concerning the sojourn of the tribes of Israel in Egypt. Closely follow-
ing the model set forth in Reinhold’s book, Schiller’s reconstruction is
based more on pagan than on Biblical sources. But Schiller highlights
the motif of illness and dwells upon questions of public hygiene. He
holds that because of suppression and neglect, leprosy became a heredi-
tary epidemic among the Egyptan Hebrews and that this was the
reason for both their concentration and their extreme oppression in
Egypt. This also accounts for the great attention paid to the diagnosis
and treatment of leprosy in the Law. Once again, the motif of illness
comes to the fore, but now in a completely unsymbolic and naturalistic
form. In characterizing the miserable situation of the Hebrews, Schiller
anticipates Max Weber’s famous comparison with the Hindu Pariah.106

Like the Moses of Reinhold, Warburton, and Spencer, Schiller’s
Moses is ethnically Hebrew and culturally Egyptian, initiated in all the
mysteries of the Egyptians. Warburton and Reinhold stressed the po-
litical inevitability of both polytheism and secrecy. The people had to
be kept in awe in order to be governed. The institutions of the state, of
the mysteries, and of an official polytheistic cult, along with a belief in
the immortality of the soul and a hereafter, were codependent, correla-
tive, and contemporary achievements. Schiller held a somewhat differ-
ent view. For him, the mysteries were a later development. First came
the state, and ancient Egypt was the first society in the history of
humankind to build a state. The state brought about a division of labor
and fostered a group of professional priests whose exclusive task was
“the attention paid to things divine” (die Sorge fiir die gottlichen
Dinge).197 It is only in this context that “the first idea of the unity of the
supreme being could be formed in a human brain.” But this “soul-ele-
vating idea” had to remain the exclusive property of a small group of
initiates. It was impossible to communicate it to the people because
polytheism had long since become the prevailing tradition, the state was
based on its institutions, and nobody knew whether the new religion
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could support the political order. Like Warburton and Reinhold,
Schiller emphasized the antagonistic relationship between official relig-
ion and mystery cults. He explained polytheism not as a strategic
fiction, necessary for civil society and political order, but as a conse-
quence of natural depravation. In Schiller’s opinion, secrecy was a later
development, which was necessary to protect the political order from a
possibly dangerous truth and to protect the truth from vulgar abuse and
misunderstanding. For this reason hieroglyphs were invented. Schiller
thus reverts to the old misconception concerning the hieroglyphic
writing which Warburton had taken such great pains to refute. Hiero-
glyphic writing and a complex ritual of cultic ceremonies and prescrip-
tions were invented to form the exoteric aspect of the mysteries. They
were devised so as to create a “sensual solemnity” (sinnliche Feierlichkeit)
and through emotional arousal to prepare the soul of the initiate to
receive the truth.

The truth that was to be revealed to the initiate only at the climax of
a very long period of instruction and preparation consisted in the
recognition of the “single supreme cause of all things” (Die einzige
hochste Ursache aller Dinge). Like Reinhold, Schiller took the Saitic
formula “T am all that is, that was, and that shall be” to be the negation
of a name and the proclamation of an anonymous god. He followed
Reinhold in identifying the anonymous god of the mysteries with the
God of Moses.108 Moses went through all the stages of initiation (which
Schiller estimates took some twenty years) until he was brought to
contemplate anonymous Nature in its ineffable sublimity.

At this point Schiller introduces the notion of the “sublime,” which
was a key concept of the time: “Nothing is more sublime than the
simple grandeur with which the sages spoke of the creator. In order to
distinguish him in a truly defining form, they refrained from giving him
a name at all.”199 In transcending the realm of human cognition, this
unknowable deity would become increasingly identified with the sub-
limity of “Nature.”!10 In the same year (1790) Kant’s Kritik der Ur-
tetlskraft appeared. In it, he mentions in a footnote the veiled image at
Sais and its inscription as the highest expression of the sublime:

Vielleicht ist nie etwas Erhabeneres gesagt oder ein Gedanke
erhabener ausgedriickt worden als in jener Aufschrift iber dem
Tempel der Isis (der Mutter Natur): “Ich bin alles was da ist, was
da war und was da sein wird, und meinen Schleier hat kein



The Moses Discourse in the Eighteenth Century 129

Sterblicher aufgedeckt.” Segner benutzte diese Idee, durch eine
sinnreiche, seiner Naturlehre vorgesetzte Vignette, um seinen
Lehrling, den er in diesen Tempel einzufiihren bereit war, vorher
mit dem heiligen Schauer zu erfiillen, der das Gemiith zu feier-
licher Aufmerksamkeit stimmen soll.

Perhaps nothing more sublime was ever said or no sublimer
thought ever expressed than the famous inscription on the temple
of Isis (mother nature): “I am all that is and that shall be, and no
mortal has lifted my veil.” Segner availed himself of this idea in a
suggestive vignette prefixed to his Natural Philosophy, in order to
inspire beforehand the apprentice whom he was about to lead into
the temple with a holy awe, which should dispose his mind to
serious attention.!!1

Reinhold had doubtless sent his book to Kant, whom he admired.112
Kant uses Schiller’s language of initiation in describing Johann Andreas
von Segner’s vignette: heiliger Schauer (“sacred awe”), feierliche Auf-
merksamkeit (“solemn attention”). This is especially striking since the
illustration Kant is referring to shows nothing of the sort. Pierre Hadot
has devoted an excellent study to the iconography of the “veiled image”
and its relationship to the idea of the “secrets of Nature.”113 In Segner’s
vignette (Figure 2), we see not a statue, but a broken vase on a base, and
no inscription, but a geometrical drawing. On the front of the base, Isis
is striding, accompanied by three putt, who seem to measure her
footsteps and movement with geometrical instruments. She wears a
mantle, and her head is partly covered. The putti personify the natural
sciences. But the veiled image of Sais was obviously not what the artist
had in mind in creating this illustration.!# The vignette conveys the
idea that Nature/Isis cannot be looked directly in the face, but can only
be studied a posteriori. The footsteps of Nature are mentioned in an
Orphic hymn on Nature:

Thy feet’s still traces in a circling course,
By thee are turn’d, with unremitting force.115

One of the images in Michael Maier’s Atalanta Fugiens illustrates the
same motif. Nature is represented as a young woman, not with a veil
covering her face but wearing a veil that is dragging behind like a sail
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[To view this image, refer to
the print version of this title.]

Figure 2. The Sciences, Measuring the Fooiprints of Nature. Frontispiece to Andreas
von Segner, Einleitung in die Naturlebre (1770).

to convey the swiftness of her motion.116 A philosopher with a lantern
is studying her footprints from afar.117

Kant is, however, right insofar as the motif of the veiled image and its
unveiling does in fact appear often on the title pages of scientific and
alchemistic books such as that of Segner. The most famous example,
though much later than Segner’s, is Thorwaldsen’s engraving in Alexan-
der von Humboldt’s Geographie der Pflanzen with a dedication to Goethe,
dating from 1806 (see Figure 3).118 Early examples are the frontispieces
to Gerard Blasius, Anatome Animalium (1681) (see Figure 4),119 and
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[To view this image, refer to
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Figure 3. The Genius of Poetry unveils the secrets of Nature. Dedication to Goethe
with an engraving by Bertel Thorwaldsen, in Alexander von Humboldt, Ideen zu
einer Geographie der Pflanzen (1806).

J.J. Kunkelius, Der Curieusen Kunst- und Werck-Schul Erster und Anderer
Theil (1705) (see Figure 5),120 where we see not only the unveiling of the
veiled Isis, but also the sun as the fruit of her womb, as in Proclus’ version
of the Saitic inscription.

Kant’s main point is to emphasize the initiatory function of the
sublime.!2! The holy awe and terror which the sublime inspires in a
man serve to prepare his soul and mind for the apprehension of a truth
that can only be grasped in a state of emotional arousal. The revelation
of the ultimate secrets requires a sublime scenario. The same associa-
tion of the sublime with the concepts of wisdom, mystery, and initiation
appears again and again in the literature on the Egyptian mysteries, as
for example in the following description of the “Hermetic cave” at
Thebes, where the Egyptian initiates were supposed to have been
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Figure 4. Zoology Unuveils Nature. Frontispiece to Gerhard Blasius, Anatome Ani-
malium (1681).

taught the doctrines of Hermes Trismegistus as inscribed on the pillars
of wisdom:

The strange solemnity of the place must strike everyone, that
enters it, with a religious horror; and is the most proper to work
you up into that frame of mind, in which you will receive, with
the most awful reverence and assent, whatever the priest, who
attends you, is pleased to reveal. . .



The Moses Discourse in the Eighteenth Century 133

[To view this image, refer to
the print version of this title.]

Figure 5. Alchesny Unveils Nature. Frontispiece to J. J. Kunkelius, Der Curieusen
Kunst und Wevck-Schul Erster und Anderer Theil (1705). This engraving is an obvious
reworking of the frontispiece to Blasius, Anatome Animalium (see Figure 4).

Towards the farther end of the cave, or within the innermost
recess of some prodigious caverns, that run beyond it, you hear,
as it were a great way off, a noise resembling the distant roarings
of the sea, and sometimes like the fall of waters, dashing against
rocks with great impetuosity. The noise is supposed to be so
stunning and frightful, if you approach it, that few, they say, are
inquisitive enough, into those mysterious sportings of nature. . . .
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Surrounded with these pillars of lamps are each of those vener-
able columns, which I am now to speak of, inscribed with the
hieroglyphical letters with the primeval mysteries of the Egyptian
learning. . . . From these pillars, and the sacred books, they main-
tain, that all the philosophy and learning of the world has been
derived.122

This is an appropriate scenario for the repository and transmission of
secret wisdom. The more well-to-do among the Freemasons of the time
even tried to construct such an ambiance in their parks and gardens. The
scenic instructions for the trial by fire and water in the finale of the
second act of Mozart’s Magic Flute prescribe a cave where water gushes
out with a deafening roar and fire spurts forth with devouring tongues.
It is modeled not only upon Abbé Jean Terrasson’s description of
Sethos’ subterraneous trials and inidation, but also upon masonic gar-
den architecture, such as the grotto in the park at Aigen near Salzburg
owned by a mason who was a friend of Mozart.123 The idea of the
sublime, which was very important for the aesthetics of the time, and for
the interpretation of ancient Egyptian art and architecture has to be
viewed in close conjunction with the notions of mystery and initiation.

Of particular interest in this context is the extraordinary frontispiece
that the Swiss-English artist of the sublime Henry Fuseli provided for
Erasmus Darwin’s poem The Temple of Nature (1808) (see Figure 6). It
shows the unveiling of a statue of Isis (in the shape of the Ephesian
Diana multimammia) by a priestess-hierophant with her face averted,
and a female initiate, seen from the back, who kneels before the statue
with gestures of rapture and terror. This engraving tries to capture the
moment of the last stage of initiation when the initiate is confronted
with Nature herself. Darwin’s poem is largely based on Warburton’s
interpretation of the ancient mystery cults as forms of esoteric and
monotheistic nature worship.124

& Tue associaTion of “nature” with “the sublime” goes back to Ed-
mund Burke, who published his ground-breaking essay on the sublime in
1759.125 The beautiful inspires pleasure, the sublime terror. The inspira-
tion of terror is “the prerogative of nature only.” Typical terror-inspir-
ing phenomena of the sublime are obscurity, vacuity, darkness, solitude,
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€ Accorping to Schiller, the sublimity of the veiled Isis lies in her
anonymity. She is beyond language, unapproachable by invocations. All
names are equally (in)appropriate. This concept of the anonymity of
God is part of that kind of religious cosmopolitanism and its belief in
the translatability of religious ideas and denominations which flour-
ished in the Roman Empire that I mentioned earlier. In the eighteenth
century this convivtion of religious translatability was called “cos-
motheism” and it flourished in the circles of enlightened Freemasonry,
appearing frequently in its literary works. One of Mozart’s masonic
hymns, the cantata K. 619, opens with lines that echo the ancient
custom of praising God “with the names of the nations™

Die Ibr des unermesstichen Weltalls Schipfer ebrt,
Fehova nennt ibn,

oder Gott—

Fu nennt ibn,

oder Brabman—

Hort, birt Worte aus der Posaune des Allbervschers!
Laut tont von Erde, Monden, Sonnen

ihr ewger Schall.

You who revere the

Creator of the boundless universe,
Call him Jehova or God,

Call him Fu, or Brahma.

Hark! Hark to the words

Of the Almighty’s trumpet call!
Ringing out through earth, moon, sun,
Its sound is everlasting.127

It is this nameless god Faust is speaking of when he answers
Gretchen’s famous question about his religion:

Wer darf ibn nennen
Und wer bekennen:
Ich glaub Thn!

Wer empfinden

Und sich unterwinden

Zu sagen: ich glaub ibn nicht!
Der Allumfasser,
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Figure 6. Henry Fuseli, frontspiece to Erasmus Darwin, The Temple of Nature; or,
The Origin of Society: A Poemn (1808), depicting the last stage of initiation into the
greater mysteries of Nature: “Here all instruction ends. Things are seen as they are;
and Nature, and the workings of Nature, are to be seen and comprehended”
(Clement of Alexandria).

and silence—experiences which the Magic Flute (1791) and other works,
such as Abbé Terrasson’s Séthos (1731) and Ignaz von Born’s essay on the
Egyptan mysteries, linked with the Egyptian mysteries and initiation.
Burke viewed the Egyptian temples as architectural realizations of the
sublime and this association soon became commonplace.126
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Der Allerbalter,

Fasst und erbilt ev nicht

Dich, mich, sich selbst?

Wolbt sich der Himmel nicht dadroben?
Liegt die Erde nicht hierunten fest?
Und steigen freundlich blickend

Ewige Sterne nicht berauf?

Schau ich nicht Aug in Auge dir,

Und driingt nicht alles

nach Haupt und Hevzen dir

Und webt in ewigemn Gebeirnmnis
Unsichtbar-sichtbay neben dir?

Erfiill davon dein Herz, so gross es ist,
Und wenn du ganz in dem Gefiible selig bist,
Nenn es dann, wie du willst:

Nenns Gliick! Herz! Liebe! Gott!

Ich habe keinen Namen

Dafiir! Gefiib! ist alles;

Name ist Schall und Rauch,
Ummnebelnd Himmelsglus.

For who can say that name

And claim

A very certain faith?

Or where is he with feeling

Of some revealing

Who dares to say it is a wraith?

He that’s upholding,

All and enfolding,

Holds he not

You, me, himself?

Towers not the vault of heaven above us?
Does not the earth’s fabric bear us bravely up?
Do not the friendly eyes of timeless stars
Stll gleam upon our sight?

Gaze we for naught in one another’s eyes?
Is not life teeming

Around the head and heart of you,
Weaving eternal mysteries,
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Seen and unseen, even at your side?

Oh let them fill your heart, your generous heart,
And when you lose your being in that bliss,
Give it what name you will—

Your joy, love, heart, your God.

For me, I have no name

To give it: feeling’s surely all.

Names are but noise and smoke,

Obscuring heavenly light.128

Asked about his religion, Faust points to the world that surrounds
him and to his innermost self, his feeling heart.129 It is the same gesture
with which Isis points to all that was, is, and shall be. The deepest secret
is the most evident, the most public one. “Heilig 6ffentlich Geheim-
nis,” “sacred public secret,” as Goethe puts it in another poem.

Miisset im Naturbetrachten

Immer eins wie alles achten;

Nichts ist drinnen, nichts ist draussen:
Denn was innen, das ist aussen.

So ergreifet ohne Sdumnis

Heilig 6ffentlich Geheimnis.130

According to Reinhold and Schiller, this sublime idea of Nature as
Supreme Being was the god in whose mysteries Moses was initiated in
the course of his Egyptian education. But this god of Moses was not the
god he revealed to his people. In the school of the Egyptian mysteries,
Moses not only learned to contemplate the truth, but also “collected a
treasure of hieroglyphs, mystical symbols, and ceremonies” with which
to construct a religion and to mask the truth under the protective guise
of cultic institutions and prescriptions, sub cortice legis, as Spencer had
already formulated it. Yet according to Schiller, Moses was not an
impostor, just an “accommodator.”3! “His enlightened mind and his
sincere and noble heart” revolted against the idea of giving his people
a false and fabulous god. But the truth, the religion of reason and
nature, was equally impossible to reveal. The only solution was to
proclaim the truth in a fabulous way and to endow the true god with
some fictitious properties and qualities that the people would be able to
grasp and to believe in. God had to be transformed from an object of
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pure reason and cognition into an object of blind belief and obedience.
Thus Moses couched his vision of truth in the form of a national god
and a national cult with all the hieroglyphic symbolism of lustrations,
sacrifices, processions, oracles, and so forth. Schiller took the notion of
polytheism as a necessary illusion from Warburton (via Reinhold) and
applied it to theistic religion in general. Schiller replaced Maimonides’
and Spencer’s idea of God’s accommodation of the Law with the idea
of Moses’ accommodation of God. Religion and revelation are only
forms of accommodation. The enlightened mind, which has learned to
immediately contemplate the truth, as Moses did in Egypt, can do away
with both. With Schiller, we are approaching the point where religion
will be defined as the “opium of the people” (Karl Marx) and as an
“illusion” (Sigmund Freud).

Hen kai Pan: The Return of Egyptian Cosmotheism

On August 15, 1780, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing wrote the words Hen
kai pan (“One-and-All”) in Greek characters on the wallpaper of
Gleim’s garden house near Halberstadt, which was used-as a guest-
book.132 Five years later, after Lessing’s death in 1781, Friedrich Hein-
rich Jacobi revealed the secret of this motto when he published his
conversations with Lessing in a booklet called On the Doctrine of Spi-
noza, Fxposed in the Form of Letters Addressed to Moses Mendelssobn
(1785).133 The secret meaning of the motto was deus sive natura; it was
a declaration of Spinozism.

Jacobi had visited Lessing, a fellow Freemason,!34 for the first time
in 1780. In the course of a conversation on Goethe’s (then unpublished)
poem Prometheus, Lessing exclaimed: “The orthodox concepts of the
divine are no longer for me. I cannot stand them. Hen kai pan! 1 know
naught else.” Jacobi: “Then you would indeed be more or less in
agreement with Spinoza.” Lessing: “If I am to call myself by anybody’s
name, then I know none better,”135

The news of Lessing’s Spinozism exploded like 2 bomb. Even Less-
ing’s closest friends, including Moses Mendelssohn, did not know about
it. Even in the seventeenth century, when the discourse on Moses and
Egypt started to become an axial issue for the European Enlighten-
ment, the figure of Spinoza had been lurking in the background.
Spencer and Cudworth wrote their books just after the publication of
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Ethica (1677) and Tractatus Politico-Theologicus (1670). With Lessing’s
Hen kai pan, the reaction to Spinoza entered a new phase. These words
and Jacobi’s publication triggered “one of the most significant debates
for the emergence of a modern view of the world and one that consid-
erably shook the self-confidence of the German Enlightenment.”136 It
is important to realize that Reinhold and Schiller wrote their essays on
Moses and Egypt in the immediate context of this debate. Reinhold
even took an active part in it.137 Hen kai pan, or the “One-and-All”
immediately became a common motto, appearing in the writings of
Herder, Hamann, Holderlin, Goethe, Schelling, and others (many of
them, Freemasons).138

As far as I can see, none of the numerous authors who wrote on the fa-
mous pantheism controversy seems ever to have asked the question of
where Lessing gothis formula Hen kai pan. Why did he not say “deus sive
natura” if he wanted to refer to Spinoza?139 Or why did Jacobi immedi-
ately think of Spinoza when he heard Lessing utter these Greek words? If
we look for a source, we are led to Cudworth, thus to Egypt and to Her-
mes Trismegistus. In a study on Empedokles und Holderlin, Uvo Holscher
had already pointed to Ralph Cudworth as the most plausible source for
Holderlin’s Hen kai pan. Cadworth’s True Intellectual System of the Uni-
verse went through several editions in the eighteenth century, one of
them published in Germany.140 There is not the slightest doubt that this
book was still accessible and well known in Lessing’s time. Yet to link the
names of Gotthold Ephraim Lessing and Hermes Trismegistus is very
strange. Was Lessing aware of the “trismegistick” connotations of the
formula as Cudworth had spelled them out in his Intellectual System?

As T pointed out earlier, Cudworth had carefully collected all the
occurrences of this formula. It never appears exactly as Hen kai pan, but
only occurs in more or less close approximations, such as Hen to Pan,
To hen kai to Pan, and so on. The formula plays a very prominent role
in Greek texts that were written in Egypt: the texts that constitute the
Corpus Hermeticum, the magical incantations and ceremonies known as
papyri Graecae Magicae,141 and the texts of the alchemical tradition.142
Plotinus, the most prominent exponent of Neoplatonism, whose teach-
ing is most closely associated with the notion of All-Oneness, was an
Egyptian and a native of Assiut (Lykopolis).143 Thus as a result of his
investigations, Cudworth had demonstrated the formula to be the quin-
tessential expression of Egyptian “arcane theology.”
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€ CupworTH was convinced that the idea of the “One-and-All” was
the most important part of Moses’ Egyptian education. But Cudworth’s
subject was not the transmission of Egyptian wisdom to the Hebrews.
He was interested in its transmission to the Greeks. In this respect,
Orpheus played precisely the same role of mediator as Moses did in the
Biblical tradition. Orpheus was generally believed to have been initiated
into the “Greater” Egyptian mysteries.!# Egypt was thus connected to
Europe in a two ways: to Jerusalem via Moses and to Athens via
Orpheus. The “Moses connection” informed European theology and
religion, whereas the “Orpheus connection” influenced European phi-
losophy.145 Orpheus brought the idea of Hen kai pan to Greece, where
it influenced the philosophies of Pythagoras, Herakleitus, Parmenides,
Plato, the Stoics, and others. Hen kai pan—the conviction that one is all
and all is one—was believed to be the nucleus of a great tradition that
began in Egypt and was handed down to modernity. There were,
however, some who lamented what they saw as the decline of that
tradition. Thomas Taylor wrote in the preface to his translation of the
Hymns of Orpheus, which appeared in 1787:

Thus wisdom, the object of all true philosophy, considered as
exploring the causes and principles of things, flourished in high
perfection among the Egyptians first, and afterwards in Greece.
Polite literature was the pursuit of the Romans; and experimental
enquiries, increased without end, and accumulated without order,
are the employment of modern philosophy. Hence we may justly
conclude, that the age of true philosophy is no more.146

"This is a fairly representative statement of the way Egypt was viewed
by those who where thinking along the lines of Neoplatonism and “the
Great Chain of Being” at the end of the eighteenth century. Taylor’s
view of history as a process of decline and depravation corresponds
closely to the historical theory of Adam Weishaupt, the founder of
INuminism. There was only one cure for the maladies of the age, that
is, “superstition” and “atheism”: reorientation to the origins—to Egypt.

€8 Jacos1 denounced this tradition as “atheism,” because it seemed
to deny the existence of God outside and independent of the world. He
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also considered accepting, but finally rejected, the term “cosmotheism,”
which to his mind merely blurred the necessary distinction between
what he considered to be true and false. The term “cosmotheism” had
been coined by Lamoignon de Malesherbes with reference to the an-
tique, especially Stoic worship of the cosmos or mundus as Supreme
Being. In his edition of Pliny the Elder’s Natural History (1782), he
commented on one of the most typical passages of this religion—mun-
dum, et boc quodcumque nomine alio coelum appellare libuit, cujus cir-
cumflexu teguntur cuncta, numen esse credi par est—by calling Pliny “non
un Athée, mais un Cosmo-théiste, c’est 4 dire quelqu’un qui croit que
Punivers est Dieu.”147 Malesherbes could not have found a better term
for what seems to be the common denominator of Egyptian religion,
Alexandrinian (Neoplatonic, Stoic, Hermetic) philosophy, and Spinoz-
ism, including the medieval traditions such as alchemy and the cabala
that might have served as intermediaries.148

However, casting the idea of cosmotheism into the formula Hen kai
pan meant tracing it back to its Egyptian origin. Spinoza did not use the
phrase. It was Cudworth who had pointed out its Egyptian origin.
Berkeley even translated it as “Osiris [to Hen] and Isis fro Pan].”149 The
kai in the Greek formula has the same meaning as Spinoza’s sive. It
amounts not to an addition, but to an equation. In its most common
form, the formula occurs as Hen 1o pan, “All Is One,” the world is God.
This is what “cosmotheism” means. Cudworth had shown that cos-
motheism originated in Egypt, “from whence it was derived through
Orpheus into Greece.”150

With the worship of Hen kai pan, the cosmotheism of Late Antiquity
reappears in the German Romanticism of the 1780s. This early Roman-
ticism expresses the conviction or “feeling” that all divine names are but
“noise and smoke” (Goethe), as long as the all-embracing and all-sus-
taining unity and divinity of cosmic life is recognized. It is the same idea
of God as Reinhold’s and Schiller’s notion of an anonymous god who
does not need a name because he is the sole gold and every name is but
a restriction on his all-encompassing unity. The “cosmotheism” of
German pre-Romanticism as well as that of Late Antiquity could ignore
or relativize the names because it was certain of its object, the divinely
animated cosmos. So, we are back to Egypt again. Spinozism, panthe-
ismn, and all the other religious movements of the time look to Egypt
for their origins. Egypt appears to be the homeland of cosmotheism.
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Hen kai pan is the motto of a new “cosmotheism” which appeared to
provide a way to escape the Mosaic distinction and its confrontations
and implications—such as revealed or “positive” religion, error and
truth, original sin and redemption, doubt and faith—and to arrive at a
realm of evidence and innocence. The “cosmotheism” of early German
Romanticism is a return of repressed paganism, the worship of the
divinely animated cosmos. In a way, it is a return to Ancient Egypt. If
the anonymous cosmic god or divine “nature” was given a name or a
personification in the writings and engravings of the eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries, it was an Egyptian one: Isis.!S! Deus sive
natura sive Isis: this is the way that Egypt returned in the religious
climate of pre-Romantic Spinozism. Egypt was imagined to be the
historical incorporation of this utopia,!s2 the homeland of religio prisca
or religio naturalis, “I’origine de tous le cultes.”53 In these years, Euro-
pean Egyptomania reached its climax. It is certainly not mere coinci-
dence that in these same years Napoleon embarked on his Egyptian
expedition, equipped with a staff of scholars, engineers, and artists, and
that the results of this expedition led to the establishment of Egyptol-
ogy as an academic discipline. But it is one of the ironies of history that
this same discipline contributed more than anything else to a de-
mystification of Egypt.

Egyptology was not the only discipline that forgot about the alleged
Egyptian origin of Hen kai pan. With the “Aryan turn” of Classical
studies in later Romanticism, so convincingly described by Martin
Bernal and Maurice Olender, the Egyptian source of Hen kai pan was
forgotten by both classicists and philosophers. Hegel, Schelling,
Schopenhauer, Coleridge, and whoever else quoted this formula in the
nineteenth century used it to refer to the Eleatic school and not to
ancient Egypt.154



CHAPTER FIVE

Sigmund Freud: The Return
of the Repressed
o

The Turning of the Kaleidoscope and
the Genesis of Freud’s Text

It is both moving and amusing to meet with the same set of quotations
in such different books as those of Spencer, Cudworth, Toland, War-
burton, and Reinhold. They base their arguments on exactly the same
body of evidence. And Spencer is by no means the first to collect this
evidence. He quotes scholars such as Samuel Bochart, John Selden,
Hugo Grotius, Athanasius Kircher, Pierre-Daniel Huet, and Gerard
Vossius who had already assembled the same data. This collection of
classical, theological, and Rabbinic quotations is like a kaleidoscope to
which every new scholar, living in a new age, belonging to a new
generation, and confronting new controversies gives a different turn, so
that the hundreds and thousands of pieces fall into a new pattern. This
kind of intertextuality can be interpreted as a form of cultural memory
that kept a certain body of knowledge accessible for more than two
thousand years. Almost none of those taking part in the discourse on
Moses and Egypt ever cared much about what the travelers to Egypt
such as Richard Pococke or the antiquaries such as Bernhard de Mont-
faucon had to say.! Athanasius Kircher with his vast and insatiable
curiosity is the only exception. Even Warburton’s detailed and critical
study of hieroglyphs can almost do without illustrations. The few illus-
trations that he does include are far from representative of the faithful
reproductions of genuine Egyptian inscriptions that were available at
the time. Spencer, Warburton, and Reinhold were working within a
paradigm of memory, not of observation. But this paradigm vanishes
with the rise of Egyptology, and all of the carefully collected and
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interpreted body of knowledge about Egypt fell into almost complete
oblivion as soon as the primary sources began to speak. History took
the place of memory. The chain of memory that was broken is the chain
which links the past to the present and to the identity of the remem-
bering subject, be it a group or an individual, so that only so much of
the past is retained as is relevant for the present.

€ Wuen Sigmund Freud embarked on the subject in the 1930s he
was operating outside the paradigm of memory.2 He does not quote
Spencer or Warburton, Reinhold or Schiller, let alone Herodotus or
Strabo, Clement of Alexandria or Eusebius, Maimonides or Ibn Ezra.
He knew of the Greek and Latin sources which described Moses as an
Egyptian,? but he never mentions them in his book. He quotes Egyp-
tologists such as Arthur Weigall and especially James Henry Breasted,*
historians such as Eduard Meyer; Old Testament scholars like Ernst
Sellin’ and Elias Auerbach. Freud operates within the paradigms of
history and psychoanalysis, seeking to unearth a truth that was never
remembered, but instead repressed, and which only he is able to bring
forth as a shocking opposite of everything consciously remembered and
transmitted.

Regarding this radical break with tradition, one might even wonder
whether I am justified in including Freud’s Moses in my study of the
Moses/Egypt discourse. Does he belong in the discourse, share the
basic project, use the same intertextual kaleidoscope, giving it just
another turn? Or is his book on “the Man Moses” totally unrelated to
this tradition, in the same way as were all the other books on Moses and
Exodus which were produced in the spirit of historical criticism in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries and which were characterized not
only by the consideration of a new wealth of archaeological material,
but also by the complete omission of the kaleidoscopic tradition and its
issues?

There is no simple answer to this question. Certainly, the distance
between Freud and the eighteenth century is immense. Not only did he
base his work on archaeological discoveries instead of Classical authors
and other second-hand sources about Egypt, but he thought in terms
of a totally new paradigm: psychoanalysis. The old paradigm sought
and accounted for similarities between cultures such as Israel and Egypt
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on the basis of diffusionism. The only problem was to determine the
source of diffusion: was Israel or Egypt the origin? Psychoanalysis
provided a new model, which is basically universalist. The conflicted
father-son relationship is independent of cultural determination and is
ubiquitous, manifesting itself on the individual level in the form of the
Oedipus complex, and on the collective level in the form of religion,
which Freud held to be a collective compulsive neurosis.6

The difference between the two models could not be greater. Yet in
rereading Freud’s book after having read Spencer, Warburton, Rein-
hold, and Schiller, one gets a much stronger impression of continuity
than of discontinuity. In the first two “essays” of Freud’s book, the
impression of continuity is even overwhelming. Not only does Freud
turn into a diffusionist himself, he uses words in praise of Egyptian and
Mosaic monotheism which, coming from his pen, are astounding. It
seems to me quite evident that in these parts, the only ones he originally
intended to publish, Freud is, consciously and/or subconsciously, con-
tinuing the Moses/Egypt discourse, which seems to have been a subject
of endless fascination for him. The sources of this fascination are easy
to explain, and I will come back to them soon. These two chapters of
Freud’s book shake up the old intertextual kaleidoscope and give it a
new turn. Tradition, or memory, is replaced by history, but the issue,
the hidden agenda, is still the same.

The third part of Freud’s study, which he withheld from publication
until after his flight to London to escape the Nazi occupation of
Vienna, exploits the “facts” his first two parts had expounded to support
his psychoanalytic theory of religion. This, of course, is a new para-
digm, asking new questions and devising new answers. But I think that
this part also continues to address some of the crucial anthropological,
historical, and theological issues that inform and identfy the
Moses/Egypt discourse. Freud’s book on Moses seems to me much
more closely related to Schiller’s work than, for example, to Martin
Buber’s. Moreover, he was connected with Spencer in two, albeit indi-
rect, ways. Schiller was among his favorite authors. As a Jew, he could
not possibly have overlooked Schiller’s essay on Moses.” And Schiller’s
essay was indirectly based on Spencer’s De Legibus, this book being the
most important source of Schiller’s model, Die Hebriischen Mysterien,
by Reinhold.8 The other connection with Spencer was through W.
Robertson Smith, Freud’s favorite author in the field of religious stud-
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ies. Smith championed Spencer and hailed him as the founder of the
historical study of ritual.?

& Arart from the essay on Michelangelo’s Moses, with which I shall
not be concerned here, Freud made four different attempts to write a
book on Moses. The first attempt, which he neither finished nor pub-
lished, dates to 1934. It is the fragment of a “historical novel” which
Freud was moved to write after reading Thomas Mann’s first and
second Joseph novels, which had just appeared.1® The second and third
attempts are the two “essays” he published in the journal Imago, which
he edited. The fourth attempt, the monograph entitled Moses and Mono-
theism, appeared in 1939, and begins with the two previously published
essays.l1 This is an astonishing fact in itself. Instead of summing up his
theory and method, Freud in his old age, when he was suffering from
cancer and knew perfectly well that this was to be his last book, ven-
tured into the controversial field of Biblical history and with utmost
boldness wrote a very subjective book.

One reason readers are still fascinated by Freud’s book is the unmis-
takable fact that it is itself written out of fascination, even obsession. {2
The several attempts and approaches, breaks and resumptions in
Freud’s dealing with the theme not only reflect the serious doubts and
hesitations he had to overcome to publish his findings, but also the deep
and irresistible fascination this theme exerted on him. He even ignored
the urgent advice of some friends and specialists not to publish his
manuscript in a time of persecution because it could prove detrimental
to the Jewish cause.13 Some of the reasons, for both his hesitation and
his fascination, seem to me to be connected with his involvement in the
discourse about Moses the Egyptian and its hidden agenda.

The agenda of the Moses/Egypt discourse was to deconstruct
“counter-religion” and its implications of intolerance by blurring the
basic distinctions as they were symbolized by the antagonistic constel-
lation of Israel and Egypt. “Revelation” had to be (re)turned into
“translation.” Freud became involved not simply because he shared this
agenda,!* but also because he felt he could contribute the final and the
decisive proof by availing himself of the discoveries of archaeology and
history that had been inaccessible to his predecessors, from Manetho to
Schiller.
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Freud knew what all the others did not know: that there really was a
monotheistic and iconoclastic counter-religion in ancient Egypt. He
was able to fill the gap that so many had tried to fill with fanciful
reconstructions. If the history of this discourse, from the early oral
beginnings after the breakdown of the Amarna revolution until moder-
nity, can be reconstructed as a story of remembering and forgetting,
Sigmund Freud is the one who restored the suppressed evidence, who
was able to retrieve lost memories and to finally complete and rectify
the picture of Egypt. With his book, the Moses/Egypt discourse
seemed to come to a conclusion. If we look at Moses and Monotheism not
from the viewpoint of Freud’s oeuvre but from that of the Moses/Egypt
discourse, we realize that this book had to be written. The rediscovery
of Akhenaten simply could not pass unnoticed by those who looked for
Egyptian origins. The case of Moses had to be reopened.

The discovery of Akhenaten and his religious revolution was a sen-
sation in itself. But it must have gained even more importance in the
eyes of an Aufklirer thinking along the lines of the Moses/Egypt dis-
course. Akhenaten must have appeared to him as the ultimate solution
to the riddle. Freud’s Moses oscillates strangely between being a figure
of memory and being a figure of history. This accounts for many of the
obstacles Freud encountered in writing his book. He began writing a
historical novel and ended up by using almost juridical forms of
authentification to present his historical evidence.l> As a figure of
history, Freud’s Moses lacks “proofs.” The testimony of Scripture is
dismissed as merely the voice of memory, which counts for nothing in
the “tribunalistic situation” of history. Instead, Freud is looking for
historical traces and clues and is all too aware of their scarcity. He
speaks of the “feet of clay” on which he must erect a “statue of bronze.”
The “feet of clay” refers to the figure of history, the “bronze statue” to
the figure of memory.16 As a figure of memory, Freud’s Moses is linked
to the present. A figure of memory has a crucial, defining importance
for the one who remembers; a figure of history is at best interesting.
Despite his historical attitude, Freud consistently and consciously in-
sists on speaking with regard to Moses and his time of “Jews” instead
of “Hebrews” or “Israelites,” which would be the historically correct
designation. Freud views Moses (in the same way as Maimonides and
Spencer did) as the creator and the timeless symbol of “interminable”
Jewishness as it persists to the present. This conscious anachronism is
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the unmistakable sign that we are moving in the space of memory rather
than history. Therefore, Freud’s Moses is within the scope of mnemo-
historical research.

€& Freup originally considered the title Moses und der Monotheismus,
which (in English) is the title of the English translation, but then
changed it to Der Mann Moses und die monotheistische Religion. I cannot
find in the literature any reference to the fact that Freud’s final version
of the title contains a Biblical quotation. “The Man Moses” is a trans-
lation of Exodus 11:3. It is the only place in the Pentateuch where
Moses is referred to in such a distancing manner, and that phrasing is
especially conspicuous because it occurs after the reader has already
become totally familiar with the figure of Moses.!7 Even more
significant, it is the only verse in the Hebrew Bible that alludes to
Moses’ important Egyptian position: gm b-"i8 Msh gdwl m’d b-"rs msrym,
“and moreover, the Man Moses was exceedingly important in the land
of Egypt.” The other verse alluding to Moses’ Egyptian status occurs
not in the Hebrew Bible, but in the New Testament: “And Moses was
learned in all the wisdom of the Egyptians, and was mighty in words
and deeds” (Acts 7:22), a description which corresponds to Philo’s
image of Moses. Freud does not comment on his formulation of the
title nor does he quote Exodus 11:3. Nevertheless, “the Man Moses” is
a clear allusion to the Egyptian Moses and to the only trace he left in
the Hebrew Bible.

Yosef Yerushalmi interprets the shift as a means of emphasizing
Judaism: “The shift is emblematic. On the one hand, the title does not
specifically proclaim this to be a Jewish book. Yet “The Monotheistic
Religion,” with its emphatic specificity, is, in effect, Judaism.”18 1 see it
rather the other way round. “The Man Moses,” translating ha-’ish
Mosbeh, is the specific element and “The Monotheistic Religion” is the
general term. Monotheism is the crucial issue of the Moses/Egypt
discourse, and notwithstanding Christianity’s not being recognized as a
monotheistic religion by Judaism, Christianity considers itself to be so,
and reflects its monotheistic character in the Moses/Egypt discourse.
Freud, in joining the discourse, inherits and must continue to deal with
this issue.1? The whole point of the Moses/Egypt discourse is that it is
neither Jewish nor Christian, but aiming at a point beyond these dis-
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tinctions. Freud’s contribution is certainly not an exception in this
respect.

Moses the Egyptian and the Origin of Monotheism

Freud begins his first article, “Moses: An Egyptian” with a discussion
of the name of Mose, which, as many before him had observed, is
almost certainly Egyptian, meaning “child.” It is a short form of some
theophorous?® name such as Thut-mose, Ah-mose, Ra-mose, Ptah-
mose, Amun-mose.2! He asks the obvious question: Why did nobody
among those who identified the Egyptian etymology of the name con-
sider the possibility that Moses was an Egyptian? He tries to substanti-
ate the truth of this hypothesis with a new argument.

As Otto Rank has shown, the story of Moses’ childhood closely follows
the archetypal pattern of “the birth of the hero.” A child of noble or even
royal birth is abandoned—frequently in a chest floating in a river—and
found and raised by a family of low standing. But in the case of Moses
there is an important “narrative inversion.” Here, the abandoning family
is low class and the finding and raising family is royal. The motive behind
the normal pattern is clear: to glorify the hero. What could be the motive
behind the inverted pattern? Freud’s explanation is that the story served
not to glorify a hero but to “Judify” an Egyptian.

Freud’s ingenious observation links up perfectly well with the rela-
tionship between the Biblical account of the Exodus and what has to be
considered the historical evidence for it. The historical evidence for a
longer sojourn of Syro-Palestinian Semites in Egypt is the Hyksos
occupation, when the foreign invaders reigned as kings over Egypt,
eventually to be expelled by an Egyptian dynasty. These events came
by narrative inversion to be shaped into the story of slaves that were
able to escape slavery and were elected by God to become a people and
even have kings of their own.

Freud, however, closes his fascinating and brilliantly written article
with a strange note of resignation. “An objective proof for the exact date
of Moses’ life and the Exodus from Egypt was not to be found. There-
fore, the publication of all further conclusions that could be drawn from
the fact that he was an Egyptian has to stop.”

Some months later, Freud breaks his vow. Has the “objective proof”
he was looking for turned up? No, but, strangely enough, a memory has
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returned. Only now does he seem to realize that Moses’ being an
Egyptian could have something to do with “Ikhnaton” and his mono-
theistic revolution. This could be explained if Freud had learned about
these events only after completing his historical studies. But Freud
knew about Akhenaten as early as 1912, when he suggested this subject
to Karl Abraham and published Abraham’s important article on Akhen-
aten in the first volume of his newly founded journal, Imago.22 In this
article, Abraham drew a portrait of Akhenaten and his religion which
closely anticipates the one that Freud himself would postulate. But
Freud never mentions Abraham in the book.?3 Is it possible that Freud
was devising his “historischen Roman” as a serialized novel, breaking
off at the point of highest suspense so that he could continue in the
following issue? Did he consciously postpone the obvious conclusion
that Moses, if he was an Egyptian, must have been an Atenist, saving it
for another article? I do not think so. The remembrance of Akhenaten
and the discovery that Moses was an Atenist must have struck him like
a revelation between the first and second issues of Imuago, volume 23
(1937).

Yet Freud, in taking up this theme where he left it and before
presenting his new findings, again warns his readers: “It is not going to
be the whole and not even the most important part of it.” He starts with
an account of the greatest obstacle to the thesis that Moses was an
Egyptian: the antagonism between Egyptian and Biblical religion. He
even goes so far as to suspect that the one was consciously opposing the
other, thinking along the lines of “normative inversion”: die eine ver-
dammt, was in dev anderen aufs Uppigste wuchert (“the one is condemning
what is Juxuriantly flourishing in the other”). In discussing the antago-
nism between the two religions he focuses on five points:

1. The condemnation of magic.

2. The condemnation of images.

3. The negation of a hereafter and of immortality.

4. The negation of a plurality of deities and the affirmation that
there is only one God.

5. The emphasis on ethical as opposed to ritual purity.

Freud concludes that this antagonism makes it extremely improbable
that Moses, being an Egyptian, could have brought his own religion to
“the Jews.” Of course, this is nothing new. No one ever argued that
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Moses could possibly have taught the Hebrews the tenets of Egyptian
official religion or popular polytheism. The antagonism between this
religion and what Moses taught has always been clear and has formed
the very core of the Moses/Egypt discourse. But this was never deemed
a serjous obstacle to believing that Moses was an Egyptian (in the ethnic
or cultural sense) and that his teaching was (partly or entirely) derived
from Egyptian wisdom. The traditional explanation of this antagonism
was based on the distinction between popular official religion and the
mystery cult. The mystery cult opposes the popular religion in the same
way that Biblical religion opposes Egyptian idolatry, and Moses merely
translates and makes public what the mystery cults preserved under the
cover of the hieroglyphs. This distinction is based on a sociological
differentiation. The truth can only be grasped by a few. The unequal
distribution of knowledge among human beings leads quite naturally to
a hierarchical structure. Freud does away with this social topology of
knowledge, only to replace it with a psychic topology. As we shall see,
he replaces “mystery” with “latency.” But he did not take this step until
“the most important” part of his study, which he was still intending to
withhold from publication while he wrote his second article on Moses
the Egyptian. In this article, he replaces the traditional construction of
Egyptian “mysteries” with the historical evidence on Akhenaten and his
revolutionary monotheism.

Like Thomas Mann, who treated this very topic during those same
years, Freud traced the origins of Akhenaten’s revolutionary ideas back
to Heliopolis and its ancient cult of the sun god. Both based their
accounts on Breasted’s impressive and influential books entitled History
of Egypt (1906), The Development of Religion and Thought (1912), and The
Dawn of Conscience (1934). Breasted was among the very first to recog-
nize the immense importance of the newly discovered Akhenaten and
his religion for the history of religion and the development of Biblical
monotheism. His Berlin dissertation of 1894, written in Latin, is the
first appraisal of the Amarna hymns and their religious content.24 The
concept of a universal god as the religious counterpart of political
imperialism originated in Heliopolis. The pharaohs of the Eighteenth
Dynasty transcended not only the political borders but also the mental
boundaries of the Egyptian world. While ruling over a multinational
empire which they deemed universal, they formed the concept of a
universal deity as the creator and preserver of all. While the Egyptian
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armies were conquering the world, the Heliopolitan priests were draw-
ing the concomitant theological conclusions. Breasted’s correlation of
monotheism and imperialism echoes the political theology of Eusebius
of Caesarea, who pointed out to Constantine the correspondence be-
tween terrestrial and celestial monarchy, that is, the Roman Empire and
Christian monotheism.25 Akhenaten inherited the Heliopolitan con-
cept of a universal god (whom we easily recognize as the god of the
mysteries), but he turned a local cult into a general religion and gave it
the character of an intolerant monotheism. This notion is also quite
familiar. Reinhold and Schiller applied it to their image of Moses.
Whereas the Heliopolitan priests worshipped the sun god as the high-
est god and the creator of all, Akhenaten proclaimed him to be the one
and only god: “you sole god beside whom there is no other.”26 There
is only one possible conclusion to draw: “If Moses was an Egyptian and
if he communicated his own religion to the Jews, it must have been
Akhenaten’s, the Aten religion.”?7

By exercising common sense, Freud fortunately forgoes what he calls
“the short way of proving our thesis” by relying solely on the alleged
assonance of the divine names “Aton” and “Adonai.”28 Instead, he takes
the “long way” of comparing the religions involved and shows quite
convincingly that Akhenaten’s revolutionary religion meets all of the
requirements of Biblical anti-Egyptianism:

L. It is a strict monotheism, showing the most intransigent intol-
erance toward traditional polytheism.

. It excludes magical rites and ceremonies.

. It is aniconic.

. It stresses ethical requirements.

. It eschews any concept of a hereafter and of human immortal-
ity.

It is only on the last point that Freud’s view of Amarna religion
differs from the traditional view of Egyptian mystery religion.29 It is
also a point which was of great importance for Spinozism and Deism.
A religion that lacks the ideas of an immortal soul and a future life
cannot be true, they held. By contrast, Warburton tried to show that
Biblical monotheism differed on this point from all pagan religions and
that this is precisely what shows its divine origin.

In Freud’s reconstruction, the whole body of ritual Law is reduced

B W
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to one single prescription: “the sign of circumcision.” But this particu-
lar law becomes the cornerstone of his argumentation, the decisive
proof that Moses did in fact bring an Egyptian religion to the “Jews.”
First, it is striking that Freud calls circumcision “a sign.” This is a
Pauline formula (ro semeion tes peritomes) referring to Genesis 17:11,
where circumcision is called “a sign [6¢/ of the covenant.” Spencer
devoted a long chapter to “the sign of circumcision” (signum circumci-
sionis) and reactivated the whole apparatus of Augustinian semiotics to
interpret it. Spencer also adduced a large collection of Classical quota-
tions in order to determine its antiquity and distribution. The Classical
sources agree that circumcision originated with the Egyptians and
Ethiopians and then spread to other areas of the Near East and as far
as Kolchis on the Black Sea. But the Bible makes circumecision the sign
of the Abrahamitic covenant. Spencer left the question open as to who
borrowed the custom from whom. This indeterminateness was rather
bold. Of course, Freud was free of any such scruples regarding the
orthodox view. He concluded that it was Moses who brought this
Egyptian custom to the Jews because he saw a sign of superiority, of
purity, and distinction in it and he did not want his new people to fall
behind the Egyptians in this respect.3¢ This Egyptian origin of circum-
cision was later concealed along with everything else regarding the
Egyptian identity of Moses and his religion by the attribution of the rite
to Abraham.

According to Freud, the reason for Moses’ leaving his country and
choosing the Jews as a people in order to realize a new kind of polity
based on a new religion and constitution was the failure of the Aton
religion. Like T'oland at the beginning of the eighteenth century, Freud
saw in Moses a princely figure, close to the throne, perhaps the gover-
nor of a province such as Goshen, where the Jews settled. Moses was
also convinced of the truth of Atonism and too proud to return to
orthodoxy. He made the decision not only to emigrate but to found a
new nation. For this purpose, he chose the Jews. The situation was
favorable for their emigration because the kingdom went through a
state of anarchy after Akhenaten’s death.31 Moses led the Jewish tribes
out of Egypt, taught them his monotheistic creed (which might have
assumed an even more strict and radical form with him than that which
Akhenaten had introduced),32 and gave them laws. The Bible still re-
tains a trace of his foreign descent in that it speaks of his “heavy tongue”
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and his dependence on his brother Aaron. As an Egyptian, Moses did
not speak Hebrew and had to rely on an interpreter. Strangely enough,
Freud breaks off at this point. “Now, however, or so it seems, our work
has reached a provisional end. For the moment, we can draw no further
conclusions from our hypothesis that Moses was an Egyptian, whether
it has been proved or not.”33 He then proceeds to the discussion of
Eduard Meyer’s completely different reconstruction.

"The Two Moseses and Jewish Dualism

Meyer’s Moses is a Midianite and a worshipper of Yahweh, “an un-
canny, bloodthirsty demon who wanders at night and shuns daylight.”
According to Meyer, the connection with the Exodus story is only
secondary. As will soon become evident, Freud could not wish for a
stronger confirmation of his own thesis. Yet he breaks off again: In view
of these unsurmountable contradictions “we shall have to admit that the
thread which we tried to spin from our hypothesis that Moses was an
Egyptian has broken for the second time. And this time, as it seems,
with no hope of mending.”34 But in section 5 he takes up the abandoned
thread: “Unexpectedly, here once more a way of escape presents it-
self.”35 His own Moses the Egyptian and Meyer’s Moses the Midianite
were two different persons! The first was slain by his people, who could
not bear the demands of his exacting monotheism. The second one,
who lived some generations later, was the one who persisted in the
traditional memory. The idea that Moses was murdered by his rebel-
lious followers is based on an ingenious theory by the Old Testament
scholar Ernst Sellin. He interpreted the traditions about the suffering
slave of God (‘ebed Yahweh) in the prophets not only as a foreshadowing
of the Messiah, but also as the distorted memory of the murder of
Moses. I shall discuss the importance of the murder theory for Freud’s
theory of religion in the next section. Here, I will concentrate on
another aspect of this motif which is related to a traditional issue of the
discourse: the issue of “accommodation.”

Freud’s precursors in the history of the Moses/Egypt discourse tried
to explain why God or Moses did not reveal the true religion, the
timeless truth, to the people instead of revealing a mixture of truth and
absurdity. Maimonides called this the “cunning of God.” It was neces-
sary for the time and the people. Closely following Maimonides,
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Spencer explained that God was benevolent and condescending enough
not to confront his unprepared people with the truth, but to accommo-
date the truth to the limitations of their understanding (proprer duritiem
cordis) and to the “spirit of the time” (genius secol;). Reinhold and Schiller
attributed the same policy not to God but to Moses, who had to found
2 nation and not an esoteric sect of initiates. As a result, he had to
transmit the truth in a system functioning on the principle of “blind
belief” instead of on insight and knowledge. The Law was not perfect,
but was instead a compromise between divine truth and the limitations
of human understanding.36 These were the issues at stake in the
Moses/Egypt discourse. Where and in what form do they reappear in
Freud’s text?

Freud’s Egyptian Moses (M;) did not make any compromises or
“accommodations.” Therefore, “the wild Semites took their fate into
their own hands and did away with the tyrant.”37 Freud’s expression
“wild Semites” echoes the traditional descriptions of the “coarseness”
of the people to whom Moses taught his religion and his laws. In the
tradition of the discourse, the opposition between truth and history was
resolved by the conception of accommodation. In Freud’s reconstruc-
tion, it led to violent confrontation and murder. There was no “cun-
ning” on the side of Moses the Egyptian, but intransigent demands
backed up by brutal force and tyranny, for which (according to Freud)
he had to pay with his life. In Freud’s reconstruction, the cunning and
the compromises came later, after the violent death of the Egyptian
Moses. Freud explains the “imperfections” of the Law by introducing
distinctions. On the human plane, he distinguishes between the Egyp-
tian and the Midianite Moses (M; and M;), while on the divine plane,
he distinguishes between Aton, M,’s god of Akhenaten, and Yahweh,
M,’s volcanic demon of the Midianites (A and Y). He is thus able to
attribute those traits which were formerly attributed to the true and
perfect religion to My and A, and all the imperfections of the Biblical
god and his Law to M; and Y or to the compromises that were negoti-
ated between the followers of M; and those of M,.

Freud’s ingenious distinction between M; and M; not only accounts
for the “imperfections” of the Law, but also captures something of the
antagonistic force inherent in monotheism. These were the central
issues of the Moses/Egypt discourse. No one writing within the dis-
course ever went so far as to speak of a “deception,” as did the infamous
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treatise De Tribus Impostoribus, but some did speak of an “imposition”
mitigated by accommodation. In eliminating the idea of accommoda-
tion, Freud stressed the aspect of imposition, of apodictic laws and
unreasoned demands, and of the intransigent confrontation inherent in
monotheism. We must not forget that Freud wrote his book in times
of persecution, of violent confrontation and murderous hatred. One of
his goals was to discover the sources of this hatred. His analysis of
monotheism and violence is certainly one of the more important con-
tributions of Moses to the theory of religion.

According to Freud, this primordial dualism reproduced itself struc-
turally in the course of Jewish history in the same way as the dis-
tinction between Roman-ruled Germany and free Germany
reappeared after more than a thousand years during the Reformation,
when the areas once ruled by the Romans stayed Catholic and the
free areas became Protestant. “History is fond of reinstatements as
this.”38 The Jewish dualism reappeared in the form of the two names
of God, Elohim and Yahweh; the two kingdoms, Israel and Judah;
and the conflict between prophetic and official religion. By trans-
forming the idea of accommodation into historical phenomena such
as conflict and compromise between different groups, Freud was able
to reconstruct the course of Jewish history as a process of the slow
reemergence and final dominance of a suppressed tradition. At the
end, it is A who wins, “the idea of a single deity, embracing the
whole world, who was not less all-loving as all-powerful, who was
averse to all ceremonial and magic, and set before humans as their
highest aim a life in truth and justice.”?

With this sublime idea of a Supreme Being, we are back to the God
of the Enlightenment. This is the God Strabo attributed to Moses, the
God of Cudworth and of Schiller, of the Deists, the free-thinkers, and
the Freemasons, the God whose gospel forms the subtext of the
Moses/Egypt discourse. Seemingly, a circle closes. Freud brings home
from his “Egyptian dig”# a god such as Schiller and Strabo claimed
him to be. Freud’s characterization of Akhenaten’s god is strongly
informed by the ideas of God fostered by Spinozism, Deism, cos-
motheism, and pantheism underlying the various versions of the
Moses/Egypt discourse. Among those traditional traits which Freud’s
Aton inherited from the God of Warburton, Reinhold, and Schiller, I

would count:
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« The stress on spirituality.

+ The aniconicity of worship.

« The negation of magic and ceremony.

« The stress on the ethical.

« The negation of a hereafter and the immortality of the soul.

All these traits play a crucial role in the Moses/Egypt discourse and a
very small role, if at all, in the Amarna texts. It is true, however, that
Freud found they had already been stressed in Breasted’s several publi-
cations.#!

The only problem with Freud’s God was that he did not believe in
him. This god was not a theological or philosophical truth, but an
archaeological discovery. Had Freud still believed in this “one single
all-encompassing” God or nature as Toland, Reinhold, and Schiller
did, his book would perhaps have ended here. He would have contented
himself with his findings:

+ Moses was an Egyptian.

+ He brought an Egyptian religion to the Hebrews.

» This religion was a revolutionary monotheistic counter-religion.

+ Moses did not make any “accommodations,” but instead in-
tensified the spiritual and intellectual demands of this religion.

+ He was murdered because of his intransigency.

+ Another leader took his place: a man of different stature and be-
liefs, a worshipper of a volcanic demon called Yahweh.

+ The ensuing compromises with the Egyptian emigrants may ac-
count for many tensions and contradictions in the Biblical texts.

+ The duality of the Moses figures accounted for the dualism of ex-
clusivity and universalism inherent in the Jewish tradition.

« The truth, however, could not be concealed or “accommodated”
forever and in the end it was the Egyptian god who gained pre-
dominance.

All these points are on the agenda of the Moses/Egypt discourse, which
Freud treated up to this juncture in a successful, surprising, and enter-
taining way.

But Freud no longer believed in this god as the ultimate truth.
Rather, he saw him as a historical idea linked with Egyptian imperial-
ism and universalism. He felc dissatisfied with his results and began a
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completely new chapter, apparently leaving the confines of the
Moses/Egypt discourse.

Repetition and Repression: Patricide
and the Origin of Religion

I think that the reasons for Freud’s insisting on Moses’ Egyptian iden-
tity have very much to do with the traditional project of the
Moses/Egypt discourse and its hidden agenda. The Egyptian Moses
explained the origin of monotheism. In this, Freud proved a faithful
continuer of the discourse. The historical construction of “Moses the
creator of a nation” and of his Egyptian background meant the theo-
logical deconstruction of “Moses the prophet” and of his transcendent
mission. This was precisely the concern of the discourse on Moses and
Egypt. But Freud’s strange insistence on Moses’ violent death, even
after Sellin had given up his theory, cannot be explained by reference
to the discourse.#? Concerning this theory, Yerushalmi has made a
point which in my opinion is decisive. The question is not whether
Moses was really murdered, but rather whether the murder, if it ever
occurred, would have been repressed or concealed in an account that
dwells in such detail on the misdeeds and rebellions of the wilderness
generation. Would this narrative repress a fact that so completely fits
into the overall semantics of the tale? The same applies to the whole of
the Biblical traditon, which relentessly recorded every sin of Israel’s
disobedience.#? The idea of concealing a fact such as Moses’ violent
death at the hands of his people runs not only against the letter but also
against the spirit of the Biblical account. Why was it so important for
Freud?

"The slain Moses is inseparable from Freud’s theory concerning the
origin and essence of religion. Freud’s theory as propounded in Totem
and Taboo and in Moses and Monotheism is too well known to need
detailed recapitulation. I confine myself to the basics. In the primal
horde, the father reigned in a completely tyrannical way over his sons,
whom he threatened with death and castration if they dared to become
rivals in his claim on the females of the horde. Eventually the father was
killed by his sons.# This archetypal event oscillates strangely between
singularity and repetition. “We do not believe,” Freud wrote, “that one
great god exists today, but that in primeval times there was one single
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person who at that time had to appear gigantic.” One single person?
According to Freud, the killing of the primeval father was repeated over
and over again. Only by this repetition of the primal crime could the
deed leave indissoluble traces in the human psyche, forming its “archaic
heritage.”5 In the hidden depths of these traces, “men have always
known that they once possessed a primal father and that they killed
him.”46 The decisive forces that turned an archaic experience into a
lasting anthropological trait were repetition and repression. By repet-
tion, the experience became engraved on the human psyche in a (bio-
logically) hereditary way. By repression, the engraving or “archaic
heritage” became “encrypted,” that is, inaccessible to conscious
reflection and “working through.” By its very inaccessibility, it became
compulsory.

The kind of history Freud is referring to is psychohistory. The
deified father is a figure of memory, not of history. It is only by virtue
of having been slain that the father “returned to the memory of the
people” and was “elevated to the rank of a deity.” The cult he inspired
also performed the function of burying or “encrypting” the memory of
the deed. According to Freud, this is the founding act of culture or
civilization (Freud does not make any distinction between them). Inter-
necine rivalry between the males of the horde stopped. Killing was now
perceived as sin, reminiscent of the primordial sin which led to the
origin of culture. The memory of the primeval patricide was repressed
and transformed into a strong feeling of guilt that infused the nascent
religion with myriad precautions and anxieties such as taboos, restric-
tions, abstinences, self-castigations, and cruel sacrifices.

According to Freud, the same thing happened in the case of Moses
and monotheism. Moses” monotheism was itself a repetition. Moses’
teaching, the Egyptian ideas of Akhenaten’s revolutionary monotheism,
revitalized the primeval monotheism of original religion: “When Moses
brought to his people the conception of a single god, it was nothing
new, but it signified the resuscitating of an experience out of the
primeval times of the human family that had long ago disappeared from
the conscious memory of the people.” Moses’ monotheism was the
return of the father.48 The murder of Moses was an even more powerful
repetition that revived encrypted memories. “Neither conscious nor
unconscious denial of the deed could eliminate the presence in the
psyche of the act or guilt, but would merely intensify. the unconscious
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store of guilt and anxiety; indeed Freud maintains that the obsession
with this unrecognized remorse drove the perpetrators and their heirs
to compensate for their sin and that of their primeval forefathers by
becoming increasingly more devoted to god and the religion of
Moses.”#9

By becoming repressed in their turn, the slain Moses (M;) and his
religion of undiluted monotheism became encrypted as well. A natural
death would not have been sufficient to work such powerful effects on
the collective psyche. The experience had to be traumatic in order to
persist. In Freud’s words, it had to “undergo the fate of repression” in
order to “force the masses under its spell.” The murder of Moses
reenacted the fate of the primeval father. The paradoxical point of
Freud’s argument is that only by virtue of having been murdered and
through the subsequent repression of the deed did Moses become what
he is: a “statue of bronze,” the “creator of the Jewish nation,” a figure
of Jasting and endless memory.

This argument can only be understood in the light of Freud’s theory
of repression. According to Freud, the distinction between forgetting
and repression is that the first is a form of abandonment whereas the
second is a form of retention and stabilization. Not only do repressed
memories persist, but they acquire an often dangerous power over the
personality. Unlike conscious memories, which are accessible and can
be edited and “worked through,” repressed memories work from within
or “below” and keep the consciousness under their spell.

In Moses and Monotheism, Freud transfers this theory from the plane
of individual psychology to that of collective psychology. The distinc-
tion between conscious memory and repressed memory appears on the
plane of collective psychology as the distinction between tradition and
memory. “A tradition that was based only on [direct] communication
could not lead to the compulsive character that attaches to religious
phenomena. It would be listened to, judged, and perhaps dismissed, like
any other piece of information from outside, but would never attain the
privilege of being liberated from the coercion of logical thinking. It
must first have undergone the fate of being repressed, the condition of
lingering in the unconscious, before it is able to display such powerful
effects on its return and force the masses under its spell.”s0 This is how
Moses the Egyptian (M,) and his monotheism (A) “returned to the
memory of his people” and became—as a figure of repressed and
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returned memory—the “creator of the Jewish people.” The Jews did
away with the person of Moses but eventually embraced his monothe-
ism. The “tame Egyptians waited until fate had removed the sanctified
person of their Pharaoh”5! but eventually did away with his monothe-
ism. As a figure of history, Akhenaten became so totally “encrypted”
that he never “returned to the memory of his people” except in the
guise of Moses.

This is how Freud explains the coercive power that religion has over
the masses. The most forceful element of this coercing power is guilt.
The notion of guilt is Freud’s most interesting contribution to the
semantics of religious antagonism.

Ambivalence is a part of the essence of the relation to the father:
in the course of time the hostility too could not fail to stir, which
had once driven the sons into killing their admired and dreaded
father. There was no place in the framework of the religion of
Moses for a direct expression of the murderous hatred of the
father. All that could come to light was a mighty reaction against
it—a sense of guilt on account of that hostility, a bad conscience
for having sinned against God and for not ceasing to sin.52

Freud’s theories, outdated and problematic as they may seem, have
the incontestable merit of having assured memory its place in the
history of religion and of having convincingly exposed as reductive any
unilinear reconstructions based on evolution and tradition.

Sensus Historicus: Freud’s Version of Fuhemerism

¢
Let me preface this section with two lines from Schiller’s poem Die

Gaotter Griechenlands (The Gods of Greece) which must have been on
Freud’s mind when he was writing Moses and Monotheism:53

Da die Gétter menschlicher noch waren,
waren Menschen géttlichers+

These lines help to restore to the idea of mortal gods the radiance
which seems somewhat obscured by the dry and overrationalistic con-
cept of Euhemerism.
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€ Accorping to Spencer, everything in the Egyptian mysteries had
three different meanings: a moral, a mystical, and a historical one.
Moses adopted this principle of threefold signification for his laws. In
his masonic treatise On the Egyptian Mysteries, Ignaz von Born took up
this idea and complained that all that was left to us of the Egyptian
mysteries was their historical meaning.’5 There seems to be more
implied in this resignation than von Born might have intended. The
discourse on Moses and Egypt is generally characterized by a strong
tendency toward historicization. This tendency forms the most striking
continuity, linking even Freud’s psychoanalytic theory of religion to the
Moses/Egypt discourse. I am thinking of what could be called “the
historical turn” and what Freud described as the shift from “material
truth” to “historical truth.”sé

Freud’s historical turn is reminiscent of a concept that is commonly
associated with the name of Euhemerus, but this kind of “Euhemerism”
is much more general than the rather specific method of mythological
exegesis practiced by Euhemerus might suggest.57 The idea that the
gods were mortals—kings, culture-bringers, lawgivers, saviors—who
had been deified by their grateful posterity because of their outstanding
deeds was an assumption common to all of the authors from John
Spencer to Friedrich Schiller who wrote along the thematic lines of the
discourse. It is a basic assumption of the ancient and modern Enlight-
enment. The Moses/Egypt discourse in its later stages extended the
method of historicization to revelation itself. Revelation became his-
torically interpreted as translation or transference from Egypt to Israel.
But it was only Freud who dared to make the ultimate extension and to
historicize even the One, the creator and preserver of all.

The concept of the great man as the historical origin of deification
and religion is as central to the discourse as it is central to Freud’s
construction of Moses. Therefore, Freud insists on his historical per-
sonality, calling him “the man Moses.” Few would contest that there
might be a kernel of historical truth in the traditions about Moses and
that there might have existed a person with this or a similar name who
was the starting point of a legendary tradition. But Freud does much
more than just maintain the historical existence of Moses. Whereas the
Biblical texts insist on attributing the deed of liberation to God “which
have brought thee out of Egypt,” Freud attributes to Moses not only
the liberation from Egypt but also the “creation of the Jewish nation.”
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Freud insists on this point just as strongly as he insists on Moses’ being
an Egyptian and on his having been killed by his people. It is a “fact”
of the same basic importance for Freud.

It is important to realize the boldness and historical improbability of
this construction in order to better understand Freud’s intentions. One
man the creator of a whole nation? Normally, one would conceive of
the “creation of a nation” as a typical process of “longue durée” and
apply Freud’s notion of “inscription by repetition” to this process. Seen
this way, the creation of the Jewish nation was brought about by a chain
of recurring events such as the destruction of the first temple, the
Babylonian exile, the Maccabean wars, the destruction of the second
temple, and the diaspora that turned Israel, to use Mary Douglas’
terms,’8 from an “individualistic culture” into a “hierarchic culture” and
then into an “enclave culture.” It is the historical experience and the
social structure of an enclave culture that informed the final redaction
of the Biblical texts, the literary creation of the figure of Moses and the
“creation of the Jewish nation.” This is the way the “creation of a
nation” normally occurs. Freud’s radical method of historical per-
sonification compresses a process of centuries into the figure of “the
great man.”

Freud’s construction of Moses as the creator of his nation goes
against all historical probability. No nation has ever been created. Some
“great men” might have had a bigger share in the social construction of
reality than others, but there certainly never was anyone whose share
in this construction amounted to the creation of a nation. Why was it
necessary for Freud to have recourse to such extreme assumptions?
Freud was aware of the problem and provided an interesting answer. It
was not the “living” or “historical Moses” alone to whom he attributed
the creation of the Jewish nation, but the living and the dead, the
historical, the repressed, and the remembered Moses taken together.
The return of the repressed was also for Freud a process of “longue
durée.” It was this process which resulted in the creation of the nation.
The same applies to the primeval father. The return of the repressed
and the development of religion “took place slowly and certainly not
spontaneously but under the influence of all the changes in conditions
of life which fill the history of human civilization.”? Yet all of this took
place on the plane of history. Freud’s theory is a compelling (if not
convincing) new version of Euhemerism. The amplification of Moses
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follows logically from the historicization of God. Moses had to take the
place of the primal father, who had to take the place of God. This is the
“sensus historicus” of the religious traditions. Therefore, Moses “had
to appear gigantic” in the same way as the primeval father.

It is precisely this construction of Moses as the creator of a nation
that forms the strongest link between Freud’s text and the Moses/Egypt
discourse. The orthodox Jewish tradition tends to play down Moses’
role in the Exodus. In the Passover Haggadah, the annual reenactment
of the Exodus from Egypt in the form of a family liturgy, Moses is not
even mentioned. It is not a particularly Jewish project to make Moses
the creator of the Jewish nation. Rather, it is one of the presuppositions
of the discourse on Moses and Egypt that is shared by all the partici-
pants, including the ancient sources. It is not “Moses the prophet” but
“Moses the law