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Eastern Wisdom in an Era of Western Despair

Orientalism in 1920s Central Europe

Susanne Marchand

The modern Westerner’s problem is: to become, on a higher level of
consciousness, entirely whole, as was the Medieval person, to a high
degree, and as Orientals, in many ways still are today.

—Thomas Mann to Hermann Graf Keyserling (1920)'

Perhaps it is our expectation that”Orientalism” has everything to do with Euro-
pean imperialism, and nothing to do with the critique of European civilization
that accounts for the fact that no one has written a comprehensive account of the
use of oriental themes and images during the Weimar Republic.? This is to be la-
mented, for the interwar era saw the publication of some of Germandom’s most
interesting orientalizing novels and most innovative orientalist scholarship; in
fact, it may well be the era in which orientalist scholarship was closer to the cul-
tural pulse of the nation than ever before, perhaps precisely because it was in the
Weimar era that the non-specialized literati were most drawn to Orientalistik’s
longstanding iconoclastic, anti-classical and often neoromantic worldview.* Re-
grettably, too, this essay will not be able to do justice to the richness and variety
of this literature, which includes works by Hermann Hesse, Hugo von Hofs-
mannsthal, Thomas Mann, Bertholt Brecht, Alfred D6blin, and the scholarship
of pioneers like Rudolf Otto, Heinrich Zimmer, Paul Kahle, Fritz Saxl, Richard
Wilhelm, and Karl Wittfogel. But in what follows, I do want to introduce readers
to a little-known aspect of Weimar intellectual life: the deep and serious interest
many took in what was usually referred to as’eastern wisdom?”

For the purposes of giving this inquiry some coherence, I will also focus on the
relatively obscure alternative institution which called itself, rather pretentiously,
the Schule der Weisheit, founded in 1920 in Darmstadt, an industrial town with an
avant garde past just a twenty-minute train ride from progressive, cosmopolitan
Frankfurt where, simultaneously, the much better-known Institut fiir Sozialfor-
schung was beginning its work. The brainchild of the eccentric Baltic aristocrat
Hermann Graf Keyserling, the Schule der Weisheit lends itself to easy parodys; it
was, by the account of one visitor, a “super-Chatauqua,” attended by poet-scholars
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with Whitmanesque hair and Byronic open shirts, bluestocking yoga fanatics and
a not inconsiderable number of astrologers.* Keyserling, a man who claimed to
be a descendent of Genghis Khan, and really was married to one of Bismarck’s
granddaughters, was the philosopher-king and impressario of the organization,
which he himself described as part Platonic academy, part Buddhist monastery;
he could, and often did, talk for hours on end, and orchestrated improbable con-
ferences featuring psychoanalysists, vitalist biologists, philosophizing rabbis and
Russian theologians. And yet, the Schule’s meditation lessons and lecture series
also drew in scores of important intellectuals from across Central and eastern
Europe, and was central in popularizing scholarly findings and translations of
non-western “classics” produced before and during the Great War.

Though the group that gathered at Grand Duke Ernst Ludwig’s Darmstadt
residence had far less coherence, and much less comaraderie, ultimately, than
did the contributors to “the Frankfurt School,” Keyserling’s endeavor was in-
dicative of another powerful train of thought, one that offered a different, but
perhaps equally influential, critique of European scholarship and selthood. By
focusing on this little-studied world in its early Weimar heyday, this essay will
explore some aspects of the longer tradition of Central European orientalism,
a tradition which tended to be not enlightened and imperialist, but romantic
and elitist; German orientalists certainly believed Europe culturally superiority,
but they also emphasized, especially in eras of western crisis, the spirituality,
integrity, and antiquity of eastern cultures. Especially in the crisis years of the
late 1910s and early 1920s, this tradition exerted itself powerfully, gaining ex-
pression in works like Keyserling’s Travel Diary of a Philosopher and Hermann
Hesse’s Siddhartha (1922). There were, of course, many other, more derogatory
or dismissive images and usages of the Orient in the Weimar era, evident in
the parodying of the purportedly mysterious East in films or popular novels,
or the degrading of Jews as “orientals;” and as Muhammed Asad pointed out in
1954, Islam in particular rarely received sympathetic attention, even from “spirit-
hungry” romantics.” But the story of Weimar intellectuals’ appreciation for “east-
ern wisdom” is one that needs telling, for it reveals a little-known side of this era’s
cultural politics, and may also help illuminate what is otherwise a dark chapter
in the history of East-West cultural relations, the chapter that describes the tran-
sition from the era of high imperialist hubris to the multiculturalism of today.

Of course, this story is not one that can be confined to the Weimar era, and
indeed, it is important to recognize both the longer- and shorter-term intel-
lectual trajectories which shaped interwar Germany’s images of the Orient. It
should be noted that Europeans—at least some Europeans—have always been
interested in eastern wisdom; this tradition stretches back (at least) to Herodo-
tus, runs through the Church fathers, and perhaps reached its zenith in the early
modern fascination with Hermes Trismegistus, an oriental sage whose pro-
found thoughts had been pilfered by Plato and perhaps even by Moses. Though
hermetic thought in its strongest forms died in the early seventeenth century,
weaker forms persisted in Masonic and Rosicrucian thought, and in efforts to
find the first forms of universal wisdom, which continued much longer than one
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might think. Even during the period of high imperialist conquest, westerners
could not forget that the Orient had been home to rich and learned civilizations
much older than their own—nor could they forget that Christianity itself was
an oriental religion, and one based on two books of indisputably Near East-
ern origin. The antiquity and spirituality of the Orient could always be used to
pull the rug out from under classicizing, or orthodox Christian smugness, and
a considerable number of iconoclasts and orientalists, from Giordano Bruno to
Martin Bernal, have tried this trick.® This is to remind us that if some oriental-
ists, in recent times, have served as handmaidens to imperialist ventures, there is
a longer-term tradition of oriental iconoclasm, one that confronts the West with
its own limitations and cultural dependencies, and has often suffered persecu-
tion or ridicule for its unconventional advocacy of the wisdom of the East.

I dwell on these older forms of iconoclastic Orient-fancying as I am convinced
that this search for ancient, often esoteric, oriental wisdom is a perennial one,
one that has been going on, in some fashion, since Aesop adopted Indian tales At
some times it is a subterranean quest, censured or forbidden by the authorities;
at other times, especially during periods of flagging western self-confidence, it
becomes more socially and politically acceptable. Once the critique has done its
work—or when the authorities and the public become alarmed at its implica-
tions—it is forced underground again. There is a process of cultural production
here that should interest us: the more popular forms of orientalist critique are
always constructed from the previous generation’s more scholarly ones, as Vol-
taire drew on Jesuit scholarship and Bruno on the expert forgeries of Annius of
Viterbo.” In the case before us, we have to do with a preparatory stage at the turn
of the twentieth century, and then the blossoming of a new form of neoromantic
orientalism in the early Weimar period. We need to look briefly at foundations
laid in the Wilhelmine era in order to understand how a certain sort of “oriental
wisdom” was transported to Europe; this excurs into the past should also help us
appreciate the ways in which intellectual exchanges between neoromantic seek-
ers and indigenous nationalists created important streams of critical thought
that could be mobilized against European norms in the wake of the war’s devas-
tating impact on European culture and self-confidence.

In a wonderful essay on the origins and context of Freud’s Moses and Mono-
theism, Carl Schorske noted the cooling of Freud’s affection for Athens and the
Greeks around about 1904, and the new interest he began to take at that time in
Egypt and the Near East.® In making this turn, Freud was by no means alone;
in the period between about 1895 and 1910 there was an upsurge in interest in
the East, resulting in part from the sense that Graecophilia had become trite
and banal. Tired of Athena, intellectuals sought a less rational, more archaic
Greece, or turned to Zarathustra, Isis, or polynesian goddesses for inspiration.’
For some, too, the motivation for turning eastward was simply to stick it in the
eye of the complacent classicist schoolmasters—or Protestant pastor fathers—
under whose tutelage so many elite young men of the fin de siécle suffered. New
discoveries about the ancient world heightened interest: the Babylonian Flood
tablets, the Tell el Amarna letters, and the first Manichean texts, extracted from
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Central Asian caves, all commanded widespread attention. Political events also
spurred new interest in the East; among the most important, for German audi-
ences, were the Boxer Rebellion and Germany’s founding of its Chinese colony
in Qingdao, the Russo-Japanese War and the Kaiser’s widely publicized tour of
the Near East of 1898. Officially, the purpose of Wilhelm’s trip was to dedicate the
German-sponsored Church of the Redeemer in Palestine, but in fact Wilhelm’s
visit to the tomb of Saladin made bigger news; his statements on that occasion
were sufficiently Islamophilic that rumors floated thereafter that he had actually
made the Hadj, and secretly converted in Mecca.”

In such circumstances, a few German scholars began to think globally—not
only about the origins of religion, though that was a hot topic for the genera-
tion of James George Frazer and Emile Durkheim, but also about the past, and
future, of human cultural development. In 1912, one East Asian specialist wrote:
“The world has become wider in this last decade . . . Historians can no longer
limit themselves to the narrow circle of European states, and touch on the world
outside here and there with a few tentative words. The fate of the peoples of
Europe is ever more intertwined with that of the peoples of other continents.
The concept of ‘humanity’ itself is being widened. . . . Old Europe is no longer
the middle of the world”" There was, indeed, a surge in the number and types
of global history in the first decade of the twentieth century; but there were still
rather few who were able to escape from Biblical or Graecophile frames, or to
develop their tastes beyond what one connoisseur called “store-window Japan”
or another “commonplace bazaar trash”? Only a very few wanted contact with
the real Orient, unmediated by western values or tastes.

The late Wilhelmine era saw the production of two kinds of oriental texts
which would have a powerful cultural impact after the war. The texts con-
cerned are not histories or fictionalized treatments of the Orient, but transla-
tions of ancient eastern works already reverred by (conservative) local intellec-
tuals; the western translators concerned were iconoclasts at home, men eager
to understand non-western traditions, if possible, from the perspective of the
non-West. The first series of texts proferred ancient Indian wisdom, especially
the sayings of the Buddha. The man who made accessible, and popular, trans-
lations of the Buddha’s actual words was a now-forgotten Austrian intellectual,
Karl Eugen Neumann, son of the Austrian tenor and Wagnerian theater di-
rector Angelo Neumann. At age nineteen, Karl Neumann had a life-altering
experience: he read the works of Arthur Schopenhauer who, in his passion-
ate contempt for bourgeois Christianity, had styled himself a connoisseur of
eastern philosophy. Desperate to understand the great Schopenhauer’s Indian
sources, the young man returned to the university—ironically, he had first to
devote himself to improving his Greek and Latin, so that he could be admitted
to study a language quickly becoming an alternative European ur-language,
namely Sanskrit. Neumann managed to drag himself through courses in San-
skrit philology, and by 1892, he was able to publish a translation of one of the
key texts of Theravada Buddhism, the Dharmapada, verses attributed to the
Buddha himself.
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It is instructive that Neumann was drawn to the earliest and most original
sources of Buddhist “wisdom,” just as generations of biblical exegetes struggled
to identify the actual Aramaic voice of Jesus and classicists sought Homer’s au-
thentic songs. His quest for eastern authenticity extended even further than did
most of these quests, for Neumann became convinced that to understand the
words of Buddha, he would need to get out of Europe, and study Buddhism in
India—where, of course, it had mostly died out. In 1893, he went to England,
and then, having failed to obtain a civil service job with a Maharajah, he trav-
eled to Ceylon. Here he studied for a few months with Hikkaduwe Sumangala,
one of the most renowned Buddhist monks of Colombo, and admired the local
monks’ ability to discern the meaning of the words without any need for philolo-
gist analysis.” In Calcutta, Neumann visited Dharmapala, a scholar who advo-
cated India’s return to a puritanical form of Buddhism. Perhaps it was this on
the ground experience which not only converted him officially to Buddhism,
but also freed him sufficiently from scholarly philology that he devoted his life
thereafter to translating Buddhist scriptures. He was also assisted in this by the
fact that he owned his own copy of the recently printed Pali canonical texts, a
present from the King of Siam."* At first Neumann found it extremely difficult
to find publishers for his texts, but in 1904, he collaborated with Richard Piper,
also a Schopenhauerian, who was willing to publish the sayings of the Buddha.”
Piper Verlag would profit handsomely, in the long run, from the numerous edi-
tions of Neumann’s translations, though Neumann himself was still largely un-
known and penniless when he died in Vienna in 1915.

The second set of “wisdom” sources for the 19208 come from a different
source: from the Sinological work of Richard Wilhelm. Wilhelm sailed to
China as a Protestant missionary in 1899, but was himself “converted” to Con-
fucianism, especially after an important group of mandarins set up shop liter-
ally in his backyard in the wake of the Qing Revolution of 1911. Fleeing perse-
cution, or at least confiscation of their books, Lao Naixuan and others settled
in the German colony of Qingdao, and donated money to replace Wilhelm’s
tennis court with a library. There the “Confucian Society” met for a number of
years, and there Wilhelm began his work, together with his Chinese friends,
on his compilation and translation of the I Ging (published in 1924), one of the
oldest and most revered works of Chinese divination and philosophy. Wilhelm
also undertook in this era to translate a wide range of other Chinese clas-
sics, including Confucius’s Analects (1910) and the compilation of his writings
known as The Book of Rights (1911); Laotse’s Book of the Way (1911), and The
Book of Zhuang Zi (1912). At first, Wilhelm had had terrible trouble selling his
translations of Chinese “classics”; publishers doubted there was audience. As
Wilhelm noted bitterly, “[TThe publishers devote themselves to singing the re-
frain: “‘We can’t do that, who here cares about China?’ Finally, one was almost
ready [to commit]. He had just published [the work of] a ‘black’ philosopher
from Abyssinia, and so, he thought, a ‘yellow’ philosopher might, under these
conditions, nicely complement that” Ultimately, even this lead fizzled out. At
last Wilhelm approached the avant garde Eugen Diederichs Verlag in Jena. Die-
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derichs took a chance on Wilhelm, one that, like Piper’s backing of Neumann,
eventually turned him a tidy profit.'®

What is striking about the works of Neumann and Wilhelm is the following:
the translators chose the oldest “classics” available, for, to put it bluntly, these
were seen not only to be the closest to the pure expression of the spirit of the
folk (on the analogies of the Pentateuch and the Homeric epics), but also, these
were seen as closest to what might have been, in some secularized form, the
primeval revelation. In many ways, the dream of finding the “key to universal
wisdom” was not really dead, but simply transformed into oriental philology.
These translations were also done with the consultation of local scholars, in Sri
Lanka and in Qingdao, scholars who were most ardently in favor of religious
purity and canonical authority, and opposed to modernization and to western
imperialism.” There are all sorts of ways in which these translations were the
proverbial products of their time, and products of a shared, usually elitist, anti-
modernism. But they also offered a less judgmental and much more extensive
introduction to Buddhism and to Confucian thought than had been available to
Central Europeans in years past; and they were, in some way, joint products of
East and West. It would be Wilhelm’s Confucius, together with Neumann’s Bud-
dha, which formed the core of what Weimar literati would think of as “oriental
wisdom?”

Before we circle back to the Schule der Weisheit and the Weimar era, I want
to underline Keyserling’s own formation in the years before the war. An om-
nivorous, cosmopolitan aristocrat, Keyserling ended his friendship with Hous-
ton Stewart Chamberlain and renounced Schopenhauerian pessimism—turning
instead to Neumann’s Buddha and Wilhelm’s Confucius for inspiration. In 1911,
he set off on a trip around the world, or, more specifically, a trip specifically
designed to get him to the true seats of eastern wisdom, India and China, not to
previous generations’ founts of wisdom, Rome and the Holy Land. During his
travels, Keyserling soaked in atmosphere and conducted extensive interviews
with his mandarin and brahmin hosts in hopes of finding new truths. He re-
turned to Europe with a new understanding of Being and of the limitations of
the West’s idea of selthood.”* When, after his trip, he compiled his Travel Diary
of a Philosopher, Keyserling made his motto: “The shortest way to the self leads
one around the world” Full western self-development or Bildung, for Keyserling,
could no longer be accomplished without encountering “eastern” wisdom.”

This was, to put it mildly, a minority sentiment in 1913, when Keyserling
began to write his Travel Diary—but Zeitgeist would soon catch him up. The
war had an enormous impact on German intellectuals’ understanding of cul-
ture, history, and even geography, convincing Thomas Mann, among others,
that Germany did not belong to the West—whose civilization was in any case
doomed. During the war, too, Germans and Austrians made a number of over-
tures to anti-imperialist nationalists in India, Egypt, North Africa, Persia and
Palestine in the hopes of cementing “friendships” against the French and Brit-
ish. The most consequential of these “friendships” was of course the German-
Ottoman alliance, which provoked the Sultan to declare “jihad” on Allied, but
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not Germanic, Christiandom. If Keyserling was an eccentric cultural pessimist
before the Great War, by 1919, his sympathy for things oriental was right in style,
and his Travel Diary an original, but not terribly palatable, psycho-philosophical
cocktail, proved to be the second best-selling book of 1919—just behind Oswald
Spengler’s Decline of the West (1918)—which, had it offered footnotes, would also
have revealed its author’s profound debts to the orientalist literature of the fin de
siécle.

What made the East seem appealing in this context was first of all German
certainty that the West as a whole had brought decline upon itself (a convenient
way of avoiding questions about who had wanted the war in the first place).
Secondly, a number of German intellectuals, right and left, shared a powerful
sense that the colonized, or subcolonial world, was due to revenge itself on its
former masters. We can better appreciate what it must have felt like to Europeans
observing the colonial fallout of the war if we keep in mind the fact that most of
this literature was written in the immediate post-war era, the period that saw, in
1919 the Amritsar massacre in India and the May 4 protests in China, in 1922 and
1923, respectively, the establishment of Egyptian independence and of Turkish
statehood. Remember, too, that having lost their own colonies in the Versailles
settlements, many Germans looked upon the travails of the other colonizing
powers with a certain amount of Schadenfreude. There were some attempts, of
course, to capitalize on the chaotic circumstances in China, Persia and the Arab
lands by those who posed as, or really thought they were, “disinterested” friends
or sympathetic advisors. The Hungarian journalist and charlatan Trebitsch Lin-
coln evaded arrest by going to China, where he became first, advisor to a warlord,
and then a Buddhist monk; the German archaeologist Ernst Herzfeld helped
spearhead the passage of an anti-western Iranian antiquities law both because he
wanted to keep the French, British and Americans from pilfering or buying up
artifacts at a time the Germans had no cash to spare, and because he believed the
monuments should stay in Iran.” To take just one more example, having trav-
eled to Palestine in the early 1920s, the Austrian journalist Leopold von Wiese
objected so powerfully to the effects Zionist settlements were having on Arab
cultures; he wrote essays denouncing European Jewish and British colonial poli-
tics in Palestine,” and later returned to immerse himself in what seemed to him
the primeval and deeply spiritual culture of the desert, and the anti-materialist,
anti-classical truths of Islam. By the late 1920s, he had converted to Islam and
became a friend of King Saud; working his way steadily eastward, he eventually
became Pakistan’s first delegate to the United Nations.?? All of these careers, and
many more that could sketched, were proof that “the world had become wider”
and that “old Europe was no longer the center of the universe”—and that non-
Europeans, too, were actively involved in inventing the new forms, cultural and
political, this decentered world would adopt.”

One of the things that had changed, too, was that after the war, the postco-
lonial and impoverished Germans now actually had to care about the interests
and indigenous cultures of the non-western world if they were to exert influence
over them. In these circumstances, the romantic tradition provided important
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resources—rhetorical and emotional—for coping with the new situation. The
Central Europeans were lucky in that in places like India, China, and Japan,
nationalist intellectuals were relatively sympathetic, the result of disappointment
with the other western powers for their betrayal during the war, and in the peace
negotiations after. Indian nationalists congregated in Berlin, and a whole wave
of Japanese students came to German universities to imbibe anti-modernist phi-
losophy. In China, Zhang Junmai, a leader in the May 4 movement, suggested
that Germany might represent a third way between capitalist west and soviet
Russia, and sought to establish linkages between Chinese neoconfucianism and
German neoidealism.?* But Central Europeans had to work hard, now, to con-
vince others to listen to them. Attempting to organize an expedition to Central
Asia, the world-famous Swedish traveler Sven Hedin could no longer simply
sneak in by way of Kashgar. In 1927, he finally negotiated passage by agreeing
to call his project the Sino-Swedish Expedition, and by taking Chinese scholars
along. When they wanted an exact copy of a Lamaistic temple, they were forced
to hire a Chinese architect to draw the plans. It is perhaps no trivial matter that
the reports of this expedition featured actual images of Hedin’s Chinese col-
leagues, as well as his local interpretors and assistants, and that Hedin himself
would later publish admiring biographies of two Chinese leaders, Chiang Kai-
shek and the Muslim warlord Ma Chung-yin.”

The time was right, then, to look eastward for friends, and for inspiration: but
for those who could not, like Hedin, actually get to Asia, what resources were
available to westerners seeking to understand the “essence” of the East? The brief
answer is, there was a vast amount of information now available about the geog-
raphies, arts, religions, and histories of eastern nations, and it is interesting that
the group of moderate conservatives profiled below took the works of Confu-
cius and the Buddha, in the translations that seemed least mediated by western
norms, to be the classic statements of “eastern wisdom.” Karl Eugen Neumann’s
popularity, in particular, surged at the war’s end. In 1921, the great poet and dra-
matist Hugo von Hofsmannsthal devoted an essay to the obscure translator, call-
ing his editions of Buddha’s works “without a doubt one of the most consequen-
tial deeds for the German nation that our generation has done;”* and another
elite fan described Neumann’s work as an intellectual achievement “that corre-
sponds less to A. W. Schlegel’s Shakespeare than to Luther’s Bible”” Piper Verlag
reissued his translations, and eminent cultural figures such as Albert Schweitzer,
Edmund Husserl, Hermann Hesse, Stefan Zweig, C. G. Jung, and Thomas Mann
paid tribute to his achievement.?® Similarly, Richard Wilhelm’s translations, as
well as his Weimar-era works, The Soul of China and Secret of the Golden Flower,
would be read by a huge range of intellectuals. Carl Jung, with whom Wilhelm
collaborated on the Golden Flower, claimed that he had learned more from
Wilhelm than from any other man.”” Wilhelm became a fixture at Keyserling’s
Schule der Weisheit, as Neumann surely would also have done, had he lived long
enough. What the Schule der Weisheit, and the Weimar era as a whole consumed
as “oriental wisdom” was very much the product of the “conversion’ and immer-
sion experiences of these two men, Karl Eugen Neumann and Richard Wilhelm.
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But, of course, obscure orientalist translators may make history, but they do not
make it exactly as they please; they often need an impressario—and that, above
all, was Keyserling’s role.

We can return, now, at last, to the founding of the Schule der Weisheit, and
the popularization of oriental wisdom in the early 1920s. Keyserling was able to
launch his operation in 1920, thanks to funds supplied by his wife’s fortune and
his old friend Duke Ernst Ludwig of Hessen, who had himself visited India in
1902-03.*° Importantly, Keyserling also had the endorsement of the publisher
Otto Reichl, who printed endless pamphlets by school members as well as the
Schools official journal, The Path to Fulfillment and its pamphlet series, The Can-
delabra. Reichl did so, presumably, with little regard for circulation figures—for
Reichl too was in Keyserling’s thrall; again we glimpse the importance of the
sympathetic publisher to esoteric thinkers. Those who attended the School were,
above all, the moderate to conservative, post-Christian aristocracy and educated
middle class intelligentsia of the region; commentators emphasize the School’s
appeal to well-educated women, and to those who, as Hans Driesch expressed it,
“despite living in a republic gladly basked in the Grand Duke’s light . . 7' . As for
their common reading matter, we can assume familiarity with Kant, Schopen-
hauer, and Nietzsche, with Spengler and Thomas Mann. A goodly porportion of
Keyserling’s clientele also read more esoteric work, including books on astrology
and alchemy, on vegetarianism and sex therapy.

These inquirers had little knowledge of, or interest in, works further to the left;
they despised Marx and Marxism, and would have had little time for Brecht—
even though he too was interested in China—or even for Max Weber (who, by
the way, got his oriental knowledge chiefly from English sources). They were
disdainful—as only reasonably secure people can be—of all forms of material-
ism, and reluctant supporters of Weimar’s democracy. They tended to be anti-
British, and after the war, anti-American (Wilhelm wrote to Keyserling already
in 1912 about his attempts to “rescue ancient Confucian scholarship from the
waves of anglo-American barbarism [Unkulturwoge]”** On the other hand, they
recognized, as many other westerners did not, that, as Keyserling put it, “the
pre-war prestige of the European and the Christian is gone” And they were not
Nazis. Keyserling, though he flirted occasionally with forms of racial essential-
ism, rejected racial hygiene and Nietzschean nihilism, and despised the NSDAP
not only because they were uneducated thugs, but also because he opposed mili-
tarism, and anti-Semitism.** His project was about salvation from within the
soul, a soul he believed could not be saved by politics, racial hygiene, or faith, but
only by the transformation of western self-cultivation.

In founding his School, Keyserling hoped to offer others the same sort of
“educational” transformation he had experienced during his travels; indeed, he
surely had Rabindranath Tagore’s ashram at Santiniketan in mind as one of his
models for the school. In his opening lectures, Keyserling stressed the indis-
pensability of western confrontation with “otherness” for the sake of spiritual
renewal. If his lecture on the first day focused on western despair and alienation,
the lecture on day two treated Indian and Chinese wisdom, emphasizing the
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East’s superior ability to understand meaning (Sinn) and to perform self-mas-
tery; only by following Laotse’s way could Europeans progress, he proclaimed,
quoting from Wilhelm’s translation: “Act, without struggling”® The lecture on
the third day was titled “Ancient and Modern Wisdom,” and in a move repeated
countless times by his contemporaries, Keyserling compared contemporary
conditions to those of the period of late antiquity, as the Socratic logic of the
Greeks was swamped by irrational mysticism (by which he meant both Mithra-
ism and Christianity). Keyserling insisted that it was the School’s intent not to
let the mystagogues win, but rather to expand wisdom’s scope to include the
erotic, the irrational, and the Oriental, thereby avoiding the fate of the Greeks,
the bankrupt scientificness of the Enlightenment, and the narrow-mindedness
of nineteenth-century, philhellenic liberalism.** Only in this way could western
individuals achieve wholeness and resist Spenglerian decline.

In his attempt to reshape Bildung, Keyserling pushed a program of what
we would call interdisciplinary and cross-cultural experience; the Schule der
Weisheit offered lessons in meditation and in yoga, but also invited philosophers
and theologians to give lectures. But one of its most innovative departures was
its issuing of invitations to non-European intellectuals, to attend conferences
not as ethnographic curiosities but as honored guests. One of the first and most
important visitors to Keyserling’s School, in fact, was the Indian poet and nov-
elist Rabindranath Tagore, the first non-European to be awarded of the Nobel
Prize for literature. Keyserling had visited Tagore on his travels through India in
1912, and now organized a whole week of events in celebration of the Indian sage
during his first European tour. By the time he arrived in Darmstadt, Tagore was
already a celebrity—so many students attended his lecture at the University of
Berlin that the poet required a police escort.” Perhaps because he represented, as
his son later suggested, a man fighting for his nation’s freedom: “Germany then
was a land partly occupied by the victors, and [the Germans] saw in this spiritual
power of the Indians something worth striving for**

In any event, several thousand people attended Tagore’s “June Week” at the
Schule der Weisheit, eager to listen to Tagore, or better, to Keyserling’s transla-
tions of Tagore’s words, for the Indian sage seems to have sung in Sanskrit or
spoken in English. What he said was, among other things, “[S]trive for unity,
the kernel of all earthly religions, but leave aside uniformity, for God reveals
himself in many ways in both East and the West”—sentiments which mirrored
Keyserling’s views and echoed the views promoted by Ram Mohun Roy and the
Brahmo Samaj in nineteenth-century India, as well as, in some ways, the much
older ideas of Renaissance hermeticism.* Rather more provocative, and politi-
cal, were Tagore’s words in an evening lecture. As the Sinologist Erwin Rousselle
paraphrased: “There are powerful empires in the East and the West, but on your
side people have forgotten what an empire is for. Here the empty shell crushes
humankind, and having become soulless such a land knows only one thing:
power. Then such western empires extend their power into the East, bringing
destruction and the poisoning of the soul. For to defend themselves orientals
too will be untrue to the meaning of empire and want to counter power with
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power.” *° In this crowd, denouncing the West’s degeneracy and imperial expro-
priation was well received, and Tagore was deluged with flowers and praise. The
Marburg philosopher and spiritual father of the youth movement, Paul Natorp,
was particularly impressed, and wrote an essay (published by Diederichs Verlag)
denouncing the evils of industrialized European society, and calling for western-
ers and easterners to work together as brothers in order to save mankind.*

Keyserling’s re-education project was rather less despairing than the related
one articulated in Hermann Hesse’s orientalized version of the “novel of educa-
tion,” Siddhartha, published in the terrible and chaotic year 1922. Hesse’s parents
had served as missionaries in India, and his maternal grandfather was an Indol-
ogist; he had visited Ceylon himself in 1911. But his deep interest in, and attach-
ment to, eastern wisdom (especially Indian and Chinese forms) developed in the
late years of the war, and blossomed as he immersed himself in the translations
of Neumann and Richad Wilhelm, and underwent a brief bout of therapy with
Carl Jung.*? Hesse’s linkages to our cast of characters are extensive; in an essay of
1920, he hailed Keyserling as “the first European scholar and philsopher who has
really understood India,” the only one who appreciated the fact that India “had
to do with the soul,” and and that “the Hindu way to wisdom is not a science but
a psychic technique’® Like Keyserling and Thomas Mann, Hesse juxtaposed
eastern “wisdom” to western “science” and “philosophy”—but ultimately seems
to have had less trust than the other two that the latter forms could be salvaged,
and a new form of Bildung created. Rather than describing the coming of age of
a striving western hero, Hesse’s Siddhartha narrated the story of an Indian con-
temporary of the Buddha, a man who learns to renounce book learning, mate-
rial wealth, love and paternal authority to listen to the river’s “Om.” Hesse told a
friend that he felt he had “reformulated for our era a mediatative Indian ideal of
how to live one’s life.” but found that even most of his friends did not understand
the Taoist, Buddhist, and Hindu ideas he incorporated into it.** Perhaps the les-
sons drawn from this “wisdom”—and from the personal agonies Hesse was suf-
fering at the time—were simply too nihilistic for those who did, after all, want to
heal their culture’s war-ravaged soul.

Hesse, however, did harbor a vitalistic-apocalyptic hope that Europe’s turn
to Asia would catalyze a necessary regeneration of European Geist; in several
of his immediate post-war writings, he underscores the positive, reverse side of
Wilhelmine cultural collapse, the birth of deeper and more powerful forms of
spirituality in the context of “a passionate struggle for a new interpretation of the
meaning of our lives”** Inevitably, he paints this struggle in ways that primitiv-
ize Asia (a category in which he, like Thomas Mann, includes Russia), but also
give the Orient credit for its superior antiquity, spiritual depth, and patriarchy-
destroying power. In an essay of 1919, written as he was reading intensively in
eastern philosophy and literature (preparatory to completing Siddhartha) simul-
taneously with re-reading Spengler, Keyserling’s Travel Diary, and The Brothers
Karamazov, he reflected:
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The idea of the Karamozovs, a primeval, occult, Asiatic ideal, begins to
become European, begins to devour the spirit of Europe. This is what I call
the decline of Europe. The decline is a turning back to Asia, a return to the
mother, to the sources, to the Faustian “Mothers.” and of course will lead
like every earthly death to a new birth. It is only we who experience these
phenomena as “decline;” we contemporaries, just as the abandonment of
an old beloved homeland brings only to the aged a feeling of grief and ir-
redemiable loss, whereas the young see nothing but what is new, what lies
ahead.*

“What we in our art, our intellectuality and religions have won, cultivated, re-
fined, and finally made so thin and tenuous. . . through them we have nourished
one side of mankind at the expense of the other side, we have served a god of
light and thereby denied the forces of darkness,” he wrote in 1922. Embracing the
exotic, he claimed “is not convenient, it is not attractive. But it is necessary.”*

What Keyserling and Hesse shared was not only their heavy dependence on
the works of Neumann and Wilhelm, but also their strong sense that western ed-
ucation was bankrupt, and that eastern wisdom was the only non-revolutionary
means by which the discredited “fathers” could be removed and replaced. As the
similarly minded Hofmannsthal put it, also in 1922, stepping over “the vener-
able ancient borders of classical/Christian Bildung” to grasp the stable, spiritual
order and values of the East was the only consolation possible for a spiritually
dead Europe.*® Richard Wilhelms little book entitled Chinese Life- Wisdom, also
published in 1922, offered the same sort of desperate attempt to find a cure for
what ailed the West. What the East represented was not simply a spirituality to
fill the void left by Christianity’s evaporation, but stability, and consolation. The
title of Keyserling’s 1921 lecture series says it all: “Weisheit als Beharrung im
Wandel,” Wisdom as [a Form of] Permanence in Times of Change” This was
neoromantic and condescending, to be sure; but it was also an admission of
western failings, and represented an openness to other forms of knowing, and
of self-fashioning.

It is difficult to measure the cultural impact made by Keyserling and the
Schule der Weisheit; Keyserling certainly did his very best to blanket Germany,
Europe, and America with his prose; he gave literally hundreds of lectures—at
home and abroad—in the 1920s, and wrote endless newspaper articles, essays,
and book reviews, and a large number of books as well. He drew participants
from Schwabing, Munich’s prewar bohemia, and from Monte Verita in Ascona,
Switzerland, an early alternative community which dabbled in nudism, vege-
tarianism, modern dance, and various forms of eastern spirituality.* He wel-
comed members of Freud’s circle, as well as university-trained philologists and
neo-Kantian philsophers. Offering spiritual, rather than bodily therapeutics,
the School of Wisdom offered a rather more respectable forum for the Ascona
crowd and the pschyoanalysts; on the other hand, he made it possible for a large
number of what might be called “fringe” academics, people like the African eth-
nographer and inventor of “negritude” Leo Frobenius, and the Sanskrit philo-
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gist turned student of yoga Heinrich Zimmer, to talk to one another, as well as
to the counter-cultural crowd. In academia proper, there was still considerable
resistance to the new ideas—Zimmer and Frobenius, along with a host of Key-
serling’s other visitors were ridiculed and marginalized. The Schule der Weisheit-
could not give them much financial support—and Keyserling himself was noto-
riously overbearing and his friendships of short duration. But surely the Schule
der Weisheitdemonstrated the possibilities for interdisciplinary and cross-cul-
tural thinking, and for reaching out to the public outside the usual frameworks,
in similar sorts of ways as did the Institut fiir Sozialforschung, or, for that matter,
the Warburg School.* The most direct and formative impact of the Schule der
Weisheit would be in the foundations it laid for the Eranos seminars, meetings of
eminent scholars of the history of world religions, which began in Switzerland in
1933, and culminated in some of twentieth century’s most formative inquiries in
myth, religion, and cultural anthropology.

It would, from our perspective, be relatively easy to find lingering Eurocen-
trisms in all of this work, and to ridicule many of these figures for their neo-
romantic and self-interested pursuits of wholeness. But we have to think of the
context: how many other interwar Europeans were willing to read the words of
the Buddha, or to devote any time to thinking about China? And in the case
of some individuals, like Richard Wilhelm, there was a very human side to the
pursuit of oriental wisdom. Wilhelm made good, and lasting friends in China,
and he respected their wisdom and scholarship; he tried to get the president
of Beijing University, Cai Yuanpei, an honorary degree from the University of
Frankfurt, and when that failed, he dedicated one of his major works—The Soul
of China—to him. He and his wife Salome adopted a Chinese baby for a time
when one of its parents died; the adoption would have been permanent, had not
the Chinese family decided it wanted the child back. In 1929, in straightened
circumstances and poor health himself, Wilhelm collected money for Chinese
famine relief, and publicly denounced the Red Cross for taking a Malthusian at-
titude toward the crisis.” Despite the pervasiveness of anti-western nationalism
in China by the end of the twenties, Wilhelm continued to be admired there; at
his death, Beijing University held a memorial ceremony, and created a fund to
support erection of a chair in his name at Frankfurt.

In other fields, too, one begins to find Europeans, and especially Central Eu-
ropeans, beginning to attend more closely to the voices of non-western intellec-
tuals. We have established, already, the increasing popularity during these years
of the sayings of the Buddha, and of the classic works of Chinese philosophy,
but there was also a new understanding among art historians and archaeologists
that the era of imposing western judgments on the arts of the East had to end.
Central European art historical work of the 1920s was nothing short of revolu-
tionary; not only was this the great era of Aby Warburg, Erwin Panofsky and
Heinrich Wolfflin; this was also the world that produced the great scholars of
Persian and Islamic art, Ernst Herzfeld and Richard Ettinghausen, and break-
through studies in Indian symbolism by Heinrich Zimmer (Hofmannsthal’s son
in law) and in Egyptian art by Heinrich Schéfer.* One could see similar trends
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underway in other fields, in the study of theology, for example, where Rudolf
Otto’s cross-cultural study, The Holy, would prove the most widely read work
of theology of the Weimar era**—perhaps because it defended the uniqueness
of Christianity in a way that did not rely either on history or on philosophical
rationalism. Classics itself was forced to innovate by the pressures exerted on it
from the widening Orient, and as scholars of that field know, the Weimar era was
instrumental in opening up both the hellenistic and the archaic, pre-Socratic
worlds for study. Finally, the era experienced a Renaissance in Jewish scholar-
ship and philosophy, spearheaded by Martin Buber, Gerschom Scholem, and
Franz Rosenzweig; many of these German-trained scholars, too, emphasized
what they themselves would have called “the oriental” aspects of Judaism.” It
is regrettable, but instructive, that the Jewish forms of oriental wisdom and the
Indian-Chinese forms rarely met, except, on occasion, at the Schule der Weisheit.

In a large number of fields, Central Europeans were learning to listen to the
East’s voices—albeit in neoromantic translations of their ancient sages, or in the
form of anti-modernist wisdom of indigenous conservative elites.” Some had
recognized that western imperialism was not only destroying venerable non-
western cultures and traditions, but also that it was the duty of Europeans, as
the Islamicist Carl Heinrich Becker wrote, “to replace the mentality of Asian
exploitation with the recognition of the equality of the Asians, with all the con-
sequences of this for Europe and America” Some professional orientalists and
some novelists, like Hesse, continued to explore the implications of these ideas
through the 1920s; but after the Weimar Republic stabilized in 1924, the wider
culture moved on beyond the pursuit of “oriental wisdom;” even Keyserling’s
passions for the East cooled.”® In general, the German cultural world turned in-
ward, and “oriental wisdom” became, once again, something pursued chiefly by
iconoclasts and specialized scholars. In the late 1920s, Richard Wilhelm found
himself dragging his slides around from one small-town lecture to another, try-
ing to convince fellow citizens that the Chinese did not eat earthworms and only
rarely exposed their female children. After 1933, virtually all of the innovative
orientalists I describe above would be forced to leave Central Europe by the
Nazi regime, and would be little mourned at home, though their contributions
to their exiled communities would be monumental. To offer just a few examples:
Richard Ettinghausen, Heinrich Zimmer and Elias Bickerman would contribute
greatly to the study of Islamic art, Indian symbolism and Hellenistic religions in
the US; Ferdinand Lessing, a specialist in Lamaistic art and religion and member
of Hedin’s Sino-Swedish Expeditions, would end up at UC Berkeley, the founder,
as it happens, of their East Asian Studies department.”

Perhaps, as I have suggested above, the much-maligned figure of the oriental-
ist needs a bit more nuance, and deserves a bit more credit for—in some times
and places especially—challenging Eurocentric norms. Orientalists have often
played an iconoclastic role, as did elite consumers of “oriental wisdom” in the
early Weimar era, exposing those brought up on the Bible, the classics, and Eu-
ropean literature to other worlds—though of course some have also helped to
create derogatory stereotypes or assisted in processes of securing and deepening
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of imperialist rule. In the early Weimar era, some westerners, despairing of their
own answers, showed themselves remarkably willing to imbibe this iconoclas-
tic orientalism, to entertain other ideas, and to envision other means of self-
fashioning. Unquestionably, this moment of openness was born of post-colonial
Schadenfreude and of neoromantic primitivism, it was hedged around by elitist
hostility to modern mass culture and limited in its interactions with the rest of
the world by its preference for consorting with conservative elites. And yet, it
opened the way for an important series of critiques which illuminated the many
ways in which European histories, philosophies, educational systems, and ideals
had been built on narrow and prejudiced understandings. In a series of radio
addresses, in 1931-32 Carl Becker described the sobering lessons he had learned
as a result of his recent visit to China. He had discovered, for one thing, how very
small Europe was, compared to Asia, and how little Germany’s fate mattered to
the rest of the world. He was made to feel just how much Europe was still suf-
fused with the traditions and symbols of the Bible and the humanistic tradition,
and how little even the orientalists understood of what he called “the confusing
riot of Asian symbolism.” “We console ourselves, for the most part,” he wrote,
“with the superiority of our cultivation, which we consider to be qualitively
“higher” One reveres the uniqueness of Greek Geist, but with closer contact with
this Asian world one cannot help raising the suspicion that our feelings of su-
periority are built on the quicksand of ignorance”*® Here at last was the modest
voice of the West, one that had been largely missing since Hermes Trismegistus
had departed the scene in the mid-seventheenth century, and one that would
be forced underground, again, through the 1930s and 40s. But in the 1950s, the
time was right for a rebirth. Diederichs Verlag began reissuing much of Richard
Wilhelm’s work, and in 1956-57, Piper Verlag published a three-volume collected
edition of Neumann’s translations from the Pali canon. The echoes of that revival
of oriental wisdom have proved long lasting, and have shaped in various ways
the multiculturalism of the present.® Institutions, contexts, and even transla-
tions change, but as the new depatures in world history show, a large number of
Europeans and Americans are finally beginning to lend the orientalists our ears.
And for that, we might, in some small way, have Weimar orientalism to thank.

Notes

An earlier version of this paper was presented as the Eugene Lunn Memorial Lecture

at UC Davis in May 2008, and I would like to preserve its dedication to the memory of
Professor Lunn, a pioneer in Weimar intellectual history. I am very grateful to my Davis
audience, and to Peter Gordon, Martin Ruehl, and Kris Manjapra for their comments,
bibliography and suggestions for revision. I would also like to thank Ute Gahlings for her
help, a number of years ago now, in negotiating the Keyserling Archive in Darmstadt.
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