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ABSTRACT

This study examines the early works of Hermann Hesse in the historical context of early
twentieth-century Germany. While Hesse’s literary career spans over six decades, most
scholarship focuses only on a brief period. Historians study his Weimar novels, as
psychologically penetrating pieces that offer insights into this fascinating and chaotic era of
German history. Yet, Hesse’s early works have not received due attention in historical
scholarship. This situation is unfortunate because Hesse’s prewar writings provide interesting
and relevant commentary on life in fin de siécle Germany.

Hesse’s early writings offer unique insights into aspects of German culture and society,
specifically regarding nature, education, cultural pessimism, and the Great War. As industrial
society increasingly encroached upon middle-class life and the natural world, Hesse implored
people to slow this destruction and love nature. Even though the German educational system
became world famous, Hesse worried that its rigors often crushed the creativity and individuality
of young men and women. In such a fast-changing world, many intellectuals pessimistically
viewed progress and thought that society was in decline, but Hesse advised against such radical
ideas. Finally, Hesse became an outsider during the Great War, as his pacifist commentary stood
in contrast to widespread nationalism.

This study’s close look at Hesse’s early works will demonstrate that the Weimar image of
the author does not allow for a complete picture of the writer or his relevance to German history.
When Hesse’s prewar writings are better understood, we will gain insights into the struggles
faced by middle-class Wilhelmine society, in a time of drastic change, through the eyes of one

lonely romantic and individualistic outsider.

Vi



INTRODUCTION

Hermann Hesse was a German poet, psychological novelist, and Nobel Prize-winning
author. Even today he is an individual familiar to many, not just professors and academia, but
also to the lay reader, both in Europe and the United States. However, Hesse’s place in German
history is uncertain. Robert Galbreath observes “frequently mentioned, seldom studied,
Hermann Hesse is a familiar nonperson to intellectual historians and specialists in Weimar
culture.”® Hesse’s audience has indeed focused on the works of this period, and not without
justification. What have become his most famous novels, Demian, Siddhartha, and Steppenwolf,
were all written during this stimulating era. The first novel, Demian, speaks of the conflicted
individual in modern society and portends the dangers of an upcoming war, while dealing with
Emil Sinclair’s transition from boyhood to manhood. Siddhartha offers a glimpse into the
influences of Eastern culture that were permeating Weimar society, and traces the journey of an
individual to find his place in life. Lastly, Steppenwolf presents a psychological view of the
mind, while reflecting interwar cultural trends such as jazz music and the new woman. While
historians have regarded these novels as artifacts of Weimar Germany, Hesse’s earlier work has
received little attention in comparison.

Two literary scholars, Ralph Freedman and Mark Boulby, however, have suggested that
Hesse’s writings should be significant for historians, because they reflect the literary, social, and
intellectual history of Germany.? But this has not been the case, and the question must be asked,

why? It may be that, besides the popularity of his Weimar novels, Hesse’s position in history is

! Robert Galbreath, “Hermann Hesse and the Politics of Detachment,” Political Theory Vol. 2, No. 1 (February
1974): 62, http://www.jstor.org/stable/190700 (accessed November 25, 2012).

2 Ralph Freedman, Hermann Hesse: A Pilgrim of Crisis (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978), 15; Mark Boulby,
Hermann Hesse: His Mind and Art (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1967), vi.0
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incomplete because of the manner in which his works have been recognized and studied. In the
United States, Hesse is often read as a counter-cultural or mythical author, without connection to
Germany. Hesse’s image in the United States has been significantly molded and influenced by
the 1960s counter-culture movement that coincided with the period of his greatest success in
America.® Because of this, Hesse’s writings that most directly intersect with counter-cultural
ideas have been regarded in the United States; an idea Theodore Ziolkowski coined “Saint Hesse

4 Also, Freedman argues that Americans tend to focus on mythical aspects

among the Hippies.
of Hesse, causing him to be seen exclusively as a psychological author of man’s interior and a
mystic of the East.”

Not only has American opinion influenced the reception of Hesse, but so have traditional
academic perspectives. Let us take one of the most prominent literary figures who can be found
in historical analysis, Thomas Mann. Mann can be classified as an upper middle class artist; he
wrote in a very refined and eloquent manner, appealing to scholars and the educated elite. In
contrast, Hesse was from a modest family and wrote in a more readable and accessible style than
did Mann. Hesse even acknowledged that striving for a truly democratic literary sphere was
important to his fictional endeavors. In 1908 he pronounced, “they do not understand that | have

more or less given up fat words and great maxims since Camenzind and that that is progress.

Particularly, they don’t want to accept my material and believe I should write for noblemen and

® Henry Pachter is bothered by the American misreading of Hesse. He argues that young Americans of the 1960s
have read counter-cultural and drug influences that are actually not present in Hesse’s works. He compares the
American reading to the German reading of the 1910s-1920s that drew youths into war and towards Nazism. In the
end, Pachter claims that Hesse is poor writer and poor storyteller and is happy that this youthful phase of his own
life has passed. See Henry M. Pachter, “On Re-Reading Hermann Hesse,” Salmagundi No. 12 (Spring 1970), 83-
89, http://www.jstor.org/stable/40546583 (accessed December 6, 2014).

* Ziolkowski first coined this in 1969 and recalls it in an article celebrating Hesse in 2002. See Theodore
Ziolkowski, “A Celebration of Hermann Hesse,” World Literature Today Vol. 77, No. 1 (April - June 2003): 60-61,
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40157786 (accessed December 10, 2014).

*Freedman, 10-11.
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geniuses, and not for the vegetable dealers and idiots.”® Indeed, Hesse hoped to reach out to as
many people around him as he could. Freedman agrees that Hesse stood apart from other
arguably more famous authors, such as Mann, because he wrote for a much broader audience.’
But this does not mean that Hesse was any less literary than someone like Mann.

Additionally, scholars who have examined Hesse’s early works note their contemporary
success, but argue against their durability. As Theodore Ziolkowski concludes, before the war
Hesse was a gifted and entertaining writer, but one without lasting significance.® Hesse’s
popularity, however, reached its height before the First World War, and his status among
German readers significantly declined afterwards as contemporaries viewed him as unpatriotic
and non-German. In fact, it is only modern perception that interprets Steppenwolf, Demian, and
Siddhartha as Hesse’s most popular novels.’

If we take a closer look at Hesse’s early literature, we find these pieces contain
interesting observations about contemporaneous German culture and society. In particular, some
of these views include a neo-romantic return to nature, dissatisfaction with the German
educational system, and a sense of cultural pessimism. When Hesse’s works are considered in
relation to these intellectual trends, it will become clear that the society and culture of this era
significantly influenced his early writings. It is important to realize the effects of German culture
and society on Hesse, because neglecting his earlier works creates a vacuum around his later

ones.

® Hermann Hesse to Helene Welti, Gaienhofen, December 29, 1908, in Hermann Hesse Gesammelte Briefe: Erster
Band 1895-1921, ed. Ursula and Volker Michels (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1973), 152. “Erstlich verstehen sie
nicht, dass ich mir seit dem Camenzind die fetten Worte und grossen Spriiche einigermassen abgewohnt habe und
daB das ein Forschritt ist. Namentlich aber wollen sie meine ‘Stoffe’ nicht gelten lassen un meinen, ich sole vom
Herrenmenschen und Genies erzéhlen, nicht von Gemishandlern und Idioten.”

’ Freedman, 109.

® Theodore Ziolkowski, The Novels of Hermann Hesse: A Study in Theme and Structure (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1974), 4.

® While Demian’s publication was initially greeted with popular approval, it was only because Hesse had published
it under a pseudonym, Emil Sinclair, and once Hesse was discovered as the author, sales immediately declined.
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Hesse’s early writings, indeed, divulge stimulating details about fin de siecle German
life. Biographer Mark Boulby elaborates on the significance of Hesse’s early novels, stating
“Hesse’s work, because of its eclectic nature, reflects much of the literary and intellectual history
of Germany and indeed of Western Europe in the first few decades of this century.”*® While
Hesse’s writing may reflect Western European trends, his relationship to German culture that is
most striking. Claude Hill substantiates that Hesse’s firm bond to Germany must not be
overlooked: “The question of Hesse’s relationship to Germany would be of little interest were
the poet a queer outsider who just ‘accidentally’ uses the German language and who does not rest
firmly in German cultural tradition... an investigation with his German bonds is incomplete
without at least indicating how deeply and exclusively the poet is ‘German’ in spirit and
tradition.”™ It is quite clear, for example, that the German Romantics continuously influenced
Hesse’s style. His natural inclinations were even noticed by the German public who praised the
writer as an outdoor author of nature and spirit, in opposition to a corrosive civilization.** His
early fiction reflected the disenfranchised attitude of early twentieth-century Germans, who were
not in accord with the modern, industrial nation-building process. As H. Stuart Hughes
remarked, Hesse developed a radical sense of alienation from society and perceived troubles in
German life before most thinkers.** By warning of the alienation and dangers caused by modern
progress, Hesse became an indispensable author for many Germans who feared industrial

advancement at the turn of the twentieth century.

1 Boulby, v.

1 Claude Hill, “Hermann Hesse and Germany,” The German Quarterly Vol. 21, No. 1 (January 1948): 15,
http://www.jstor.org/stable/400849 (accessed March 5, 2013).

2 Hill, “Germany,” 10.

B3 H. Stewart Hughes, Consciousness and Society: The Reorientation of European Social Thought, 1890-1930 (New
York: Vintage, 1958), 50.
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Besides appealing to naturalist sentiments, Hesse attracted Wilhelmine readers because
they viewed him as a teacher and an example on how to approach life. Hesse grasped both the
internal struggle of the self and the external struggle of society, and readers turned to the author’s
“finely tuned interaction between his psychological conflict and historical events...” as an
example for their own lives."* Hesse’s fiction, spawned by his own personal turmoil, was written
with every type of reader in mind. As Mark Boulby remarks, “its [Hesse’s novels] real merit and
its survival value do not lie so much in these contacts [literary movements] as in the considerable
feat of art by which a personal conflict is universalized.”™ As a neo-Romantic, Hesse attempted
to trace the wanderings of the imagination as they entered into everyday life, or at least give it
basis in real experience.’® Hesse perceived the threats modern society posed to the individual,
and thought it was his responsibility to impart social values and wisdom to his conflicted age.*’
In the author’s mind, the root of evil was human reluctance to accept individual responsibility
and an unwillingness to improve the self, and as an artist he needed to be an example for
others.® Humanity came first, in Hesse’s opinion, and this was grounded in individual
responsibility. His works, consequently, engage the idea of how can one improve the self as a
first step toward the betterment of society.

Due to these outlooks, Hesse became a critic of German society and culture, but a
moderate one. This means that he did not succumb to nationalism, anti-Semitism, and other
radical extremes as many cultural critics did during this time. He perceived societal ills, and

knew that the destruction of nature, regimented education, and cultural pessimism were all real

YFreedman, 5, 7.

> Boulby, v.

1® Mario Praz, The Romantic Agony, trans. Angus Davidson (London: Oxford University Press, 1970), 38.
" Roy Pascal, From Naturalism to Expressionism: German Literature and Society, 1880-1918 (London: Weidenfeld
and Nicolson, 1973), vii
8 Hill, “Germany,” 11.



problems, but he never turned to or offered a radical solution. Instead, he argued that social
regeneration was possible if the individual took responsibility and the care to find his own self.
Hesse observed that he was living in a time of mass culture, and knew the harm of sacrificing
one’s individuality.

Hermann Hesse was born July 2, 1877, in the village of Calw near the Black Forest.
Johannes, Hesse’s father, was a Russian citizen by birth and a Pietist missionary, while his
mother, Marie Gundert, was born in India, the daughter of a missionary.”® Already as a youth,
Hesse did not live in harmony with the world. His energetic and impetuous behavior annoyed
his parents and teachers. Lewis Tusken remarks that in today’s terms Hesse was a “hyper” child,
perhaps with attention deficit disorder. He was more comfortable with the surplus of stimuli
offered in nature than the steady habits embraced by the middle class and would often find
himself in trouble. For example, one time Hesse’s parents scolded the boy for sneaking off into
the forest and building a fire.” Moreover, the routine of school life elicited little enthusiasm for
the young Hermann. He did not particularly enjoy school, even though he was an above average
student. His education began at the age of six, when Hesse’s parents sent the child to a boarding
school, Knabenhaus, causing Hesse to feel ostracized by his family.?* Several years later, Hesse
passed a state examination, which allowed him to attend seminary at Maulbronn. Instruction at
Maulbronn followed an extremely regimented system, requiring over forty hours of class a week,

including school on Saturdays.?? This strict order caused Hesse to suffer from headaches and

19 Joseph Mileck, Hermann Hesse: Life and Art (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977), 1.

2 |_ewis W. Tusken, Understanding Hermann Hesse: The Man, His Myth, His Metaphor (Columbia: University of
South Carolina Press, 1998), 10, 12.

2! Richard C. Helt, “4 Poet or Nothing at All”: The Tiibingen and Basel Years of Hermann Hesse (Providence:
Berghahn Books, 1996), 21.

22 Tusken, Understanding, 17.



insomnia, and due to his illnesses, Hesse was withdrawn from the seminary in 1892. His
removal relieved the school’s teachers, who had begun to doubt the youth’s sanity.

The summer after his dismissal from Maulbronn, Hesse’s mental condition deteriorated
to the point that he purchased a revolver with the intention of committing suicide. He did not
execute the plan, but this would not be his only flirtation with suicide. Less than a year later, in
January 1893, Hesse once again bought a revolver with the same intention.?® After this second
effort, Hesse’s parents sent the youth to a sanatorium. In fact, the young Hesse was nearly
declared mentally ill, but he was deemed too young.?* During this phase of his life Hesse felt
lost, claiming he “needed someone who understood him.”?®> He clearly did not feel understood
by his parents, not just because they sent him to away to school and to a sanatorium, but also
because of their religious convictions. Hesse claimed his father’s Pietism had caused him
despair and drove a wedge between him and his parents. Critical of Christianity, Hesse could not
tolerate Christian love and claimed that poets were better than the Bible. But soon the young
man would find reprieve. After leaving the hospital, Hesse began to read voraciously, and within
two years he left his parental home for a new start in Tubingen.

Hesse’s departure to Tiibingen in 1895 granted the young man a sense of tranquility.
Even before he settled on this decision, Hesse knew that he needed to make a dramatic change in
his life. In fact, Hesse discussed with his friend, teacher, and mentor Doctor Ernst Kapff the
possibility of immigrating to Brazil.?® But these plans were childish dreams, and Hesse soon

found himself as an apprentice bookdealer at Heckenhauer’s in Tiibingen. The town’s aura of

2 Mileck, 5-12.

* Freedman, 58.

 Tysken, Understanding, 29.

% Hermann Hesse to Ernst Kapff, Calw, October 1, 1895, in Kindheit und Jugend vor Neunzehnhundert, ed. Gerhard
Kirchhoff (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp 1978), 9-16.



medieval romanticism pleased the young man, but he was still not entirely pleased with life.?’
Hesse discovered the daily routine at Heckenhauer’s to be interesting, but mentally debilitating
and strenuous.”® In another letter to Kapff, Hesse revealed that rather than work, he wished to
live genuinely. This meant lying in the grass, reading Goethe, and filling his days with idle
fancies.® It was during these Tibingen years that German Romanticism began to leave an
impression on the young man. Writing once again to Kapff, Hesse claimed, “I almost have the
desire to don Romantic armor and to represent the melancholic and sentimental poetry...”*
Hesse believed the Romantics not only to be strikingly Germanic, but also persons who spoke to
his own individualistic and innate tendencies. Above all, Hesse held Johann Wolfgang von
Goethe, Heinrich Heine, and Novalis in high esteem. In August 1898, Hesse wrote a letter to
Helene Voigt-Diederichs, wife of the publisher Eugen Diederichs, which concisely explained the
appeal of this movement: “Romanticism! It has all the mystery and youthfulness of the German
heart, all its energy as well as its sickness, and above all a longing for intellectual heights, and
youthful, brilliant speculation, which our age absolutely lacks.”*! Hesse identified with the
individuality and the aesthetic experience offered by Romanticism, and would later apply these
tendencies to his own writings.

Due to his individualistic outlook, Hesse’s relationships with his contemporaries were

often difficult. He even commented that “since my time in school I have been damned to

" Hermann Hesse to Johannes and Marie Hesse, Tiibingen, October 18-20, 1895, Kindheit, 20-24.

% Hermann Hesse to Johannes and Marie Hesse, Tiibingen, January 24, 1898, Kindheit, 231. “Von der etwas
eintdnigen Arbeit bekommt man einen Schreckliche dummen Kopf.”

2 Hermann Hesse to Ernst Kapff, Tiibingen, February 7, 1896, Kindheit, 65-70. “Interessante, aber anstrengede
Arbeit!... Wenn ich Zeit hatte, Privatier wére und an eigene literarische Zukunft nicht d&chte, so wiirde ich den Tag
uber ins Gras liegen oder Billard spielen, mich um all die Goétterchen von Varnhagen bis Hauptmann den Teufel
scheren, und die Abendstuden mit Tausend und Einer Nacht, Boccaccio, Cervantes, Fielding und solchen
Schurrpfeifereien flllen, Heines Gedichte exzerpieren, und als Dessert jeweils ein Stiickchen Goethe genielen.”

% Hermann Hesse to Ernst Kapff, Tiibingen, April 1896, Kindheit, 96-98. “Fast hatte ich Lust, den romantischen
Panzer anzulegen und die schwermditig sentimentalische Poesie...”

1 Hermann Hesse to Helene Voigt-Diederichs, Tiibingen, August 27, 1898, Kindheit, 278-281. “Dieser Romantik!
Alles Heimliche und Jiingliche des deutschen Herzens ist in ihr, alle die Uberkraft neben aller Krankheit, und vor
allem eine Sehnsucht nach geistiger Hohe, eine jugendlich geniale Spekulation, welche unserer Zeit durchaus fehlt.”

8



loneliness.”* Richard Helt notes that Hesse considered himself to be an outsider and friendless
in Tiibingen.*® Yet this situation would not last. While in Tibingen, Hesse joined a group of
young student writers known as the petit cénacle. The group provided Hesse both an intellectual
and social outlet. Despite his dislike for school as a youth, Hesse longed for the intellectual
stimulation of the university, and the cénacle fulfilled his yearnings. Hesse and the group
engaged in philosophical and literary discussions, wandered off on hikes, or just conversed over
beer. Regarding the group, Hesse remarked, “I am very happy to have found this harmless but
stimulating and warm company.”® More importantly, however, it was during this time that
Hesse realized that he wished to become a writer.®

In 1899, Hesse published his first works, Romantic Songs (Romantische Lieder) and An
Hour beyond Midnight (Eine Stunde hinter Mitternacht), but with little monetary or critical
success. Not only did these compositions sell poorly, but his parents, who did not support
Hesse’s desire to become a writer in the first place, reacted critically to the works.®® When
Marie read the Romantic Songs, she commented to Hermann that he should write on more decent
topics. Influenced by her religiosity, Marie suggested to her son that finding God would help in
this regard. She observed, “Your form and language sound fine — only | wish your poetry would
have higher content... art must be pure and noble through and through; God gave you talent, and

when you find him once again, and devote to him this beautiful gift, then you will make your old

%2 Hermann Hesse to Ernst Kapff, Tiibingen, April 1896, Kindheit, 96-98. “Dass ich seit meiner Schulzeit immer zur
Einsamkeit verdammte.”

% Helt, 46-47.

¥ Hermann Hesse to Johannes and Marie Hesse, Tiibingen, November 10, 1897, Kindheit, 221. “Ich bin sehr froh,
diesen harmlosen, aber doch anregenden und erwarmenden Umgang gefunden zu haben.”

% Mileck, 15-21. The Tiibingen petit cenacle was modeled on the French Romantic group of the 1820s/30s.

% Mileck, 19. For example, An Hour beyond Midnight only sold 53 of 600 copies. Hesse may have been trying to
ease this pain, or maybe he was serious when he stated that the work “is for only a few readers” (“es ist fur sehr
wenige Leser...”), Hermann Hesse to Johannes and Marie Hesse, Tiibingen, February 20, 1899, Kindheit, 333.

9



mother happy for you.”’

His mother’s response, along with multiple negative literary reviews,
distressed Hesse. He confided to Helene Voigt-Diederichs, “I am still troubled by all of the
letters in response to ‘Songs’ and have many days with headaches.”®® Regardless of this
inauspicious beginning, the Tiibingen years proved to be a major turning point of Hesse’s life.
Despite earning an assistantship in 1898, Hesse left Heckenhauer’s a year later. He
moved to Basel, only to begin work at another bookstore, but the Swiss city lured the young
man. Basel invigorated Hesse because it was a city of natural beauty and great thinkers. Hesse
related the appeal of Basel to Helene: “Just think — to Basel! It is my favorite state, my state of
states, and also the home of Burckhardt and Bocklin. Furthermore, I lived the greatest and most
wonderful time of my childhood in Basel, and that has, for me, more magic than Burckhardt and
Bocklin.”*® Hesse hoped that Basel would rejuvenate him and launch his writing career. In spite
of Basel’s appeal, Hesse still felt like a lonely outsider. Even though he expanded his circle of
acquaintances and frequented social gatherings, specifically at Dr. Wackernagel’s, where he
would go to “find a piece of home,” he never felt comfortable in a crowd.*® Most of all, he
missed the cénacle. Besides this social malaise, Hesse did not enjoy his job. Just like
Heckenhauer’s, the young author found his new position time-consuming, physically draining,

and monotonous. He considered days without work beautiful times, and he longed for the

outdoors. Joseph Mileck affirms, “He was happiest when hiking in the area around Basel,

%7 Marie Hesse to Hermann Hesse, Calw, December 1, 1898, Kindheit, 304-305. “Die Form und Sprache gelingt dir
fein — nur mochte ich dir fiir deine Dichtung héheren Inhalt wiinschen...die Kunst muf3 rein und durchaus edel sein;
Gott hat dir Talent gegeben, wenn du einmal Ihn gefunden hast und IThm diese schéne Gabe weihst, dann erst wird
dein altes Mutterle tber dir [sic] glickselig sein...”

* Hermann Hesse to Helene Voigt-Diederichs, Tibingen, December 4, 1898, Kindheit, 309. “Ich bin noch verwirrt
durch allerlei schwer zu beantwortende Briefe (iber die >Leider<, und einige Kofwegtage.”

¥ Hermann Hesse to Helene Voigt-Diederichs, Calw, August 1899, Kindheit, 372. “Denken Sie — nach Basel! Das
ist ja meine Lieblingsstadt, meine Stadt der Stadte, und aulerdem die Heimat Buckhardts und Bécklins. AuRerdem
habe ich in Basel den grofiten und herrlichsten Teil meiner Kindheit gelebt, das hat fur mich fast noch mehr Zauber
als Burckhardt und Bocklin”

“0 Hermann Hesse to Johannes and Marie Hesse, Basel, February 1, 1900, Kindheit ,444. “Sonntag abends bin ich
meist bei Archivars [Wackernagels], wo ich immer ein Stlick Heimat finde.”
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boating on the Vierwaldstatter See, or wandering through the Berner Oberland on one of his
frequent weekend excursions.”* In a 1903 letter to fellow author Stefan Zweig, Hesse claimed
his heart had been touched more by nature and books than by people. He enjoyed roaming
mountains and valleys as an eccentric and dreamer.*?

Despite his loneliness, this period proved significant in Hesse’s life. He continued to
read the Romantics, but soon introduced more Friedrich Nietzsche, Arthur Schopenhauer, and
Burckhardt into his library. More importantly, Hesse wrote novels. As Mileck informs, in
Tibingen, Hesse believed himself to be a writer, but in Basel he was able to convince the
public.”* Hesse published two significant works during this period, Hinterlassene Schriften und
Gedichte von Hermann Lauscher, in 1900, and his first novel, Peter Camenzind, in 1904. Also,
Beneath the Wheel (Unterm Rad) first existed in periodical form in 1904, and then as a book in
1906. Hesse worried about the success of these works, but this time they were enthusiastically
received, and Peter Camenzind and Beneath the Wheel were even appeared in translation.*!

Hesse’s stay in Basel came to an end when he moved to Gaienhofen with his first wife,
Maria Bernoulli, in 1904. At Gaienhofen Hesse built a home and fathered three children, as he
could now live comfortably off of his writing. Early on, Hesse remarked how this new phase in
life pleased him, but this masked the true situation. Hesse showed little interest in his family,
with whom he had difficult relations, or even his writing. In 1905, Hesse’s friend Ludwig

Finckh, a member of the Tubingen petit cénacle, moved to Gaienhofen. Finckh became Hesse’s

“! Mileck, 23.

*2 Hermann Hesse to Stefan Zweig, Basel, February 2, 1903, Gesammelte Briefe, 94-96. “Von mir is wenig zu
erzéhlen. Ausser ein par Liebschaften hat mein Herz eigentlich nie den Menschen, sondern stets der Natur und den
Blchern gehort. Ich liebe die alten italienischen Novelisten und die deutschen Romantiker, noch mehr die Stadte
Italiens, und noch mehr als all das liebe ich die Berge, Stréme, Schluchtern, das Meer, Himmel und Wolken,
Blumen, Baume und Tiere. Wandern, rudern, schwimmen, angeln — das geht mir tiber alles. Nur treibe ich es nicht
als Sportler, sondern als Traumer, Faulenzer und Phantast.”

** Mileck, 25-28.

* Hermann Hesse to Paul Gundert, Gaienhofen, July 23, 1906, Gesammelte Briefe, 135-136.
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neighbor and inseparable friend for the next seven years, and they would devote days hiking or
boating around the Untersee region.*® Then, in 1907, Hesse experienced a mental crisis that led
him to spend several weeks living naked on a mountain with the vagabond Gustav Gréser.
During his time with Gréser, Hesse learned more of Eastern teachings and began to study
theosophy, Daoism, Confucianism, and the Orient.*® As a result, Hesse traveled to the East in
1911 but, much to Hesse’s dismay, the trip was not as spiritually enlightening as he had hoped.*’

During these Gaienhofen years, Hesse wrote less fiction than in Basel. This stemmed
from his anxiety, but also because of his work as an editor and reviewer for periodicals, most
prominently Marz.*® He did write one Gaienhofen novel in 1910, however, Gertrude. But his
restlessness continued leading him to make one last move before the outbreak of war, and that
was to Bern in 1912. In Bern, Hesse completed his final prewar novel, Rosshalde, published in
1914. According to Mileck, this time marked the “lull before the storm when he chose to adjust,
to look to the past, and to tell traditional stories.”*® The outbreak of the Great War signaled the
end of the Swabian period of Hesse’s literary career.

This study will trace the Swabian period of Hesse’s career and its relevance to German
society. It will follow, in chronological order, Hesse’s four major prewar novels. Each of these
novels provides a unique insight into a particular idea permeating Wilhelmine culture. The first
chapter outlines Hesse’s neo-romanticism by describing longings for nature in Peter Camenzind
and several short stories. Industrialized society affected Hesse, who thought that the natural

world was being forsaken in a time of progress. While politicians viewed the conquests of

* Mileck, 38-42.

“® Mileck, 45.

*" Hermann Hesse to Conrad Haussmann, steamship ‘York’, November 1911, Gesammelte Briefe, 201-202.

*® For a study on Hesse’s prominent work with periodicals and newspapers see Annette Kym, Hermann Hesses
Rolle als Kritiker: Eine Analyse seiner Buchbesprechungen in ‘Mdrz’, ‘Vivos Voco’ und ‘Bonniers Litterard
Magasin’ (Bern: Peter Lang, 1984).

* Mileck, 49.
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nature as a positive for the betterment of society, Hesse lamented the destruction of the natural
world, which was not only beautiful and sublime, but a teacher to mankind. Even though nature
associations formed within Germany to promote awareness of the natural world, Hesse remained
suspicious of their activities, which he often found disingenuous. Instead, Hesse suggested that
the individual live in harmony with nature because this will not only bring self-fulfillment, but
would lay the basis for an improved society.

Chapter two relates Hesse’s concerns over the educational system in Germany, to which
he gave voice in his second novel, Beneath the Wheel. Education certainly improved in the
German lands throughout the nineteenth century, as literacy increased and more and more
children attended primary school. In spite of this, the educational system remained conservative
and geared toward maintaining the status quo. By the 1870s, however, some reformers argued
that education harmed the development of youth. Following this activism, a new genre of
literature emerged in the first decade of the twentieth century that voiced student concerns called
Schulliteratur; Hesse’s second novel is a prime example. In Beneath the Wheel, Hesse described
a talented youth, who dedicated himself to school only to discover that he had not cultivated his
own self, which eventually led to his demise. Hesse argued that monotonous rote learning, brutal
peers, and uncaring teachers stultified a youth’s creativity and individual growth. In the author’s
mind, each individual is unique and cannot fully realize his or her potential in the destructive
assembly line of the German educational system.

The third chapter reflects Hesse’s views on ideas of cultural pessimism and degeneration
common to fin de siécle Europe. Some intellectuals believed that in spite of modern progress,
society actually was in a state of decline, and in need of radical change. Hesse perceived this

notion, but did not adopt a grim and foreboding outlook as did most cultural pessimists. Instead,
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even while acknowledging the existence of pessimism, Hesse described how one can overcome
such feelings in his final prewar novels Gertrude and Rosshalde. In each work, he presented an
artist as a figure of degeneration, and contrasted them with healthy people who loved and
affirmed life. By doing this, Hesse showed how easy it can be to fall into the trap of despair,
while suggesting a way out of living a pessimistic existence. Hesse understood that pessimism
was curable, but it was up to the individual to bear responsibility and overcome despair.

The study concludes with a brief look into Hesse’s writings and experiences during the
Great War. In contrast to the general war enthusiasm, Hesse spoke out against the war. He
believed that nationalism and a herd mentality caused unnecessary bloodshed. Instead, Hesse
argued for a transnational duty to humanity and the spiritual regeneration of Europe. The war,
however, caused a significant shift in the writings of the author. Afterwards, Hesse was no
longer the Swabian author of before, who wrote on cultural concerns, but became more of a
psychological author of the inner-self. In other words, the war transformed Hesse into the
Weimar author as he is often portrayed.

In the end, this study will hope to show that Hesse is more relevant to German cultural
and intellectual history than has been previously recognized, since his early works articulate
interesting viewpoints about Wilhelmine Germany. One reason that these works are important is
that Hesse was a critic of German society and culture. He perceived certain ills in society, and
gave voice to them in his novels. The author knew that the destruction of nature, a detrimental
educational system, and feelings of unrelieved cultural pessimism were all real problems injuring
German society. In his fiction, Hesse addressed these troubles, and hoped to provide a moderate
and individual solution for each. Hesse’s work offered a middle path for those rocked by

change, but who were unwilling to tread in the waters of extremism. He argued that overcoming
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these anxieties was possible if the individual took responsibility and the care to find his own self,
since the healthy individual is the basis of society. Upon completion of this study, it should be
made clear that the early works of Hesse offer perceptive and critical insights into the culture and

society of Wilhelmine Germany.

15



CHAPTER ONE: NEO-ROMANTICISM, LONGING FOR NATURE,
AND PETER CAMENZIND

In the second half of the nineteenth century, Germany gained international recognition as
it grew to become one of the world’s greatest industrial powers. The period from 1850 to 1870
witnessed an upsurge in industrial investment and an agricultural decrease. The railway, which
increased by three hundred percent between 1850 to 1870, from 6000 to 20,000 kilometers,
drove industrial development forward in the German lands. Railroads, along with a growth in
canal building, amplified the transportation of raw materials to factories and finished products to
the market. Despite an economic recession (1873-1896) shortly after unification, German
industry continued to mature. In fact, industrial output increased by about thirty percent per
person during the recession, since it was primarily an agricultural depression. Germany
developed so well industrially that it eventually caught up to and even surpassed Britain in
certain areas of industry, particularly steel, iron, chemicals, and electricity, just before the
outbreak of the Great War. This industrialization transformed Germany from an agricultural to
an industrial society. As a result, old cities expanded because of new railway networks and new
ones arose from industrial fervor.>® From 1870 until 1910, the urban population in Germany rose
from 8.9 to 26.7 million. Berlin signified the most prominent growth, expanding from 862,000 in
1871 to 2.1 million inhabitants by 1910.>* On the eve of the Great War, Germany established
itself as one the world’s most modern and advanced industrial societies.

Because of this tremendous industrial growth, a war was being waged on the natural

world. Government officials and industrialists increasingly strove to tame nature in their

* Frank B. Tipton, A History of Modern Germany since 1815 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 94-
97, 134-144, 184-202.

% Volker Berghahn, Imperial Germany, 1871-1918: Economy, Society, Culture, and Politics (Providence: Berghahn
Books, 2005), 47.
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attempts to further progress. They altered rivers, drained marshlands, and created dams and
canals in order to make the land useful to the state-building process. This reshaping of the
German landscape did not just entail environmental changes, but also shows “how modern
Germany itself was shaped in the process,” since this not only shaped economic and political
developments, but cultural ones t00.> While official government policy viewed land conquest
optimistically, pessimistic reactions from conservationists emerged. This period gave rise to
groups, associations, and literature that reacted against the conquest of nature, wh