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HERMANN J{ESSE’S

Fairy TALES
AND THE

PursuliT oF JHOME

By Jack Qpes

f_[ermann Hesse's fairy tales are not really fairy tales in the tradi-
tional sense of the term, and yet they are deeply embedded in both
the Western and the Oriental traditions of fairy tales. Written
between 1900 and 1933, Hesse’s unusual narratives record his en-
deavors to experiment with the fairy-tale genre and to make his own
life as an artist into a fairy tale. He failed as far as his life was
concerned because he could never achieve the ideal state he desired,
but his tales were successful exactly because of this failure: They are
filled with the inner turmoil of a writer desperately and seriously
playing with aspects of a literary genre to find some semblance of
peace and perfect harmony. To know Hermann Hesse’s fairy tales is
to know the trauma, doubts, and dreams of the artist as a young man

in Germany at the beginning of a tumultuous century. Like many
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other European writers, Hesse perceived the events around him—the
rapid advance of technology, the rise of materialism, the world wars,
the revolutions, and the economic inflations and depressions—as
indicative of the decline of Western civilization. It was through art,
especially the fairy tale, that Hesse sought to contend with what he

perceived to be the sinister threat of science and commercialism.

Born in Calw, a small town in Swabia, on July 2, 1877, Hesse was
raised in a religious household. His father, Johannes, who had been a
pietistic missionary in India, continued to work in the ministry when
he returned to Germany. His mother, Marie, was an assistant to her
own father, Hermann Gundert, director of the Calw Publishing
House, one of the leading pietistic book companies in Europe. Both
parents were highly educated and rotally dedicated to their religious
beliefs, but they were not overly sectarian. Hesse found his pietistic
home with its conservative routines to be oppressive, and eatly in his
childhood he rebelled against the traditional ways of his parents and
resisted authority of any kind. At one point in 1833, after his parents
had moved to Basel, Switzerland, they gave serious thought to
institutionalizing their son because he was so contrary, but for-
tunately for him he became more compliant and adjusted to the
Swiss elementary school system. Three years later, in 1886, his
parents returned to Germany to assume charge of the Calw Publish-
ing House, and Hesse once again showed signs of rebelliousness. For
the most part, however, he adhered to the pietistic principles of his
parents and seemed prepated to pursue the highly regimented course
of studies established in Germany.

In 1890 he was sent away to a private school in Géppingen,
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another small Swabian city, so that he could prepare for the entrance
examinations required for admission to one of the Protestant schools
in this region. Yet as soon as he started his studies at an exclusive
academy in Maulbronn in 1892, he began suffering from headaches
and insomnia and ran away from the school. His parents then sent
him to an institution for mentally disturbed children, but Hesse
continually resisted help from doctors and teachers as well as his
parents, whom he thought had deserted him, and even contemplated
suicide. For over a year, Hesse went in and out of different schools,
homes, and sanatoriums, until his parents brought him back to Calw
in October 1893.

During the next two years, he appeared to gain control over his
moods. He helped his father at the Calw Publishing House, worked
in the garden, and had brief apprenticeships in a bookstore and a
clock factory. By this time, Hesse, who was an inveterate reader, was
already writing poems and stories and wanted to dedicate himself to
a literary career. However, his father refused to give him permission
to leave home to try his luck as a writer. Then in October 1895 he
was finally allowed to begin an apprenticeship as bookseller at the
Heckenbauer Bookshop in Tiibingen, a university city with a famous
cultural tradition.

In Tiibingen, free of family constraints and the pressure of
formal schooling, Hesse began to sense the direction that he wanted
his life to take as a writer. He formed important friendships with
other young writers and underwent his own literary apprenticeship
by reading medieval literature, the German romantics, and Oriental
works. During this period he also published his first book of poems,
Rormantic Songs (Romantische Lieder, 1898), and his first book of short
prose pieces, An Hour after Midnight (Eine Stunde hinter Mitternacht, 1899).
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Most important, Hesse began to replace the Pietism of his
parents with his own personal religion—aestheticism. If there ever
was a creed that he devoutly followed, it was the German romantic
Novalis's notion that “Mensch werden ist eine Kunst”—to become a
human being ts art. For Hesse, art—the ultimate self-fulfillment—
meant connecting with a profound, essential feeling associated with
“home.” But this home was not the home of his parents. Home was
something intangible that was linked to aesthetic intuition and
nurturing maternalism but was unique to each individual. It was both
a return and a moving forward at the same time, and it could be
artained only through art, through the artful formation of the self.

In 1899, Hesse accepted a position as an assistant bookseller in
Reich’s Bookshop in Basel, where he was to spend the next five years.
Here he pursued his literary activities and made many new acquain-
tances, although he regarded himself more as an outsider and loner.
In December 1900 he published The Posthumous Writings and Poems of
Hermann  Lauscher  (Hinterlassene  Schriften und  Gedichte von Hermann
Lauscher), which showed the strong influence of E.T.A. Hoffmann
and other romantic writers. He continued writing poems and book
reviews and in 1903 had his first major success with the publication
of Peter Camenzind, a novel in which the young romantic protagonist
eventually turns his back on the cosmopolitan world to dedicate
himself to art. It was somewhat the opposite with Hesse, who at this
point in his life was learning more and more to enjoy the company of
literary circles. In 1904 he married Maria Bernoulli, a gifted photog-
rapher, and since he was now able to support himself through his
writing, they moved to a farmhouse in a village called Gaienhofen
near Lake Constance on the Swiss-German border, where he and

Maria hoped to be closer to nature and dedicate themselves to
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writing, painting, music, and photography. However, the period that
Hesse spent in Gaienhofen, 1904—1912, was anything but idyllic.

To be sure, Hesse continued his proliﬁc writing. He published
Under the Wheel (Unterm Rad, 1904), an autobiographical novel about
the brutality of educational institutions and authoritarianism in
Germany; This Side ( Diesseits, 1907') and Neighbors ( Nachbarn, 1908), two
collections of stories; Gertrud (1910), a novel; and Underway (Unter-
wegs, [911), a volume of poems. He became an editor for an impor-
tant cultural and political magazine, Mirz, founded in 1908, and
wrote numerous reviews for various German newspapers and jour-
nals. He also became the father of three boys, Bruno in 1905, Heiner
in 1909, and Marun in I91I; won literary prizes; and formed
friendships with well-known musicians, artists, and writers. He was
not happy in his marriage with Maria, however, who was nine years
older than he was and too self-sufficient and independent for him.
Within a short time after their move to Gaienhofen, they each began
going their own way and soon had very little in common except for
the children. Hesse felt more and more lonely and isolated in the
country, and he often took trips by himself or traveled to give
lectures. But leaving home only exacerbated his anguish and ennui. In
efforts to assuage his discontent, he tried vegetarianism, painting,
theosophy, and the religions of India. In 1911 he took a trip to
Ceylon, Sumatra, and Malaya, hoping that he would find spiritual
peace on the subcontinent. However, he never reached India because
of dysentery and because he was upset by the poverty in Asia and the
commercialization of Buddhism. He returned to Gaienhofen sick,
exhausted, and still unhappy in his marriage. In another endeavor to

change these conditions, he and Maria decided to move to Bern in

1912.
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Unfortunately, the change of environment did not help Hesse,
and certain events led to increasing psychological stress in his life.
His son Martin was stricken by mental illness and had to be placed in
a foster home in 1914. He and Maria barely communicated. His
father’s death in 1916 led to great feelings of guilt. And after the
outbreak of World War I, he gradually found himself at odds with
most of his German compatriots. Though he sympathized with
Germany, he took a public position against war, for which he was
constantly attacked by the German press. Since his eyesight had
prevented him from serving in the army, he cared for German
prisoners of war in Bern for over two years. In 1917 he suffered a
nervous breakdown and went to Sonnmatt, a private sanatorium near
Lucerne, where he underwent electroshock therapy and numerous
analytic sessions with a Jungian psychologist. Finally, in the spring of
1919, he separated completely from his wife, moved to the village of
Montagnola in the Italian part of Switzerland, and appeared to be
coming out of his depression.

It is astounding that despite—or perhaps because of —all his
psychological troubles, Hesse wrote some of his best works during
this painful time. In 1913 he published his diary, Out of India (Aus
Indien), about his journey to the Far East, followed by the novel
Rosshalde in 1914. During this year he also published his provocative
essay, “Oh, Friends not these Tones!” (“O Freunde nicht diese Tone!”), a
pacifist tract, which enraged numerous Germans, who had become
extremely militaristic. Until this time Hesse had been the “classic
aesthete” and had rarely participated in politics. The war had
awakened him, however, and though he never became a political
activist, his writings began to assume a new political dimension that

can be traced in his essays and fairy tales of the period, especially “A
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Dream About the Gods” (1914), “Strange News from Another
Planet” (1915), “If the War Continues” (I1917), and “The Euro-
pean” (1918). Time and again, Hesse courageously stood up for his
pacifist convictions and often exploded with frustration, as one of
his letters to his friend Hans Sturzenegger in 1917 clearly demon-

strates:

They laugh about the conscientious objectors! In my opinion
these individuals constitute the most valuable symptom of our
times, even if a person here and there gives some strange
reasons for his actions. . . . I have not been wounded, nor has
my house been destroyed, but I have spent the last two and a
half years taking care of the victims of the war, the prisoners,
and just in this sector, in this small part of the war, I have
learned all about its senselessness and cruel horror. I could not
care less that the people are seemingly enthused by the war.
The people have always been dumb. Even when they had the
choice between Jesus and the murderer, they decided for Bar-
abbas with great zeal. Perhaps they will continue to decide for
Barabbas. But that is not a reason at all for me to go along with

their decision.

While the dominant theme in Hesse's works continued to concern
art and the artist, his collected fatry tales, Mirchen (1919), reveal a
shift from a solipsistic position to a consideration of the respon-
sibility of the artist in society. At the same time, Hesse wanted to
provide counsel for young readers in Germany, and works such as
Demian (1919)—published under the pseudonym Emil Sinclair, who
appears in “If the War Continues”—and Zarathustra’s Resurn ( Zarathus-
tras Wiederkebr, 1919), dealing with ways to overcome chaos and
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nihilism, were clear gestures of reconciliation with his German
readers after the destruction and turmoil of World War 1.

It was from his retreat in Montagnola that Hesse felt, paradox-
ically, that he had enough distance to become more open and
engaged with social and political problems. He was never inclined to
align himself with a particular ideology; he was still the searcher, the
artist on a quest to find himself. But by now he had found some
tentative answers that he was willing to impart in his writings. Hesse
had completely broken from his Christian and bourgeois upbringing
and had been strongly influenced by Nietzsche, the German roman-
tics, and Oriental religions. He now sought to combine these strands
of thought in his own existentialist philosophy, concetned with
finding the path home and discovering the divine within the essential
nature of each individual. The book that perhaps best expressed his
thinking at this time was Siddbartha (1922), a fairy-tale journey of
rebellion and self-discovery, exuding the peace of mind that Hesse
desired for himself.

The 1920s were not entirely peaceful for Hesse, however. In
1923, due 1n part to the continual harsh criticism of his works in the
German press, Hesse became a Swiss citizen. This was also the year
when he ended his marriage to Maria. In 1924 Hesse married Ruth
Wenger, who was twenty-five years younger than he was. A sensitive
young woman, she was a talented singer and dedicated to her career,
but her health was very fragile and she suffered from tuberculosis.
Given the differences in their ages and temperaments, this marriage
was bound to fail, and within eleven weeks they parted ways. Again
Hesse went through a major psychological crisis and contemplated
suicide. But then he made a conscious decision to overcome his

despair and introverted nature by frequenting taverns, dance halls,
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and places in Zurich and Bern where he had never before spent much
time. To a certain extent, Hesse recorded these experiences in his
famous novel Steppenwolf (1927), and the publication of this work
seemed to cathartically release the wildness within him and enable
him to settle down again in Montagnola to focus on his writing.
During this time he met Ninon Dolbin, an art historian, who began
living with him in 1928 and married him in 1929. A remarkably
independent and wise person, Ninon Dolbin had a steadying influ-
ence on Hesse throughout the rest of his life, and although his
difficulties with women and his own sexuality were not put to rest
with this marriage, Hesse was able to establish a rapport with her
that he had not been able to have in his other relationships.

With this marriage Hesse entered the mature period of his
writing. He had begun numerous stories and novels during the 1920s
and continued to publish literary essays and reviews in Germany and
Switzerland. By the beginning of the 1930s he finished two impor-
tant works he had begun earlier, Narcissus and Goldmund (Narziss und
Goldmund, 1930) and Journey to the East (Die Morgenlandfabrt, [932). The
two books rounded out many of the existentialist, romantic, and
Oriental ideas with which he had been experimenting during the
1920s. Now, in 1932, he was ready to begin his magnum opus, The
Glass Bead Game (Das Glasperlenspiel), which would take him ten years to
complete.

Although Hesse had always enjoyed traveling and lecturing and
visiting such Swiss cities as Basel and Bern, he felt great pleasure in
his large home in Montagnola. During the next twelve years, he rarely
left his Swiss retreat, where he followed a set routine with Ninon.
Mornings and afternoons were devoted to painting, gardening, and

correspondence, while evenings he read and wrote. Over the years
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Hesse had become a respected watercolor painter and had illustrated
some of his own books; he continued to develop his talents as a
painter during the 1930s and 1940s. Meanwhile, there was also
another talent that he cultivated at this time, that of playing “host.”

During the Nazi period numerous political refugees and
friends fled Germany, and Hesse spent a great deal of his time
helping them and providing them with a place to stay. However, he
never published an official or public condemnation of Hitler and
Nazism during the 1930s and 1940s. He still smarted from having
been burned during World War I and the Weimar period for his
public stand in behalf of peace. He firmly believed that the artist
could not change society, but that politics could ruin an artist’s
perspective, perhaps even destroy it. The artist’s role was to remain
true to his art and not be influenced by ideologies on either the Right
or the Left. Of course, in his private correspondence and in the
reviews he wrote for vartous journals in Sweden and Switzerland, he
made his position against Nazism quite clear. And yet he would issue
no public declaration of opposition to German fascism. This refusal
is clearly explained in a letter of 1936 to his editor at the Fischer

Verlag:

If T ask myself what more do you expect from me, then I find
the following: You expect that I, as writer, should finally show
a minimum of heroism once and for all and reveal my colors.
But my dear colleague, I have done this continually since 1914,
when my first essay against the war led to my friendship with
[Romain] Rolland. Ever since 1914 I have had those forces
against me that seek to prohibit religious and ethical behavior

(and permit the political). I have had to swallow hundreds of
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attacks in newspapers and thousands of hate letters since my
awakening during wartime, and | swallowed them, and my life
was made bitter because of this, my work was made more
difficult and complicated, and my private life went down the
drain. And I was not always attacked just by one side and then
protected by another, but since I did not belong to any party,
both sides liked.to choose me as a target for their barrages. So,
once again I am now being vilified simultaneously by the
emigrants and the Third Reich. And I firmly believe that my
place is that of the outsider and that of the man without a
party, a place where I have my little bit of humanity and

Christianity to show.

These views and many other reflections about art and education
were incorporated into The Glass Bead Game, which was first pub-
lished in Zurich in 1943 and subsequently in Germany in 1946. It
was to be his last novel, and fittingly, it encompassed the wide range
of issues that had been central to his writing since the turn of the
century. The Glass Bead Game reads like an autobiographical novel of
development. The young protagonist, Josef Knecht, ts chosen to
att"énd an elite school in Castalia, a province dedicated to intellec-
tual and aesthetic pursuits. Like many of Hesse’s other young
“heroes,” he must undergo an apprenticeship under the guidance of
a wise man, in this case the Magister Musicae of Monteport, who
teaches him to comprehend dreams and to embrace life’s oppo-
sites—to play with them and become one with them. Once Knecht
has achieved everything he possibly can as the grand Magister Ludi
in this spiritual realm, he decides that he wants to leave Castalia and

make a more practical contribution in the outside world. He had
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been bothered by the esotericism and elitism of Castalia and felt
that a Magister of his stature should assume more social respon-
sibility. Knecht’s tragic death at the end of the novel reflects Hesse’s
own ambivalent atticude toward the soctal commitment of the artist
as well as his self-questioning position in regard to aestheticism. By
contrast, Hesse never questioned the value of art as a means of
maintaining social values and imparting wisdom against the barba-
rism of his times.

After World War 11, Hesse’s own artistic productivity declined
out of choice. He preferred to spend his time responding to demands
from the outside world while trying to lead a “normal” private life.
After 1945 Hesse had suddenly become famous and was sought out
by critics, the media, and literary societies, not to mention numerous
friends who could now travel freely in Europe. Nor could he avoid
controversy. First came a difficult period in which it seemed that
Hesse’s works might be banned by the American occupying forces
simply because they had not been banned by the Nazis. This
censorship never occurred, and Hesse wrote numerous political
essays about the necessity for moral regeneration tn Germany and for
overcoming the militaristic mentality. Four of his most important
essays of the immediate postwar period were later published in War
and Peace (Krieg und Frieden) in 1949.

Hesse always suspected that his admonishments would not be
taken seriously in Germany. Immediately following the war, however,
he was so disappointed and embittered by the continuation of
certain forms of fascist and materialist thought in Germany and by
his disputes with the Allied authorities that his nerves became frayed.
Even though he recetved the Goethe Prize in 1946, followed by the
Nobel Prize, also in 1946, he became so depressed that he again

XX



HErRMANN HEssE’S FAIRYy TALES

withdrew to a sanatorium for treatment. Only in March 1947 did he
feel sufficiently healthy to return to Montagnola, where he spent the
last fifteen years of his life following his artistic pursuits and nursing
his frail health.

Although many writers, politicians, and friends called upon
Hesse to take an active role in politics in the name of peace, he
continued to refuse to commit himself to any one party, country, or
ideology. In reviews, essays, and letters, he wrote about both the
dangers of American capitalism for Europe—what he called the
Americanizing of Europe—and the totalitarian threat of the Soviet
Union. It was clear that his non-involvement had a great deal to do
with his “politics” of nonviolence. Hesse refused to compromise his
integrity or support causes that might be manipulated for nefarious
ends. Humanity came first for him, not a political party or move-
ment, and he believed peace could be achieved only if people were
given freedom to realize their humanitarian impulses.

As the cold war escalated in the 1950s, Hesse withdrew from
the world's stage and kept his opinions to himself. Except for writing
some short stories, he spent most of his time painting, maintaining a
vigorous correspondence, and fighting various debilitating illnesses.
He had always suffered periodic spells of depression and physical
exhaustion; after 1950 his eyes began to weaken, and in 1955 a heart
condition prevented him from leaving the area around Montagnola.
At about this time the doctors discovered he was suffering from
leukemia, which became virulent at the end of 196], Thanks to blood
transfusions, he was able to live fairly comfortably until his death on
August 8, 1962.
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In many respects Hesse’s great achievement as a writer was in the
domain of fairy tales and fantasy literature. He wrote his very first
fairy tale, called “The Two Brothers” (“Di¢ beiden Briider”), when he
was only ten years old, and his first significant period as a writer,
18951900, was a time when he immersed himself in reading and
emulating European and Oriental fairy-tale wrirers. Like no other
writer of the twentieth century, all of Hesse’s works drew in some way
on the great fairy-tale traditions of Europe and the Orient. He was
most successful as a writer when he combined different traditions
with his own personal experiences and endowed them with an
unusual lyrical and sometimes sentimental but nonetheless strong
note of refusal.

Hesse was the fairy-tale writer of the “modern romantic”
refusal par excellence, a notion conceived by the philosopher Herbert
Marcuse to indicate the resolute unwillingness of individuals to yield
to social and political forces that tend to instrumentalize them and
make them into objects of manipulation. Hesse's heroes refuse to
comply with the norms of bourgeois life, and they reject the hypoc-
risy and superficiality of European society corrupted by materialism.
They are loners, rebels, poets, intellectuals, painters, and eccentrics
who represent the soul of a humanitarian tradition under siege. It was
in order to commemorate the struggles of such marginal types who
survive on the fringes of society, alienated by the increase of indus-
trialization and capitalism, that Hesse experimented with the fairy-
tale genre. Like his characters, he was tormented by arbitrary social
codes, the rigid Manichaean principles of the Judeo-Christian tradi-
tion, and the onslaught of technology.

It is possible to consider Hesse’s tales in chronological order
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