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The Reception of Buddhism in the Works of Karl Gjellerup, Hermann Hess
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Abstract

The Nobel Prize laureates Karl Gjellerup (1917), Thomas Mann (1929), and Hermann Hesse (1946)
can be counted among those early modernist European writers who—uwith varying intensity—dealt with
Indian-Buddhist thought and were influenced by it.

In this research essay, the author investigates the literary works of Hermann Hesse’s Siddhartha
(1922) and Karl Gjellerup’s Der Pilger Kamanita—Ein Legendenroman (The Pilgrim Kamanita: A Legendary
Romance, 1906) and some early “Novelleas” written by Thomas Mann. The first two novels are internationally
renowned for their Indian-Buddhist themes. In contrast to the works by Gjellerup and Hesse, Thomas Mann’s
early stories are all firmly rooted in European culture and cannot be called Buddhist literature, not even
indirectly Buddhist or Buddhist to a certain extent, because there are no explicit Buddhist elements at all.
Surprisingly, however, in numerous of Mann’s early novellas one can find Buddhist ideas in the thoughts and
actions of the characters.

In this article, the following questions are of relevance: In what way is the reception of Buddhism
different in Hesse, Gijellerup, and Mann? How can the search for “Truth” and for oneself be understood from

a Buddhist and from a European cultural perspective?

Keywords: 1. Reception of Buddhism. 2. Gjellerup. 3. Hesse. 4. Thomas Mann.
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