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By the beginning of the twentieth century, most areas of the globe had been explored by travellers from Europe. There was, however, one region in the heart of Asia that Europeans had attended to only very sporadically: Tibet. Yet there was an ever-growing drive to explore the culture and environment of this alien country from the first half of the nineteenth century onwards. A German geography textbook explained in 1931:

The rule of the priests over the land explains its isolation; for they feed the fanatical dislike of the “foreign devils” amongst the people. But it seems that even the state of the lamas cannot close its borders for all eternity. For centuries Tibet has belonged to China in name, but it has been situated as a buffer state between the Russian and English Empires. At the moment the English have a certain influence in this elevated country, and in 1922 a telegraph line was even installed between India and Lhasa.
   

One of the most alien facets of Tibet for European travellers was its religion. Yet precisely because of its alien character, Tibet and its religion could be used as a blank screen onto which Germans could project fantasies, fears, and desires. This chapter examines how and why interest in both Tibetan Buddhism and a wider Eastern spirituality grew in certain sections of Weimar society. This growth reflected a desire to look for different ways of coping with the violent recent past, as well as cultural developments that were more generally perceived as pernicious, such as urbanization. The “blank screen” character of Eastern spirituality meant that these developments and possible (spiritual and Eastern) solutions could be discussed relatively freely through references to the supposedly beneficial aspects of Eastern cultures. In this sense, growing interest in the East was part and parcel of figuring out how the new Germany of the post-World War I era should and could advance. 

Much of the research on religion in Weimar Germany has focused on the political and social contexts of Christian and Jewish communities.
 However, historians have not paid much attention to religion as part of a larger, global framework that allowed people to make sense of cultural and ideological change.
 Yet religion and spirituality were much discussed and often invoked by those members of the cultural elites who debated the nature of culture, modernity, and civilization in Germany during the interwar period. As this chapter shows, this discussion often took place within the context of comparing Germany to other areas of the globe. Therefore, we are unable to appreciate fully Weimar debates about culture, religion, and spirituality without an understanding of Weimar approaches to other religions, above all Eastern ones. 

Moreover, such an understanding will also shed light on the transnational nature of debates in Weimar Germany. Germans in that era perceived themselves as very much part of a wider world, in which both problems and ideas for their solution transcended national boundaries, even entire continents. Even though there may exist at the moment a tendency to overuse the term “transnational,” it can be helpful for exploring these issues. For it allows us to appreciate that ideas and people crossed the borders of nations, both conceptually and physically, yet never completely ignored or negated them.
 

This chapter begins by outlining how the German fascination with this kind of spirituality evolved from the second half of the nineteenth century onwards. The second section examines those elements that made Eastern spirituality so attractive for some Germans during the Weimar period, paying particular attention to Tibetan Buddhism as one of its most alien and unexplored forms. This section analyzes how commentators engaged, through their focus on Eastern spirituality, with the legacy of their immediate past, and how they searched for new answers to life’s most pressing questions. 

From Bodh Gaya to Berlin:

 Growing Interest in Spirituality

East and South Asia had fascinated Germans for a long time. In the seventeenth century, for instance, German Jesuit scholar Athanasius Kircher had produced one of the largest descriptions of Asia in his China Illustrata, and both scientists and missionaries had travelled to China and India from the early modern period onwards.
 Inner Asia--that is, the countries north of India and west and southwest of China (mainly Tibet, Nepal, Bhutan, Ladakh, and Sikkim)--was particularly suited as a blank canvas onto which European travellers and writers could paint their fears, desires, and anxieties about the state of their home countries. 

The area was extremely inaccessible, due both to its geographical isolation and to the fact that it was officially closed to all foreign visitors from Europe and North America. To the north and east, it was surrounded by deserts and comparatively empty grasslands. To the south lay the Himalayas, which together with their subsidiary mountain ranges are home to the fourteen tallest mountains in the world, including Mount Everest. Consequently, very little was known about the region, even into the twentieth century. According to one estimate, only approximately 1,250 Westerners had visited Tibet by 1975, half of whom had entered as soldiers during a short-lived British military mission in 1903/04 designed to counteract suspected Russian influence in the area.
 

Tibetan religion was of particular interest to German travellers, who, unlike the British, had no political or economic influence in the region. Tibetans subscribed to their own brand of Buddhism, which they supplemented with older beliefs in the spiritual power of nature. These were largely derived from the so-called Bön religion that pre-dated Tibetan Buddhism, which appeared with very little impact in the second century C.E. during the reign of King Lha Thothori Nyantsen, and then received a boost during the reign of King Songtsen Gampo in the seventh century. Over the course of several centuries, a number of  Tibetan Buddhist sects developed, the most well-known of which are the so-called “yellow hats” (gelugpa) and the “red hats” (nyingmapa). Monasticism was a very important feature of Tibetan Buddhism, with large monasteries comprised of several thousand monks in Lhasa, Shigatse, Gyantse, Samye, and Sakya, to name but a few. Spiritual practice relied heavily on meditation and the devotion to gurus, and worship was aided by certain mechanical implements, such as prayer wheels and prayer flags. Leadership was provided by lamas, the most important of whom were the Dalai Lama and the Panchen Lama.
 All this was very alien to Germans during the early twentieth century and did not resemble any of the religious practices carried out in Europe.
Already during the second half of the nineteenth century, interest in Eastern religions had grown significantly alongside the expanding study of Asian cultures and ethnography.
 Emil Schlagintweit, who wrote one of the first German works on Tibetan Buddhism, was motivated by the awareness that the number of Buddhists world-wide was, at 340 million, possibly larger than that of Christians.
 Wagner, Schopenhauer, and Nietzsche all integrated Buddhist ideas into their work.
 And in 1903 a small group of people around the Leipzig Indologist Karl Seidenstücker formed the Buddhist Missionary Society in Germany (Buddhistischer Missionsverein in Deutschland).
 From 1911 onwards an island called Polgasduwa, located near the Cocos Isles in the Indian Ocean, was home to a hermitage of Buddhists drawn from all over the world and particularly from Germany. This had been set up by Anton Walter Florus Gueth, subsequently known as Nyanatiloka, the son of a bourgeois Catholic family and the first German to be ordained as a Buddhist monk.
 

The most thorough exploration of Tibetan religion, culture, and history, however, was carried out by the Moravian missionaries, who settled in Ladakh in Northern India beginning in the 1850s. These missionaries were part of a community that had settled in and around Herrnhut in eastern Germany in the early eighteenth century and maintained mission stations all around the world. The Moravian missionaries in Ladakh were among the first Europeans to have any long-term interactions with Tibetans, although they were virtually never allowed to enter Tibet itself; and they produced some of the earliest grammars and dictionaries of the Tibetan language, as well as analyses of ancient Tibetan texts. They also collected religious artefacts and objects of everyday life, which they sent back to the Ethnographic Museum in Herrnhut. The missionaries had a somewhat patronizing, yet benevolent, attitude towards Tibetan religiosity. For them Tibetans were superstitious and ignorant yet fully capable of salvation if converted to the right brand of the Christian faith. The fact that the number of converts amongst the Tibetans and Ladakhis remained extremely low throughout the entire sixty-year period of the Moravians’ stay in the area did nothing to dispel this fascination with Tibetan religion and the ways in which it might be affected by encounters with Christianity.
 

Interest in Asian religion and philosophy, whether expressed by missionaries, scholars, or travellers, continued with renewed vigor after the First World War. This led to a diversification of the small Buddhist groupings that had been founded before the First World War in Leipzig, Munich, and Berlin. This diversification mainly took the shape of a larger split between so-called Old Buddhists and New Buddhists. One of the first Buddhist centers of Weimar Germany was the Old Buddhist Community (Altbuddhistische Gemeinde) in Utting near the Bavarian Ammersee, founded in July 1920 by Georg Grimm and Karl Seidenstücker.
 In 1924 the first Buddhist house of worship in Germany was built under the direction of Paul Dahlke, a medical doctor, in the leafy Berlin suburb of Frohnau. This consisted of a villa in the style of the other bourgeois houses in the neighborhood, an Asian front gate, and a Buddhist “temple” that was added in 1926.
 

Many of those involved in these Buddhist groups came from the educated bourgeoisie of Berlin, Munich, and Leipzig. Paul Dahlke had been trained and continued to practice as a medical doctor; Georg Grimm had studied law and worked as a judge until 1919. Much of their discussion of Buddhism was thus rather academic in nature. This is demonstrated by the emergence of Buddhist periodicals, such as the rival publications Zeitschrift für Buddhismus (Journal for Buddhism), edited by Wolfgang Bohn and Ludwig Ankenbrand, and the Buddhistischer Weltspiegel (Buddhist World Mirror), edited by Karl Seidenstücker and Georg Grimm. The former had originally been published in 1913 and then re-appeared from 1920 onwards, while the latter was first published in 1919 or, as the cover of the first edition put it, in 2463 after Nirvana.
 These journals published scholarly articles, translations of Buddhist texts, personal contributions, poems, and announcements of events and developments in the different Buddhist groupings in Germany. Events ranged from lectures for a general audience to a Buddhist opera, based on a text by the Jewish author Jakob Wasserstein and set to music by Vienna musicologist Egon Wellesz, which was performed at the Frankfurt opera house in May 1921.
 At times, the journal editors also drew the attention of their readers to the activities of other movements, which they apparently considered somehow related to Buddhism and hence of interest to their audience.

But Asian approaches to spirituality, as well as culture and politics, held a wider appeal. This can be seen perhaps most clearly in the frenzied reception one of India’s most famous writers writer encountered when visiting Germany. Rabindranath Tagore, the first Asian Nobel Laureate, wrote on various themes relevant to early twentieth-century Indian politics, society, and culture. His appeal in Germany was so great that police had to be called to restrain the crowds when Tagore came to lecture on “the message of the forests” in Berlin in June 1921.
 According to the foreign reporter of the Daily News, there were “scenes of frenzied hero worship” and, as the Vossische Zeitung reported, the crowds could only be appeased when it was announced that Tagore would repeat his lecture the following day.
 Other high points of Tagore’s visit to Germany that year were Munich and the School of Wisdom run by Count Hermann Keyserling in Darmstadt.
 

This demonstrated the immense attraction that alternative messages about a seemingly more spiritual Asian approach to nature, culture, civilization, and modernity had on many Germans during the Weimar years. Tagore’s complete works were translated and edited by Heinrich Meyer-Benfey and Helene Meyer-Franck in 1921. The publishing house taking on this enterprise was Kurt Wolff’s in Munich. This was well-known for producing a wide range of works on and by artists and famous literary figures, such as Georg Heym, Georg Trakl, Paul Klee, Paula Moderssohn-Becker, Guy de Maupassant, Franz Werfel, Heinrich Mann and Walt Whitman. Tagore’s works, in this sense, were by no means on the margins of literary life in Weimar Germany. Within just over a year of his lectures, approximately 800,000 copies of his books had been sold in Germany.
 
Some of the major contemporary authors of the German-speaking world, too, were caught up in this excitement over Eastern religions. German-Swiss writer Hermann Hesse was fascinated by South Asia; and after a trip to Sri Lanka and Indonesia in 1911, his works began to incorporate Buddhist themes. In 1922 Hesse published Siddhartha, a novel tracing the life of the son of an Indian Brahmin and his spiritual development, paralleling that of Prince Siddharta, who according to Buddhist doctrine had become the Buddha Gautama.
 Hesse’s fascination with the East, however, was not tied to any specific organized religion. During the 1920s he engaged with Asian spirituality on a large scale. In 1921 he wrote that “The Speeches of Buddha” would give the West “a deepened self-knowledge, such as was the first and most holy requirement of the pupils of the wise men of Greece.”
 Two years later, he commented that he, and Europe as a whole, was “beginning to have an intimation of the greatness and wonder of this true religion of the people, Hinduism, incomparable in its plasticity.”
  In 1925, when working his way through the Chinese I Ching, he declaimed, “Everything is written there that can be thought or lived.”
 Ten years after the publication of Siddhartha, he released A Journey to the East. At the same time he began with the preparations for one of his major books, The Glass Bead Game, which tells the story of Dasa, an Indian prince, and also deals more generally with ideas about wisdom and scholarship.
 

Asia was clearly a place that promised to let German-speaking Europeans gain deeper insights into the most basic questions of life. The social base for this interest in Eastern spirituality was to be found particularly amongst the educated middle and upper strata of Weimar society. This held true both in terms of who was actively interested in promoting it and of who was merely taking a curious interest in it. Students and academics were certainly the most prevalent section of society within Buddhist movements, among contributors to publications about spirituality, and in the audiences for Tagore’s talks.

But Inner Asia also found its way into the publications of less mainstream authors. In Germany and in other countries, novels and short stories dealt with Tibetan mysticism. In 1919 Count Hermann von Keyserling published one of the most popular German travel narratives of all time. His Travel Diary of a Philosopher described his travels around the world, focusing particularly on India, where he had visited Bodh Gaya, the location where Buddha supposedly gained enlightenment, and the Himalayas. The culture and nature of the region, which he found “unearthly, cosmically-grand,” led Keyserling to muse about the nature of mankind and life. “In the Himalayas,” he wrote, “the human being is wonderfully close to the deity; this nature, more than any other on Earth, expands the limits of consciousness.”
 Other authors were no less mystical in their treatment of Tibetan spirituality. Otfried von Hanstein, for instance, published an intriguing novel about a young Tibetan novice searching for spiritual enlightenment, and author Gustav Meyrink wrote about a mystical Tibetan magician conjuring up images of war.
 (Both will be discussed further below). It is difficult to determine exactly how Weimar reading audiences received these works. Nevertheless, the fact that their authors were prolific and continuously successful at finding publishers for their books indicates that they were not just a “flash in the pan.”
 Moreover, works on Tibet by foreign authors such as the French traveller Alexandra David-Néel were translated into German and found a captivated audience.
 It would be unwise to exclude these representations from the present analysis just by virtue of their having been produced by non-Germans. If we are serious about analysing attitudes and perceptions we need to bear in mind that many non-German representations, such as those generated by David-Néel, were read and discussed in Germany, too, and thus influenced German attitudes.
Not all Germans were sympathetic to the ideals of Buddhism and other Eastern religions and philosophies, however. When the first post-war issue of the Journal of Buddhism appeared in 1920, editors Wolfgang Bohn and Ludwig Ankenbrand lamented the reaction of many of their contemporaries.

The press, dependant as it is on the demands of the day, will oppose [the publication of this journal], from the beginning hostile towards teachings which aim for finiteness and extinction. The wider public will regard it with indifference, as the flood of magazines appearing and disappearing has been rushing past it for years. The thinking reader will be sceptical of the attempt to introduce new and alien elements into a circle of chaos. Even those who have not given up on seeking salvation elsewhere will see it without confidence. However, some people, who still have the will within them, will reproach us: it is a crime to advertise teachings of “pessimism” and of “passivity,” such as Buddhism, in a time of collapse when people are calling upon all available forces for the renewed construction of “positive values.”
 

NeNeNevertheless, this suggests that Buddhism was at least talked about and appeared on the agenda of Weimar debates. Thus, Buddhism and Eastern spirituality in their various forms--and particularly in the form of Tibetan Lamaism--entered German consciousness to an extent that it had not done previously. 

“Germany’s hope for the future”: 

Spirituality and the Problems of Weimar Germany

Given this wave of interest in Eastern spirituality during the 1920s, one has to ask which of its supposed characteristics made it so attractive, particularly to the educated circles of Weimar Germany. To begin with, Eastern spirituality appeared peaceful. This was crucial, for it provided a way in which many commentators could criticize Western culture for the development of modern warfare and, in particular, for the First World War. Germany had been defeated in 1918 and went through major political, social, and economic upheavals during the early years of the Weimar Republic. On the one hand, militarism was rife in Weimar, particularly on the right of the political spectrum; and many former soldiers organized themselves in so-called Free Corps, which engaged in street fights and assassinated demonstrators and left-wing politicians like Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht. Ernst Jünger, whose books Storm of Steel (1920) and Battle as Inner Experience (1922) inaugurated his career as one of Weimar Germany’s most prolific and militaristic authors on battle, demanded a hard, authoritarian state in Germany that would be fit for war, just like the battle community he idealized in his books. On the other hand, strong pacifist currents emerged as well, for instance within the Catholic Church and among socialist and liberal intellectuals. Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front (1929) depicted war as a demeaning force that utterly destroyed youthful energy, enthusiasm, and lives. The uneasy coexistence of militarism and pacifism became one of the defining characteristics of the Weimar Republic.
 

Religion and spirituality were an important theme in attitudes towards war and peace in the Weimar Republic. Not all religions had connotations of peacefulness. In Otfried von Hanstein’s novel The Novice of Tashi-lunpo (1923), the young Tibetan novice Lobsen encounters both Christians and Muslims during his travels away from Tibet and is shocked when confronted with their warlike character. When he hears the Muslims proclaiming “holy war,” he rhetorically asks, “How can a war be holy? You lunatics, how can a god incite you to murder?”
 Later on, Lobsen expresses his horror at a vision of Christians fighting each other in the First World War; and during the German revolution of 1918, Lobsen sees a European country where “war has been raging for years and has swept away every village and every town, soaking the soil in the blood of its inhabitants. And everywhere on the borders of this horrible country stand armies under arms, and priests are praying and blessing weapons.”
 This conveys very well how von Hanstein’s novel was written as a critical commentary on European warfare. It portrays warfare as a pernicious feature of modern societies across Europe and the Middle East. The answer to mankind’s warlike and hypocritical aberrations, according to von Hanstein, lies in individual spirituality. This distinction between organized religion and individual spirituality is quite important, as it means that Eastern religions, too, are not necessarily portrayed as a positive force. Lobsen, in fact, leaves Tibet in the first place because he is disillusioned with the morality of both ordinary people and the monks in the monasteries. In sum, neither the Buddhism of Lobsen’s home country, Tibet, nor the warlike character of the inhabitants of the Middle East or of Europe are suited to lead Lobsen to be at peace with himself. Instead, Lobsen muses at the end of the novel, “The love that...Buddha and Christ have preached is not in this world and cannot prosper....Lead me home, into solitude, so that I may become a human being.”
 The attitude that Lobsen displays in Hanstein’s novel is almost nihilistic, suggesting the author’s serious disillusionment with European society and with any kind of organized religion at all. 

Similarly, occultist writer Gustav Meyrink used Tibet as the setting for a short story dealing with science, modern civilization and, above all, warfare. His “Grillenspiel” (“Cricket’s Play”) tells of a German scientist called Skoper, who encounters a Tibetan dugpa—a quasi-sorcerer who can “solve and bind,” that is, who has recognized that time and place do not exist. Skoper is unconvinced of the dugpa’s powers at first, approaching the matter with European scientific scepticism. When asked whether he wants to witness the “crickets’ spell,” he initially scorns this piece of magic as “a well-known trick” frequently used by Chinese tricksters.
 The dugpa then conjures up a large number of crickets, which congregate on a large map of Europe. They form distinct groups and begin a terrible war against each other.
 Witnessing this incident soon leads Skoper to recognize that science cannot explain this trick, and reality and magic gradually merge into one:

I could not get rid of the words: “He solves and he binds”; gradually they turned into something terrible in my brain; --in my imagination the twitching heap of crickets transformed into millions of dying soldiers. The nightmare of a miraculous, immense sense of responsibility strangled me, which was even more tortuous for me as I sought in vain for its root.



Skoper dies in Asia, but he is able to send one last letter, together with one of the crickets, to his scientific colleagues back in Europe. Upon reading Skoper’s letters, they are able to discern the face of the dugpa in a cloud, causing them to have a similar sense of foreboding that science cannot explain certain things in an age marked by such major upheavals as the First World War. The custodian of the Academy ends the story by muttering, “What strange shapes the clouds are taking in these horrible times of war!…Verily, one could become superstitious in one’s old age.”
 

As in von Hanstein’s novel, the entire plot of Meyrink’s “Grillenspiel” is really an exploration of the emotions engendered through the First World War. The crickets’ forming of different warring factions is clearly meant to represent different European nations at war with each other. Not only do they physically congregate on a map of Europe, but the Tibetan name for this species of crickets is alleged to be the same word as that used to describe European “foreigners.” The story begins by situating the events taking place within a few weeks of the outbreak of the Second World War. While the precise logical links between Europe and Tibet are not made explicit--in fact, part of the point of the story is that differences of space and time are merely an illusion—“Grillenspiel” is a clear invocation of the violent, frightening, and sinister character of modern war.

The link between disillusionment with what the First World War symbolized for many and their fascination for the East was also obvious in the works of other, better-known authors. In Hesse’s Journey to the East, the narrator remembers that during the time in which he embarked on his journey to the Orient, 

[O]ur country was full of saviors, prophets, and disciples, of presentiments of the end of the world or of hopes for the beginning of a Third Reich. Shaken by war, desperate due to want and hunger, deeply disappointed by the apparent uselessness of all the sacrifices made…, our people back then was open to many fantasies…; an inclination towards Indian, Old Persian and other Eastern secrets and cults was widespread then.
 

Similarly, Austrian author Robert Musil commented that, “Germany is awash with sects. People look to Russia, to East Asia, to India.”
 Contemporaries like Hesse and Musil made the connection between Eastern spirituality and its appeal as an alternative to war-torn European modernity. Rabindranath Tagore, after his successful lecture tour of Germany in 1921, wrote the following to Charles Freer Andrews, an English priest with strong sympathies for Gandhi and the Indian Independence Movement:

Germany today has received a violent check in her political ambition which has produced almost a universal longing in this country to seek for spiritual resources in man in place of external success. Germany seems to have set out on a spiritual voyage to the East, to the land of sunrise--and, in spite of her dire poverty, is not merely thinking of the spinning wheel [part of the iconography of Buddhism] and some new move in the political game of gambling but of the achievement of spiritual freedom which gives us power to soar above vicissitudes of circumstances.

Tagore here explained the attraction of Eastern spirituality for his German audience in terms of its potential to present an alternative to the violent political and diplomatic failures of the past--that is, the First World War above all--as well as to the poverty and economic dislocation of the present. Tagore’s publisher Kurt Wolff, by no means an easily impressionable man, noticed this trend as well. In an essay explaining why he believed Tagore was so popular in Germany, Wolff mused:

The military defeat and its consequences, perceived by many Germans as a breakdown of the ideas and ideals of Western civilization, contributed immensely to the spread of this mood. I can still see the university students of those days in parks and cafés and shop clerks on the tramway immersed in their copies of Buddha’s sermons... Half a dozen translations of Lao-tsu were available, and they were all read. “Ex oriente lux” [“Light comes from the East”] was Germany’s hope for the future [...]

Those who were personally or academically interested in the practices of Buddhism also believed that the growing interest in Buddhism in Germany was a legacy of the First World War. Wolfgang Bohn, in an article about “Buddhism and the spiritual culture of the present age,” wrote:

It is as if the World War and its legacies are being perceived as a breakdown of our entire culture; so without exception, so complete that the searching intelligence of our times seems to be losing touch with the dead gods of the pre-war era, in order to dive far back, into that culture from which our peoples once detached themselves, into the culture of Asia.

In sum, those who were fascinated by Eastern spirituality during the Weimar era frequently linked their fascination to their disillusionment with the past. This could have been a criticism of the past, as opposed to a more promising future; or it could have been a criticism of Europe, as opposed to the more peaceful alternative offered by parts of Asia. Most likely, in fact, it was a combination of both, leading parts of the educated elites of Weimar Germany to think about whether ideas acquired from the East might serve to provide Europe, and particularly Germany, with a better future. 

Another element that made discussing Eastern spirituality attractive was the fact that it allowed authors of fiction, cultural criticism, and travel accounts to criticize, both implicitly and explicitly, what they perceived as the main shortcomings of Germany at this time. In the Weimar Republic, there was a plethora of movements critical of the supposed excesses of modern civilization. Many Germans feared not only a decline in moral values in all aspects of modern life, but also a decline of quality of life more generally, due to economic dislocation and political unrest and, above all, urbanization. It is certainly true that there was genuine excitement about the potential that the Weimar Republic offered in many areas, including the buzz of life in large cities.
 Nevertheless, across the social and political spectrum there were voices critical of the more pernicious aspects of urbanization. Shopping streets, for instance, were described by authors like Hans Fallada as materialistic spaces in which managers exploited salesmen and saleswomen for the sake of quick profit.
 
Criticism of Weimar urban modernity also found its way to the more abstract level of morality and religion. Hermann Hesse criticized the alleged decline of religiosity and morality in Germany in an article published in the illustrated magazine Uhu in 1926. “The new image of the earth’s surface,” he wrote, “completely transformed and recast in just a few decades, and the enormous changes manifest in every city and every landscape of the world since industrialization, correspond to an upheaval in the human mind and soul.” Deploring the rapid changes that had taken place in the preceding years, Hesse believed that “irreplaceable things have been lost and destroyed forever” and told his readers that, “destroyed and lost for the greater part of the civilized world are, beyond all else, the two universal foundations of life, culture, and morality: religion and customary morals.”
 

The natural environment was one of the major areas in which many commentators suggested Europe would encounter problems. Urbanization and industrialization were frequently regarded as having eradicated the primeval landscapes of Germany and were consequently perceived, just like warfare and militarism, as one of the evils of modernity. We can find this attitude towards environmental degradation and the loss of non-urban spaces reflected in much of German writing about the Himalayas, Tibet, and Eastern spirituality. Inner Asia remained one of the most inaccessible regions of the globe even during the years of the Weimar Republic. Yet compared to the urban busy-ness of Weimar Germany, the desolate and barren environment of Inner Asia could appear almost calming and soothing for the traveller. In the report of his own trip to Tibet, German traveller Albert Tafel told his readership that,

I constantly had the feeling that I had been transported back into the grey pre-history of our homeland, as if I were suddenly living in the days of the migration of peoples or of Attila the Hun. To those who love to look back to past times, this primeval character exerts a magical fascination. I lived in past times and, at the same time, could see all the hustle and discoveries of our modern Europe like a faraway dream, as if it were the future.

As a consequence of the preoccupation with the meaning of civilization and its effects on the environment, the Inner Asian environment itself became endowed with positive powers as it offered an alternative to those who were searching for a break from this civilization. Walter Boßhard ended his 1930 account of his travels through Tibet and Turkestan by regretting that, when arriving back in Germany, “gone were all the glories of the free and foot-loose life on the road. Central Asia lay far, far behind. Only the yearning remains and the memory of all the fine experiences.”
 In other words, the urban, industrialized, and regulated life of Weimar Germany constituted a constraining force that had been absent in Inner Asia. 

For some, the environment they encountered in Tibet and the Himalayas even acquired spiritual powers. Paul Bauer, one of the many German and Austrian mountaineers who attempted to climb Kangchenjunga and Nanga Parbat during the 1920s and 1930s, elevated and personified the mountains above everything else. About Kangchenjunga he wrote in 1933, “Like a metaphor of the greatest, inviolable by the weather, by all earthly things, he sat on his throne, in majestic calm, on top of endless spaces--so big that nothing human can persist in front of him other than longing adulation and jubilant devotion.”
 Again, Germans were looking for a higher spirituality that would allow them to make sense of contemporary developments, and they thought they would be able to find this in individual encounters with nature and cultures in Tibet and the Himalayas. 

Not all commentators agreed on the exact manner in which rural natural environments were linked to the potential for benefiting the human spirit. While Bauer was inspired by the sheer grandeur of Himalayan nature, university professor Konrad Guenther developed a more complex argument in an essay exploring why Buddhism, even though nihilistic in character, arose first in the lush nature of tropical India. He compared the diverse and rich nature of the tropics with that of temperate Europe, concluding that the former would eventually tire the observer precisely because of its grandeur, whereas the latter was comparable to a watercolor and much easier on the eye. Having tired of tropical nature, Guenther argued, Buddha came to recognize the vanity of human emotions and desires.
 

Nor would all Germans have liked to exchange the “civilization” of their home for the seemingly fancy-free life of a traveller in Inner Asia. Many of the criticisms of life in Weimar Germany were voiced in the knowledge that their authors would never have to forsake all the comforts of their home country for good. Hettie Dyhrenfurth, for instance, the wife of a German mountaineer, was quite happy to be back in polite company after returning from the mountain. Having been invited to a ball at the Everest Hotel in Darjeeling, she was excited that she “could finally dress as a lady again.” During her final night on the Indian subcontinent she “was hardly able to sleep,” because she was “far too excited and full of gratitude that [she] had survived everything and was allowed to return home.”

The intuitive nature of Eastern spirituality was another component that made it attractive to the Weimar public. In previous decades, missionaries and amateur scholars alike had criticized Tibetan Buddhism and older native belief systems for encouraging superstition and ignorance among the poorer strata of Tibetan society. Tibetan spirituality had been regarded as backwards compared to European progress and rationalism. After the First World War, however, criticisms of supposed Eastern superstitiousness became both much rarer and much less acerbic and patronizing. Instead, more and more commentators defended the importance of intuition and inner visions over that of positivism. An excellent example of the debate on the importance of intuition is an exchange between the Polish occultist Ferdinand Ossendowski and the Swedish scientist Sven Hedin, which took place through the medium of German publishing houses and newspapers. This debate erupted in 1925 around Ossendowski’s depiction of Inner Asia (both Mongolia and Tibet) and grew to question the very nature of truth and knowledge itself. Ossendowski had published an account of an alleged journey through Mongolia and Inner Asia in the wake of the Russian Civil War. His account, which was accessible to a readership in Germany through translations, detailed a series of prophecies uttered by the “King of the World,” who, as a lama had allegedly told Ossendowski, lived in an underground kingdom north of Tibet. According to Ossendowski, the king had prophesied in 1890 that,

All the earth will be emptied. God will turn away from it and over it there will be only night and death. Then I shall send a people, now unknown, which shall tear out the weeds of madness and vice with a strong hand and will lead those who still remain faithful to the spirit of man in the fight against Evil. They will found a new life on the earth purified by the death of nations. In the fiftieth year only three great kingdoms will appear, which will exist happily for seventy-one years. Afterwards there will be eighteen years of war and destruction. Then the peoples of Agarthi will come up from their subterranean caverns to the surface of the earth.
 

The question that Ossendowski and Sven Hedin hotly debated was whether Ossendowski had really been to northern Tibet during his escape from the Bolsheviks. Hedin, who had attained great fame in his native Sweden and in Germany by publishing one of the most authoritative studies of Inner Asian geography, believed that Ossendowski’s narrative was fabricated, since his camels could never have survived such a trip and since the few dates and locations that Ossendowski provided just did not add up. Ossendowski himself admitted that his aim had not been to provide a geographical work. For him, science could not explain the real meaning of human existence. Instead, he proposed, it was necessary to explore spiritual developments and dig beneath the supposedly superficial fact-gathering of scientists such as Hedin. His book, therefore, was “supposed to become a book that had been written not with the dry, indifferent pen of the scholar but with my blood….The terrible ghost of the awakened Asia appeared to me worthier of the attention of the civilized world than the question at what point in Tibet the Hwangho River has its source.”
 In other words, the spirituality he associated with Inner Asia was far more important to Ossendowski than scientific research. Thus this debate attests to a growing scepticism with regard to the validity of Western positivism and confidence in “progress” and “civilization.” 

Critical attitudes towards science, however, also surfaced elsewhere, couched in a more conciliatory and less obscurantist language. Not all criticism of science needed to include dire predictions about the fate of the world, but much of it was conceived with the desire to help mankind to greater happiness. In the inaugural issue of the Buddhistischer Weltspiegel, published in 1919, Georg Grimm told his readers:

Due to their very methodology, the natural sciences can never get to the true foundation of the forces active in nature; instead they always take these forces as a given. Thus they are particularly inept at shedding light on the essence of human beings. They can only show the force or forces at work in human appearance, while that true essence of a human being is the object of religious awareness, and therefore the theme of religion. Only concentrated inner vision [Innenschau], as practiced by the so-called religious genius, will lead into its depths, [...], not by the point of view of scientists, who look outwards. Precisely because of this, thoroughgoing help for our time and our people can only be expected to come from a new religious genius.
 

The following year, Grimm took up this topic again, arguing that gathering human knowledge was futile. Buddha, he argued, sought to teach happiness, and “what does a truly happy person still need to know?”
 Given Grimm’s background as an academic and judge, this statement might seem somewhat surprising. But Grimm did not mean his statements as an exhortation to cease all scientific activity. In fact, he merely argued against the opposite extreme, an attitude in which the pursuit of science precluded the search for all deeper truths. He claimed that science had “revolutionized the heads of the masses, so that all belief is regarded as old-fashioned.”
 This, he feared, would foreclose the path to faith and real meaning forever. Grimm therefore provides yet another example of how parts of the educated elite in Weimar Germany attempted to find new and different approaches to life, as well as answers to life’s most important questions, by focusing on Eastern spirituality. 

Again, these sentiments did not go unchallenged. As Douglas McGetchin has argued, many in the older generation of Buddhological and Indological scholars were rather uneasy with the enthusiasm with which some of their disciples approached Eastern religion.
 Nevertheless, the idea of acting according to intuition and seeking deeper truths hidden from science became relatively more popular during the Weimar years.
 
Conclusion
Eastern spirituality, and Buddhism in particular, exerted a great fascination over Germans during the Weimar era, and it was especially popular among the educated elites.
 It is difficult to determine the extent to which these ideas impacted the wider culture and politics of Germany in this period. Nevertheless, events such as the frenzy surrounding Tagore’s talks in 1921, as well as the popular success of the published works discussed above, suggest that their appeal was anything but marginal. What made Buddhism, and to a lesser extent other Asian religions, so appealing in the Weimar years? 

At the most basic level, Eastern religions allowed people to seek alternatives--alternatives to the mistakes of the past (such as those that had led to the outbreak of the First World War), to the rapidly increasing urbanization of Weimar society, and to the supposed over-reliance on science to explain the human condition. In many ways, focusing on the East as a source for these alternatives involved a good deal of escapism and idealizing of foreign cultures. However, it involved more than that. Commentators used the East as a point of reference, as many believed that Eastern spirituality could point the way out of the problems of the past and the present, leading into a brighter future. In this sense, interest in spirituality was one of the many ways in which Weimar Germans tried to make sense of their time and find the inspiration which would allow them to answer the most basic questions of human existence. Thus, their fascination with Eastern spirituality--even if it stemmed from a criticique of modern life itself--was an integral part of Weimar modernity.
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