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I N TRO D U C T I O N  

1 

This elegant new translation of Hermann Hesse 's best­

known work is both appropriate and timely. In all of its 

facets-as testimony of its author's beliefs ,  as a source of in­

spiration for generations of devotees, and as an extraordinary 

modern legend-Siddhartha has stood the test of time for 

the past seventy-six years . 

What has propelled this seemingly esoteric " Indian Tale" 

by a very Western man into the consciousness of several gen­

erations both Western and Eastern? What are the elements 

that allowed it to endure not just as an accomplished work of 
art and a philosophical parable, but as a sacred text for deeply 

committed readers who brooked no dissection or analysis? 

Siddhartha can respond to all these contradictory perspec­

tives, because it represents all and none of these : it is a work 

of lyrical poetry in prose. 1 

Still, Siddhartha is a lyric with a subject, an urgent, vital 

subject born-like so much of Hesse's work-of social and 

psychological dislocation. Begun in December 1919 shortly 

after the end of the First World War, and published in 1922 

near the height of Germany's devastating inflation, this novel 

reflects a yearning for wholeness outside and within the self 
as an historical and psychological response to the aftermath 

of war, to economic hardship, and to social unrest. From his 

own native soil of internalized and spiritualized nature, 

Hesse created an atmosphere that radiated beyond his imme-

vii 



V III I N T RO D UCT I O N  

diate present and left its mark on  later, similarly insecure 

generations-those of the Second World War and, especially 

in America, of the 1960s and 1970s, overshadowed by the 

war in Vietnam. Nourished by the appeal of C. G. Jung and 

his disciple, Josef B. Lang, Hesse provided a new chart to lead 

himself and his followers out of the wilderness: it was Der 
�g nach Innen-"The Way Within." 

2 

"The Way Within"-the road into the interior of the self-­

describes precisely Hesse's path that led to the core of Sid­

dhartha. It signifies a landmark in his crucial change of direc­

tion, which began during the closing years of the First World 

War, and to which his " Indian legend" owes its existence. In 

one sense, of course, the idea of the interiority of self had 

always been with Hesse. From his most rudimentary begin­

nings until the last creations of his old age, Hesse distin­

guished himself as a writer and landscape painter reflecting 

reality- Wirklichkeit-as an interior dimension. 

This path marked Hesse's direction and provided the main 

thrust of his ideology and artistic practice. Although early in 

the century he wrote a few novels dealing directly with so­

cial problems-repressive education in Beneath the Wheel 

(1906) and the problem of marriage and the artist's needs in 

Rosshalde (1914)-most of his fiction, early or late, was in­

formed by a romantic way of experiencing the outside 

world as an interior dimension. Starting in 1916, however, 

and escalating after the end of the First World War, this thrust 

became intensely sharper and more directed. 
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In a short sketch, "Life Story Briefly Told," composed in 

1925, the middle-aged Hesse wrote in a whimsical yet pro­
foundly serious vein: 

In my writings people often miss the customary respect 
for reality, and when I paint, the trees have faces and 

the houses laugh or dance or weep, but whether the 

tree is a pear or a chestnut, that for the most part can­

not be determined. I must accept this reproach. I admit 
that my own life frequently appears exactly like a leg­

end. I often see and feel the outer world connected and 

in harmony with my inner world in a way I can only 

call magical . 2 

The readers to whom Hesse now addressed himself were 
no longer the "established" audience of novels like Rosshalde, 
who were becoming increasingly irrelevant to him, but those 

who sought solutions for lives fragmented by war and uncer­

tainty in magical worlds of nature, fairy tales, allegories, and 

dreams . The legend became a vital instrument in this trans­

formation. 

By origin and upbringing, Hermann Hesse's life exempli­
fies this uniquely inward turn. Born in 1877 to a family of 

Pietist missionaries, who had spent many hardworking years 

in India but who, by the time of his birth , had retired to 

the centers of their movement in southwest Germany and 

Switzerland, he grew up under severe stress as he asserted his 

artistic calling over the objections of his strict Protestant 

family. This incessant conflict resulted in many painful 

episodes, including flight from an oppressive theological 

boarding school, even a brief confinement in a mental clinic 
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for a suicide attempt, and many confrontations with his par­

ents until he freed himself. Each encounter tested again and 

again the growing artist's resilience and determination as a 

writer immersed in the inner life. 

Married to Maria Bernoulli of a distinguished Swiss fam­

ily of mathematicians, Hesse first continued an idyllic life 

amid lake and woods .  But following the births of his three 

sons, he settled in more established surroundings on the 

shore of Lake Constance. Always alternating between south­

ern Germany and northern Switzerland, between longing 

for the country, the freedom of forests and mountains on the 

one hand and city life on the other, he finally established 

himself and his family in Bern. After the outbreak of the 

First World War in 1914, working out of his stately home, he 

devoted himself increasingly to the care and support o.f Ger­

man prisoners in the camps of the western Allies . 

The end of the war brought profound change : Hesse was 

compelled to enter a new phase of his life, one that sharp­

ened his natural bent for the internal experience. He was 

facing a radical crisis in his personal life and, by extension, in 

his artistic credo, which mirrored the disintegration in the 

world at large. 

Hesse's father had died in 1916 and with him most of 

the bonds to a family past-that of Indian missionaries . At 

the same time, his wife, Mia, the mother of his three sons, 

had a severe nervous breakdown that kept her in and out of 

institutions for years. And Hesse himself suffered an emo­

tional crisis that required intensive psychoanalytic treatment 

with the Jungian disciple Josef B. Lang. It  was the beginning 

of an inward journey that was to last him until old age: Sid­
dhartha was one of the most important early way stations. 
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Under the impact of these dislocations , Hesse underwent 
that profound change in his lifestyle and in his conception of 

his work, that lent a new direction to an ever-intensifying 
fusion of self and world. For the adoption of the new life­

style he had to wait until after the end of the war, when he 

could abandon suburban life in the Swiss capital and wander 

in the woods and mountains of southern Switzerland. But 

the switch in his art was more immediate. Decisively, under 

the influence of his psychoanalytic treatment, Hesse left be­

hind him two roles that had nurtured him for more than a 

third of his working life :  the sensitive conventional novelist 

and, more pertinently, the creator of the nature idyll as it had 

been handed down to him by the romantic tradition. Now a 

radicalized form of the idyll became the springboard for his 

creative future. The picaresque wanderer, like the vagabond 
Knulp in a book of stories by that title published in 1915, 

had formed a decisive part of Hesse's prewar reputation from 

Germany to Japan. But as this figure gave way under the im­

pact of war and postwar stresses and the politicization of his 

environment, Hesse developed a new version of the wander­

ing percipient. Accelerating this process was Hesse's ever­

growing involvement in Eastern religion, philosophy, and 
attitude toward the self. 

The explosive force of this turn from the romantic nature 

idyll of the West to the myths of the East erupted in Hesse's 

work in full force with Demian, which he completed in 1917 

and published, at first anonymously, two years later during 

that pivotal first postwar year of 1919. The vision projected 

by the hero, Emil Sinclair, in the end charted a new and sup­

posedly more penetrating way of gaining profound insight. A 

young boy growing up, searching for guidance in over-
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coming inner torment and for rescue from dislocation as a 

wartime soldier in the field, is led toward wholeness and sal­

vation by three guiding figures, among them the daemon, 
Demian, of the title. Throughout the book, Jungian notions 

embodying Eastern myths provide a good part of Hesse's 

imagery, particularly the Gnostic god Abraxas, who com­

bined for him both good and evil in the difficult process of 

rebirth by the self. Significantly, then ,  among the myths and 

symbols that helped this protagonist to transcend divisions 

within himself and around him-socially, historically, psy­

chologically-non-Western myths take a prominent place. 

Only a brief time and an equally short mental space sepa­

rated this version of inner reality from a more complete ex­

ploration of its Eastern prototype. 

This transitional step, however, was beset by extraordinary 

obstacles. As the war ended, Hesse became the target of vili­

ftcation and abuse for his denunciation of the war culture 

and its aftermath . His overtly political response led to a sec­

ond step in the radical change that opened the door to the 

East: Zarathustra's Return, an essay also first published anony­

mously in 1919 and brought out under Hesse 's own name 

one year later. Subtitled "A Word to German Youth by 

a German;' it involved an even closer approach to Eastern 

thought. 

Just two months after the armistice, during the last days of 

January 1919, Hesse wrote this impassioned essay in two 

nights and two days, using Nietzsche's famous persona and 

Nietzsche's language. With its reference to German youth, 

Hesse 's little book sought to redirect attention from mourn­

ing for the lost war and anger at the national condition in 

defeat to a focus on the self. The admonitions of this 
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Zarathustra all point away from concentration on things of 

the world-human, historical, political things-to an accep­
tance of one's own identity through which a higher insight 

can be achieved. In a chapter titled "Fate," for example, this 

Zarathustra declaimed, "To whomsoever Fate comes from 

the outside, it kills him as the arrow kills the deer. To whom­

soever Fate comes from within, it empowers him and makes 

him into a god." Using Nietzsche in this and similar pro­

nouncements ,  Hesse called upon a German romantic her­

itage. Yet by evoking Zarathustra apart from Nietzsche as the 

originator of Indo-Iranian Zoroastrianism, he projected, as 

in Demian, a healing of the strife between good and evil in 

the self. In doing so, he pointed unambiguously in the direc­

tion of the East. 3 

It was indeed a time of a genuine personal "revolution," as 
Hesse himself called it, a determined move away from the 

conventional categories to which he himself had often too 

readily subscribed-of the division between self and other, 

of the representation of an independent reality, of estab­

lished bourgeois existence-in order to reflect a vision of 

the self that transcends these boundaries in a new way. A 

similar intention underlies his book of essays on Dos­

toyevsky, Gazing into Chaos, which has obtained a kind of 

celestial blessing since T. S. Eliot quoted a passage from it in a 

footnote to The Waste Lmd to gloss the lines, "Who are those 

hooded hordes swarming I over endless plains, stumbling in 

cracked earth?"4 

The third important element that went into the making 

of Siddhartha was provided by psychoanalysis on the one 

hand and, on the other, by Hesse's discovery of his two most 
significant friends of the time: the writers Hugo Ball and 
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Emmy Hennings, a couple who were both war resisters, bo­

hemian cabaret artists , and committed Catholics. Hugo Ball 
wrote Hesse's first biography, still valid today, which sheds 

considerable light on Siddhartha, while Emmy Hennings 

functioned as a strong poet and writer herself. �oth lent a 

willing ear to Hesse's thoughts . The other most important 

force at this time was C. G. Jung, who was to rescue Hesse 

from a severe writing block that almost derailed Siddhartha. 
The fourth thrust in the new direction was a literal im­

plementation of the "Way Within," a road both actual and 

metaphoric on which Hesse embarked when he left Bern 

behind him as soon as he was released from his responsibili­

ties for the prisoners of war. It was a fateful decision, a gen­

uine break with his entire past, which he soon enshrined 

in Siddhartha's many crucial departures. The goal was the 

canton of Ticino, the I talian-speaking south of Switzerland, 

which stretches across and beyond mountains and lakes 

nearly to the gates of Milan. There, not too far from its capi­

tal, Lugano, Hesse was to grow roots that were to last to the 

end of his long life and its triumphs. 

This break became a healing experience. With his mar­

riage at an end, his three sons settled with friends, Hesse was 

able to meet nature directly as a solitary percipient and turn 

it into an aspect of his inner self. He quickly dropped the 

dress and manner of the successful bourgeois author and yet 

found a magnificent apartment in the village of Montagnola: 

four rooms in a palazzo named for its owner, the "Casa Ca­

muzzi ," featuring an imposing balcony and surrounded by a 

beautiful garden, which became the subject of many loving 

descriptions. Despite the less than austere nature of his new 

home, Hesse sought to adopt the life of someone who had 
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abandoned the trappings of  the outside world, writing and 

painting the landscape around him in lively watercolors . I t  
was indeed a return to himself. 

The �y Within. This was the appropriate title given a col­

lection of four novellas , all of which had originated during 

the first postwar years and were republished almost a decade 

later, in 1931, coinciding with the rapid approach of a new 

crisis, the onset of the Hitler years . 5 I ts major component 

was Siddhartha, which heads this group of short novels, all 

dealing with a break from the old and the embrace of the 

new in life and in art-with concomitant guilt. They also 

explore outer reality through the inner life :  A Child's Soul, a 

young boy's sense of injustice; Klein and �gner, a murderer 

and embezzler whose story ends with a transcendent musical 
vision at the moment of his suicide; Klingsor's Last Summer, a 
great painter's struggle with the demon of creativity, result­

ing in a magnificent self-portrait in which his psyche within 

and the world of nature outside merge into one, graphically 

produced in striking, highly concrete imagery a grand vision 

of the Way Within-the last step, the Western step. 

Siddhartha, the richest and most ambitious of the four, in­
troduced this collection.6 Echoing his own escape from his 

moorings in Siddhartha's many departures-from his par­

ents' home, from the Samanas, from Buddha, from Kamala's 

city-Hesse transformed flight into a comprehensive vision 

akin to that of the painter Klingsor in his final portrait . In 

this way, the book strives to reach the heart of the inner self. 

And by turning to Brahmin, Buddhist, and, to some extent, 

Taoist reformulations of reality, it seeks to penetrate deeply 

beneath the naturally accessible levels of consciousness. 
In this vein,  the Eastern sky would invariably beckon 
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Hesse's Western heroes, especially a t  times of  stress . Harry 
Haller of Steppenwolf; HH of Journey to the East; Josef 

Knecht of The Glass Bead Game--all were part of an emerg­

ing new concept of the self. Siddhartha was the first signifi­
cant bearer of this vital shift in perspective. 

3 

Hesse, the creator of this novella combining Western sensi­

bility with Eastern ideas, was late in approaching these 

themes consistently until faced by inner pressure to radicalize 

the concept of the Inward Way. It is indeed surprising that 

Hermann Hesse, a child of two generations of Indian mis­

sionaries, who was raised in a home permeated by the spirit 
of India and who had an actual journey to the Indian sub­

continent behind him, should have reached the age of nearly 

forty-five before developing a serious and coherent portrait 

based on the Indian theme. Although he had written one 

travelogue and numerous scattered reflections about India 

and Indonesia, he had not been successful in finding the sus­

tained artistic form that Siddhartha ultimately provided for 

him. I t  was an important turn, a discovery that led Hesse 

along a path he had tentatively sought to follow since the last 

years of the war. 

"Orientalism," a fashionable catchphrase describing the 

search for the occult in the mysterious East, was de rigueur 

in Hesse's time, popularized by Count Hermann von Key­

serling in Germany, by Lafcadio Hearn in England, and 

by many others who labored in these fields as an outgrowth 
of the colonial era .  For Hesse, however, the offspring of 
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missionaries with a very rich family history in the service of 
India, the whole question of Indian culture remained ex­

tremely personal . His mother and her parents had spent 

decades of their lives as Pietist missionaries on the Malabar 

coast in southwest India before settling down at the Mission 

Institute in Basel and in Swabian Calw in the Black Forest, 

where Hesse's maternal grandfather, Hermann Gundert, 

played a dominant role. Nor was Hesse basically out of 

touch with that " Indian world," as he called it. True, his ac­

tual journey to that world in 1911 had been unhappy and 

truncated: he never got out of Ceylon and Sumatra (in what 

is now Indonesia) to visit the places on the Malabar coast 

where the Gunderts had worked.7 

Yet Hesse's persistent involvement in the thought and cul­

ture of India remained undiminished. He continued to study 
Indian texts diligently, which, since he could now remain 

undisturbed by the troubling sight of poverty and beggars in 

the real world, made India more accessible to him than ac­

tual places. In 1922, at the time of Siddhartha, he commented 

on a visit he had received from India: "The way to India and 

China did not go by way of railroads and ships . I had to 

find the magic bridges myself."8 Instead of traveling, he 

reviewed a German translation of the central Hindu epic, 

the Bhagavad-Gita, as well as a translation of Buddha's 

speeches. 

For his work on Siddhartha Hesse prepared himself by 

studying many texts to the extent they were available to him 

in German translation, and, while he tried not to be pedan­
tic, his book reflects that knowledge. His characters repeat 

wisely the message of the Upanishads and their vision of 
a single unity to accommodate the discordant profusion of 
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physical existence. The idea of  reincarnation in  both Hindu 

and Buddhist thought and the attempt to escape from the 

unceasing bondage to physical life by eventually rising above 

it is ever present in Siddhartha. Hesse was careful with his ter­

minology in using Atman for the soul, the state of deliver­

ance for the self; Om for supreme reality; and the words 

samsara, for being caught in the cycle of birth and death, and 

nirvana, for being liberated from it. 9 Although the range and 

depth of his readings remained restricted by his need to 

work only with German translations, he was aware of this 

limitation and worked within it faithfully as best he could. 

Siddhartha, then, bears an Eastern message to Western 

readers . But, of course, the bearer himself was profoundly a 

Western man, a missionary in reverse. Just as Hesse 's parents 

and grandparents went out to the Indian subcontinent in or­

der to promulgate (and interpret) Christian Pietism, so their 

son and grandson now interpreted the thought and imagery 

of his Indian world to a Western audience-including him­

self. Although Siddhartha has been translated, with consider­

able acclaim, into various Eastern languages-into Japanese 

as early as 1925, into several Indian languages beginning in 

the 1950s, and into Chinese as late as 1968-there always re­

mained the unmistakable presence of a Western persona in 

the wings of the Eastern stage. 

The translation of Hesse 's subtitle as an "Indian Tale" is 

necessarily misleading, because no English equivalent exists 

for the German word Dichtung (as in "Eine indische Dich­

tung"), which can mean any imaginative work but in this 

case suggests more narrowly a "poetic work." Hesse 's inter­

pretation of this subtitle was not merely semantic. Lyricism 

pervades the entire work. I ts form suggests the related genre 
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of Hesse's time-honored romance, the Western component 

that merges easily with the Indian intellectual content and 
theme. 

Within its episodic format, then, the book's principal per­
sona accommodates both the form of the Eastern parable 

and that of the Western romantic wanderer. Both are incar­
nate in Siddhartha, whose consciousness mirrors the texture 

of the work. All other characters provide a pattern-an inner 

landscape-in a configuration of figures that appear to that 

central self. 
In  addition to being a kind of poem and a romance, Sid­

dhartha is also a biography, more precisely an intellectual bi­

ography, announced as "the search for the source of the self 

within the self." It is the life story of the high-born Brahmin 

Siddhartha, who leaves his home in a spiritual quest that 
takes him from ascetic withdrawal from the world to immer­

sion in the world until he reaches a state of perfect balance 

at the bank of the symbolic river that divides, bridges, and 

reflects the world of the spirit and the world of sense where 

he achieves the state of unified vision, of transcendent in­

sight. 

This skeletal plot, which eschews novelistic texture and 
design, unfolds its vision in two parts (as designed by the au­
thor) or three sections (as discerned by a critic) . The former 

design can be seen in biographical terms, the latter in terms 

of textual coherence. The two arrangements go hand in 

hand. 

Hesse wrote the first four chapters, which he called the 

first part, in two brief periods between December 1919 and 

early 1920. The remaining eight chapters, which he called 
the second part, were comeosed quickly in 1922. This 
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arrangement ts principally due to Hesse's psychological 

predicament in writing-a biographical matter-but it also 
describes a significant shift in the novel's meaning. 

Siddhartha had begun beautifully; it had flourished straight 

and clear, and then, suddenly, Hesse's creative flow was 

blocked. "For many months," wrote ·Hesse in 1920, "my In­

dian 'poem,' my falcon, my sunflower, the hero Siddhartha, 

lies fallow. "10 Hesse himself gave a simple and convincing 

explanation for this sudden block: As long as he could write 

of his own experience, his meditative life, and recapture the 

mood of the young Brahmin searching for wisdom, he felt 

safe. But when he had to pass from the ascetic to the "victo­

rious" Siddhartha, he could not make his hero 's further 

progress credible. To do so, Hesse would have to create a 

person who had overcome his handicaps in this world and 

then place him into the world of his missionary parents and 

grandparents, which he could still not quite imagine, despite 

his journey to the Indian world before the war. Another de­

pression seized him-a depression that seemed endless. "For 

a year and a half,' ' Hesse wrote in his "Diary of 1920," "I 

now live like a snake, slowly and economically."11 

Early in 1921, Hesse went to Zurich to undertake several 

weeks of psychoanalysis with C. G. Jung himself, which he 

found painful. Two notes about this difficult time to his skep­

tical friends Hugo Ball and Emmy Hennings, who as com­

mitted Catholics did not believe in psychoanalysis, testify to 

his plight. In one he reported that he had decided to stay in 

Zurich longer than expected: "The fruit I 've bitten into has 
to be eaten to the full. Dr. Jung impresses me very much."12 

And in a slightly later letter, the extraordinary statement that 

left clear echoes in Siddhartha: "Today's psychoanalysis . . .  can 
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have at bottom hardly any other goal than to create a space 
within ourselves in which God's voice can be heard."13 

Ultimately, Jung's treatment of his block had its desired 

effect. But it took a visit from a cousin, Wilhelm Gundert, a 

missionary visiting from Tokyo with whom he was able to 
speak in some detail about Eastern philosophy relevant to his 

tale to free Hesse to resume his work. In his usual manner, he 

brought it to a swift end in 1922 once the blockage had 

been removed. 

The two parts that encompass this small book, then, have 
different histories and follow slightly different agendas . The 

first part, originally publi'shed by itself in July 1921, Hesse 

dedicated to the French peace activist Romain Rolland. The 
second part, when it appeared in its complete format in Oc­

tober 1922, can be viewed under the aegis of C. G.Jung. The 
initial four chapters contained the heart of Hesse's political 

polemic, which was also expressed in Zarathustra's Return: the 

call for wholeness over the corrosiveness of death-dealing 

war, with Siddhartha struggling to find that wholeness in the 

ascetic life. But while this first part is more politically and 

philosophically complex, the larger second part is more psy­

chologically and mythically dense. Together both portray a 

very clear inward way through the life and progress of Sid­

dhartha, its single three-dimensional protagonist. 

4 

In its artistiC and philosophical design, as viewed from a 

reader's and critic's perspective, Siddhartha can be seen as di­
vided into four groups of three chapters each-a pattern 
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that appears as an  accurate reflection of  its internal move­
ment.14 The first triad describes Siddhartha at the house of 

his parents, follows him and his friend Govinda to the ascetic 
Samanas and eventually finds him with Gautama Buddha 

and his disciples , where he takes his leave and separates him­

self from his friend. The second follows Siddhartha's "awak­

ening" and his immersion in the world of the senses as he 
crosses the mythical river to an alluring city, his wooing 

of the beautiful courtesan Kamala, and his worldly success 

with the help of the merchant Kamaswami . The third re­

turns to the river as Siddhartha renounces the world and 

bonds with the saintly ferryman, Vasudeva . 

It is in the fourth cluster of chapters that the reader dis­

cerns the dialectical scheme of Siddhartha with particular 

clarity. Here Kamala discovers the inadequacy of the very 
life that had sustained her and finds her end. With a grand 

gesture, she frees her singing bird from its gilded cage. Next 

she sets out to find the Buddha, accompanied by her and 

Siddhartha's son (whose father had not known of his exis­

tence) . And finally she stops at the river, at Vasudeva's and 

Siddhartha's crossing, where she dies of a snake bite. 

Kamala's death leads Siddhartha to another level of in­

sight. Now the (unnamed) son becomes the subject of his 

most intense love. But Siddhartha, the father, must ultimately 

accept the son's escape back into the city of samsara (just as 

Siddhartha himself had once escaped in the opposite direc­

tion, toward asceticism) , implementing, as in a poem, the 

constant confrontation and reconciliation of these two 

realms in the search for "wordless" unity. 

As a poem, legend, or romance, this structurally simple but 

textually rich story is marked by Siddhartha's engagement 
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with three characters who, however, turn out to be aspects of 
one another. The first is his friend Govinda, with whom Sid­

dhartha leaves the home of his parents but from whom he 

separates at a crucial moment, to meet him again at a few 
strategic times of his life. He assumes , intermittently, the 

roles of both Sinclair and Dernian of Hesse's preceding 

novel, by being his disciple yet also acting as his guide. The 
second important figure is the courtesan Kamala, whose very 

name reflects her role as the purveyor of sensuality (Kama 
being the god of love and the senses) and who becomes his 

teacher in the sexual arts , introducing him to worldly desire 

and its fulfillment, not unlike the twin figures Hermine and 

Maria in the later Steppenwolf. Her death at the river in her 

search for salvation (her desire to reach the Buddha) again 

portrays the dialectic of samsara and nirvana-sense and 
spirit-that pervades the book. 

Finally, in the intricate network of figures that holds this 

book together, Govinda and Kamala are also related as repre­

sentations, respectively, of soul and body. In an important 

dream, significantly while sleeping in the ferryman's hut be­

fore crossing into that other world, Siddhartha sees Govinda 

in the Buddhists' yellow robe, sorrowful at his desertion. Sid­

dhartha embraced and kissed his friend, but, as he kissed, "it 

was no longer Govinda, it was a woman, and full breasts 

welled from the woman's garment, and Siddhartha lay on her 

breast and drank." (p. 45) Milk from the male and milk from 

the female: as he was about to cross into the world of sam­
sara, his servant-friend Govinda in the realm of the spirit co­

alesces with the coming servant-teacher Kamala in the world 

of sense: a hermaphroditic and homosexual image that pro­

vides Hesse 's dialectic with a lively and concrete shape. 
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Clearly, then, the river Siddhartha crosses early and late in 
the novel stands out as a symbol separating and connecting 

samsara and nirvana. As a motif it is both timeless (a body of 

water that simply is) and temporal in its steady current, re­

flecting the coincidence o£ unity and change. It is guarded 

by the third principal figure, the ferryman Vasudeva, who 

gently induces Siddhartha to accept the existence of the two 

worlds and to live in the face of them in a state of grace, ac­

cepting the timelessness of time. But he, too, is also an image 

or motif in a well-wrought design. 

After Vasudeva leaves Siddhartha, both old men now, the 

ferryman is supplanted by Govinda . In a concluding vision 

brought on by a kiss the aged Siddhartha asks Govinda to 

place on his forehead, the two roles of Govinda and Vasudeva 

coalesce. The scene is remarkable in its power: 

But while Govinda, surprised and yet drawn by great 

love and premonition, obeyed Siddhartha's words, 

leaned over to him, and touched his forehead with his 

lips, something wonderful happened to him. While his 

thoughts still dwelled on Siddhartha's peculiar words, 

while he vainly and reluctantly tried to think time 

away, to imagine Nirvana and Samsara [spirit and 

sense] as one, while a certain scorn for his friend's 

words struggled in him with tremendous love and rev­

erence, this happened to him . . . .  [p. 130] 

While this was the teaching of Vasudeva, expressed in the 

way Govinda allowed Siddhartha's inner schisms to heal, an­

other dimension is created through the last words of this re­

markable passage. In Govinda's vision, the horrors and twists 
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of "Samsara"-from the executioner's ax to bodies writhing 

in the ecstasy of love to the newborn infant's painful cry in 
terrifying incarnations-resolve themselves in the "mask of 

Siddhartha's smiling face." Govinda now knew it was also the 

face of Buddha. The novel ends: 

[T)his smile of Siddhartha's was exactly the same, was 

exactly the identical still , fine, impenetrable, perhaps 

kindly, perhaps quizzical, wise, thousandfold smile of 

Gautama, the Buddha, as he himself, Govinda, had seen 

it with awe a hundred times. This , Govinda knew, was 

how the Perfect Ones smiled. 

No longer knowing whether time existed, whether 

this seeing had lasted a second or a century, no longer 

knowing whether a Siddhartha existed, or a Gautama, 
or I and Thou . . .  , Govinda stood for a brief while, 

leaning over Siddhartha's silent face, which he had just 

kissed, which had just been the setting of all forma­

tions, of all Becoming, all Being. [pp. 131-32) 

These lines, coming just before Siddhartha's final para­

graph, remind the reader of yet another connection; a fourth 

figure that appeared only once in person but existed as a 

pervasive presence throughout the novel : Gautama Buddha. 

This overarching presence of the "Perfect One" signifi­

cantly enriches the novel's meaning. For the Buddha's 
shadow falls upon the entire work. He is actually the fore­

most character in a concealed, almost subversive role. For 

Siddhartha's life, as depicted by Hesse, is both a parallel to 

and a variation upon the life of Buddha, not only in 

Govinda's concluding vision but in the work as a whole. 
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Siddhartha is, o f  course, one o f  Buddha's actual names. 

But there are further striking biographical parallels. Hesse's 

Siddhartha left the established priestly house of his parents, 

where he was well protected; Buddha, dissatisfied with the 

splendor and luxury of his father's kingdom, also leaves 

home. Other elements, though not necessarily in the same 

sequence, deepen these parallelisms. Both men left a wife and 

a son to find meaning in a life of suffering and deprivation; 

they both became itinerant ascetics and spent several years 

meditating by the side of a river "to gain a final insight." 

In the story, Siddhartha met Gautama Buddha and al­

most became his disciple. They had a searching discussion in 

which Siddhartha (the protagonist) found Siddhartha (the 

Buddha) inadequate and consequently left him while his 

friend Govinda stayed behind. Siddhartha held that Buddha's 
doctrine of salvation, "of rising above the world" under­

mines the "world of unity." 

In their disagreement, as it is developed in the novel, the 

Buddha's position is comparable to that of Saint Augustine, 

in whose view indulgence in the senses can be exorcised 

through a holy ascetic life. Siddhartha's progress, however, 

calls this access to salvation into question by suggesting a 

more circuitous dialectic. In  their first steps, Siddhartha and 

Buddha coincide: both left the houses of their fathers to join 

ascetics. But the fictional Siddhartha went his own way in his 

second step : he decided to embrace the senses by joining 

the "child people"-sexually in the person of Kamala, so­

cially and economically in the person of the merchant Ka­

maswami. Finally, Siddhartha's third, reconciling step foresaw 

neither a complete return to the ascetic life nor the contin­

ued immersion in the senses . Rather, by joining Vasudeva 
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at the river, Siddhartha guarded the bridge between these 
worlds . At the same time, in the vision produced by 

Govinda's kiss , Buddha's smile reconnects this reconciling 

identity with his own authoritative presence. 

Actua�ly, then, Siddhartha represents a recreation of the life 
of Buddha. But by keeping these two figures separate while 

also suggesting their identity, Hesse conducted an extremely 

subtle game, comparable, on a different level , to the "Glass 

Bead Game" of his old age. Siddhartha is Buddha and he is 

not Buddha; he is identical with him on one level yet dis­

tinct on another. 

All actions by the three subsidiary characters-Govinda, 

Kamala, and Vasudeva-are affected by this tension between 

the two Buddha figures. The historical Gautama Buddha 
who is, historically, also Siddhartha, engages in controversy 

with Siddhartha, his fictional double, while maintaining his 

nonfictional existence. In this way, their separate identities 

mirror and yet counteract each other, reflecting and yet re­

fracting this twofold existence. In a work that projects the 

awareness and unity of the self as its principal theme with 

such extraordinary patience and power, the interplay be­

tween these two distinct identities among otherwise tWo­

dimensional figures, lends this " Indian poetic work"· its 

complexity and depth. It also became a way of overcoming 
dualism, not just in a philosophical and religious sense but as 

a way of bridging Western sensibility and Eastern thought. 

An intricate interplay of the characters' names in relation 

to various traditions buttresses this close interconnection be­

tween the characters . For example, Hesse found the name 

Govinda in the Bhagavad-Gita. There he is the coachman for 
the Prince Arjuna, whom he instructs in the meaning of life .. 
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At  the end of  the book, i t  was Siddhartha who preached to 

Govinda, but this reversal of their two roles is part of Hesse's 

plan . At the same time, the ferryman Vasudeva was also 

a coachman who showed Arjuna the right way and was 

equally identified with Govinda . 15 The mere fact that we can 

think of these characters as being "connected" with one an­

other here and "partaking" of each other there suggests the 

novel's poetic (i .e . , lyrical) format. 

Siddhartha plays a unique role in modern fiction:  it gains 

its power not through its verbal discourse per se but through 

its presentation of thought and action, not through the en­

gagement of living characters in an outside world but in a 

Way Within or an Inward Way that presents the world as an 

inner landscape and so carries out in practice the novel 's 

theme derived from its Eastern sources. Scenes and charac­

ters act like images in poetry that display the vision or por­

trait of unity. 

In this way, Siddhartha emerges as a classical lyrical novel, a 

form favored equally in Eastern and in highly modernist 

Western texts, where the latter represent a fusion and culmi­

nation of nineteenth-century romanticism and the symbolist 

experiment. 16 "Buddha's Way to Salvation," Hesse said in one 

of his lectures, "has often been criticized and doubted, be­

cause it is thought to be wholly grounded in cognition. True, 

but it's not just intellectual cognition, not just learning and 

knowing, but spiritual experience that can be earned only 

through strict discipline in a selfless life."17 

To speak thus to its dedicated modern readers-audiences 

in touch with its nonverbal message-is so effective in this 

book precisely because it uses words as expressions of sensed 

thought rather than as verbalized thought in promoting the 
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idea of unity above the inner divisions of people and the 

fissures of societies in crisis . In this use of words Hesse 
excelled, and it is fortunate indeed that this imaginative 
translation reflects its distinctiveness and power with fine 

sensitivity. 

5 

The immediate as well as the long-range reception of Sid­
dhartha is itself an index of its lasting appeal. For Hesse's 

oeuvre can be easily discerned as split by the "break" of 

1916, when he "revolutionized" himself. If prior to that date 

he was read as a conventional writer with decidedly roman­
tic leanings, after this time he sought means of deepening 
and radicalizing the Way Within, sometimes using avant­

gardist and expressionist means (as in Steppenwolf), some­

times forms of allegorical writing, but always including, in 

various degrees of prominence, Indian and Chinese ideas 

and practices. 
Yet until fairly recently Hesse 's readership remained 

sharply divided. The earlier work appealed particularly to 

readers in Japan and for many years in Germany and the rest 

of Europe, while the later work of the twenties and beyond, 

including Siddhartha, was taken up particularly in America, 

usually to the exclusion of everything else. There has been 

considerable change in this pattern in recent years, but the 

fact remains that Siddhartha has always stood out as one work 
that appealed to people in both groups not only in the West 

but in the East as well. 

The lasting success of Siddhartha in America requires no 
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further documentation. Many Indian and Chinese scholars, 

however, have also taken Hesse seriously, and the question of 
the precise interpretation of the ending, for example, has 

stirred some debate. But one encounter, which sustained 

Hesse for many years , occurred in August 1922, a few 

months before the publication of the book as a whole. He 

had been invited to participate in a peace conference of the 

International Women's League in nearby Lugano, where Ro­

main Rolland, Georges Duhamel, Bertrand Russell, and 

other luminaries were present . On one of these evenings, 

Hesse read the as yet unpublished ending of his Siddhartha, 

after which he was invited to a private dinner given by Rol­

land's sist�r. There he met Kalidas Nag, a young professor of 

history at the University of Calcutta, who obviously admired 

his work. Following a polite note Hesse had sent his admirer, 

he received this adulatory reply: "Your profound sketch of 

the history of our first mutual discovery created such an im­

pression on me that I dropped all my work ;md came to 

you for that silent communion. It  is so easy to come to 

you." They had been bound together by a wordless language. 

Verbal discussions were useless because in their "eloquent si­

lences" the whole of reality presented itself to them in "a 

flash of personal revelation." It  was an echo of Siddhartha, a 

book "which should be translated in all European languages, 

for here we face for the first time the real East presented to the 

Htest."18 

The missionary had spoken in his reverse role-and he 

had succeeded. 
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SIDDHARTHA 





PA RT ONE 





Th e B ra h m i n )s S o n  

In the shade of the house, in the sunshine near the boats on 

the riverbank, in the shade of the sal forest, in the shade of 

the fig tree, Siddhartha grew up-the beautiful son of the 

Brahmin, the young falcon, together with Govinda, his 

friend, the son of the Brahmin. Sun tanned Siddhartha's light 

shoulders on the riverbank when he bathed, when he per­

formed his holy ablutions, his holy offerings. Shade flowed 

into his black eyes in the mango grove, during boyhood 

games, during his mother's singing, during the holy offer­

ings, during the teachings of his father, the scholar, during 

the conversations of the sages. Siddhartha had long been tak­
ing part in the conversations of the sages, practicing the ver­

bal battle with Govinda, practicing the art of contemplation 

with Govinda, the service of meditation. He already knew 

how to soundlessly speak the om, the word of words, sound­

lessly speak it into himself, breathing it in, soundlessly speak 

it out of himself, breathing it out with all his soul, his fore­

head enveloped in the luster of his clear-thinking mind. He 

already understood how to know Atman in his innermost 

being, indestructible, at one with the universe. 

Joy leaped in his father's heart about the son, the intelli­

gent boy, thirsty for knowledge; and he saw him growing up 

to be a great sage and priest, a prince among the Brahmins . 

Bliss leaped in his mother's breast when she saw him, 

when she saw him striding, saw him sitting down and stand­

ing up-Siddhartha, the strong, the beautiful boy, striding on 
slender legs, greeting her with perfect breeding. 

3 
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Love stirred in the hearts of the young Brahmin daughters 

when Siddhartha passed through the streets of the town, with 

his radiant brow, with his royal eyes, with his �arrow hips . 

But more than anyone else Govinda loved him, his friend, 

the Brahmin's son. He loved Siddhartha's eyes and lovely 

voice, he loved the way he walked and the perfect breeding 

of his movements, he loved everything that Siddhartha said 

and did, and most of all he loved his mind, his lofty fiery 

thoughts, his glowing will, his high calling. Govinda knew 

that Siddhartha would become no ordinary Brahmin, no lazy 

sacrificial official, no grasping peddler of spells, no vain and 

empty orator, no evil , deceitful priest, and no good, stupid 

sheep in the herd of the many. No-nor did he, Govinda, 

wish to become any of those, a Brahmin like the other ten 

thousand. He wanted to follow Siddhartha, the splendid 

beloved. And someday, when Siddhartha became a god, 

someday, when he joined the radiant ones, then Govinda 

would follow him, as his friend, as his companion, as his ser­

vant, as his lance bearer, his shadow. 

They all loved Siddhartha. He brought joy to all, he de­

lighted them all . 

But Siddhartha did not bring joy to himself, he did not 

delight himself. Walking along the rosy paths of the fig or­

chard, sitting in the bluish shade of the grove of contempla­

tion, washing his limbs in the daily bath of atonement, 

sacrificing in the densely shaded mango forest, with perfect 

breeding of his gestures, loved by all, a joy to all, he never­

theless bore no joy in his heart. Dreams came to him and 

fretful thoughts flowing from the water of the river, twin­

kling from the stars of the night, from the sun's melting 

rays-dreams came to him and restlessness of his soul, 
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smoked from the offerings, breathed from the verses of the 
Rig-Veda, dripped from the teachings of the old Brahmins . 

Siddhartha had started nursing discontent within himself. 

He had started feeling that his father's love, and his mother's 

love, and also his friend Govinda's love would not make him 

happy forever and always, not please him, gratify him, satisfy 

him. He had begun to sense that his venerable father and his 

other teachers, that the wise Brahmins had already imparted 

to him the bulk and the best of their knowledge, that they 

had already poured their fullness into his waiting vessel, and 
the vessel was not full, his mind was not contented, his soul 

was not tranquil, his heart not sated. The ablutions were 

good, but they were water, they did not wash away sin, they 

did not slake the thirst of the mind, they did not calm the 

fright of the heart. Splendid were the offerings and the in­
vokings of the gods-but was that all there was? Did the of­

ferings bring happiness? And what about the gods? Was it 

really Prajapati who had created the world? Was it not At­

man, he, the Only One, the All-One? Were not the gods 

formations, created like me and you ,  subject to time, 

ephemeral? So was it good, was it right, was it a sublime and 

meaningful act to sacrifice to the gods? To whom else should 

one sacrifice, to whom else was veneration due but to him, 
the Only One, Atman? And where was Atman to be found, 

where did he dwell, where did his eternal heart beat if not in 

one's own self, in the innermost, in the indestructible essence 

that every person bore within? But where, where was this 

self, this innermost, this ultimate? It  was not flesh and blood, 

it was not thinking or consciousness-that was what the 

wisest teach. But then where, where was it? To pierce there, 
to the self, to myself, to Atman-was there any other path 



6 H E R M A N N  H E S S E  

worth seeking? Ah, but no one showed this path, no one 

knew it, not his father, not the teachers and sages, not the 

holy sacrificial chants ! They knew everything, the Brahmins 

and their holy books, they knew everything, they had con­

cerned themselves with everything and with more than 

everything: the creation of the world, the genesis of speech, 

of food, of inhaling, of exhaling, the orders of the senses , the 

deeds of the gods-they knew an infinite amount. But was it 

worthwhile knowing all this if you did not know the One 

and Only, the most important, the only important thing? 

True, many verses in the holy books, especially in the 

Upanishads of Sarna-Veda, spoke about this innermost and 

ultimate-glorious verses. "Thy soul is the entire world," 

they said, and it was written that in sleep, in deep sleep, a hu­

man being goes into his innermost and dwells in Atman. 

Wonderful wisdom was in these verses, all the wisdom of the 

wisest was gathered here in magical words, as pure as honey 

gathered by bees. No, there was no disdaining the tremen­

dous amount of knowledge collected and preserved here by 

countless generations of wise Brahmins. 

But where were the Brahmins, where the priests , where 

the sages or penitents who had succeeded in not only know­

ing this deepest knowledge but also living it? Where was the 

initiate who spirited his home in Atman from sleeping to 

waking, to living, at every step and turn, in word and deed? 

Siddhartha knew many venerable Brahmins , above all his 

father, the pure, the learned, the supremely venerable man. 

Admirable was his father; still and noble was his bearing, 

pure was his life, wise were his words, fine and noble 

thoughts dwelled in his brow. But even he, the man who 

knew so much: did he live in bliss , was he at peace? Was he 
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not also a seeker, a thirster? Did he not always and always 

again have to drink, a thirster, from the holy sources, from 
the sacrifices, from the books, from the dialogues of the 

Brahmins? Why must he, the irreproachable man, wash away 

sin every day, strive for purification every day, every day 

anew? Was Atman not in him, did not the primal source flow 

in his own heart? One had to find it, the primal source in 

one's own self, one had to make it one's own! Everything 

else was seeking, was detour, was confusion. 

Those were Siddhartha's thoughts, that was his thirst, that 

was his suffering. 

Often he murmured these words from a Chandogya 
Upanishad: "Truly, the name of Brahma is Satya-verily, he 

who knows this enters the celestial world every day." It often 

seemed c�ose-the celestial world; but he never fully reached 

it, never slaked his ultimate thirst. And among all the wise 

and wisest whom he knew and whose instruction he par­

took of, none of them had fully reached it, the celestial 

world, none had fully slaked it, the eternal thirst. 

"Govinda," Siddhartha spoke to his friend, "Govinda, dear 

friend, come with me to the banyan tree, let us meditate." 

They went to the banyan tree, they sat down, here 

Siddhartha, twenty paces further Govinda. Sitting down, ready 

to speak the om, Siddhartha, murmuring, repeated the verses : 

Om is bow, the arrow is soul, 

Brahma is the arrow's goal, 

It must be struck unswervingly. 

When the usual span of meditation was ended, Govinda 

rose to his feet. Evening had come. It was time for the ablu-
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tions of the evening hour. He called Siddhartha's name. Sid­

dhartha did not respond. Siddhartha sat absorbed, his eyes 

rigidly fixed on a very far goal , the tip of his tongue pro­

truding slightly between his teeth; he seemed not to be 

breathing. Thus he sat, wrapped in meditation, thinking om, 

his soul sent out as an arrow to Brahma. 

Once, samanas had passed through Siddhartha's town, 

wandering ascetics, three gaunt, spent men, not old, not 

young, with dusty and bloody shoulders, well-nigh naked, 

singed by the sun, circled by solitude, foe and foreign to the 

world, strangers and haggard jackals in the realm of men. 

From them a hot scent of silent passion came wafting, a scent 

of devastating service, of pitiless unselfing. 

In the evening, after the hour of contemplation, Sid­

dhartha said to Govinda: "Tomorrow morning, my friend, 

Siddhartha will join the samanas. He will become a samana." 

Govinda blanched upon hearing those words, and in his 

friend's immobile face he read the resolve, as undivertible as 

the arrow shot from the bow. Instantly and at first glance, 

Govinda realized: Now it is beginning, now Siddhartha is 

following his path, now his destiny is starting to sprout, and 

mine with his. And he turned as pale as a dried banana peel. 

"Oh, Siddhartha," he cried, "will your father allow this?" 

Siddhartha looked at him as if awakening from sleep. Swift 

as an arrow he read Govinda's soul, read the fear, read the de­

votion. 

"Oh, Govinda," he murmured, "let us not waste words . 

Tomorrow at daybreak, I will begin the life of the samanas . 

Do not speak about it anymore." 

Siddhartha entered the �oom where his father was sitting 

on a mat of bast. The son stepped behind the father and 
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stood there until his father sensed that someone was standing 
I 

behind him. The Brahmin spoke: "Is that you, Siddhartha? 

Then say what you have come to say." 
Siddhartha spoke: "With your permission, my father. I 

have come to say that I long to leave your house tomorrow 

and join the ascetics. My longing is to become a samana. 
May my father have nothing against it." 

The Brahmin was silent, and silent so long that the stars 

were wandering across the small window, changing their pat­
terns, by the time the ·silence in the room ended. Mute and 

motionless, the son stood with crossed arms; mute and mo­
tionless, the father sat on the mat, and the stars drifted across 

the sky. Then the father said: "It is not fitting for a Brahmin 

to speak angry and violent words . But indignation moves my 

heart. I do not wish to hear that request a second time from 
your lips ." 

Slowly the Brahmin rose; Siddhartha stood mute with 

crossed arms . 

"What are you waiting for?" asked the father. 

Siddhartha said, "You know what." 

Indignant, the father left the room; indignant, he sought 

his bed and lay down. 

An hour later, since no sleep came to his eyes, the Brah­

min got up, paced to and fro, stepped out of the house. He 

peered through the small window into the room; there he 

saw Siddhartha standing, with crossed arms, unmoved. His 

light-colored robe shimmered pale. With distress in his heart, 

the father returned to his bed. 

An hour later, since no sleep came to his eyes, the Brah­

min got up again,  paced to and fro, stepped out of the house, 

saw the risen moon. He peered through the window into 
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the room: there stood Siddhartha, unmoved, with crossed 

arms, the moonlight mirrored by his bare shins. With anxiety 

in his heart, his father went back to his bed. 

And he came again an hour later, and came again two 

hours later, peered through the small window, saw Sid­

dhartha standing, in the moonlight, in the starlight, in the 

darkness . And came again from hour to hour, silent, peered 

into the room, saw the unmoved stander, filled his heart with 

anger, filled his heart with apprehension, filled his heart with 

fear, filled it with sorrow. 

And in the final hour of night, before the day began, he 

returned, stepped into the room, and saw the youth standing 

there, and he looked big and foreign. 

"Siddhartha," he said, "what are you waiting for?" 

"You know what." 
"Will you keep standing and waiting until the day be-

comes noon, becomes evening?" 

"I will stand and wait." 

"You will grow tired, Siddhartha." 

" I  will grow tired." 

"You will fall asleep, Siddhartha." 

" I  will not fall asleep." 

"You will die, Siddhartha." 

" I  will die." 

"And would you rather die than obey your father?" 

"Siddhartha has always obeyed his father." 

"Then you will give up your plan?" 

"Siddhartha will do what his father will say." 

The first gleam of day entered the room. The Brahmin 

saw that Siddhartha's knees were quivering slightly. He saw 

no quivering in his face, Siddhartha's eyes gazed far away. 
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Now the father realized that Siddhartha was no longer with 
him and in his homeland, that he had already left him. 

The father touched Siddhartha's shoulder. 
"You will," he said, "go into the forest and become a 

samana . If you find bliss in the forest, then come and teach 

me bliss. If you find disillusion, then come back, and let us 

jointly sacrifice to the gods again .  Now go and kiss your 

mother, tell her where you are going. But for me it is time to 

go to the river and perform the first ablution." 

He removed his hand from his son's shoulder and 

went out. 

Siddhartha reeled when he tried to walk. He subdued his 

limbs, bowed to his father, and went to his mother to do as 

his father had said. 

When, in the first light of day, walking slowly on numb 
legs, he left the still-silent town, a shadow crouching by the 

last hut stood up and joined the pilgrim: it was Govinda . 

"You have come," said Siddhartha, and smiled. 
"I have come," said Govinda. 
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That evening they caught up with the ascetics, the gaunt 

samanas, and offered them fellowship and obedience. They 

were accepted. 

Siddhartha gave his robe away to a poor Brahmin in the 

street. All he now wore was the loincloth and the unstitched, 

earth-colored cloak. He ate only once a day, and no cooked 

food. He fasted for two weeks . He fasted for four weeks. The 

flesh vanished from his thighs and cheeks . Hot dreams flared 

from his enlarged eyes, the nails grew long on his withering 

fingers, as did, on his chin, the dry and bristly beard. His gaze 

grew icy when it encountered women; his mouth curled in 
scorn when he walked through a town with people in lovely 

clothes . He saw dealers dealing, princes hunting, mourners 

mourning their dead, whores offering themselves, doctors 

tending patients, priests setting the day of sowing, lovers 

loving, mothers nursing their babies-and everything was 

unworthy of his eyes, everything lied, everything stank, 

everything stank of lies, everything shammed meaning and 

happiness and beauty, and everything was unacknowledged 

decay. The world tasted bitter. Life was torture. 

Siddhartha had a goal , a single one: to become empty­

empty of thirst, empty of desire, empty of dreams, empty of 

joy and sorrow. To die away from himself, no longer be self, 

to find peace with an emptied heart, to be open to miracles 

in unselfed thinking: that was his goal . When the entire self 

was transcended and extinct, when every drive and every 
mania in the heart had fallen silent, then the ultimate was 

1 3 
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bound to awaken, the innermost essence, which is no longer 

ego, the great secret. 

Siddhartha stood silent in the vertical blaze of the sun, 
burning with pain, burning with thirst, and he stood till he 

felt no pain or thirst. He stood silent in the rainy season, the 

water dripping from his hair, over freezing shoulders , over 

freezing hips and legs, and the penitent stood until his legs 

and shoulders were no longer freezing, until they fell silent, 

until they were still . Silently he crouched in the twisting 

brambles, the blood dripping from his burning skin, the pus 

from abscesses, and Siddhartha lingered rigid, lingered mo­

tionless until no more blood flowed, until nothing more 

pricked, until nothing more burned. 

Siddhartha sat upright and learned to save breath, learned 

to get on with little breath, learned to stop breath . Beginning 

with breath, he learned how to calm his heartbeat, learned 

how to lessen the strokes until there were few and almost 

none. 

Taught by the eldest of the samanas, Siddhartha practiced 

unselfing, practiced meditation, according to the samana 

rules . A heron flew over the bamboo forest-and Siddhartha 

took the heron into his soul, flew over forests and moun­

tains, was a heron, ate fish, hungered heron hunger, spoke 

heron croaking, died heron death . A dead jackal lay on the 

sandy bank, and Siddhartha's soul slipped into the cadaver, 

was a dead jackal, lay on the shore, swelled, stank, rotted, was 

shredded by hyenas, was skinned by vultures, became a skele­

ton, became dust, wafted into the fields . And Siddhartha's 

soul returned, was dead, was rotted, was dispersed, had tasted 

the dismal drunkenness of the cycle of life, waited in new 

thirst like a hunter, waited for the gap through which he 
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could escape the cycle, where the end of causes came, where 

painless eternity began. 
He killed his senses, he killed his memory, he slipped from 

his ego into a thousand different formations. He was animal , 

was carcass, was rock, was wood, was water, and he always 

found himself again upon awakening. Sun was shining or 

moon, he was self again, swinging in the cycle, felt thirst, 

overcame thirst, felt new thirst. 

Siddhartha learned much among the samanas, he learned 

to follow many paths away from his ego. He followed the 

path of unselfing through pain, through the voluntary suffer­

ing and overcoming of pain, of hunger, of thirst, of fatigue. 

He followed the path of unselfing through meditation, 

through thinking till the mind was empty of all notions. He 

learned to follow those and other paths, he left his self a 
thousand times, for hours on end and days on end he lin­

gered in the nonself. But though the paths led away from the 

ego, in the end they always led back to the ego. Though Sid­

dhartha fled his ego a thousand times, dwelling in nothing­

ness , in animal, in rock, the return was inevitable since he 

found himself again, in sunlight or in moonlight, in shade or 

in rain, and again was ego and Siddhartha, and again felt the 

torment of the onerous cycle. 

Next to him lived Govinda, his shadow, following the 

same paths, undergoing the same efforts . They seldom spoke 

more to each other than was required by service and exer­

cises . Sometimes the two of them walked through the vil­

lages, begging food for themselves and their teachers . 

"What do you think, Govinda," Siddhartha once said dur­

ing their begging, "what do you think? Have we made 

progress? Have we reached goals?" 
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Govinda replied: "We have learned, and we are learning 

more. You will become a great samana, Siddhartha� You have 

learned every exercise quickly, the old samanas often admire 

you .  Someday you will become a saint, 0 Siddhartha." 

Siddhartha said: "It  does not seem that way to me, my 

friend. What I have learned so far among the samanas, 0 

Govinda, I could have learned more quickly and more sim­

ply. I could have learned it in any tavern of a red-light dis­

trict, my friend, among the draymen and dicers ." 

Govinda said: "Siddhartha is joking with me. How could 

you have learned meditation, how could you have learned 

to hold your breath, how could you have learned insensitiv­

ity to pain and hunger there among those miserable 

people?" 

And Siddhartha murmured, as if to himself: 

"What is meditation? What is abandonment of the body? 

What is fasting? What is holding of the breath? It is flight 

from the ego, it is a brief breakout from the torture of ego, it 

is a brief numbing of pain and of the senselessness of life. The 

same flight, the same brief numbing is found by the ox 

driver at the inn when he drinks a few cups of rice wine or 

fermented coconut milk. He then no longer feels his self, he 

then no longer feels the pains of life, he then finds brief 

numbing. Asleep over his cup of rice wine, he finds what 

Siddhartha and Govinda find when they slip away from their 

bodies after long exercises and linger in the nonself. That is 

the way it is, 0 Govinda ." 

Govinda said: "You say that, 0 friend, and yet you know 

that Siddhartha is no ox driver and a samana no drunkard.  

The drinker may find numbing, he may find brief flight and 

rest, but he returns from his illusion, and finds everything 
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unchanged. He has grown no wiser, has gathered no knowl­
edge, has ascended no levels." 

And Siddhartha said with a smile: "I do not know, I have 
never been a drinker. But in my exercises and meditations, I 

have found only brief numbing and I am still as far from 

wisdom, from redemption as when I was a baby in my 

mother's womb-that I know, 0 Govinda, that I know." 

Another time, when Siddhartha and Govinda left the for­

est and went to the village, begging food for their brothers 

and their teacher, Siddhartha again spoke: "Now tell me, 

Govinda, are we really on the right path? Are we really ap­

proaching knowledge? Are we really approaching redemp­

tion? Or are we not perhaps going in a circle-we who 

thought we were escaping the cycle?' '  

Govinda said: "We have a learned a lot,  Siddhartha, we still 
have a lot to learn. We are not going in a circle, we are going 

upward. The circle is a spiral, we have already ascended sev­

eral levels." 

Siddhartha replied: "How old do you think our eldest 

samana is, our venerable teacher?" 

Govinda said: "Our eldest may be sixty years old." 

And Siddhartha: "He has turned sixty and has not reached 

Nirvana. 'He will turn seventy and eighty, and you and I, we 

will get almost as old and we will practice, and we will fast 

and we will meditate. But we will never reach Nirvana, not 

he, not we. 0 Govinda, I believe that of all the samanas, per­

haps not one, not one will reach Nirvana. We find consola­

tions, we find numbings, we learn skillful ways to deceive 

ourselves . But the essential thing, the path of paths-that we 

do not find." 

"Please do not," said Govinda, "speak such terrifying 
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words, Siddhartha ! Among so many learned men, among 

so many Brahmins, among so many strict and venerable 

samanas, among so many seekers, so many ardent strivers, so 

many saintly men, how could no one have found the path of 

paths?" 

But Siddhartha said in a voice containing as much sadness 

as mockery, in a soft, in a somewhat sad and somewhat 

mocking voice : "Soon, Govinda, your friend will leave this 

path of the samanas, which he has followed with you for 

such a long time. I suffer from thirst, 0 Govinda, and my 

thirst has not lessened on this long samana path . I have
' 
al­

ways thirsted for knowledge, I have always been full of ques­

tions. I have questioned the Brahmins year after year, and I 

have questioned the holy Vedas year after year. Perhaps, 0 

Govinda, it would have been just as good, would have been 

just as smart and just as beneficial to question the rhinoceros 

bird or the chimpanzee. I have taken a long time and I still 

have not finished in order to learn, 0 Govinda, that one can 

learn nothing! There is, I believe, no such thing as what we 

call 'learning.' There is, 0 my friend, only one knowledge: it 

is everywhere, it is Atman, it is in me and in you and in every 

being. And I am starting to believe that this knowledge has 

no worse enemy than the wish to know, than learning.'' 

Now Govinda halted on the path, raised his hands , and 

said: "Please, Siddhartha, do not terrify your friend with such 

talk! Your words arouse terror in my heart. And just think: 

Where would the holiness of prayers be, where would the 

venerability of the Brahmins be, where the holiness of the 

samanas, if what you say were true, if there were no such 

thing as learning? ! What, 0 Siddhartha, what would become 

of everything that is holy on earth, valuable, venerable? ! "  
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And Govinda murmured verses to himself, verses from an 
Upanishad: 

VVhen the purified and pondering mind is absorbed in Atman, 

The bliss of the heart cannot be stated in words. 

But Siddhartha kept silent. He thought about the words 

that Govinda had spoken to him, and thought the words all 
the way through. 

Yes, he thought, standing with a bowed head: What would 

be left of everything that seemed holy to us? What is left? 

What turns out to be true? And he shook his head . .  

Once, after the two youths had spent some three years 

with the samanas, sharing their exercises, a report, a rumor, a 

legend reached them through various roads and roundabout 
routes : someone had appeared, named Gautama, the Sublime 

One, the Buddha. He had supposedly overcome the sorrow 

ot the world in himself and had stopped the wheel of re­

births . Teaching and surrounded by disciples, he was wander­

ing through the land, with no property, with no home, with 

no wife, in the yellow cloak of an ascetic, but with a serene 

brow: a blissful man. And Brahmins and princes were bowing 

to him and becoming his followers . 

This legend, this rumor, this tale resounded, fragrantly 
wafted up, here and there: in the towns the Brahmins talked 

about it, in the forests the samanas. The name of Gautama, 

the Buddha, kept reaching the ears of the youths, for better 

or for worse, with praise or with scorn . 

When the plague is raging in a country, and there is news 

of a man, a sage, an expert, whose speech and breath suffice 
to heal the stricken, and this news crosses the country, and 
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everyone talks about it, many believe, many doubt, but soon 

many set out to seek the sage, the helper. And this was simi­

lar: the legend, the fragrant legend of Gautama, the Buddha, 

the sage from the caste of the Sakyas, was crisscrossing the 

land. He possessed, said the believers, supreme knowledge, he 

remembered his earlier lives, he had reached Nirvana and 

would never return to the cycle, never submerge in the trou­

bled river of formations. Many splendid and incredible sto­

ries were told about him: he had worked miracles, had 

vanquished the devil, had spoken with the gods. But enemies 

and nonbelievers said that this Gaut:<flla was a vain seducer, who 

spent his days in luxurious pleasure, scorned sacrifices, lacked 

learning, and performed neither exercises nor castigations. 

The rumors about the Buddha sounded sweet; these re­

ports were redolent with magic. After all, the world was ill, 

life was hard to endure-and lo, here a source seemed to 

spring, here a messenger seemed to be calling, a mild and 

comforting call, full of noble promises. Wherever the rumor 

about the Buddha rang out, the youths all over India sat up 

and took notice, felt yearning, felt hope, and among the 

Brahmin sons in the towns and villages every pilgrim or 

stranger was welcome if he brought news of him, the Sub­

lime One, the Sakyamuni. 

And the rumors reached the samanas in the forest too, and 

Siddhartha too, and Govinda too, slowly, drop by drop, each 

drop heavy with hope, each drop heavy with doubt. They 

barely spoke about it, for the eldest of the samanas was no 

friend of this legend. He had heard that this alleged Buddha 

had once been an ascetic and had lived in the forest, but then 

had turned back to luxury and worldly pleasure. And so the 

eldest had no esteem for this Gautama. 
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"0 Siddhartha," Govinda once said to his friend, " I  was in 
the village today, and a Brahmin asked me into his house, 
and in his house there was a Brahmin's son from Magadha, 

and he had seen the Buddha with his own eyes and had 

heard him teach. Really, my breath was painful in my chest, 

and I thought to myself: If only I, if only both of us, if Sid­

dhartha and I ,  live long enough to hear the Teaching from 

the lips of that Perfect One! Tell me, friend, should we not 

also · go there and hear the Teaching from the lips of the 

Buddha?" 

Siddhartha said: "0 Govinda, I had always thought 

Govinda would remain with the samanas, I had always 

thought it was his goal to turn sixty and seventy and to keep 

practicing the skills and exercises that are the resources of the 

samana. But lo, I knew Govinda too little, I knew so little 
about his heart. So now you, dearest friend, wish to enter a 
path and go where the Buddha is proclaiming his Teaching." 

Govinda said: "You prefer to scoff. Scoff all you like, 

Siddhartha! But has not a longing, a desire awoken also in 

you to hear this Teaching? And did you not once say to me 

that you would not follow the path of the samanas much 

longer?" 

Now Siddhartha laughed in his fashion, his voice tinged 

with a touch of sadness and a touch of mockery, and he said: 

"You have spoken well, Govinda, well, and you recall cor­

rectly. But please also recall what else you heard me say­

namely, that I have become weary and distrustful of teaching 

and learning, and that I have little faith in words that come 

to us from teachers . But fine, dear friend, I am ready to hear 

this Teaching-though in my heart of hearts I believe that 

we have already tasted the finest fruit of this Teaching." 
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Govinda said: "Your readiness warms my heart. But tell 

me, how can that be possible? How could the Teaching of 

the Gautama, before we hear it, have already revealed its 

finest fruit to us?" 

Siddhartha said: "Let us enjoy this fruit and wait and see 

about the rest, 0 Govinda! However, this fruit, for which we 

are already indebted to the Gautama, consists in his calling us 

away from the samanas ! As for whether he has something 

different and better to give us, 0 friend, let us wait with 

tranquil hearts ." 

That same day, Siddhartha informed the eldest of the 

samanas about his decision to leave him. He informed him 

with the courtesy and modesty that befit the younger man 

and disciple. But the samana was furious that the two youths 

wanted to leave him, and he railed and ranted. 

Govinda was alarmed and embarrassed, but Siddhartha 

lowered his lips to Govinda's ear and whispered, "Now I will 

show the old man that I have learned something from him." 

Standing face-to-face with the samana , he caught the old 

man's gaze with his own eyes and with all his soul, spell­

bound him, made him mute, made him will-less, subdued 

him to his will, ordered him to soundlessly do what he, Sid­

dhartha, demanded. The old man went mute, his eyes glazed 

over, his will was paralyzed, his arms dangled: he was help­

less, overpowered by Siddhartha's enchantment. Siddhartha's 

thoughts took possession of the samana; he had to do what 

they commanded. And so the old man bowed several times, 

made gestures of blessing, stammered a pious wish for a good 

journey. And the youths thanked him, requiting his bows, 

requiting his best wishes, making their farewells as they 

departed. 
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On their way, Govinda said: " 0  Siddhartha, you have 
learned more from the samanas than I realized. It is hard, it 

is very hard to spellbind an old samana. Truly, had you re­
mained there, you would soon have learned how to walk on 

water." 

"I do not desire to walk on water," said Siddhartha. "Let 

old samanas content themselves with such tricks ." 





G a u t a m a  

In the town of Savathi every child knew the name of the 

Sublime Buddha and every home was prepared to fill the 

alms bowl of Gautama's disciples, the silent supplicants. Near 
the town lay Gautama's favorite abode: the Jetavana grove, 

which the wealthy merchant Anathapindika, a devoted ad­

mirer of the Sublime One, had given him and his followers. 

This area was indicated by the tales and responses heard 
by the two young ascetics during their quest for Gautama's 

whereabouts . And when they arrived in Savathi ,  they were 

offered food at the very first home where they stopped and 

begged, and they took the food, and Siddhartha asked the 
woman who served them the food: 

"0 benevolent lady, we would like to know the where-
, 

abouts of the Buddha, the Most Venerable, ,for we are two 

samanas from the forest and we have come to see him, the 

Perfect One, and to hear the Teaching from his lips." 

The woman said: "You have truly come to the right place, 

you samanas from the forest. You see, the Sublime One is in 

Jetavana, in Anathapindika's garden. There you pilgrims may 

spend the night, for it has enough room for the countless 

people flocking here to hear the Teaching from his lips ." 

Govinda was delighted, and joyfully he cried: "Fine, then 

we have reached our goal and our journey is over! But tell 
us, you mother of the pilgrims, do you know him, the Bud­

dha, have you seen him with your own eyes?" 

The woman said: " I  have seen him many times, the Sub­
lime One. I have seen him on many days as he silently 
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walked through the streets in a yellow cloak, silently held out 

his alms bowl at the front doors and carried away his filled 

bowl." 
Govinda listened ecstatically and wanted to ask and hear a 

lot more. -But Siddhartha said they would have to go on. 

They thanked the woman and left, and they scarcely needed 

to ask the way, for not a few pilgrims and monks in Gau­

tama's fellowship were heading toward the Jetavana. And 

when they reached it at night, there were constant arrivals, 

there were words and calls from people requesting and re­

ceiving shelter. The two samanas, accustomed to living in the 

forest, quickly and soundlessly found a refuge and rested 

there until morning. 

At sunrise they were amazed to see the multitude of the· 

faithful and the curious who had spent the night here. On all 

paths of the glorious grove, monks in yellow cloaks were 

walking; they sat here and there under the trees, absorbed in 

contemplation or in spiritual conversation; the shady gardens 

looked like a city, filled with people swarming like bees. Most 

of the monks went into town with alms bowls to gather food 

for lunch, the only meal of the day. Buddha himself, the Illu­

minated One, would also go begging in the morning. 

Siddhartha saw him, and he instantly recognized him as if 

a god had pointed him out. He saw him, a simple man in a 

yellow cowl, the alms bowl in his hand, as he silently walked. 

"Look !"  Siddhartha murmured to Govinda. "That is the 

Buddha." 

Attentively Govinda peered at the monk in the yellow 

cowl: nothing seemed to set him apart from the hundreds of 

other monks. And yet Govinda soon realized: This is he. And 

they followed him and contemplated him. 
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The Buddha went his way, modest and lost in thought. 

His silent face was neither cheerful nor woeful: he seemed to 
be smiling inwardly. With a calm, silent, hidden smile not un­

like a healthy child's, the Buddha walked, wearing the cloak 
and setting his feet down like all his monks , according to a 

precise regulation.  But his face and his steps, his silently low­
ered gaze, his silently hanging arm, and every last finger on 

his silently hanging hand spoke of peace, spoke of perfection, 

did not seek, did not imitate, breathed gently in an everlast­

ing calm, in an everlasting light, an inviolable peace. 

Thus Gautama walked toward the town to gather alms, 

and the two samanas recognized him solely by the perfection 

of his calm, by the silence of his figure, in which no seeking, 

no wanting, no imitating, no striving were to be recognized, 

but only light and peace. 

"Today we will hear the· Teaching from his lips ," said 
Govinda. 

Siddhartha did not respond. He was not very curious 

about the Teaching; he did not believe it could teach him 

anything new; after all, he, just like Govinda, had heard the 

contents of the Buddha's Teaching over and over, albeit from 

secondhand and thirdhand accounts . But he peered atten­

tively at Gautama's head, at his shoulders, at his feet, at his 

silently hanging hand, and it seemed as if every joint of every 

finger of this hand contained a Teaching, as if it spoke, 

breathed, shone, was scented with Truth . This man, this Bud­

dha, was full ofTruth down to the gesture of his very last fin­

ger. This man was holy. Never had Siddhartha venerated a 

human being so deeply, never had he loved a human being 
so deeply as this one. 

The two followed the Buddha to town and returned 
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silently to the grove, for they themselves intended to con­

sume no food that day. They saw Gautama come back, saw 

him taking the meal in the circle of his disciples-what he 

ate would have sated no bird-and they saw him withdraw 

into the shade of the mango trees. 

That evening, however, when the heat subsided and 

everyone in the camp grew lively and gathered together, 

they heard the Buddha teach. They heard his voice, and it 

too was perfect, was perfectly calm, was full of peace. Gau­

tama taught the Teaching of suffering, the origin of suffering, 

the path to the elimination of suffering. Calm and clear 

flowed his quiet speech. Suffering was life, the world was full 

of suffering, but deliverance from suffering had been found: 

deliverance was found by taking the path of the Buddha. 

In a soft, yet firm voice, the Sublime One spoke, teaching 
the four principles, teaching the eightfold path; patiently he 

went the wonted way of teaching, with examples, with repe­

titions ;  bright and still, his voice hovered over the listeners 

like a light, like a starry sky. 

When the Buddha-it was already night-finished speak­

ing, several pilgrims stepped forward and asked to be ac­

cepted into the fellowship, took refuge with the Teaching. 

And Gautama accepted them, saying: "You have listened well 

to the Teaching, it is well proclaimed. Please join us and walk 

in holiness to put an end to all suffering." 

Lo, now Govinda also stepped forward, the shy youth, and 

said, "I too take refuge with the Sublime One and his Teach­

ing," and asked to be accepted into the fellowship of the dis­

ciples, and was accepted. 

Promptly thereupon, when the Buddha had retired to his 

nightly rest, Govinda turned to Siddhartha and eagerly said: 
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"Siddhartha, it is not my place to reproach you. Both of us 
have heard the Sublime One, both of us have listened to his 

Teaching. Govinda has heard the Teaching, and he has taken 

refuge with it. But you, my honored friend-do you not 

wish to f9llow the path of deliverance too? Do you wish to 

hesitate, do you wish to wait?" 

Siddhartha, upon hearing Govinda's words, awoke as if 

from a dream. He gazed and gazed into Govinda's face. Then 

he murmured in a voice without mockery: "Govinda, my 
friend, you have taken the step, you have chosen the path. 

You have always , 0 Govinda, been my friend, you have al­

ways walked a step behind me. I have often wondered: 'Will 
Govinda ever take a step alone, without me, prompted by his 

own soul?' Look, .  now you have become a man and are 

choosing your o;wn path . May you walk it to its end, 0 my 
friend! May you find deliverance! " 

Govinda, who had not fully understood, repeated his 

question impatiently: "Please speak, my dear friend! Tell 

me-nor can it be otherwise-that you too, my learned 

friend, will take refuge with the sublime Buddha! "  

Siddhartha placed his hand oh  Govinda's shoulder : "You 

have not really heard my benediction, 0 Govinda. Let me 

repeat it: May you walk this path to its end! May you find 

deliverance ! "  
At  that instant, Govinda realized that his friend was leav­

ing him, and he began to weep. 

"Siddhartha! " he exclaimed, lamenting. 

Siddhartha spoke gently to him: "Do not forget, Govinda, 

that you now belong to the samanas of the Buddha! You 

have renounced home and parents , renounced background 
and property, renounced your own will, renounced friend-



3 0  H E R M A N N  H E S S E  

ship. That is the will of the Teaching, that is the will of the 

Sublime One. You have willed it yourself. Tomorrow, 0 

Govinda, I will leave you." 

For a long time the friends walked through the woods, for 

a long time they lay and found no sleep. And Govinda kept 

urging his friend to tell him why he did not want to take 

refuge in Gautama's Teaching, tell him what failing he found 

in this Teaching. But each time, Siddhartha waved him off 

and said: "Let it be, Govinda! The Sublime One's Teaching is 

very. good; how could I find a failing in it?" 

At the crack of dawn, a follower of the Buddha, ope of his 

oldest monks, walked through the garden and called all the 

neophytes who had found refuge in the Teaching; he sum­

moned them in order to put their yellow garments on them 

and to instruct them in the first Teaching and duties of their 
rank. Govinda tore himself away, embraced the friend of 

his youth one last time, and joined the procession of the 

novtces. 

Siddhartha, however, walked through the grove, lost in 

thought. 

Suddenly he encountered Gautama, the Sublime One, 

and when he greeted him in awe, and the gaze of the Bud­

dha was so full of goodness and stillness, the youth plucked 

up his courage and asked the Venerable One for permis­

sion to speak to him. Silently the Sublime One nodded his 

consent. 

Siddhartha said: "Yesterday, 0 Sublime One, I was granted 

the privilege of hearing your wondrous Teaching. Together 

with my friend I came from far away to hear the Teaching. 

And now my friend will remain witp your followers, he has 

taken refuge with you.  But I am resuming my pilgrimage." 
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"As you please," said the Venerable One politely. 
"All too bold are my words," Siddhartha went on, "but I 

would not care to leave the Sublime One without sincerely 

imparting my thoughts to him. Will the Venerable One lend 

me his ear for one moment more?" 

Silently the Buddha nodded his consent. 

Siddhartha said: "There is one thing in your Teaching, 0 

Most Venerable One, that I admire more than anything else. 

Everything in your Teaching is perfectly clear, is proven. You 

show the world as a perfect chain, nowhere and never inter­

rupted, as an eternal - chain, linking causes and effects. Never 

has this been seen so clearly, never presented so irrefutably. 

Truly, the heart of every Brahmin must leap with joy in his 

body when he, through your Teaching, sees the world as a 

perfect and coherent whole, unbroken, clear as crystal , inde­
pendent of chance, independent of gods. Whether the world 

is good or evil, whether life in it is sorrow or joy, no mat­

ter-
· 
-it may even be unessential . But the unity of the world, 

the coherent togetherness of all events, the enfolding of 

everything, big or little, in the same river, in the same law of 

cause and effect, of becoming and dying: all this shines 

brightly from your sublime Teaching, 0 Perfect One. Yet 

now, according to that selfsame law, this unity and consis­

tency of all things is nevertheless interrupted in one place: 

something alien, something new is pouring through a small 

gap into this world of unity, something that was not here be­

fore, something that cannot be shown and proved. That gap 

is your Teaching about the overcoming of the world, about 

deliverance. And that small gap, that small break shatters and 

abolishes the whole eternal and unified law of the world. 
Please forgive me for expressing my objection." 
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Gautama had listened, silent and motionless . Now, in his 

kind, in his clear and courteous voice, the Perfect One 

spoke: "You have heard the Teaching, 0 Brahmin son, and 
good for you for pondering it so deeply. You have found a 

gap in it, a failing. May you continue pondering it. But be 

warned, you who thirst for knowledge, be warned about the 

thicket of opinions and the fight over words. Whether beau­

tiful or ugly, wise or foolish, opinions are unimportant, any­

one can follow them or reject them. But the Teaching that 

you have heard from me is not my opinion, and its goal is 

not to explain the world to people who thirst for knowl­

edge. Its goal is different: its goal is deliverance from suffer­

ing. That is what Gautama teaches, and nothing else." 

"Please, 0 Sublime One, do not be angry with me," said 

the youth. "I have not spoken with you to fight with you or 
to fight over words. You are truly right: opinions are unim­

portant. But. may I say one thing more? I have hever doubted 

you for a moment, I have never doubted for a moment that 

you are the Buddha, that you have attained the goal, the 

highest, which so many thousands of Brahmins and sons of 

Brahmins are journeying to reach. You have found the deliv­

erance from death. It came to you from your own seeking, 

on your own path, through thinking, through meditation, 

through knowledge, through illumination. It did not come 

through a teaching! And-this is my thought, 0 Sublime 

One-no one is granted deliverance through a teaching! You 

cannot, 0 Venerable One, impart to anyone, tell anyone in 

words and through teachings what happened to you in the 

hour of your illumination. The Teaching of the illuminated 

Buddha contains a great deal, it  teaches many how to live 

righteously, avoid evil. But there is one thing that the so 
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clear, so venerable Teaching does not con�ain: it . does not 
contain the secret of what the Sublime One himself has ex­
perienced, he alone among the hundreds of thousands . That 

is what I thought and realized when I heard the Teaching. 

That is why I am resuming my wandering-not to seek 

a different, a better teaching, for I know that there is none; 

but to leave all teachings and all teachers and to reach my 
goal alone or die. Yet I will often think back to this day, 

0 Sublime One, and to this hour when my eyes beheld a 

saint." 

The Buddha gazed silently at the ground; silently his in­

scrutable face radiated in perfect equanimity. 

"May your thoughts," said the Venerable One slowly, "not 

be errors! May you attain the goal ! But tell me: have you 

seen the multitude of my samanas, my many brothers , who 

have taken refuge in my Teaching? And do you believe, 
stranger and samana-do you believe that all these people 

would be better off if they left the Teaching and returned to 

the life of the world and of desires?" 

"Such a thought is  remote from me," cried Siddhartha. 

"May they all remain with the Teaching, may they reach 

their goal ! It is not for me to judge another man's life !  I must 

judge, I must choose, I must spurn purely for myself, for my­

self alone. We samanas, 0 Sublime One, are seeking deliver­

ance from
. 
the ego. Now if I were one of your disciples, 0 

Venerable One, I fear that my ego would find peace and de­

liverance only as a figment, as a delusion. I fear that my ego 

would actually live on and grow big, for I would then have 

made the Teaching, made my following, made my love for 

you,  made the fellowship of the monks into my ego !"  

With a half smile, with an  unperturbable brightness and 
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friendliness , Gautama gazed into the stranger's eyes and bade 

him good-bye with a barely visible gesture. 

"You are clever, 0 samana," said the Venerable One. "You 

know how to speak cleverly, my friend. Beware of too much 

cleverness ! "  

Away walked the Buddha, and his gaze and his half smile 

were etched forever in Siddhartha's memory. 

I have never seen anyone gaze and smile like that, sit and 

stride like that, he thought. Truly, I wish I could gaze and 

smile, sit and stride like that, so free, so venerable, so con­

cealed, so open, so childlike and mysterious. Truly, a man 

gazes and strides like that only if he has reached the inner­

most core of his ego. Fine, I too will try to pierce to the in­

nermost core of my ego. 

I have seen one man, thought Siddhartha, one single man 
in front of whom I had to cast down my eyes. I will cast 

down my eyes in front of no one else, no one. No other 

teaching will entice me since this man's Teaching has riot en­

ticed me. 

The Buddha has robbed me, thought Siddhartha, he has 

robbed me, yet he has given me more. He has robbed me of 

my friend, my friend, who believed in me and who now be­

lieves in him-my friend, who was my shadow and is now 

Gautama's shadow. But he has given me Siddhartha, has 

given me my self. 



A wa k e n i ng 

When he left the grove, where the Buddha, the Perfect One, 

remained, where Govinda remained, Siddhartha felt that his 

previous life too was remaining behind in this grove and sep­

arating from him. This sensation filled him fully,, and he 

mused about it as he slowly walked away. He mused deeply, 

descending to the very bottom of this sensation as if through 

deep water, all the way down to where the causes rest. For, it 

seemed to him, thinking is recognizing causes, and that is the 

only way in which sensations become insights: they are not 

lost, they become substance and begin to radiate what is 

within them. 
Slowly walking away, Siddhartha pondered. He realized he 

was no longer a youth, he had become a man. He realized 

that one thing had left him like the old skin that leaves the 

serpent, that one thing was no longer within him, a thing 

that had accompanied him throughout his youth and had 

belonged to him: the wish to have teachers and hear teach­

ings.  He had left the last teacher who had appeared on his 

path, left him too, the highest and wisest teacher, the holiest, 

the Buddha. He had had to separate from him, had been un­

able to accept his Teaching. 

The ponderer walked more slowly and asked himself: "Just 

what was it that you wanted to learn from teachings and 

from teachers and that they, who have taught you a great 

deal, could not teach you after all?" And he decided: " I t  .was 

the ego, whose meaning and being I wanted to learn. It was 

the ego, of which I wanted to rid myself, which I wanted to 
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overcome. But I could not overcome it, I could only deceive 

it, could only flee from it, only hide from it. Truly, nothing in 
the world has occupied my thoughts as much as this ego of 

mine, this enigmatic fact that I live, that I am one and sepa­

rated and isolated from all others, that I am Siddhartha! And 

there is nothing in the world I know less about than myself, 

than Siddhartha! "  

The thinking man, walking along slowly, halted, overcome 

by that thought; and instantly another thought sprang from 

that one, a new thought: "There is only one reason, a single 

one, why I know nothing about myself, why Siddhartha has 

remained so foreign to myself, so unknown. The reason is 

that I was afraid of myself, I was fleeing myselfl I was seeking 

Atman, I was seeking Brahma. I was willing to dismember 

my ego and peel it apart in order to find the core of all peels 

in its unknown innermost essence :  to find Atman, Life, the 

Divine, the Ultimate. But I myself was lost in the process." 

Siddhartha opened his eyes and looked around; a smile 

brightened his face and a deep feeling of awakening from 

long dreams poured through him down to his toes. And in­

stantly he broke into a run, ran swiftly, like a man who 

knows what he has to do. 

"Oh," he thought, breathing a deep sigh of relief, "I will 

no longer let Siddhartha slip away! I will no longer start my 

thinking and my living with Atman and the suffering of the 

world. I will no longer murder and dismember myself in or­

der to find a secret beyond the rubble. Yoga-Veda will no 

longer teach me, nor will Atharva-Veda, nor the ascetics, nor 

any kind of teaching. I will learn from me, from myself, I will 

be my own pupil: I will get to know myself, the secret that is 

Siddhartha." 
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He looked around as if seeing the world for the first time. 

Beautiful was the world, colorful was the world, bizarre and 

enigmatic was the world! There was blue, there was yellow, 

there was green. Sky flowed and river, forest jutted and 

mountain: everything beautiful, everything enigmatic and 

magical . And in the midst of it he, Siddhartha, the awakening 

man, was on the way to himself. For the first time, all this, all 

this yellow and blue, river and forest, passed into Siddhartha 

through his eyes, was no longer the magic of Mara, was no 

longer the veil of Maya, was no longer senseless and random 

diversity of the world of appearance, despised by the deep­

thinking Brahmin, who disdains the diversity, who seeks the 

unity. Blue wa
'
s blue, river was river, and even though 

the One and the Divine lived concealed in  the blue and the 

river in Siddhartha, it was the manner and meaning of 

the Divine to be yellow here, blue here, sky there, forest 
there, and Siddhartha here. Meaning and reality were not 

somewhere beyond things, they were in them, in everything. 

"How deaf and dense I was! "  thought the swift walker. " If 

someone reads a manuscript, trying to find its meaning, he 

does not scorn the signs and letters, calling them deception, 

happenstance, and worthless peels . Instead, he reads them, he 

studies and loves them, letter by letter. But I, who wanted to 

read the book of the world and the book of my own being, 

I, for the sake of a presumed meaning, scorned the signs and 

the letters, I called the world of appearances deception, called 

my eyes and my tongue random and worthless. No, that is 

past, I have awakened, I am truly awake, and today is the day 

of my birth." 

While thinking these thoughts, Siddhartha halted again, 

suddenly, as if a serpent were lying in his path. 
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For suddenly this was clear to him: He, who was truly 

awakened or newly born, he had to begin his life anew and 

afresh . That same morning, when he had left the grove of 

Jetavana, the grove of that Sublime One, when he had al­

ready been awakening, already on the path to himself, it had 

been his intention-an intention that seemed natural and 

self-evident-to return to his homeland and to his father af­

ter the years of his asceticism. But now, only in this moment, 

when he halted as if a serpent were lying in his path, he also 

awoke to this insight: "I am no longer who I was, I am no 

longer an ascetic, I am no longer a priest, I am no longer a 

Brahmin. What am I to do at home, in my father's house? 

Study? Sacrifice? Cultivate meditation? All that is gone now; 

none of that lies on my path now." 

Siddhartha stood motionless, and for a moment and for an 

instant of breathing, his heart froze-he felt it freezing in his 

chest like a small animal, a bird or a hare, when he saw how 

alone he was .  For years he had been homeless and had not 

felt it. But now he felt it. Always , even in the most farawaY: 
meditation, he had been his father's son, had been a Brah­

min, high-ranking, spiritual. Now he was only Siddhartha, 

the awakened, and nothing more. He took a deep breath and 

for an instant he froze and shuddered. No one was so alone 

as he. No noble who did not belong among the nobles, no 

workman who did not belong among the workmen and 

found refuge with them, shared their life, spoke their speech . 

No Brahmin who was not counted among the Brahmins 

and lived with them, no ascetic who did not find refuge with 

the samanas . And even the most forlorn hermit in the forest 

was not all alone: he too was surrounded by ties and bonds, 

he too belonged to a class that was his home. Govinda had 
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become a monk, and a thousand monks were his brothers , 

wore his garment, believed his belief, spoke his tongue. But 

he, Siddhartha-where did he belong? Whose life would he 
share? Whose tongue would he speak? 

From that moment, when the world melted away all 

around him, when he was alone like a star in the sky, from 

that moment of coldness and despondence, Siddhartha sur­

faced, more ego than before, more concentrated. He felt that 

this had been the final shudder of awakening, the last cramp 

of birth. And instantly he started walking again, started walk­

ing swiftly and impatiently, no longer to his home, no longer 

to his father, no longer back. 





P A RT T W O 





Ka m a l a 

Siddhartha learned something new at every step along his 

path, for the world was transformed, and his heart was en­

chanted. He saw the sun rising over the wooded mountains 

and setting over the distant palm-lined shore. At night he saw 

the stars arranged in the sky and the crescent moon drifting 

like a boat in the blue. He saw trees, stars , animals , clouds, 

rainbows, rocks, herbs, flowers, brooks, and rivers , dew glit­

tering on the morning bushes, high and distant mountains 

blue and wan, birds sang and bees, wind wafted silvery in the 

rice paddy. All this , myriad and motley, had existed always ; 
sun and moon had been shining always, rivers rushing and 
bees humming always. But in earlier times all this had been 
nothing but a fleeting and deceptive veil in front of Sid­

dhartha's eyes, distrusted, destined to be pierced by thought 

and destroyed, since it was not reality, since reality lay beyond 

the visible. But now his liberated eyes remained on this side, 

he saw and acknowledged visibility, he sought his home in 

this world, did not seek reality, did not aim at any beyond. 

Beautiful was the world if you contemplated it like this, with 
no seeking, so simple, so childlike. Beautiful were moon and 

stars, beautiful were brook and bank, forest and rock, goat 

and rose beetle, flower and butterfly. It was beautiful and de­

lightful to go through the world like this , so childlike, so 

awake, so open to what was ne·ar, so without distrust. The 

sun burned his head differently, the forest shade cooled him 

differently, brook and cistern tasted differently, as did pump­

kin and banana. Short were the days, short the nights , every 
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hour flew by swiftly like a sail across the sea, under the sail a 

ship full of treasures , full of joys . Siddhartha saw a tribe of 
apes wandering through the lofty vault of the forest, high in 

the branches, and he heard a wild and eager singing. Sid­

dhartha saw a ram pursuing a .  ewe and mounting her. In a 

reedy lake he saw a pike hunting in its evening hunger, the 

swarms of frightened young fish darting out of the water, 

flashing and flickering; strength and passion emanated ur­

gently from the hasty whirlpools created by the ferocious 

hunter. 

All this had always existed, and he had never seen it, he 

had never been present. Now he was there, he belonged to 

it. Light and shadow ran through his eyes, star and moon ran 

through his heart. 

On the way Siddhartha also remembered everything he 

had experienced in the garden of Jetavana, he remembered 

the Teaching he had heard there, the divine Buddha, the 

parting with Govinda, the conversation with the Sublime 

One. He remembered his own words, which he had spoken 

to the Sublime One, he remembered every word, and he was 

amazed that he had said things he had not yet really known 

at the time. What he had said to Gautama-his, the Bud­

dha's ,  treasure and secret were not the Teaching, but the inef­

fable and unteachable that he had once experienced in the 

hour of his illumination-that was precisely what he was 

now setting out to experience, what he was now starting to 

experience. He now had to experience on his own. True, he 

had long known that his self was Atman, of the same eternal 

essence as Brahma. But he had never really found that self 

because he had tried to catch it in the net of thought. The 

body was certai11ly not the self, nor was the self the playing 
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of the senses; but neither was thinking the self, nor the mind, 

nor the acquired wisdom, nor the acquired art of drawing 
conclusions and spinning new thoughts from earlier ones . 

No, even this world of thought was of this world, and it led 

to no goal if one killed the random ego of the senses while 

fattening the random ego of thinking and learning. Both 

thoughts and senses were pretty things ; beyond them the ul­

timate meaning was concealed. Both had to be heard, both 

had to be played with, neither was to be scorned or over­

rated; and the secret voices of their inpermost cores had to 

be listened to. He wished to strive for nothing but what the 

voice ordered him to strive for; stay with nothing but what 

the voice advised him to stay with . Why had Gautama once, 

in the hour of hours, sat down under the bo tree, where the 

illumination struck him? He had heard a voice, a voice in his 

own heart, which ordered him to seek rest under this tree, 
and he had not preferred castigation, sacrifice, bathing, or 

praying, eating or drinking, sleeping or dreaming; he had 

obeyed the voice. Obeying like that, not external orders, but 

only the voice, to be ready like that-that was good, that was 

necessary, nothing else was necessary. 

During the night, as he slept in the thatched hut of a ferry­

man by the river, Siddhartha had a dream: Govinda was 
standing before him, in an ascetic's yellow robe. Govinda 

looked sad, and sadly he asked: "Why did you leave me?" 

Siddhartha then hugged Govinda, wound his arms around 

him, and as he drew him to his breast and kissed him, it was 

no longer Govinda, it was a woman , and full breasts welled 

out from the woman's garment, and Siddhartha lay on her 

breast and drank. The milk from that breast tasted sweet and 

strong. It tasted of woman and man, of sun and woods, of 



4 6  H E R M A N N  H E S S E  

creature and flower, of every fruit, of every pleasure.  Her 

milk left him drunk and senseless. 

When Siddhartha awoke, the pale river was shimmering 

through the door of the hut, and the dark hooting of an owl 
sounded deep and melodious in the woods . 

At the start of the day, Siddhartha asked his host, the ferry­

man, to ferry him across the river. The ferryman ferried him 

on his bamboo raft; the broad expanse of water shimmered 

rosy in the morning glow. 

"This is a beautiful river," said Siddhartha to his escort. 

"Yes," said the ferryman, "a very beautiful river. I love it 

more than anything else. I often listen to it, I often look into 

its eyes, I have always learned from it. One can learn a lot 

from a river." 

"Thank you,  my benefactor," said Siddhartha when set­

ting foot on the opposite bank. " I  have no gift as your guest, 

dear friend, and no fare. I am homeless, a Brahmin's son and 

a samana." 

" I  could tell," said the ferryman, "and I expected no fare 

from you and no gift .  You will give me the gift another 

time." 

"Do you believe that?" said Siddhartha cheerfully. 

" Certainly. I have learned that too from the river: every­

thing comes again! You too, samana, will come again. Now, 

farewell ! May your friendship be my fee .  May you remember 

me when you sacrifice to the gods." 

Smiling, they parted. Smiling, Siddhartha was delighted 

with the ferryman's friendship and friendliness . "He is like 

Govinda;' he thought, smiling. "All the people I meet on my 

path are like Govinda. All are thankful, although they them­

selves have the right to be thanked. All are subservient, all 
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want to be friends, like to obey, think little. People are 

children." 
Around midday he passed through a village. Outside the 

clay huts, children were tumbling around in the streets, play­

ing with seashells and pumpkin seeds, shrieking and scuf­

fling. But they all shyly fled the foreign samana. 

At the end of the village, the path led across a brook, and 

a young woman was kneeling at the edge of the brook, 

washing laundry. When Siddhartha greeted her, she raised 

her head and smiled up at him, and he could see the whites 
flashing in her eyes. He called a blessing over to her, as is cus­

tomary among travelers, and he asked how much farther it 

was to the large town. She stood up and came over to him. 

Her moist lips were shimmering beautifully in her young 
face. She bantered with him, asked whether he had already 

eaten, and whether it was true that samanas slept alone in the 
forest at night and were not allowed to have women with 

them. While talking, she placed her left foot on his right foot 

and gestured as a woman does when she wants to invite a 

man to have the kind of love pleasure that the handbooks 

call "climbing the tree." Siddhartha felt his blood warming, 
and since he recalled his dream at this instant, he bent down 

slightly toward the woman and kissed the brown tip of her 

breast. Looking up, he saw her face smiling and full of desire 

and her narrowed eyes pleading with yearning. 

Siddhartha likewise felt yearning and felt the source of sex 

moving, but since he had never touched a woman, he hesi­

tated for an instant though his hands were ready to reach for 

her. And at that instant he shuddered upon hearing his in­

nermost voice, and the voice said, "No." All magic left the 
young woman's smiling face; Siddhartha saw nothing more 
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than the moist gaze of a rutting female animal . He amiably 

stroked her cheek, turned away from the disappointed 

woman, and nimbly vanished in the bamboo forest .  

That day, he reached a large town before· evening and was 

overjoyed, for he yearned for people. He had lived in th� for­

est on and on, and the night he had spent in the ferryman's 

thatched hut was the first time in years that he had had a 

roof over his head. 

Outside the town, near a beautiful fenced grove, the wan­

derer encountered a small train of male and female servants 

loaded with baskets . In their midst, in an adorned sedan chair 

carried by four men, sat a woman, the mistress , on red cush­

ions under a colorful sunshade. Siddhartha halted at the en­

trance to the pleasure grove and watched the procession, saw 

the servants, the maids, the baskets, saw the sedan, and saw 

the lady in the sedan. Under high-piled black hair, he saw a 

very clear, very clever, very delicate face, bright-red lips like 

a freshly broken fig, eyebrows plucked and painted in wide 

arches, dark eyes clever and alert, a long, radiant neck rising 

from a green and gold gown, bright, resting hands long and 

slender with wide gold bracelets on the wrists . 

Siddhartha saw how beautiful she was, and his heart 

laughed. He bowed deep when the sedan drew near and, 

straightening up again, he peered into the bright, sweet face, 

read the clever, high-vaulted eyes for an instant, breathed a 

fragrance that he was unfamiliar with . Smiling, the beautiful 

woman nodded for an instant and vanished in the grove, and 

behind her the servants. 

So I come to this town, thought Siddhartha; under a 

lucky star. He was tempted to enter the grove right away, but 

he thought the better of it, and only now did he realize how 
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the servants and maids had viewed him at the entrance, how 
scornf"!.t1 , how distrustful, how chilly they had been. 

I am still a samana, he thought, still an ascetic and beggar. 

I cannot stay like this, I cannot enter the grove like this . And 
he laughed. 

He stopped the very next person he met, inquired about 

the grove, and asked for that woman's name, and he learned 

that this was the grove of Kamala, the renowned courtesan, 

and that aside from the grove she owned a house in town. 

Then Siddhartha entered the town. He now had a goal. 

Pursuing his goal, he. let himself be slurped up by the 

town, he drifted with the current of the streets, halted in 

squares, rested on stone steps on the riverbank. Toward 

evening he made friends with a barber's assistant whom he 

saw working in the shade of a shop, whom he found again 
when entering a temple ofVishnu, and whom he told the 

stories of Vishnu and Lakshmi . That night he slept near the 

boats on the river, and early in the morning, before the first 

customers came into the shop, he had the barber's assistant 

shave off his beard, trim and comb his hair, and rub fine oils 

into it. Then he went to bathe in the river. 

In the late afternoon, when beautiful Kamala was in her 

sedan, approaching her grove, Siddhartha stood at the entrance. 

He bowed and received the courtesan's greeting. He . then 

beckoned to the last servant in the procession and asked him to 

tell his mistress that a young Brahmin desired to speak with 

her. Mter a while, the servant came back, asked the waiting 

man to follow him, led him silently to a pavilion, where Ka­

mala lay on a couch, and the servant left him alone with her. 

"Were you not standing outside yesterday and did you not 

greet me?" asked Kamala. 
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"Yes indeed, I saw you yesterday and greeted you." 

"But did you not have a beard yesterday, and long hair, 

and dust in your hair?" 

"You observed carefully, you saw everything.You saw Sid­

dhartha, the Brahmin's son, who left his home to become a 

samana, and who was a samana for three years . But now I 

have left that path , and I have come to this town, and the 

first person I encountered before even setting foot in the 

town was you .  I have come to tell you this, 0 Kamala! You 

are the first woman to whom Siddhartha has spoken without 

lowering his eyes. Never again will I lower my eyes when I 

encounter a beautiful woman." 

Kamala smiled and played with her fan of peacock 

feathers . And asked: "And that is all Siddhartha has come to 

tell me?" 
"To tell you this and to thank you for being so beautiful . 

And if it does not displease you, Kamala, I would like to ask 

you to be my friend and teacher, for I know nothing about 

the art of which you are a mistress ." 

Now . Kamala laughed loudly. 

"Never, my friend, has a samana come to me from the 

forest and wanted to learn from me! Never has a samana 

with long hair and in an old, tattered loincloth come to me. 
Many youths come to me, including sons of Brahmins, but 

they come in beautiful clothes, they come in fine shoes, they 

have fragrance in their hair and money in their pouches. 

That, you samana, is what the youths are like who come 

to me." 

Siddhartha said: " I  am already starting to learn from you .  

Yesterday I also learned from you.  I have already removed 

my beard, combed my hair, rubbed oil into my hair. There is 
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little that I still lack, you excellent lady: fine clothes, fine 
shoes, money in my pouch. Listen, Siddhartha has pursued 

harder goals than such trifles and has attained them. Why 

should I not attain what I undertook yesterday: to be your 

friend and to learn the joys of love from you! You will see 

that I learn easily, Kamala. I have learned harder things than 
what you are to teach me. And so: Siddhartha is not satisfac­

tory to you as he is, with oil in his hair, but no clothes, no 

shoes, no money?" 

Laughing, Kamala exclaimed: "No, my worthy friend, he 

is not satisfactory. He must have clothes , lovely clothes, and 

shoes, lovely shoes, and lots of money in his pouch, and gifts 

for Kamala. Now do you know, samana from the forest? 

Have you noted · it?" 

"I have noted it well," cried Siddhartha. "How could I not 
note what comes from such lips? !  Your lips are like a freshly 

broken fig, Kamala. My lips too are red and fresh, they will 

fit yours, you will see. But tell me, beautiful Kamala, do you 

not fear the samana from the forest, who has come to learn 

love?" 

"Why should I fear a samana, a foolish samana from the 

forest, who comes from the jackals and does not yet know 

what a woman is?" 

"Oh, but he is strong, the sam
_
ana, and he fears nothing. 

He could force himself upon you, beautiful girL He could 

abduct you .  He could harm you." 

"No, samana, I do not fear that. Has any samana or any 

Brahmin ever feared that someone might come and grab 

him and rob him of his learning and his piety and his pro­

fundity? No, for they are his own, and he gives of them only 
what he wishes to give and to whom he wishes to give. It is 
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the same, exactly the same, with Kamala, and with the joys of 

love. Red and beautiful are Kamala's lips, but try to kiss them 

against Kamala's will, and you will not get a drop of sweet­

ness from the lips that know how to give so much sweetness! 

You learn easily, Siddhartha, then learn this too : One can get 

love by begging, by buying, by receiving it as a gift, by find­

ing it in the street, but one cannot steal it. You have hit on 

the wrong way. No, it would be too bad if a handsome youth 

like you were to tackle it so wrongly." 

Siddhartha bowed, smiling. " I t  would be too bad, Kamala, 

you are so right! It would really be too bad. No. Not a drop 

of sweetness will be lost for me from your lips or for you 

from mine ! So it is settled. Siddhartha will come back when 

he has what he is lacking: clothes, shoes , money. But listen, 

sweet Kamala: can you give me a bit more advice?" 
"Advice? Why not? Who would not gladly give advice to 

a poor, ignorant samana who comes from the jackals in the 

forest?" 

"Dear Kamala, then advise me: where should I go to find 

those three things as fast as possible?"  

"My friend, many people would like to know that .  You 

must do what you have learned and receive money for it and 

clothes and shoes . There is no other way that a pauper can 

obtain money. What can you do?" 

" I  can think. I can wait. I can fast." 

"Nothing else?" 

"Nothing. Oh yes,  I can also write poetry. Will you give 

me a kiss for a poem?" 

"That I will do if I like your poem. How does it go?" 

Siddhartha, after mulling for a moment, recited these 
verses: 
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Into her shadowy grove came beautiful Kamala, 
At the entrance stood the brown samana . 
Deeply, upon sighting the lotus blossom, 
He bowed. Smiling, Kamala thanked him .  
Lovelier, thought the youth, than sacrificing to the gods 
Lovelier is sacrificing to beautiful Kamala . 

5 3  

Kamala clapped so loudly that her gold bangles rang out. 

"Beautiful are your verses, brown samana, and truly I will 

lose nothing by giving you a kiss for them." 

She drew him over with her eyes, he bent his face to hers 

and put his lips to the lips that were like a freshly broken fig. 

Kamala gave him ,a long kiss , and with deep amazement Sid­

dhartha felt that she was teaching him, that she was wise, that 

she controlled him, rebuffed him, lured him, and that behind 

this first kiss there was a long, a well-ordered, well-tested se­
ries of kisses waiting for him, each different from the next. 

Breathing deeply he stood there and at that moment he was 

astonished like a child at the wealth of knowledge and wis­

dom opening up before his eyes. 

"Your verses are very beautiful," cried Kamala. " If I were 

rich, I would give you gold pieces for them. But it will be 

hard for you to obtain the money you need with verses. For 

you will need a lot of money if you want to become Ka­

mala's friend." 

"You kiss so wonderfully, Kamala," stammered Siddhartha . 

"Yes, I know how. That is why I have no lack of clothes, 

shoes, bangles, and all beautiful things .  But what will be­

come of you? Are thinking, fasting, and writing poetry all 

you can do?" 

"I  also know the sacrificial hymns," said Siddhartha, "but I 
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do not want to sing them anymore. I also know spells , but I 

no longer wish to cast them. I have read the scriptures-" 

"Stop," Kamala broke in. "You can read? And write?" 

"Of course I can. Lots of people can ." 

"Most cannot. I cannot. It is very good that you can read 

and write, very good. And you may also need the spells." 

At that instant, a maid came dashing in and whispered 

something into her mistress's ear. 

" I  have company," cried Kamala. "Hurry and vanish, Sid­

dhartha . No one must see you here, take note of that! I will 

see you again tomorrow." 

She ordered the maid to give the pious Brahmin a white 

cloak. Without quite knowing what was happening to him, 

Siddhartha was dragged away by the maid, taken roundabout 

to a garden house, given a cloak, led into the bushes, and ur­

gently admonished to vanish immediately without being 

seen. 

Content, he did as he was told. Accustomed to the forest, 

he slipped soundlessly out of the grove and over the hedge. 

Content, he returned to the town , carrying the rolled-up 

cloak under his arm. At an inn where travelers were put up, 

he stood at the door, silently begged for food, silently re­

ceived a piece of rice cake. Perhaps by tomorrow, he 

thought, I will no longer beg for food. 

Suddenly pride blazed up in him. No longer was he a 

samana, no longer was it seemly for him to beg. He gave the 

rice cake to a dog and remained without nourishment. 

The life they lead in the world here is simple, thought 

Siddhartha. It has no difficulties. When I was a samana, 

everything was hard, arduous, and ultimately hopeless. But 

now everything is easy, as easy as the kissing lesson that Ka-
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mala gives me. I need clothes and money, nothing else. Those 

are small, easy goals , they do not spoil your sleep. 
He had long since tracked down Kamala's town house; he 

went there the next day. 

"Things are going well," she cried. "You are expected at 

the home of Kamaswami, he is the richest merchant in 
town. If he likes you, he will take you in his service. Be 

clever, brown samana. I have had others tell him about you.  

Be friendly to him, he is  very powerful . But do not be too 

modest! I do not want you to become his servant, you are to 

become his peer. Otherwise I will not be pleased with you. 

Kamaswami is starting to get old .arid lazy. If he likes you, he 

will place a lot of trust in you." 

Siddhartha thanked her and laughed, and when she found 

out that he h�d eaten nothing yesterday or today, she sent for 
bread and fruit and regaled him. 

"You are lucky," she said as he left. "One door after an­
other is opening up for you .  Why is that? Do you know 

magic?" 

Siddhartha said: "Yesterday I told you that I know how to 

think, to wait, and to fast, and you felt that these things were 

useless . But they are very useful, Kamala, you will see. You 

will see that the foolish samanas in the forest learn a lot of 

lovely things and can do things that you people cannot do. 

Two days ago, I was an ill-kempt beggar, yesterday I already 

kissed Kamala, and soon I will be a merchant and have 

money and all the things you value." 

"Fine," she conceded. "But where would you be without 

me? What would become of you if Kamala were not help­

ing you?" 

"Dear Kamala," said Siddhartha, drawing himself up full-



5 6  H E R M A N N  H E S S E  

length . "When I walked into your grove, I was taking the 
first step. It was my resolve to learn love from this most 

beautiful woman. The instant I made that resolve, I also 

knew that J would carry it out. I knew that you would help 

me. I knew it the moment you looked at me by the entrance 

to the grove." 

"But what if I had not wanted to help you?" 

"You did want to .  Listen,  Kamala: If you toss a stone into 

water, it takes the swiftest way to the bottom. And Sid­

dhartha is like that when he has a goal, makes a resolve. 

Siddhartha does nothing, he waits, he thinks, he fast,s , but he 

passes through the things of the world like the stone through 

the water, never acting, never stirring. He is drawn, he lets 

himself drop. His goal draws him, for he lets nothing into his 

soul that could go against his goal . That is what Siddhartha 
learned among the samanas . It is what fools call magic and 

what they think is worked by demons . Nothing is worked by 

demons, there are no demons . Anyone can work magic, any­

one can reach his goals if he can think, if he can wait, if he 

can fast." 

Kamala heard him out. She loved his voice, she loved the 

look in his eyes. 

"Perhaps," she murmured, "it is as you say, my friend. But 

perhaps it is also that Siddhartha is a handsome man, that 

women like the look in his eyes, and this is why good for­

tune comes to you ." 

Siddhartha said good-bye with a kiss . "May it be that way, 

my teacher. May you always like the look in my eye, may 

good fortune always come to me from you! "  
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Siddhartha went to the merchant Kamaswami. H e  was 

shown into a rich house. Servants led him over costly carpets 
to a room where he waited for the master of the house. 

Kamaswami walked in, a swift and supple man with strongly 

graying hair, with very clever and cautious eyes, with a cov­
etous mouth. Host and guest exchanged friendly greetings. 

"I have been told," the merchant began, "that you are a 

Brahmin, a scholar, but that you are seeking service with a 

merchant. Have you fallen on hard times, Brahmin, that you 

are looking for service?" 

"No," said Siddhartha, " I  have not fallen on hard times 

and have never experienced hard times. You see, I come from 
the samanas, with whom I have lived for a long time." 

"If you come from the samanas, how could you not be 

experiencing hard times? Are not the samanas completely 

without property?" 

"I own no property," said Siddhartha, "if that is what you 

mean. True, I possess nothing. But that is voluntary, so I am 

not experiencing hard times ." 

"But what do you wish to live on if you have no prop­
erty?" 

" I  have never thought about it, sir. I have had no property 

for over three years and have never thought about what I am 
to live on." 

"Then you have lived from other
· 
people's property." 

"Presumably. But after all , the merchant also lives off the 
goods of others ." 

5 7  
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"Well put. But th� merchant does not take from others 

for free ;  he gives them wares in exchange." 

"That seems to be the way of the world. Everyone takes, 

everyone gives, that is life." 

"But permit me: If you have no property, what can you 

give?" 

"Each person gives what he has .  The warrior gives 

strength, the merchant gives merchandise, the teacher teach­

ing, the farmer rice, the fisherman fish." 

"Very good. And what is it that you have to give? What is 

it that you have learned how to do?" 

"I can think. I can wait .  I can fast." 

"That is all?" 

"I believe it is all ! "  

"And what use is i t ?  For example, fasting-what good 
does it do?" 

"It is very good, sir. If a person has nothing to eat, then 

fasting is the wisest thing he can do. If, for instance, Sid­

dhartha had not learned how to fast, he would have to ac­

cept any service today, whether with you or someone else, 

for hunger would force him to do so. But now Siddhartha 

can calmly wait, he knows no impatience, he knows no 

plight. He can stave off hunger for a long time and he can 

laugh at it. That, sir, is what fasting is good for." 

"You are right, samana. Wait a moment." 

Kamaswami left and came back with a scroll, which he 

handed to his guest, asking him, "Can you read this?" 

Siddhartha peered at the scroll, on which a bill of sale was 

written, and he started to read the text aloud. 

"Excellent," said Kamaswami. "And would you write 

something on this sheet?" 
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He handed him the sheet and a pen, and Siddhartha 

wrote and returned the sheet. 
Kamaswami read: " 'Writing is good, thinking is better. 

Cleverness is good, patience is better.' 

"You can write marvelously," the merchant lauded him. 
"We have a lot to talk about. For today, please be my guest 

and reside in this house.'' 

Siddhartha thanked him and accepted the invitation and 

now he lived in the merchant's home. Clothes were brought 
to him,

. 
and shoes, and a servant prepared his daily bath. 

Twice a day a copious meal was served, but Siddhartha ate 

only once a day, and he ate no meat and drank no wine. Ka­

maswami told him about his business , he showed him wares 

and warehouses, showed him accounts. Siddhartha learned a 

lot of new things, he heard much and said little. And mindful 

of Kamala's words, he never submitted to the merchant, he 
forced him to treat Siddhartha as his peer, indeed more than 

his peer. Kamaswami conducted his business with care and 

often with passion, but Siddhartha treated it all as a game, 

whose rules he strove to learn precisely, but whose content 

did not touch his heart. 

Not long after settling in Kamaswami's home, Siddhartha 

was already taking part in his host's transactions. But every 
day at the hour that she set, he visited beautiful Kamala: he 

wore lovely clothes, fine shoes, and soon he also brought her 

gifts . Her clever red lips taught �im a lot. Her tender, supple 

hand taught him a lot. In regard to love, he was still a boy, 

and he tended to plunge into pleasure blindly, endlessly, insa­

tiably. So she thoroughly taught him that one cannot take 

pleasure without giving pleasure, and that every gesture, 
every caress, every touch, every glance, every last bit of the 



6 0  H E R M A N N  H E S S E  

body has its secret, which brings happiness to the person 

who knows how to wake it. She taught him that after a cel­

ebration of love the lovers should not part without admiring 

each other, without being conquered or having conquered, 

so that neither is bleak or glutted or has the bad feeling of 

having misused or been misused. He spent wonderful hours 

with the clever and beautiful artist, became her pupil, her 

lover, her friend. Here, with Kamala, lay the value and pur­

pose of his current life, and not with Kamaswami's b:usiness . 

The merchant entrusted him with writing important let­

ters and contracts and got into the habit of conferring with 

him on all important matters . He soon saw that Siddhartha 

unders,tood little about rice and wool, about shipping and 

dealing, but that he had a lucky touch, and that Siddhartha 

surpassed him, the merchant, in calm and serenity, and in the 

art of listening to others , engaging them deeply. 

"This Brahmin," he said to a friend, "is not a real merchant 

and will never become one, his soul is never passionate about 

business. But he has the secret of those people to whom suc­

cess comes on its own, whether because of a lucky star or be­

cause of magic, or because of something he learned from the 

samanas. He always seems to be only playing at business, it 

never fully becomes part of him, it never dominates him, he 

never fears failures, he is never bothered by a loss." 

The friend advised the merchant: "Give him a third of the 

profit on business that he conducts for you, but dock him 

one-third of any loss . That will make him more eager." 

Kamaswami followed the advice. But Siddhartha was un­

ruffled. If he made a profit, he was indifferent; if he suffered 

a loss, he would laugh and say: "Oh, look, this deal has 

turned out badly !"  
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He truly seemed indifferent to business . Once he traveled 

to a village to purchase a large rice crop. But by the time he 
arrived, the rice had already been sold to another merchant. 

Nevertheless, Siddhartha spent several days in that village, 

regaling the farmers, giving their children copper coins, 

attending a wedding, and he came home from his trip ex­
tremely content. Kamaswami rebuked him for not returning 

immediately, for squandering time and money. 

Siddhartha replied: "Stop scolding, dear friend! Scolding 

has never achieved anything. If there has been a loss, then let 

me bear the burden. I am very content with this trip. I have 

met all sorts of people, a Brahmin has become my friend, 

children have ridden on my lap, farmers have shown me 

their fields . No one took me for a merchant." 

"That is all very nice," Kamaswami cried indignantly, "but 

I should think you really are a merchant! Or did you travel 
purely for your pleasure?" 

"Certainly," laughed Siddhartha, "certainly, I traveled for 

my pleasure. For what else? I became acquainted with people 

and places, I enjoyed trust and friendliness, I found friend­

ship. Now, dear friend, if I were Kamaswami, then the instant 

I saw that my purchase was thwarted, I would have angrily 

hastened back, and time and money would indeed have been 

lost. But instead I had good days, I learned things, I experi­

enced joy, I harmed neither myself nor others with anger or 

haste. And if ever I go there again, perhaps to buy a later har­

vest or for whatever purpose, friendly people will give me a 

friendly and cheerful welcome, and I will pat myself on the 

back for not having shown haste or anger. So let it be, my 

friend, and do not hurt yourself by scolding! If the day 
comes when you see that Siddhartha causes you harm, then 
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say the word, and Siddhartha will go his way. But until then, 

let us be content with each other." 

Futile also were the merchant's efforts to convince Sid­

dhartha to eat Kamaswami's bread. Siddhartha ate his own 

bread, or rather, they both ate the bread of others, the bread 

of'all .  Siddhartha never had an ear for Kamaswami's worries, 

and Kamaswami had a lot of worries . If a transaction was 

threatened by failure, if a shipment of wares seemed lost, if a 

debtor appeared unable to pay, Kamaswami could never con­

vince his colleague that it was useful to waste words of grief 

or anger; to have furrows on his forehead, to sleep badly. 

Once, when Kamaswami reproached him, saying that he, 

Siddhartha, had learned everything from the merchant, Sid­

dhartha replied: "Do not try to get the best of me with such 

jokes ! From you I have learned the price of a basket of fish, 
the interest that can be charged for a loan. Those are your 

fields of knowledge. But you did not teach me how to think, 

dear Kamaswami. You would do better to learn it from me." 

And indeed his soul was not with business . Business was 

good enough to bring him money for Kamala, and it 

brought in far more than he needed. Otherwise Siddhartha's 

sympathy and curiosity lay only with the people whose deal­

ings, handicrafts , anxieties, diversions, and follies had once 

been as far from him and as foreign to him as the moon. But 

easily as he managed to speak to everyone, live with every­

one, learn from everyone, he nevertheless remained aware 

that something separated him from them, and what separated 

them was that he had been a samana. He saw the people liv­

ing in a childlike arid animal fashion, which he both loved 

and despised. He saw them struggling, saw them suffering, 

saw them turning gray about things that struck him as not 
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worth this price, about money, about petty pleasures, petty 
honors . He saw them scolding and insulting one another, he 
saw them lamenting about pains that the samana smiles at, 

and suffering from deprivations that the samana never feels . 
He was open to anything these people brought him. The 

dealer peddling linen was welcome, the indebted man seek­

ing a loan was welcome, the beggar who spent an hour 

telling him the story of his poverty was welcome although 

he was not half as poor as any samana. He treated the rich 

foreign dealer no differently than the servant who shaved 

him or the street peddler who cheated him of pennies when 

selling him bananas . If Kamaswami came to complain about 

his worries or reproach him in regard to a transaction, Sid­

dhartha listened, curious and cheerful ,  was amazed at him, 

tried to understand him, let him be right, as much as seemed 

crucial-and then Siddhartha turned away from him, to the 
next person who desired him. And many people came to 

him, many to trade with him, many to cheat him, many to 

sound him out, many to arouse his pity, many to hear his ad­

vice. He advised, he sympathized, he gave, he let himself be 

cheated a bit. And this whole game and the passion with 

which all people played it occupied his mind as much as the 

gods and Brahma had once occupied it. 

At times he heard, deep in his breast, a soft and dying 

voice that admonished softly, lamented softly, barely audible. 

Then for an hour he was aware that he was leading a strange 

life, that he was doing all sorts of tbings that were merely a 

game, that he was cheerful, granted, and sometimes felt joy, 

but that real life was flowing past him and not touching him. 

Like a juggler juggling his balls, he played with his business , 

with the people around him, watched them, enjoyed them; 
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but he never participated with his heart, with the wellspring 

of his being. The wellspring ran somewhere, as if far from 

him, ran and ran, invisible, having nothing to do with his life. 

And sometimes he was startled by such thoughts and wished 

that it could be granted him to participate with passion and 

with all his heart in the childlike doings of the day, to live re­

ally-to act really, to enjoy really, and to live really instead of 

merely standing on the side as a spectator. 

But he always went back to beautiful Kamala, learned the 

art of love, practiced the cult of pleasure, in which, more 

than anywhere else, giving and taking become one. He 

chatted with her, learned from her, gave her advice, got her 

advice. She understood him better than Govinda had under­

stood him, she was more similar to Siddhartha. 

Once he said to her: "You are like me, you are different 

from most people. You are Kamala, nothing else, and inside 

you there is a stillness, a sanctuary that you can enter at 

any time and be at home in, just as I can inside myself. Few 

people have that, and yet all people could have it." 

"Not all people are clever," said Kamala. 

"No," said Siddhartha, "that is not the reason. Kamaswami 

is just as · clever as I and yet he has no inner sanctuary. Others 

have one even though they have the minds of little children. 

Most people, Kamala, are like a falling leaf, that wafts and 

drifts through the air, and twists and tumbles to the ground. 

Others, however, few, are like stars : they have a fixed course, 

no wind reaches them, they have their law and their course 

inside them. Among all scholars and samanas, of whom I 

knew many, one of them was perfect in that respect: I can 

never forget him. He was Gautama, the Sublime One, the 
proclaimer of that Teaching. A thousand disciples hear his 
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Teaching every day, follow his rules every hour, but all of 

them are falling leaves, they have no law and no teaching 
within them." 

Kamala looked at him and smiled: "You are talking about 

him again," she said, "you have samana thoughts again ." 

Siddhartha was silent, and they played the game of love, 

one of the thirty or forty different games that Kamala knew. 

Her body was as pliant as a jaguar and as a hunter's bow; the 

man who learned love from her was an expert in many plea­

sures, many secrets . She played with Siddhartha for a long 

time, lured him, rebuffed him, forced him, clasped him, de­

lighted in his mastery, until he was vanquished, and rested, 

exhausted, at her side. 

The hetaera leaned over him, peered and peered into his 

face, into his weary eyes. 
"You are the best lover," she said pensively, "that I have 

ever known. You are stronger than others, more supple, more 

willing. You have learned my art well , Siddhartha. Someday, 
when I am older, I want to have your child. And yet, my 

dear, you have remained a samana. You do not love me, you 

love no one. Is that not so?" 

"It  may be so," said Siddhartha wearily. "I am like you. You 

do not love either-how else could you practice love as an 

art? Perhaps people like us cannot love. The child people 

can; that is their secret." 





S a m s a ra 

For a long time Siddhartha had lived the life of the world 

and the pleasures without actually belonging to it. His 

senses , which he had deadened in his ardent samana years , 

had reawakened. He had tasted wealth, tasted lust, tasted 
power. Yet for a long time he had remained a samana at 

heart; Kamala, the clever woman, had correctly recognized 

this . It was always the art of thinking, of waiting, of fasting 

that guided his life ;  the worldlings, the child people, were still 

foreign to him as he to them. 

The years ran by. Enveloped in well-being, Siddhartha 

barely sensed their disappearance. He had grown rich, he 

long since had his own house and his own servants , and a 
garden on the river, outside the town. People liked him, they 

came to him when they needed money or advice; but no 

one was close to him except Kamala . 

That high, clear alertness that he had once experienced in 

the prime of his youth, in the days after Gautama's sermon, 
after his separation from Govinda, that alert expectation, 

that proud independence without teachings or teachers , that 

supple willingness to hear the godly voice in his own heart, 
had gradually become memories, had been ephemeral . Far 

and faint murmured the holy wellspring, which had once 

been near, which had once murmured inside him. Granted, 

many things that he had learned from the samanas, that he 

had learned from Gautama, that he had learned from his fa­

ther, the Brahmin, had lingered in him on and on: moderate 

living, joy of thinking, hours of meditating, secret knowing 
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of the self, of the eternal ego, which is neither body nor con­

sciousness. Some of these things had lasted in him, but others 

had gone under and were covered with dust. The potter's 

wheel, once set in motion, keeps spinning and spinning, and 

only gradually slackens and comes to a halt; and likewise, in 

Siddhartha's soul, the wheel of asceticism, the wheel of 

thinking, the wheel of discrimination had kept turning and 

turning, was still turning, but was now sluggish and hesitant 

and on the verge of halting. Slowly, the way moisture creeps 

into the dying tree stump, slowly filling it and rotting it, 

worldliness and slothfulness had crept into Siddhartha's soul ; 

slowly they filled his soul, made it heavy, made it weary, 

lulled it to sleep. By contrast, his senses had come alive; they 

had learned a lot, experienced a lot. 

Siddhartha had learned how to do business, wield power 

over people, take pleasure with a woman; he had learned 

how to wear beautiful clothes, command servants , bathe in 

fragrant water. He had learned how to eat delicately and 

meticulously prepared dishes, including fish, including meat 

and fowl, sweets and spices, and to drink wine, which makes 

you slothful and forgetful . He had learned how to dice and 

play chess, watch dancing girls, be carried in a sedan, sleep 

on a soft bed. Yet he still felt different from others and supe­

rior to them; he had always watched them with a touch of 

scoffing, with a touch of scorn, the very scorn that a samana 

always feels toward people of the world. 

When Kamaswami was ailing, when he was angry, when 

he felt offended, when he was plagued by his merchant wor­

ries, Siddhartha had watched him scornfully. Only slowly 

and imperceptibly, with the passing harvest seasons and rainy 

seasons, had his scorn grown weary, had his superiority 
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grown stiller. Only slowly, amid his grown riches, had Sid­
dhartha himself taken on something of the ways of the child 
people, something of their childishness and their anxiety. 

And yet he envied them, envied them all the more the more 

he resembled them. He envied them for the one thing that 

he lacked and that they had: the importance they were able 
to place on their lives, the passionateness of their joys and 

fears , the queasy but sweet happiness of being eternally in 

love. These men were constantly in love with themselves, 

with women, with their children, with honor or money, 

with plans or hopes. But this was not what he learned from 
them, not this, this childlike joy and folly; what he learned 

from them were the unpleasant things, the things that he 

himself despised. 

I t  happened more and more often that in the morning, af­

ter a convivial evening, he would lie and linger on in bed, 
feeling stupid and tired. I t  happened that he became annoyed 

and impatient when Kamaswami bored him with his wor­

ries . It happened that he laughed all too loudly when he lost 

at dice. His face was still wiser and more spiritual than oth­

ers, but it seldom laughed and it took on, one after another, 

those features found so often in the faces of the rich, those 

features of discontent, sickliness, sulkiness, sluggishness , love­
lessness. Slowly he was stricken with the spiritual illness of 

the rich . 

Like a veil, like a thin mist, weariness descended on Sid­

dhartha, slowly, a bit denser each day, a bit dimmer each 

month, a bit heavier each year. A new garment grows old 

with time, loses its lovely color with time, gets stains, gets 

wrinkles, frays out at the hems, and starts showing awkward, 
threadbare areas . And Siddhartha's new life, begun after his 
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parting from Govinda, had likewise grown old; and so, with 

the fleeting years , his life lost color and luster, and so stains 

and wrinkles gathered on him, and, deeply concealed, peep­

ing out here and there and already ugly, disgust and disillu­
sion waited. Siddhartha .did not notice. He noticed only that 

the clear and certain inner voice, which had awoken in him 

long ago and had always guided him in his luminous times, 

had now grown still . 

The world had captured him: pleasure, lustfulness , slug­

gishness, and finally the vice that he had always scorned and 

scoffed at most as the most foolish vice: greed. Property, 

ownership, and wealth had also finally captured him, were no 

longer glitter and glamour for him, had become a chain and 

a charge. It was through a strange and insidious path that 

Siddhartha had gotten into this final and most despicable de­

pendency: through dice. Siddhartha had smilingly and casu­

ally treated gambling as a custom of the child people ; but 

once he had stopped being a samana at heart, he had begun 

gambling for money and precious objects with mounting 

rage and passion. He was a feared player, few dared to dice 

with him-his stakes were too high and too brazen. He 

gambled out of his heart's distress; losing and squandering 

the filthy lucre brought him an angry joy: there was no 

plainer, no more disdainful way to show his contempt for 

wealth , the idol of the merchants . So he wagered high and 

ruthlessly, despising himself, deriding himself, raked thou­

sands in, threw thousands away, lost money, lost jewelry, lost a 

villa, won back, lost again. That fear, that dreadful and op­

pressive fear that he felt while dicing, �hile fretting about 

high stakes-he loved that fear and kept trying to renew it, 

trying to increase it, to titillate it more and more. For it 
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was only in these sensations that he still felt something 
like happiness , something like euphoria, something like a 
heightened life in the midst of his glutted, tepid, insipid 

existence. 
And after every great loss , he schemed to obtain new 

wealth, more zealously conducted his dealings, more rigor­

ously forced his debtors to pay, for he wanted to keep on 

gambling, he wanted to keep on squandering, keep on show­

ing his disdain of wealth. Siddhartha lost his composure 

when losing at dice, he lost his patience with tardy payers , 

lost his good-naturedness toward beggars, lost his delight in 

giving or lending money to supplicants . He, who lost ten 

thousand on a throw of dice and laughed, grew stricter and 

pettier in business , and sometimes dreamed of money at 

night! And as often as he awoke from this ugly enchantment, 
as often as he saw his face older and uglier in the be�room 
mirror, as often as shame and disgust over-Whelmed him, he 

kept fleeing-fleeing into a new game of chance, fleeing 
into a daze of lust, of wine, and from there back to the drive 

to acquire and accumulate. In this senseless cycle, he ran 

himself weary, ran himself old, ran himself ill .  
Then one night he was warned by a dream. He had spent 

the evening with Kamala, in her beautiful pleasure garden. 

They had sat conversing under the trees, and Kamala had 
spoken pensive words , words concealing sadness and weari­

ness . She had asked hitn to talk about Gautama and she 

could not hear enough about him: how pure his eyes, how 

still and lovely his lips, how kind his smile, how peaceful his 

gait. Siddhartha had had to talk and talk to her about the 

sublime Buddha, and Kamala had sighed and had said: 

"Someday, perhaps soon, I too will follow this Buddha . I 
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will give him my pleasure garden and will take refuge with 

his Teaching." 

But thereupon she had teased him and gripped him with 

painful ardor in the game of love, amid bites and tears , as if 

trying to squeeze the last sweet drop from this vain and 

ephemeral eleasure. Never had it been so strangely clear to 

Siddhartha how closely lust is related to death . Next, he had 

lain at her side, and Kamala's face had been near his, and un­

der her eyes and next to the corners of her mouth he had 

more clearly than ever before read an anxious handwriting, a 

writing of fine lines, of quiet furrows, a writing that recalled 

autumn and old age, just as Siddhartha himself, though only 

in his forties , had noticed gray hairs here and there in his 

black hair. Fatigue was written on Kamala's beautiful face, fa­

tigue caused by going a long way that has no cheerful end, 

fatigue and the start of fading, and secret, unspoken, and per­

haps not even conscious anxiety: fear of old age, fear of au­

tumn, fear of death . He had parted from her with a sigh, his 

soul full of surfeit and full of secret anxiety. 

Then Siddhartha had spent the night in his house with 

wine and dancing girls, had played the superior to his peers, 

the superior man that he no longer was . He had drunk a lot 

of wine and gone to bed long after midnight, weary and yet 

agitated, on the verge of weeping and despairing, and tried 

and tried but failed to find sleep. His heart was full of a mis­

ery that he thought he could no longer bear, full of a disgust 

that permeated him like the tepid, repulsive taste of wine, the 

all-too-sweet and bleak music, the all-too-soft smiles of the 

dancing girls, the all-too-sweet scent of their hair and 

breasts . 

But above all, he was disgusted at himself, at his fragrant 
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hair, at the smell of wine from his mouth, at the slack fatigue 
and surfeit of his skin. Like someone who has eaten or drunk 
too much and vomits it up, tormented, and yet glad about 
the relief, the sleepless man, in a tremendous surge of disgust, 

wished he were rid of these pleasures, these habits , this 

whole senseless life and himself. It was not before the glow 

of morning and the first bustle outside his town house that 

he fell asleep, that he found a half numbing, an inkling of 

sleep for a few moments. And in those moments he had a 

dream: 

Kamala kept a small, rare songbird in a gold cage. He 

dreamed about this bird. He dreamed that this bird, which 

normally sang in the morning, had grown mute, and notic­

ing this, he went over to the cage and peered inside. The 

little bird was dead, lying stiff on the bottom. He took it out, 

weighed it in his hand for a moment and then threw it away, 
out into the street--and at that same moment, he was terri­

bly frightened, and his heart ached as if, with this dead bird, 

he had thrown away all value and all goodness . 

Jumping up from this dream, he felt a profound sadness . 

He had, it seemed to him, been leading a worthless life, 

worthless and senseless; no living thing, no precious thing, 

nothing worth keeping had remained in his hands . He stood 

alone and empty like a castaway on a shore. 

Gloomy, Siddhartha went to a pleasure garden belonging 

to him, locked the gate, sat down under a mango tree, felt 

death in his heart and horror in his breast, sat and sensed 

everything withering inside him, dying inside him, coming 

to an end. Gradually he gathered his thoughts and mentally 

reviewed the entire path of his life, from the very first days 

he could recall . When had he ever been happy, felt  true bliss? 
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Oh yes, he had experienced it several times. In his boyhood 
he had tasted it  when garnering praise from the Brahmins, 

when he, far ahead of others his age, had excelled in reciting 

the sacred verses, debating with the scholars, assisting at a 

sacrifice. At such times he had felt it in his heart: "Before 

you lies a path to which you are called, the gods are await­

ing you ." 

And again as a youth, when the goal of all reflection, soar­

ing higher and higher, had torn him out and up from the 

throng of similar strivers, when he had painfully struggled to 

grasp the meaning of Brahma, when any attained wisdom 

merely triggered new thirst in him-at such times, in the 

midst of thirst, in the midst of pain, he had felt the same 

thing: "Onward! Onward!-You are called! " 

He had heard that voice when leaving his homeland and 

choosing the life of the samana, and again, when going from 

the samanas to that Perfect One, and then from him into the 

unknown. How long had he not heard that voice, how long 

had he not reached any height, how even and bleak his path 

had been . For many long years , with no high goal , no thirst, 

no exaltation, he had been content with minor pleasures and 

yet never satisfied! All these years, unbeknownst to himself, 

he had striven and yearned to become a human being like 

these many, like these children; and yet his life had been 

much poorer and more wretched than their lives, for their 

goals were not his, their worries not his . This whole world of 

Kamaswami people had only been a game for him, a dance 

that one watches , a comedy. Kamala alone had been dear to 

him, precious to him-but was she still? Did he still need her 

or she him? Were they not playing a game without end? Was 

it necessary to live for that? No, it was not necessary! This 
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game was called samsara, a game for children, a game that 

might be lovely to play once, twice, tenfold-but again and 
again? 

Now Siddhartha knew that the game was done, that he 

could play it no longer. A shudder ran through his body: in­

side him, he felt, something had died. 

All that day he sat under the mango tree, remembering his 

father, remembe6ng Govinda, remembering Gautama. Had 

he left them merely to become a Kamaswami? He was still 

sitting as night set in. When he looked up and spotted the 

stars , he thought: "Here I sit under my mango tree in my 

pleasure garden ." He smiled faintly. Was it really necessary, 

was it right, was it not a foolish game to own a mango tree, 

to own a garden? 

He was done with them too, they died in him too. He 

rose, said farewell to the mango tree, farewell to the pleasure 
garden. Since he had not eaten all day, he felt vehement 

hunger and he recalled his house in town, his chamber and 

his bed, the table with food. He smiled wearily, shook him­

self, and said farewell to these things .  

That same hour of night Siddhartha left his  garden, left 

the town, and never came back. For a long time, Kama­

swami, who thought he had fallen into the hands of high­

waymen, sent out men to look for him. B�t Kamala sent no 

to one look for him. When she learned that Siddhartha had 

disappeared, she was not surprised. Had she not always ex­

pected it? Was he not a samana, a homeless wanderer, a pil­

grim? She had felt this most intensely at their last meeting, 

and amid the pain of her loss she was glad that she had 

drawn him so ardently to her heart that last time, that she 

had felt so thoroughly possessed and permeated by him. 
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When she heard the first news of Siddhartha's disappear­

ance, she stepped over to the window, where she kept a rare 

songbird in a gold cage. She opened the door of the cage, 

took out the bird, and let it fly. She watched and watched it, 

the flying bird. From that day on she received no more visi­

tors and kept her house locked. After a time she realized that 

she was pregnant from her last meeting with Siddhartha. 



B y t h e  R i v e r  

Siddhartha wandered through the forest, far from the town, 

and knew only one thing: that he could not go back, that 

this life he had led for many years was over and done with. 

He had drained it, had drunk it to the dregs, to the point of 

disgust. Dead was the songbird he had dreamed of. Dead was 

the bird in his heart. He was deeply entangled in samsara, he 

had sucked in death and disgust from all sides , the way a 

sponge sucks in water until it is full. He was full of surfeit, 

full of misery, full of death; there was nothing left in the 

world that could lure him, that could delight him, that could 
comfort him. 

He yearned to know nothing more about himself, to find 
peace, to be dead . .If only lightning could come and kill him! 

If only a tiger could come and devour him! If only there 

were a wine, a poison that could bring him a stupor, bring 

him sleep and oblivion and no more awakening! Was there 

any filth with which he had not soiled himself, any sin or 

folly he had not committed, any spiritual bleakness with 

which he had not burdened himself? Was it still possible to 

go on living? Was it possible to inhale breath again and again 

and exhale breath, to feel hunger, to eat again, to sleep again, 

to lie with a woman again? Was this cycle not exhausted and 

completed fo�; him? 

Siddhartha reached the large river in the forest, the same 

river across which a ferryman had once ferried him when 

Siddhartha had been a young man coming from Gautama's 

town. He now halted at this river, stood hesitantly on the 

7 7  



7 8  H E R M A N N  H E S S E  

bank. Fatigue and hunger had weakened him, and then why 

should he go on, where to, toward what destination? No, 

there were no more destinations, there was nothing but his 

deep, painful yearning to shake off this whole wild dream, 

to spit out this stale wine, to end this woeful and shameful 

life. 

A bent tree hung over the riverbank, a coconut tree. Sid­

dhartha leaned his shoulder against it, put his arm around the 

trunk, and gazed down into the green water, which kept 

flowing and flowing beneath him. Gazing down, he felt en­

tirely filled with the wish to let go and go under in this wa­

ter. In the water a dreadful emptiness mirrored a fearful 

emptiness in his soul. Yes, he was at the end. Nothing was left 

for him but to snuff himself out, but to shatter the failed for­

mation of his life, toss it at the feet of snickering gods. This 

was the great vomiting he had longed for: death, the shatter­

ing of the form he hated! Let the fish eat him, this dog Sid­

dhartha, this madman, this foul and fetid body, this exhausted 

and misused soul! Let the fish and the crocodiles eat him, let 

the demons dismember him! 

With a twisted face he stared into the water, saw his face 

reflected, and he spit at it .  In deep fatigue, he loosened his 

arm from the tree trunk and turned slightly in order to 

plunge in a sheer drop, to go under at last. Closing his eyes ,  

he leaned toward death . 

But now, from remote regions of his soul, from past times 

of his worn-out life, a sound came flashing. It was a word, a 

syllable, which he lulled unthinkingly to himself, the old ini­

tial word and final word of all Brahmin prayers , the sacred 

"om," which virtually means "the perfect" or "the comple­

tion." And the instant the om touched Siddhartha's ears , his 
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slumbering spirit suddenly awoke and it recognized the folly 
of his action. 

Siddhartha was profoundly frightened. So this was the 

state he was in: he was so lost, so forlorn, so forsaken by all 

wisdom that he had sought death, that this wish, this childish 

wish had grown in him, to find peace by snuffing his body! 

What all the recent torturing, all sobering, all despairing had 

failed to do was effected by the moment when the om 

pierced his consciousness: he recognized himself in his mis­

ery and his vagary. 

"Om!" he uttered to himself. "Om! " And knew about 

Brahma, knew about the indestructibility of life, knew again 

about all the godliness he had forgotten. 

But that was only for an instant, a flash. Siddhartha sank 

down at the foot of the coconut tree, laid his head on the 

root of the tree, and sank into deep sleep. 
Deep was his sleep and free of dreams: he had not known 

such a sleep for a long time. Upon awakening after several 

hours, he felt as if ten years had passed. He heard the soft 

flowing of the water, he did not know where he was or who 

had brought him here, he opened his eyes, he was amazed to 

see trees and heaven above him, and he recalled where he 

was and how he had come here. But it took him a long 

while to remember, and the past seemed veiled, endlessly far, 

endlessly remote, endlessly indifferent. All he knew was that 

he had abandoned his bygone life (ia the first instant of 

awareness it seemed like a former, a long-past incarnation, 

like an early prebirth of his present ego) , that he had aban­

doned his bygone life, that, full of disgust and distress , he had 

even wanted to throw it away. But he had come to his senses 
by a river, under a coconut tree, with the sacred word om on 
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his lips, whereupon he had fallen asleep. And now he had 
awakened and was looking at the world as a new man. Softly 

he spoke the om to himself, the word on which he had 

fallen asleep, and his very long sleep seemed to have been 

nothing but a long and absorbed uttering of "om," a think­

ing of "om," a sinking and full merging into om, into the 

nameless, the complete and perfect. 

What a wqnderful sleep this had been! Never had a sleep 

refreshed him, renewed him, rejuvenated him so profoundly! 

Might he really have died, have perished, and been ·reborn in 

a new shape? But no, he recognized himself, he recognized 

his hands and his feet, recognized the place where he was ly­

ing, knew this ego in his breast, this Siddhartha, this obstinate 

man, this bizarre man. And yet this Siddhartha had been 

transformed all the same, had been renewed, had strangely 

slept his fill, was strangely awake, cheerful, and curious . 

Siddhartha sat up; and now he saw someone sitting across 

from him: a stranger, a monk in a yellow robe, with a shaved 

head, and in the posture of reflection . Siddhartha gazed at the 

man who had no beard, no hair on his he:;1d. And after gazing 

only briefly he recognized this monk: it was Govinda, the 

friend of his youth, Govinda, who had taken refuge with the 

sublime Buddha. Govinda had aged, he· too, but his face still 

had the old features, it spoke of zeal, of loyalty, of seeking, of 

anxiety. But when Govinda, feeling Siddhartha's gaze, opened 

his eyes and looked at him, Siddhartha saw that Govinda did 

not recognize him. Govinda was delighted to find him awake; 

clearly he had been sitting here for a long time, waiting for 

his awakening although he did not know him. 

"I was sleeping," said Siddhartha. "How did you get 

here?" 
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"You were sleeping," replied Govinda.  " I t  is not good to 
sleep in such places, where there are many serpents and the 

forest animals have their trails . I, sir, am a disciple of the sub­

lime Gautama, the Buddha, the Sakyamuni, and a number of 
us were pilgrirning here :  I saw you lying and sleeping in this 

place, where it is dangerous to sleep. I therefore tried to 

waken you, sir, and since I saw that your sleep was very deep, 

I remained behind my brethren and sat with you . And then, 
so it seems, I fell asleep myself, I, who wanted to watch over 

your sleep. I did my duty poorly, weariness overwhelmed me. 

But now that you are awake, let me go, so that I may catch 

up with my brethren." 

"Thank you, samana, for guarding my sleep; ' said Sid­

dhartha. "You disciples of the Sublime One are friendly. 

Go now." 

" I  am going, sir. May you always be well." 

"I thank you, samana." 
Govinda made the sign of parting and said, "Farewell." 

"Farewell, Govinda; '  said Siddhartha. 

The monk halted. 

"Excuse me, sir, how do you know my name?" 

Siddhartha smiled. 

"I know you, 0 Govinda, from your father's hut and from 

the Brahmin school, and from the sacriftces, and from our 

joining the samanas, and from the hour when you took 

refuge with the Sublime One in the grove of Jetavana." 

"You are Siddhartha! "  Govinda exclaimed. "Now I recog­

nize you, and I do not understand why I did not recognize 
you right away. Welcome, Siddhartha, my joy at seeing you 

again is great." 

" I  too am joyful to see you again .  You have been the sen-
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try of my sleep. Let me thank you again, although I needed 

no sentry. Where are you going, 0 friend?" 

"I am going nowhere. We monks are always on the move, 

except in the rainy season. We wander from place to place, 

live according to the Rule, proclaim the Teaching, receive 

alms, and wander on. It is always like that. But you, Sid­

dhartha, where are you going?" 

Siddhartha said: " I t  is the same with me, my friend, as 

with you .  I am going nowhere. I am merely on the move. I 

am pilgriming." 

Govinda said: "You say you are pilgriming, and I believe 

you.  But forgive me, 0 �iddhartha, you do not look like a 

pilgrim. You wear a rich man's clothes, you wear a noble­

man's shoes, and your hair, which smells of fragrant water, is 

not the hair of a pilgrim, not the hair of a samana." 

"True, dear friend, you have observed well, your sharp eye 

sees everything. But I did not say that I am a samana. I said: 

I am pilgriming. And that is the way it is: I am pilgriming." 

"You are pilgriming," said Govinda. "But few pilgrim in 

such clothes, few in such shoes, few with such hair. Never 

have I met such a pilgrim though I have been pilgriming for 

many years ." 

" I  believe you, my Govinda. But today you have indeed 

met such a pilgrim, in such shoes, in such garments . Re­

member, dear friend: Ephemeral, highly ephemeral is the 

world of formations; ephemeral, highly ephemeral are our 

clothes and our hairstyles, and our hair and bodies them­

selves. I wear the clothes of a rich man, you saw that cor­

rectly. I wear them for I was a rich man, and I wear my hair 

like the worldlings and sensualists for I was one of them." 

"And now, Siddhartha, what are you now?" 
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" I  do not know, I know it as little as you. I am on the 
move. I was a rich man, and am no longer one; and I do not 
know what I will be tomorrow." 

"You have lost your wealth?" 

" I  have lost it, or it has lost me. I t  has gone astray. The 

wheel of formations turns swiftly, Govinda. Where is Sid­
dhartha the Brahmin? Where is Siddhartha the samana? 

Where is Siddhartha the rich man? The ephemeral changes 

swiftly, Govinda-you know that." 

With doubt in his eyes Govinda gazed and gazed at the 

friend of his youth . Then he bade him farewell as one does 

with noblemen, and he went his way. 

With a smiling face, Siddhartha peered after him; he still 

loved him, that loyal man, that anxious man. And how could 

he, in this moment, in this splendid hour after his wonderful 
sleep, permeated with the om, not love someone and some­

thing? ! That was the enchantment that had happened to him 
in his sleep and through the om: he now loved everything 

and everyone, he was full of cheerful love for anything he 

saw. And it seemed to him now that he had been so ill earlier 

because he had been able to love nothing and no one. 

With a smiling face, Siddhartha peered after the departing 

monk. Sleep had greatly strengthened him, but hunger now 
greatly tormented him, for he had not eaten in two days, and 

long past was the time · when he had been hard toward 

hunger. With grief, and yet with laughter too, he tho).lght 

back to that time. He recalled that he had boasted of three 

things to Kamala; he had been master of three noble and in­

vincible arts: fasting-waiting-thinking. That had been his 

property, his might and strength, his solid staff. In the zeal­
ous, arduous years of his youth he had learned those three 
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arts , and nothing else. And now they had abandoned him; 

none of them were his anymore:  not fasting, not waiting, not 

thinking. He had given them away for the most wretched 
things, the most ephemeral things , for sensuality, for luxury, 

for wealth ! His life had indeed been bizarre. And now, so it 

seemed, he had truly become a child person. 

Siddhartha thought about his situation. It  was hard for 

him to think, he basically did not feel like thinking, but he 

forced himself. 

"Well," he thought, "since all these so ephemeral things 

have slipped away from me again, I am now standing again 

under the sun, under which I once stood as a little child. I 

have nothing, I know nothing, I can do nothing, I have 

learned nothing. How wondrous this is ! Now that I am no 

longer young, now that my hair is already half gray, now that 

my energy is ebbing-I am starting all over again, like a 

child! "  

Again he  had to  smile. Yes, strange was his fate ! Things 

were going downhill for him, and now he stood again empty 

and naked and foolish in the world. Yet he could feel no 

grief, no, he actually felt like laughing, laughing at himself, 

laughing at this strange and stupid world. 

"Things are going downhill with you! "  he said to himself 

and laughed, and as he said it, he looked at the river, and he 

saw the river also going downhill, always wandering down­

hill, and yet singing and remaining cheerful . He liked that, he 

gave the river a friendly smile. Was this not the river in 

which he had wanted to drown, once, a century ago, or had 

he merely dreamed it? 

"Peculiar is my life indeed," he thought, "it has taken pe­

culiar detours . As a boy, I dealt only with gods and sacrifices. 
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As a youth I dealt only with asceticism, with thinking and 
meditating, seeking Brahma, honoring the eternal in Atman. 

But as a young man, I followed the penitents, lived in the 
forest, suffered heat and frost, learned how to hunger, taught 

my body castigation. Prompt and wonderful, in the Teaching 

of the great Buddha, enlightenment came to me, I felt 
knowledge about the oneness of the world circulating in me 

like my own blood. But then I had to get away from Buddha 

too and from the great knowledge. I went and learned the 
pleasure of love from Kamala, learned business from Ka­

maswami, piled up money, wasted money, learned to love my 

stomach, learned to flatter my senses. I had to spend · many 
years losing my spirit, unlearning how to think, forgetting 

the oneness. 

"Is it not as if I ,  a man, gradually and very circuitously 
became a child again, as if I, a thinker, became a child per­

son? And yet this way was very good, and yet the bird in 
my breast did not die. But what a way it was ! I had to go 

through so much stupidity, so much vice, so much error, so 

much disgust and disillusion and distress, merely in order to 

become a child again and begin afresh . But it was right, my 

heart says yes, my eyes are laughing. I had to experience de­
spair, I had to sink down to the most foolish of all thoughts, 

to the thought of suicide, in order to experience grace, to 
hear om again, to sleep properly again and to awaken prop­

erly again.  I had to become a fool in order to find Atman in 

me again .  I had to sin in order to live again. Where will my 

way lead me now? This way is foolish, it runs in loops, it may 

run in a circle. Let it run as it will, I will follow it." 

In his breast he felt joy surging wonderfully. 
"Where," he asked his heart, "where do you get this mer-
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riment? Does it come from that long, fine sleep, that did m� 
so much good? Or from the word 'om' that I uttered? Or 

was it that I ran away, that my flight is completed, that I am 

finally free again and standing under the sky like a child? Oh 

how good is this fleeing, this freedom! How pure and lovely 

is the air here, how good to breathe ! In the place I ran away 

from, everything smelled of salve, of spice, of wine, of surfeit, 

of sluggishness . How I hated that world of the wealthy, of 

gluttons and gamblers! How I hated myself for lingering so 

long in that terrible world! How I hated myself, robbed my­

self, poisoned myself, tortured myself, made myself old and 

evil! No, never again, much as I liked to do it, will I ever 

imagine that Siddhartha is wise ! But this I did well, this I 

like, this I must praise: that I have ended that self-hatred, that 

foolish and desolate life !  I praise you, Siddhartha : after so 

many years of folly, you again had an idea, you did some­

thing, you heard the bird singing in your breast and you fol­

lowed it! " 

He praised himself, felt joy in himself, listened curiously 

to his stomach, which was growling with hunger. In these 

past few times and days he had, he felt, thoroughly savored 

and spit out a portion of agony, a portion of misery, which 

he had devoured to the point of despair and of death . Now 

all was good. He could have remained with Kamaswami for 

years, acquiring money, squandering money, fattening his 

belly and letting his soul go thirsty; he could have gone on 

living for years in that gentle, well-cushioned hell-if this 

had not come: the moment of utter hopelessness and help­

lessness, that extreme moment, when he had hung over the 

rushing water and had been ready to destroy himself. He had 
felt that despair, that deepest disgust, and he had not sue-
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cumbed: the bird, the cheerful source and voice in him were 

still alive; and that was why he felt this joy, why he laughed, 
why his face beamed under his graying hair. 

" I t  is good," he thought, " to taste everything that one 
needs to know. As I child I learned that wealth and worldly 

pleasure are not good. I knew it for a long time, but I expe­

rienced it only now. And now I know it, know it not only 

with my memory, but also with my eyes, wit.h my heart, with 
my stomach. Good for me that I know it! " 

He pondered and pondered his transformation, listened
' 
to 

the bird as it sang for joy. Had this bird not died in him, had 

he not felt its death? No, something else had died in him, 

something that had long yearned for death . Was this not 

what he had wanted to kill in his years of ardent penitence? 

Was it npt his ego, his small, proud, anxious ego with which 
he had fought for so many years, which had always defeated 
him, always returned after every killing, outlawing joy, feel­

ing fear? Was it not this which had finally found its death to­

day, here in the forest, on this lovely river? Was it not because 

of this death that he was now like a child, so full of trust, so 

without fear, so full of joy? 

And now Siddhartha sensed why he as a Brahmin, as a 

penitent had vainly fought with his ego. Too much knowl­

edge had hindered him, too many sacred verses, too many 

sacrificial rules , too much castigation, too much acting and 

striving! He had been full of pride, always the cleverest, al­

ways the most eager, always a step ahead of all others, always 
the knowledgeable and intellectual one, always the priest or 

the sage. His ego had hidden away in this priesthood, in this 

pride, in this intellectuality. There his ego had taken root and 

had grown, while he thought he had killed it with fasting 
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and penitence. But now he saw it, and saw that the secret 

voice had been right, that no teacher could ever have re­

deemed him. That was why he had had to go out into the 

world, losing himself in pleasure and power, in women and 

money, had had to become a merchant, a dicer, a drinker, a 

grasper, until the priest and the samana inside him were 

dead. That was why he had had to keep enduring those ugly 

years, enduring the disgust, the emptiness, the meaningless­

ness of a bleak and lost life, to the end, to bitter despair, until 

Siddhartha the sensualist, Siddhartha the grasper could die. 

He had died; a new Siddhartha had awoken from sleep. He 

too would grow old, he too would have to die someday­

Siddhartha was ephemeral, every formation was ephemeral . 

But today he was young, was a child, the new Siddhartha, 

and was full of joy. 

He thought these thoughts, listened to his stomach with a 

smile, gratefully heard a humming bee. Cheerfully he peered 

into the streaming river, never had he liked a body of water 

as much as this one, never had he heard the voice and 

metaphor of flowing water as strong and lovely as this one. 

He felt as if the river had something special to tell him, 

something that he did not yet know, that was still waiting for 

him. Siddhartha had wanted to drown in this river, the old, 

weary, desperate Siddhartha had drowned in it today. But the 

new Siddhartha felt a deep love for this streaming water and 

he resolved not to leave it again so soon. 



Th e Fe r ry m a n  

I want to remain by this river, thought Siddhartha, it is the 
same one that I crossed while going to the child people. A 

friendly ferryman ferried me then, I will go to him. From his 

hut my way once led me fo a new life, which has now 
grown old and died-may my new way, my new life start 

out from there ! 

Tenderly he gazed at the streaming water, at the transpar­

ent green, at the crystalline lines of its mysterious pattern. He 

saw bright beads rising from the depths, silent bubbles drift­

ing on the surface, sky blue reflected there. The river gazed at 

him with a thousand eyes, with green, with white, with crys­

talline, with sky blue eyes. How he loved the water, how it 
delighted him, how grateful he was to it ! In  his heart he 

heard the voice speaking, the newly awakened voice, and it 

said to him: "Love this water! Stay with it! Learn from it! " 

Oh, yes, he wanted to learn from it, he wanted to listen to 

it. The man who grasped this water and its secrets, so it 

seemed, would also grasp a lot of other things, mimy secrets, 

all secrets. 
But of the secrets of the river, he saw only one today: it 

seized his soul. He saw the water running and running, con­

stantly running, and yet it was always there, was always and 
forever the same, and yet new every instant! Who could 

grasp this , who could fathom this? !  He did not grasp or 

fathom it, he felt only an inkling stirring, a distant memory, 
godly voices. 

Siddhartha stood up; unbearable was the roiling of the 

8 9  
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hunger in his body. Suffering, he wandered farther, along the 

bank, upstream, listened to the current, listened to the growl­

ing hunger in his body. 

When he reached the ferry, the boat was ready, and the 

same ferryman who had once ferried the young samana 

across the river was standing in the boat. Siddhartha recog­

nized him; he too had aged greatly. 

"Will you ferry me across?" he asked. 

The ferryman, astonished at seeing such a noble person 

wandering alone and on foot, took him into the boat and 

pushed off. 

"You have chosen a lovely life," said the passenger. "It 

must be lovely to live by this water every day and to travel 

upon it ." 

Smiling,- the rower rocked: "It  is lovely, sir. It is as you say. 
But is not every life, is not every work lovely?" 

"That may be. But I envy you for yours ." 

"Ah, you might soon stop enjoying it. It is nothing for 

people in fine clothes ." 

Siddhartha laughed. " I  have already been eyed once today 

because of my clothes, eyed with distrust. Ferryman, would 

you not like to accept these clothes, which are a burden to 

me? For you must know: I have no money to pay you the 

fare." 

"You are joking, sir," the ferryman laughed. 

" I  am not joking, my friend. Listen,  you once ferried me 

across this water for charity's sake. So do it again today, and 

take my clothes as your fare." 

"And do you wish to travel on without clothes, sir?" 

"Ah, I would rather not travel farther at all . I would rather 

you gave me an old apron, ferryman, and kept me on as your 



S I D D H A R T H A  9 1  

assistant or, more precisely, as your apprentice, for first I must 

learn how to handle the boat." 

For a long time the ferryman gazed at the stranger, 

seeking. 

"Now I recognize you," he finally said. "You once slept in 

my hut. That was long ago. It must have been more than 

twenty years ago, and I ferried you across the river, and we 

said good-bye as good friends . Were you not a samana? I no 

longer remember your name." 

"My name is Siddhartha, and I was a samana when you 
last saw me." 

"Then welcome, Siddhartha. My name is Vasudeva. You 

will, I hope, be my guest again today and sleep in my hut and 

tell me where you come from and why your lovely clothes 

are such a burden to you." 
They had reached the middle of the river, and Vasudeva 

rowed harder to buck the current. He labored calmly, with 

powerful arms, his eyes on the tip of the boat. Siddhartha sat 
and watched him, and remembered that once, on that last 

day of his samana period, love for this man had stirred in his 

heart. Gratefully he accepted Vasudeva's invitation. When 
they moored on the bank, he helped him bind the boat to 

the posts . Then the ferryman asked him into his hut, offered 

him bread and water, and Siddhartha ate with gusto and also 

ate with gusto from the mangoes that Vasudeva offered him. 

Then, as the sun was about to go down, they settled at a 

tree trunk on the bank, and Siddhartha told the ferryman 

about his background, about his life, and how today, in that 

hour of despair, he had seen it pass before his eyes. He talked 
until deep into the night. 

Vasudeva listened very attentively. Listening, he absorbed 
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everything, origin and childhood, all the learning, all the 

seeking, all joy, all woe. One of the ferryman's greatest 

virtues was that he knew how to listen like few other peo­

ple. Without a word from Vasudeva, the speaker felt that the 

ferryman took in his words, silent, open, waiting, missing 

nbne, impatient for none, neither praising nor blaming, but 

only listening. Siddhartha felt what happiness it is to unbur­

den himself to such a listener, to sink his own life into this 

listener's heart, his own seeking, his own suffering. 

But toward the end of Siddhartha's story, when he spoke 

about the tree by the river and about his deep despair, about 

the sacred om, and of how after his long slumber he had felt 

such deep love for the river, the ferryman listened twice as 

hard, utterly and thoroughly devoted, with eyes closed. 

When Siddhartha fell silent, there was a long stillness . And 
then Vasudeva said: "It is as I thought. The river spoke to you.  

It  is your friend too, it speaks to you too. That i s  good, that is 

very good. Stay with me, Siddhartha, my friend. I once had a 

wife, her pallet was next to mine, but she died long ago, I 

have long lived alone. Live with me now, there is room and 

food for both of us." 

" I  thank you," said Siddhartha, " I  thank you and accept. 

And I also thank you, Vasudeva, for listening to me so well! 

Rare are the people who know how to listen, and I have 

never met anyone who knew it so well as you .  This too I will 

learn from you." 

"You will learn it," said Vasudeva, "but not from me. I t  was 

the river that taught me how to listen; you too will learn 

how from the river. The river knows everything, one can 

learn everything from it. Look, you too have already learned 

from the river that it is good to strive downward, to sink, to 
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seek the depth. The rich and noble Siddhartha is becoming 
an oarsman, the learned Brahmin Siddhartha is becoming a 
ferryman . This too was told to you by the river. You will 

learn the other thing from the river too." 

Siddhartha said, after a long pause: "What other thing, 

Vasudeva?" 

Vasudeva stood up. "It is late," he said, "let us go to bed. I 

cannot tell you what the 'other' thing is, my friend. You will 

learn it, perhaps you know it already. Look, I am no scholar, 

I do not know how to speak, nor do I understand how to 

think. I know only how to listen and to be pious; that is all I 

have ever learned. If I could talk and teach, I might be a sage, 

but I am only a ferryman, and my task is to ferry people 

across this river. I have ferried many across, thousands, and 
for all of them my river has been nothing but a hindrance in 
their travels .  They traveled for money and business, to wed­
dings and on pilgrimages, and the river was in their way, and 

the ferryman was there to get them swiftly across that hin­
drance. But for a few among the thousands, a very few, four 
or five, the river was no hindrance. They heard its voice, they 

listened to it, and the river became sacred for them, as it is 

for me. Let us now retire for the night, Siddhartha." 

Siddhaitha remained with the ferryman and learned how 
to handle the boat, and when there was no ferrying to do, he 

worked with Vasudeva in the rice paddy, gathered wood, 

picked the fruit of the pisang trees . He learned how to make 

an oar, and learned how to repair the boat, and weave bas­

kets, and was cheerful about everything he learned, and the 
days and months ran swiftly by. But more than Vasudeva 

could teach him, the river taught him. He learned incessantly 

from the river. Above all , it taught him how to listen, to lis-
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ten with a silent heart, with a waiting, open soul, without 

passion, without desire, without judgment, without opinion . 

He lived amiably next to Vasudeva, and at times they ex­

changed words , few and long-pondered words. Vasudeva was 

no friend of words; Siddhartha could seldom get him to 

speak. 

"Did the river," he once asked, "also teach you this secret: 

that time does not exist?" 

Vasudeva's face lit up with a bright smile. 

"Yes, Siddhartha," he said. "Is this what you mean: that the 

river is everywhere at once, at its source and at its mouth, at 

the waterfall, at the ferry, at the rapids , in the sea, in the 

mountains, everywhere at once, and only the present exists 

for it, and not the shadow of the future?" 

"That is it," said Siddhartha. "And when I learned that, 

I looked at my life, and it was also a river, and the boy 

Siddhartha was separated from the adult Siddhartha and 

from the old man Siddhartha only by shadow, not by sub­

stance. Nor were Siddhartha's earlier births the past, and his 

death and his return to Brahma are no future. Nothing was , 

nothing will be; everything is, everything has being and is 

present." 

Siddhartha spoke ecstatically; this illumination had made 

him deeply blissful. Oh, were not all sufferings time? Were 

not all fear and self-torment time, were not all difficulty, all 

hostility in the world over and overcome as soon as time was 

overcome, as soon as time could be thought away? He had 

spoken ecstatically. Vasudeva smiled and beamed at him and 

nodded in confirmation, he nodded silently, ran his hand 

over Siddhartha's shoulder and went back to his work. 

And once again, when the river swelled in the rainy sea-
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son and was roaring mightily, Siddhartha said: " Is it not true, 

0 friend, that the river has many voices, very many voices. 
Does it not have the voice of a king, and of a warrior, and of 
a bull, and of a night bird, and of a woman giving birth, and 

of a sighing man, and a thousand other voices?" 

"It is so," nodded Vasudeva, "the voices of all creatures are 

in its voice." 

"And do you know," Siddhartha went on, "what word it 

speaks when you succeed in hearing all its ten thousand 

voices at once?" 

Vasudeva laughed happily, he leaned over to Siddhartha 

and spoke the sacred om into his ear. And that was indeed 

what Siddhartha had heard. 

And little by little, his smile grew more similar to the ferry­

man's, became almost as radiant, almost as blissful, likewise 
shining from a thousand tiny creases ,  likewise a youngster's ,  

likewise an oldster's .  Many travelers who saw the two ferry­
men thought they were brothers . On many evenings, they sat 

together at the tree trunk by the bank, silently listening to 
the water, which was no water for them, but the voice of life, 

the voice of Being, the voice of eternal Becoming. And there 

were moments when both, while hearing the river, thought 

of the same things, of a conversation from two days ago, of 

one of their passengers whose face and fate occupied their 

minds, of death, of their childhoods, and both of them in 

the same moment, when the river had said something good 

to them, looked at each other, both thinking the exact same 

thoughts, both blissful at this same answer to the same 
question. 

Something emanated from the ferry and from the two 

ferrymen, something that some of the travelers sensed. 
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Sometimes a traveler, after peering into the face of one ferry­

man, began to tell his life story, his suffering, confessed evil, 

requested comfort and advice. Sometimes a traveler asked for 

permission to spend an evening with them in order to listen 

to the river. And sometimes, curious people would come, 

having been told that two sages or wizards or saints lived by 

this ferry. The curious asked many questions, but they re­

ceived no answers , and they found neither wizards nor sages, 

they found only two old, friendly manikins, who seemed to 

be mute and somewhat strange and stupid. And the curious 

laughed and conversed about how foolishly and gullibly the 

populace spread such empty rumors . 

The years flowed away, and no one counted them. Then 

one day, some monks came pilgriming, followers of Gau­

tama, the Buddha, and they asked to be ferried across the 

river. And from them the ferrymen learned that they were 

hurrying back to their great teacher, for the news was 

spreading that the Sublime One was mortally ill and would 

soon die his final human death in order to pass into redemp­

tion. Not long after that a new group of monks came pil­

griming, and then another group, and both the monks and 

most of the other travelers and wanderers spoke of nothing 

but Gautama and his coming death . And just as people 

stream from everywhere and every place to a military expe­

dition or to a royal coronation and gather in groups like ants, 

so too they streamed, as if drawn by magic, to where the 

great Buddha was awaiting his death, where the dreadful 

event was to occur and the great Perfect Man of an aeon was 

to pass into glory. 

During this period, Siddhartha thought a grea� deal about 

the dying sage, the great teacher, whose voice had admon-
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ished nations and awoken hundreds of thousands of people, 
whose voice he too had once heard, whose sacred face he too 

had once viewed with reverence. He thought about him lov­

ingly, saw his path of perfection before his eyes, and smiled as 

he recalled the words that he, the young Siddhartha, had once 
addressed to him, the Sublime One. His words, it struck him, 

had been proud and precocious; he smiled as he recalled 
them. He knew long since that he was no longer separated 

from Gautama, whose Teaching he had been unable to ac­

cept. No, a true seeker could accept no teaching if he truly 

wished to find. But the man who had found could approve of 

every single teaching, every way, every goal; nothing separated 

him any longer from all the thousand others who lived in the 

eternal, who breathed the divine. 

On one of these days, when so many were pilgriming to 

the dying Buddha, Kamala also pilgrimed to him, she, once 
the most beautiful of courtesans. She had long since with­

drawn from her earlier life, had given her garden to Gau­

tama's monks, had taken refuge in the Teaching, was one of 

the female friends and benefactresses of the pilgrims. Upon 

hearing the news of Gautama's coming death, she, together 
with the boy Siddhartha, her son, had set out on foot, in sim­

ple clothes . She was traveling along the river with her little 
son. But the boy soon grew tired, he wanted to go home, he 

wanted to rest, wanted to eat, grew sulky and whiny. Kamala 

had to rest with him often, he was used to getting his way 
with her, she had to feed him, had to comfort him, had to 

scold him. He did not understand why he and his mother 

had to go on this arduous and dismal pilgrimage to an un­

known place, to a stranger who was holy and was dying. Let 
him die-how did it concern the boy? 
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The pilgrims were not far from Vasudeva's ferry when lit­

tle Siddhartha once again made his mother rest. She too, Ka­

mala, was tired, and while the boy chewed on a banana, she 

squatted on the ground, closed her eyes a bit, and rested. But 

suddenly she uttered a lamenting shriek. The boy looked at 

her shocked and saw that her face was pale with horror, and 

from under her dress slipped a black snake that had bitten 

Kamala. 

They both now hurried in order to find people, and they 

approached the ferry. There, Kamala collapsed, unable to go 

on. The boy let out a pitiful cry, while kissing and hugging 

his mother. And she too joined in his loud cries for help, un­

til the sounds reached Vasudeva's ears as he stood by the 

ferry. Quickly he came, took the woman in his arms, carried 

her to the boat; the boy ran along, and soon they all came to 

the hut, where Siddhartha stood at the hearth, lighting a fire. 

He looked up and saw first the boy's face, which strangely 

stirred his memory, recalled forgotten things . Then he saw 

Kamala, whom he instantly recognized though she lay un­

conscious in the ferryman's arms, and now he knew that this 

was his own son whose face had stirred such deep memo­

ries, and Siddhartha's heart beat in his breast. 

Kamala's wound was washed, but was already black, and 

her body was swollen . A healing potion was served to her. 

She awoke, she. lay on Siddhartha's pallet in the hut; and Sid­

dhartha, who once had loved her so, now stood leaning over 

her. It seemed to her like a dream, she smiled as she looked 

into the face of her friend; only slowly did she realize where 

she was , remember the bite. She then called anxiously for 

the boy. 

"He is here, do not worry," said Siddhartha. 
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Kamala looked into his eyes. She spoke with a heavy 
tongue paralyzed by the poison. "You have grown old, my 
dear," she said, "you have grown gray. But you resemble the 

young samana who once came into my garden without 
clothes and with dusty feet. You resemble him far more than 

you did when you left me and Kamaswami.Your eyes resemble 

his, Siddhartha. Ah, I too have · grown old, old-did you recog­

nize me all the same?" 
Siddhartha smiled: "I recognized you immediately, Ka­

mala, my dear." 

Kamala nodded toward her boy and said, "Did you recog­

nize him too? He is your son." 

Her eyes grew confused and they closed. The boy wept. 

Siddhartha took him on his lap, let him weep, caressed his 

hair, and as he looked at the boy's face, he thought of a Brah­

min prayer he had once learned when he himself had been a 
little boy. Slowly, in a singsong voice, he began to recite it: 

from his past and his childhood the words came flowing to 

him. And under his singsong, the boy grew calm, sobbed a 

little now and then, and fell asleep. Siddhartha put him on 

Vasudeva's pallet. Vasudeva stood at the hearth, cooking rice. 

Siddhartha glanced at him, and Vasudeva smiled back. 

"She is dying," said Siddhartha softly. 

Vasudeva nodded; the fiery glow from the hearth ran over 

his friendly face. 
Once again Kamala awoke. Pain twisted her face; Sid­

dhartha's eyes read the suffering on her lips, on her pale 

cheeks . He read it silently, attentive, waiting, absorbed in her 

suffering. Kamala felt it; her gaze sought his eyes. 

Looking at him, she said: "Now I see that your eyes have 

also changed. They are quite different now. So by what do I 
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still recognize you as Siddhartha? You are Siddhartha and 

are not." 

Siddhartha said nothing; his eyes gazed silently into hers . 

"You have attained it?" she asked. "You have found 

peace?" 

He smiled and placed his hand on hers. 

"I see it," she said, "I see it . I too will find peace." 

"You have found it," whispered Siddhartha. 

Kamala gazed steadily into his eyes. She recalled wanting 

to go on a pilgrimage to Gautama, to see the face of the Per­

fect Man, to breathe his peace. And now instead she had 

found Siddhartha, and that was good, it was just as good as if 

she had seen the other. She wanted to tell him, but her 

tongue no longer obeyed her will. Silently she looked at 

him, and he saw the light fading in her eyes. When the final 

pain filled her eyes and br:oke, when the final shudder ran 

through her limbs, his finger closed her lids . 

He sat and sat, gazing at her lifeless face. He gazed and 

gazed at her lips, her old, tired, pinched lips, and he remem­

bered that once, in the springtime of his life, he had likened 

those lips to a freshly broken fig. He sat and sat, studying the 

pale face, the weary creases, he filled up with the sight, saw 

his own face lying like that, just as white, just as faded, and 

also saw his face and hers young, with red lips, with burning 

eyes; and the feeling of the present and simultaneity perme­

ated him fully, the feeling of eternity. In this hour he felt 

deeply, more deeply than ever, the indestructibility of every 

life, the eternity of every instant . 

When he rose, Vasudeva had prepared rice for him. But 

Siddhartha did not eat. In  the stable, where their goat was, 

the two old men arranged a litter, and Vasudeva went to bed. 
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But Siddhartha went out and sat in front of the hut all night, 
listening to the river, awash with the past, touched and en­
folded by all the times of his life at once. Sometimes he 

stOod up, walked to the door of the hut, and listened to see if 

the boy was asleep. 

Early in the morning, before the sun was visible, Vasudeva 

came from the stable and went to his friend. 
' 'You have not slept," he said. 

"No,Vasudeva. I sat here, I listened to the river. It told me 

a lot, it filled me deeply with the salutary thought, with the 

thought of the oneness ." 

"You have experienced sorrow, Siddhartha, but I see that 

no sadness has entered your heart." 

"No, dear friend, why should I be sad? I ,  who was rich 
and happy, have now become even richer and happier. I have 
been given my son." 

"Your son is welcome to me too. But now, Siddhartha, let 
us get to work, there is a lot to do. Kamala has died on the 

same pallet where once my wife died. Let us also build Ka­

mala's funeral pyre on the same hill where once I built my 

wife's funeral pyre." 

While the boy slept on, they built the pyre. 





Th e S o n  

Timid and weeping, the boy had attended his mother's fu­

neral ; gloomy and timid, he had listened to Siddhartha, who 
had greeted him as his son and welcomed him in Vasudeva's 

hut. Pale he sat for days on the dead woman's hill, refused to 

eat, closed up his eyes, closed up his heart, strained and strove 

against destiny. 

Siddhartha indulged him and let him be, he honored his 

grief. Siddhartha understood that his son did not know him, 

that he could not love him as a father. Slowly he saw and un­

derstood too that the eleven-year-old was a pampered boy, a 

mama's boy, brought up in the habits of wealth, accustomed 

to finer food, to a soft bed, accustomed to ordering servants 
around. Siddhartha understood that the grieving, pampered 

boy could not suddenly and willingly be content in a strange 
place and in poverty. He did not force him, he did some 

chores for him, he always picked out the best morsel for 

him. He hoped he would win him over slowly, through 

friendly patience. 

He had felt rich and happy when the boy had come to 

him. But time flowed on, and since the boy remained foreign 

and surly, displaying a proud and defiant heart, refusing to 

work, showing the old men no respect, robbing Vasudeva's 

fruit trees, Siddhartha began to realize that his son had 

brought not peace and happiness to him but sorrow and suf­

fering. Still, he loved him, and he cherished the sorrow and 

suffering of love more than joy and happiness without 
the boy. 

1 0 3 
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When young Siddhartha had arrived in the hut, the old 

men had divided their labor. Vasudeva had taken over as sole 

ferryman, and Siddhartha the labor in hut and field in order 

to be with his son. 

For a long time, long months, Siddhartha waited for his 

son to understand, to accept his love, perhaps to love him 

back. For long months,Vasudeva waited, watched and waited 

and held his tongue. One evening, when the young Sid­

dhartha had once again tortured his father with moods and 

defiance and had broken both the rice bowls, Vasudeva took 

his friend aside and spoke to him. 

"Forgive me," he said, "but I am talking to you with a 

friendly heart. I see that you are in torment, I see that you 

are in anguish. Your son, dear friend, is causing you worry, 

and he is causing me worry too. The young bird is used to a 

different life, to a different nest. He did not flee the wealth 

and the town, as you did, out of disgust and surfeit; he had to 

leave them against his will. I have asked the river, my friend, 

I have asked it many times . But the river laughs , it laughs at 

me, it laughs at me and you, and it shakes with laughter at 

our folly. Water wants water, youth wants youth, your son is 

not in a place where he can thrive.You too ask the river, you 

too listen to its answer! "  

Worried, Siddhartha gazed into the friendly face, its many 

wrinkles always wreathed in merriment. 

"Can I part with him?" he asked softly, embarrassed. "Give 

me more time, dear friend! Look, I am fighting for him, I am 

wooing his heart, I want to capture it with love and friendly 

patience. Let the river speak to him too someday; he too is 

called." 

Vasudeva's smile blossomed more warmly. "Oh, yes ,  he too 
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is called, he too is of eternal life. But do we know then, you 
and I ,  to what he is called, to what path , to what deeds, to 

what sufferings? His sufferings will not be small, his heart is 

too hard and proud. Such hearts must suffer much, wander 

much, do much injustice, saddle themselves with many 
sins . Tell me, dear friend: Are you not raising your son? Do 

you not force him? Do you not beat him? Do you not pun­

ish him?" 

"No, Vasudeva, I do none of that." 

" I  knew it. You never force him, never beat him, never or­

der him, because you know that soft is stronger than hard, 

water stronger than rock, love stronger than violence. Very 

good, I praise you.  But is it not a mistake on your part to be­

lieve that you never force him, never punish him? Do you 

not bind him in bonds with your love? Do you not shame 
him daily and make things even harder for him with your 

kindness and patience? Do you not force him, the arrogant 
and pampered boy, to live in a hut with two old banana 

eaters, for whom even rice is a delicacy, whose thoughts 

cannot be his , whose hearts are old and silent and take a 

different course from his? Is he not forced by all this, not 

punished?" 

Abashed, Siddhartha gazed at the ground. Softly he asked: 

"What do you think I should do?" 

Vasudeva said: "Take him to town, take him to his 

mother's house. Some servants must still be there, put him in 

their care. And if none are left, then take him to a teacher, 

not for the teaching, but so that he can be with other boys, 

and with girls, and in the world that is his . Have you never 

thought of that?" 

"You see into my heart," said Siddhartha sadly. "I  have of-
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ten thought of that. But look, he has no gentle heart-so 

how I can put him in that world? Will he not become 

haughty, will he not surrender to pleasure and power, will he 

not repeat all his father's mistakes, will he not perhaps lose 

himself entirely in samsara?" 

The ferryman's smile beamed bright; he gently touched 

Siddhartha's arm and said: "Ask the river, my friend! Hear it 

laugh at that! Do you really believe you committed your fol­

lies to spare your son?. And can you shield your son against 

samsara? How? Through teaching, through praying, thro�gh 

admonishing? My friend, have you fully forgotten that 

tale, that instructive tale you once told me here, about 

Siddhartha, the Brahmin's son. Who saved Siddhartha the 

samana from samsara, from sin, from greed, from folly? 

Could his father's piety, his teachers' admonitions, his own 

knowing, his own seeking, save him? What father, what 

teacher could shield him from living his own life, soiling 

himself with life, burdening himself with guilt, drinking the 

bitter drink himself, finding his path himself? Do you really 

believe, dear friend, that anyone at all is spared this path? 

Perhaps your little son because you love him, because you 

would like to spare him pain and sorrow and disillusion? But 

even if you died for him ten times over, you could not take 

away even the tiniest bit of his destiny." 

Never had Vasudeva spoken so many words . Siddhartha 

thanked him in a friendly fashion, went, worried, into the 

hut, but found no sleep for a long time. Vasudeva had told 

him nothing that he himself had not already thought and 

known. But it was a knowledge he could not act on; stronger 

than his knowledge was his love for the boy, stronger his ten­

derness, his fear of losing him. Had he ever lost his heart so 
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greatly, had he ever loved anyone like this, with a love so 
blind, so painful, so futile, and yet so happy? 

Siddhartha could not take his friend's advice, he could not 

give up his son. He let the boy order him around, he let him 

despise him. Silently he waited, daily he began the mute 

struggle of friendliness , the soundless war of patience. Vasu­
deva also silently waited, friendly, knowing, forbearing. In 

patience they were both masters . 
Once, when the boy's face reminded him very much of 

Kamala, Siddhartha recalled something she had said to him 

long ago, in the days of youth . "You cannot love," she had 

said to him, and he had agreed with her, and had likened 

himself to a star and the child people to falling leaves, and yet 

he had sensed a rebuke in her words. Indeed, he had never 

been able to lose himself completely in anyone else, give 
himself completely to another person, forget himself, com­

mit follies of love for someone else. He had never been able 
to do these things, and this had struck him as the great gap 

between him and the child people. But now that his son was 

here, now he, Siddhartha, too, had become a child person, 

suffering for someone else, loving someone else, lost in a 

love, a fool for love. Now he too, at this late time, felt this 

strongest and strangest passion, suffered from it, suffered 

woefully, and yet he was blissful , was somewhat renewed, was 
somewhat richer. 

He did sense that this love, this blind love for his son, was 

a passion, something very human, that it was samsara, a trou­

bled wellspring, a dark water. Yet he also felt that it was not 

worthless, that it was necessary, came from his own being. 

This pleasure too had to be atoned for, these pains too had 

to be savored, these follies too had to be committed. 
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Meanwhile the son let him commit his follies, let him 

woo, humiliated him daily with his moods . This father had 

nothing for the son to delight in and nothing to fear. He was 

a good man, this father, a good, a kind, a gentle man, perhaps 

a very pious man, perhaps a saint-but none of these were 

qualities that could win the boy over. He was bored with this 

father, who kept him captive in his wretched hut, he was 

bored with him and with his way of responding to every 

rotten act with smiles, to every insult with friendliness , to 

every nastiness with kindness-that was the most hateful 

cunning of that old conniver. The boy would much rather 

have been threatened by him, mistreated by him. 

A day came when young Siddhartha blurted out his feel­

ings and openly turned against his father. His father had 
given him a chore, had told him to gather brushwood. But 

the boy did not leave the hut, he stood there, defiant and fu­

rious, stamped his foot, clenched his fists , and, in violent 

eruption, yelled hate and scorn in his father's face. 

"Get brushwood yoursel£1" he shouted, foaming, " I 'm not 

your slave. I know you won't hit me, you don't dare. I know 

you constantly want to punish me and beli ttle me with your 

piety and your indulgence. You want me to be like you, just 

as pious, just as gentle, just as wise! But listen: to spite yo·u, I 'd 

rather be a highwayman and murderer and go to hell than 

become like you!  I hate you,  you're not my father, even if 

you were my mother's lover ten times over! " 

Grief and anger boiled over in him, foamed toward the 

father in a hundred wild and evil words. Then the boy ran 

away and did not come back till late in the evening. 

But the next morning he had disappeared. And also gone 

was a small woven basket of two-colored baste, where the 
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ferryman kept the copper and silver coins they received as 
fares. And also gone was the boat. Siddhartha saw it lying on 
the opposite bank. The boy had run away. 

"I  have to follow him," said Siddhartha, who had been 
trembling since yesterday because of the boy's abusive words. 

"A child cannot go through the forest alone. He will die. We 

have to build a raft, Vasudeva, to cross the water." 

"We will build a raft," said Vasudeva, "to get back our 

boat, which the boy has taken away. But as for him, dear 

friend, you should let him go. He's no longer a child, he can 

take care of himself. He is seeking the path to town, and he 

is right, dq not forget that. He is doing what you yourself 

have failed to do. He is taking care of himself, he is going his 

own way. Ah, Siddhartha, I see you suffering, but you are suf­
fering pains that others would laugh at, that you will soon 
laugh at yourself." 

Siddhartha did not reply. He was already clutching the ax, 
and he began to make a raft of bamboo, and Vasudeva helped 

him to bind the canes with grass ropes. Then they rafted 
across, were carried far, pulled the raft upstream on the op­

posite bank. 

"Why have you brought the ax along?" asked Siddhartha. 

Vasudeva said: "An oar of our boat may have been lost." 

But Siddhartha knew what his friend was thinking. He 

was thinking that the boy had thrown away or shattered the 

oar to avenge himself and to prevent therp from following 

him. And indeed, no oar was left in the boat. Vasudeva 

pointed to the bottom of the boat and smiled at his friend as 

if to say: "Don't you see what your son is trying to tell you? 

Don't you see that he doesn't want to be followed?" But he 

did not put those thoughts into words . He set about making 
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a new oar. Siddhartha , however, said good-bye and went to 

seek the runaway. Vasudeva did not hinder him. 

After Siddhartha had been walking through the forest for 

a long time, it occurred to him that his seeking was useless . 

Either, he thought, the boy was far ahead of him and had al­

ready reached the town, or, if he was still on the way, he 

would hide from this man who was following him. Thinking 

further, he also found that he was no longer worried about 

his son; deep down he knew that his son neither had per­

ished nor was menaced by any danger in the forest. Never­

theless he ran without resting, no longer to rescue his son; he 

desired only to see him perhaps. And he ran until he reached 

the town. 

But when he came to the broad road near the town, he 

halted at the entrance to the beautiful pleasure garden that 

had once belonged to Kamala, where he had first seen her in 

her sedan. Again the bygone arose in his soul, again he saw 

himself standing there, a bearded, naked samana, his hair full 

of dust. For a long time Siddhartha stood there, peering 

through the open gate into the garden. He saw monks in 

yellow cowls wandering under the beautiful trees . 

For a long time he stood, reflecting, seeing images, listen­

ing to the tale of his life. For a long time he stood, gazing at 

the monks, saw young Siddhartha instead of them, saw 

young Kamala walking under the tall trees . He clearly saw 

himself being regaled by Kamala, receiving her first kiss, 

proudly and scornfully looking back at his Brahmin years, 

proudly and yearningly beginning his worldly life. He saw 

Kamaswami, saw the servants , the banquets, the dicers, the 

musicians, saw Kamala's songbird in its cage, relived all these 
things , breathed samsara, was again old and tired, again felt 
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the disgust, again felt the wish to snuff himself out, again was 

healed by the holy om. 

After standing and standing at the garden gate, Siddhartha 

realized how foolish was the desire that had - driven him to 
this place; he realized that he could not help his son, that he 

must not cling to him. He felt deep love in his heart for the 

runaway, it was like a wound; and he also felt that the wound 

was not for wallowing, that it must become a blossom and 

shine. 
It  saddened him that the wound was not yet blossoming, 

not yet radiant. The goal of his wish, which had drawn him 

here, after the runaway son, was now replaced by emptiness . 

Sad, he settled down, felt something dying in his heart, felt 

emptiness, saw no more joy, no goal . He sat there waiting, 
lost in thought. That was what he had learned on the river, 
that one thing: to wait, to listen, to have patience. And he sat 

and listened, in the dust of the street, listened to his sad and 

weary heart, waited for its voice. For several hours, he squat­
ted there, listening, saw no more images, sank into emptiness , 

let himself sink, without seeing a way. And whenever he felt 

the burning wound, he soundlessly uttered the om, filled 
himself with om. The monks in the garden saw him, and 

since he squatted for many hours , with the dust collecting 

on his gray hair, one monk came over and placed two pisang 

fruits before him. The old man did not see him. 

From this daze a hand awoke him, touching his shoulder. 

Instantly he recognized this touch, tender and timid, and he 

came to. He stood up and greeted Vasudeva , who had fol­

lowed him. And peering into Vasudeva's friendly face, into 

the small wrinkles filled with smiling, into the cheerful eyes, 
he also smiled. He now saw the pisang fruits lying in front of 
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him; he picked them up, gave one to the ferryman, and ate 
the other himself. Then he silently went back to the forest 

with Vasudeva, returned home to the ferry. Neither spoke 

about what had happened that day, neither uttered the boy's 

name, neither spoke about his escape, neither spoke about 

the wound. In  the hut, Siddhartha lay down on his pallet, 

and when Vasudeva came over after a while to offer him a 

bowl of coconut milk, he found him asleep. 



O m  

The wound burned for a long time. Siddhartha had to ferry 

many travelers who had a son or a daughter along, and he 
saw none of them without envying them, without thinking: 

"So many, so many thousands have this sweetest happiness­

why not I? Even wicked people, even thieves and robbers, 

have children, and love them and are loved by them, but 

not 1 ." 

His thoughts were that simple, without understanding: he 

had grown that similar to the child people. 

He now saw people in a different light, less cleverly, less 

proudly, but also more warmly, more curiously, more sympa­

thetically. When he ferried normal travelers, child people, 
businessmen, �arriors, women, they no longer seemed for­

eign to him. He understood them, he understood and shared 

their lives, which were led not by thoughts and insights , but 

solely by drives and wishes. And he felt like them. Although 

he was close to perfection, and enduring his final wound, he 

saw these child people as his brothers. Their greed, their van­

ity, their silliness had lost their silliness for him, became un­

derstandable, became lovable, became even venerable for 

him. A mother's blind love for her child, a conceited father's 

blind and stupid love for his only little son, a vain young 

woman's blind, wild striving for jewelry and worshipful male 

eyes-all these urges , all these childish feelings, all these sim­

ple, foolish, yet tremendously potent, powerfully living, 

powerfully triumphant drives and desires were no longer in­
fantile for Siddhartha. He saw people living for their sake, 
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saw them achieving endless things for their sake, traveling, 

waging wars, suffering endlessly, enduring endlessly, and he 
could love them for that; he saw life, liveliness, indestructibility, 

Brahma in each of their passions, each of their deeds .  Lovable 

and admirable were these people in their blind devotion, their 

blind strength and tenacity. They lacked nothing, the knower 

and thinker had nothing over them but a single trifle, a single 

tiny little thing: the consciousness , the conscious thought of 

the oneness of all life. And at times, Siddhartha even doubted 

whether this knowing, this thinking were so valuable, whether 

they were not . childish things of the thought people, the 

thought-child-people. In all other respects , the worldlings 

were the equals of the sage, were often far superior, just as at 

times, animals, in their tenacious, unswerving, necessary ac­

tions, may seem superior to human beings. 

Slowly blossomed, slowly ripened in Siddhartha the in­

sight, the knowledge of what wisdom actually is, what the 

goal of his long seeking was . It was nothing but a readiness 

of the soul, an ability, a secret art, to think the thought of 

oneness, to feel and breathe the oneness at every moment, in 

the midst of life. Slowly this blossomed in him, brightly em­

anated to him from Vasudeva's old childlike face :  harmony, 

knowledge of the eternal perfection of the world, smiling, 

oneness . 

But the wound still burned; bitterly Siddhartha thought 

about his son, yearned for him, nurtured his love and tender­

ness in his heart, let the pain devour him, committed all the 

follies of love. This flame did not die of its own accord. 

And one day, when the wound was burning fiercely, Sid­

dhartha, driven by longing, ferried across the river, disem­

barked, and wanted to go to town and seek his son. The river 
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flowed softly and gently, it was the dry season of the year, but 
the river's voice sounded strange. It was laughing! I t  was 
clearly laughing. The river was laughing, it laughed, clear and 

bright, at the old ferryman. Siddhartha halted, he leaned over 
the water the better to hear, and in the silently flowing water 

he saw his own face reflected, and in this reflected face there 

was something that reminded him, something forgotten, and 

by pondering it, he found it. This face resembled another 

face, that he had once known and loved and also feared. It 
resembled the face of his father, the Brahmin. And he re­

membered that ages ago, he, a youth, had forced his father to 

let him join the penitents , he remembered saying good-bye 

to him, going away, and never returning. Had not his father 

suffered the same sorrow that Siddhartha was now suffering 

for his own son? Had his father not died long since, alone, 

without seeing his son again? Would Siddhartha not have to 
suffer the same fate? Was it not a comedy, a strange and stu­

pid thing, this repetition, this running in a fateful circle? 

The river laughed. Yes,  it was so. Everything not fully suf­

fered, not fully resolved came again: the same sorrows were 

suffered over and over. 

Siddhartha stepped back into the boat and rowed back to 

the hut, recalling his father, recalling his son, laughed to 

scorn by the river, at odds with himself, inclined toward de­

spair and inclined no less to join the loud laughter at himself 

and the whole world. Ah, the wound was not blossoming 

yet, his heart was still defying fate, serenity and victory were 

not yet beaming from his sorrow. Still , he felt hope, and upon 

returning to the hut, he had an invincible desire to open up 
to Vasudeva, to disclose everything to him, reveal everything 

to him, the master of listening. 
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Vasudeva was sitting in the hut, weaving a basket. He no 

longer worked the ferry, his eyes were starting to weaken, 

and not only his eyes, but also his arms and his hands. Un­

altered and blossoming were only the joy and the serene 

benevolence of his face. 

Siddhartha sat down with the old man; slowly he began to 

speak. He now talked about things they had never spoken of 

before :  about his trip to the town back then, about the burn­

ing wound, about his envy at the sight of happy fathers, 

about his knowledge of the folly of such feelings, about his 

futile struggle against them. He reported everything, he 

could say everything, even the most embarrassing things­

everything could be said, everything told, everything dis­

closed. He showed his wound and told about his flight 

today: about crossing the water, a childish fleer, willing to 

walk to town, and he told about the river's laughing . 

. As he spoke, on and on, and Vasudeva listened with a silent 

face, Siddhartha felt Vasudeva's listening, felt it more intensely 

than ever before; he felt his own pains and anxieties flowing 

across to him, his secret hope flowing across and coming 

back. Revealing his wound to this listener was the same as 

bathing it in the river until it grew cool and was one with 

the river. Still speaking, still admitting and confessing, Sid­

dhartha felt more and more that this was no longer Vasudeva, 

no longer a human being, listening to him, that this motion­

less listener was absorbing his confession like a tree absorbing 

rain, that this motionless man was the river itself, that he was 

God himself, that he was eternity itself. And while Sid­

dhartha stopped thinking abou� himself and his wound, this 

knowledge of Vasudeva's altered being took possession of 

him, and the more he felt it and pierced it, the less peculiar it 
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became, the more he realized that everything was right and 
natural, that Vasudeva had been like that for a long time, 

nearly always, but that he, Siddhartha, had not fully recog­

nized it, and that he himself was barely different from Vasu­
deva. He felt that he now saw old Vasudeva the way the 

populace sees the gods, and that this could not last. He began 

to say farewell to Vasudeva in his heart. And he kept speaking 

all the while. 
When Siddhartha was finished speaking,Vasudeva gazed at 

him with his friendly, somewhat weakened eyes, said noth­

ing, silently radiated love and serenity toward him, under­

standing and knowledge. He took Siddhartha's hand, led him 

to the seat on the riverbank, sat down with him, smiled at 

the river. 

"You heard it laugh," said Vasudeva. "But you have not 

heard everything. Let us listen, you will hear more." 
They listened. The many-voiced song of the river re­

sounded softly. Siddhartha stared into the water, and images 

appeared to him in the flow: his father appeared, lonely, 

mourning his son; he himself, Siddhartha, appeared, lonely, 

he too bound with the bonds of yearning for his faraway 

son; his son appeared, lonely he too, the boy, greedily charg­

ing along on the burning path of his young wishes : each per­

son focusing on his goal, each one obsessed with his goal, 
each one suffering. The river sang with a sorrowful voice, 

sang ardently, flowed ardently toward its goal, its voice 

lamenting. 

"Do you hear?" asked Vasudeva's mute gaze. Siddhartha 
nodded. 

"Hear better !" whispered Vasudeva . 

Siddhartha strove to hear better. His father's image, his 
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own image, his son's image flowed in and out of one an­
other. Kamala's image also appeared and dissolved, and 

Govinda's image and other images flowed into one another. 

They all merged into the flow, they all flowed as a river to­

ward the goal, ardent, desiring, suffering; and the river's voice 

was full of yearning, full of burning distress, full of insatiable 

longing. The river flowed toward the goal; Siddhartha saw it 

hastening-the river consisting of him and his near and dear 

and all the people he had ever seen; all the waves and the 

waters hastened, suffering, toward goals , many goals ; the wa­

terfall, the lake, the rapids, the sea, and all goals were attained; 

and each goal was followed by another, and the water be­

came vapor and rose to the sky, became rain and plunged 

down from the sky, became a source, became a brook, be­

came a river, strove anew, flowed anew. But the ardent 

voice had changed. It still resounded, sorrowful, seeking, 

but other voices joined in, voices of joy and sorrow, good 

and evil voices, laughing and grieving, a hundred voices, a 

thousand voices. 

Siddhartha listened. He was now all ears , utterly engrossed 

in listening, utterly empty, utterly absorbing. He felt he had 

now learned all there was to know about listening. He had 

often heard all these things, these many voices in the river, 

but today it all sounded new. He could no longer distinguish 

the many voices, the cheerful from the weeping, the chil­

dren's from the men's :  they all belonged together. The lament 

of the knower's yearning and laughing, the screaming of 
the angry, the moaning of the dying-everything was one, 

everything was entwined and entwisted, was interwoven a 

thousandfold. And all of it together, all voices, all goals , all 

yearnings, all sufferings, all pleasures, all good and evil-the 
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world was everything together. Everything together was the 
river of events , was the music of life. And when Siddhartha 

listened attentively to this river, listened to this song of a 
thousand voices, when he did not listen to sorrow or laugh­
ter, when he did not bind his soul to any one voice and did 

not enter them with his ego, but listened to all of them, 

heard the wholeness, the oneness-then the great song of 

the thousand voices consisted of a single word, which was 

"om" : perfection. 

"Do you hear? '' Vasudeva's eyes asked again. 
Radiant was Vasudeva's smile, it hovered, luminous, over 

all the wrinkles in his old face just as the om hovered over all 

the voices of the river. Bright shone his smile when he 

looked at his friend, and bright now glowed the very same 

smile on Siddhartha 's face. His wound blossomed, his sorrow 

was radiant, his ego had flowed into the oneness. 
At that moment Siddhartha stopped fighting with destiny, 

stopped suffering. On his face the serenity of knowledge 

blossomed, knowledge that no will can resist, that knows 

perfection, that agrees with the flow of events, with the river 

of life, full of compassion, full of shared pleasure, devoted to 

the flowing, belonging to the oneness . 

When Vasudeva rose from his seat on the riverbank, when 

he looked into Siddhartha's eyes and saw the radiant serenity 
of knowledge, he touched Siddhartha's shoulder lightly, in 

his cautious and tender way, and said: " I  have waited for this 

moment, dear friend. Now it has come; let me go. I have 

waited and waited for this moment, I was Vasudeva the ferry­

man for years and years . Now it is enough. Farewell , hut, 
farewell, river, farewell , Siddhartha! " 

Siddhartha bowed- low to the departing man. 
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" I  knew it," he murmured. "Will you go into the forest?" 
"I  am going into the forest, I am going into the oneness;' 

said Vasudeva, radiant. 

Radiant, he went away; Siddhartha gazed after him. 

Deeply joyous, deeply earnest, he gazed after him, saw his 

steps full of peace, saw his head full of radiance, saw his fig­

ure full of light. 



G o v i n d a 

Once, during a rest period, Govinda was with other monks 

in the pleasure grove that the courtesan Kamala had given to 

Gautama's disciples. Govinda heard them talk about an old 

ferryman who lived on the river, a day's journey from here, 

and who was viewed by many as a sage. When Govinda wan­

dered on, he chose the way to the ferry, eager to see this ferry­

man. For though Govinda had lived all his life according to 

the Rule and was also revered by the young monks for his 

age and his modesty, the disquiet and seeking were not 

snuffed in his heart. 

He came to the river, he asked the old man to ferry him 
across, and when they got out on the other side, he said to 
the old man: "You show much goodness to us monks and 

pilgrims, you have ferried many of us across . Are not you 

too, ferryman, a seeker of the right path?" 

Siddhartha, smiling with his old eyes, said: "Do you call 

yourself a seeker, 0 Venerable One, and yet you are well on 

in years and you wear the robe of Gautama's monks?" 

"It is true, I am old," said Govinda, "but I have not 

stopped seeking. Never will I stop seeking-this seems to be 

my destiny. You too, it seems to me, have sought. Will you say 

a word to me, Honored One?" 

Siddhartha said: "What could I say to you, Venerable One? 

Perhaps that you are seeking too hard? That you seek so hard 

that you do not find?" 

"What do you mean?'' asked Govinda. 

"When someone seeks," said Siddhartha, "then it easily 
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happens that his eyes see only the thing that he seeks, and he 

is able to find nothing, to take in nothing because he always 

thinks only about the thing he is seeking, because he has one 

goal, because he is obsessed with his goal . Seeking means: 

having a goal. But finding means: being free, being open, 

having no goal . You,  Venerable One, may truly be a seeker, 

for, in striving toward your goal, you fail to see certain things 

that are right under your nose." 

" I  do not yet fully understand," said Govinda. "What do 

you mean by that?" 

Siddhartha said: "Once, 0 Venerable One, years ago, you 

were already on this river and you saw a sleeper by the river, 

and you sat with him to guard his sleep. But, 0 Govinda, you 

did not recognize the sleeper." 

Amazed, virtually spellbound, the monk looked into the 

ferryman's eyes. 

"Are you Siddhartha?" he asked in a shy voice. "I wouldn't 

have recognized you this time either! I heartily greet you,  

Siddhartha, I am heartily delighted to see you again!  You've 

changed greatly, my friend. And so now you've become a 

ferryman?" 

Siddhartha laughed in a friendly fashion. "A ferryman, 

yes. Some people, Govinda, must change greatly, must wear 

all kinds of clothes; and I am one of those people, dear 

friend. Welcome, Govinda, and please spend the night in 

my hut." 

Govinda spent the night in the hut and slept on the pallet 

that had once been Vasudeva's pallet .  He asked the friend of 

his youth many questions; Siddhartha had to tell him a lot 

about his life. 

The next morning, when it was time to begin his day's 
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wandering, Govinda, not without hesitating, spoke these 
words: "Before I continue on my way, Siddhartha, permit me 

one last question. Do you have a teaching? Do you have a 
faith or a knowledge that you follow, that helps you live and 

do right?" 

Siddhartha said: "You know, dear friend, as a young man, 

back then, when we lived with the penitents in the forest, I 

already came to distrust the teachings and the teachers and I 

turned my back on them. Nor have I changed in that regard. 

Nevertheless I have had many teachers since then. For a long 

time a beautiful courtesan was my teacher, and a rich mer­

chant was my teacher, and so were several dicers. Once, a 

wandering disciple of the Buddha was my teacher; he sat 

with me during his pilgrimage when I had fallen asleep in 

the forest. I learned from him too, I was thankful to him too, 
very thankful . But most of all I have learned from this river 

and from my forerunner, Vasudeva the ferryman. He was a 
very simple person, Vasudeva,  he was no thinker, but he 

knew what was essential as well as Gautama did: he was a 

perfect man, a saint ." 

Govinda said: "Oh, Siddhartha, you still seem to like jok­

ing a bit. I believe you and I know that you have not fol­

lowed any teacher. But have you not found, if not a teaching, 

then certain thoughts , certain insights that are your own and 

that help you live? If you told me a little about them, you 

would delight my heart." 

Siddhartha said: " I  have had thoughts, yes ,  and insights, 

now and then . Sometimes, for an hour or for a day, I have 

felt knowledge in me the way we feel life in our hearts . 

There were a number of thoughts, but it would be hard for 

me to communicate them to you . Listen, my Govinda, this is 
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one of my thoughts that I have found: Wisdom cannot be 

communicated. Wisdom that a wise man tries to communi­
cate always sounds foolish." 

"Are you joking?" asked Govinda. 

" I  am not joking. I am telling you what I have found. 

Knowledge can be communicated, but not wisdom. We can 

find it, we can live it, we can be carried by it, we can work 

wonders with it, but we cannot utter it or teach it. That was 

what I sometimes sensed in my youth, what drove me away 

from the teachers. I have found a thought, Govinda, that you 

will again take as a joke or as folly, but it is my best thought. 

This is it: The opposite of every truth is just as true !  You see : 

A truth can be uttered and clad in words only if it is one­

sided. One-sided is everything that can be thought with 

thoughts and said in words-everything one-sided, every­

thing half, everything is devoid of wholeness, of roundness, of 

oneness . When the sublime Gautama spoke and taught about 

the world, he had to divide it into samsara and Nirvana, into 

illusion and truth, into sorrow and salvation. There is no other 

choice, there is no other way for the man who wishes to 

teach. But the world itself, the Being around us and within 

us, is never one-sided. Never is a man or a deed all samsara or 

all Nirvana, never is a man all saintly or all sinful. It seems 

otherwise because we are prey to the illusion that time is a 

reality. But time is not real, Govinda; I have experienced this 

time and time again. And if time is not real, then the span that 

seems to lie between world and eternity, between sorrow and 

bliss , between evil and good is also an illusion." 

"What do you mean?" asked Govinda uneasily. 

"Listen well, dear friend, listen well!  The sinner that I am 

and that you are is a sinner, but someday he will be a Brah-
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min again, some day he will achieve Nirvana, he will be a 
Buddha. And now listen: This 'someday' is an illusion , is 

merely a metaphor! The sinner is not on the way to becom­

ing a Buddha, he is not ihvolved in a development, although 

our thinking cannot imagine things in any other way. No, 

the sinner now and today, already contains the future Bud­

dha, his future is fully here; you must worship in the sinner, 

in you, in everyone, the developing, the possible, the hidden 

Buddha. The world, my friend, Govinda, is not imperfect or 

developing slowly toward perfection. No, the world is perfect 

at every moment, all sin already contains grace, all youngsters 

already contain oldsters, all babies contain death, all the dy­

ing contain eternal life. It is not possible for any man to see 

how far along another man is on his way; Buddha is waiting 
in robbers and dicers, the robber is waiting in the Brahmin. 

In deep meditation it is possible to eliminate time, to see all 
past, all present, all developing life as coexisting, and every­
thing is good, everything perfect, everything is Brahma. This 

is why that which is seems good to me, death seems like life, 

sin seems like saintliness, cleverness like foolishness, every­

thing must be like that, everything needs only my assent, 

only my willingness, my loving agreement; it is good for me 

like that, it can never harm me. In my body and in my soul I 

realized that I greatly needed sin , I needed lust, vanity, the 

striving for goods, and I needed the most shameful despair to 

learn how to give up resistance, to learn how to love the 

world, to stop comparing the world with any world that I 

wish for, that I imagine, with any perfection that I think up; 

I learned how to let the world be as it is, and to love it and 
to belong to it gladly. Those, 0 Govinda, are some of the 

thoughts that have crossed my mind." 
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Siddhartha bent down, picked up a stone, and weighed it 

in his hand. 
"This here," he said playfully, " is a stone, and perhaps at a 

certain time it will be soil and will , from soil, become a 

plant, or an animal or a human being. Now earlier I would 

have said: 'This stone is merely a stone, it is worthless , it be­

longs to the world of maya. But since in the cycle of trans­

mutations it can also become a man and mind, I grant worth 

to this stone too.' That was what I might have thought ear­

lier. But today I think: 'This stone is a stone, it is also an ani­

mal , it is also God, it is also the Buddha, I love and honor it 

not because it could become this or that someday, but be­

cause it is everything long since and always-and it is pre­

cisely because of this, because it is a stone, because it appears 

to me now and today as a stone, it is precisely because of this 

that I love it and see worth and meaning in each of its veins 

and pits, in the yellow, in the gray, in the hardness, in the 

sound it emits when I tap it, in the dryness or dampness of 

its surface. There are stones that feel like oil or like soap, and 

others like leaves, still others like sand, and each is special and 

prays the om in its own way, each is Brahma; but at the same 

time and just as much it is a stone, is oily or soapy, and that is 

precisely what I like and what seems wonderful to me and 

worthy of worship. 

"But I will say no more about it. Words are not good for 

the secret meaning, everything instantly becomes a bit differ­

ent when we utter it, a bit adulterated, a bit foolish-yes, and 

that too is very good and appeals to me, I also very much 

agree that one man's treasure and wisdom always sound like 

foolishness to another." 

Govinda listened in silence. 
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"Why did you tell me about the stone?" he hesitantly 

asked after a pause. 

"It was unintentional . Or perhaps I meant that I love the 
stone and the river and all these things that we contemplate 

and from which we can learn. I can love a stone, Govinda, 
and also a tree or a piece of bark. These are things, and things 

can be loved. But I cannot love words . That is why teachings 
mean nothing to me, they have no hardness, no softness, no 

colors , no edges , no smell, no taste, they have nothing but 

words. Perhaps that is what keeps you from finding peace, 
perhaps it is the many words . For redemption and virtue, 

samsara and Nirvana are also mere words, Govinda. There is 

no thing that is Nirvana; there is only the word 'Nirvana.' " 

Govinda said: "Nirvana, my friend, is not only a word. It is 

also a thought." 

Siddhartha went on: "A thought-that may be. I must 
confess to you, dear friend: I barely distinguish between 

thoughts and words . Frankly, I have little esteem for 

thoughts . I have more esteem for things . Here on this ferry, 

for example, there was a man, my forerunner and teacher, a 

saintly man; for years he simply believed in the river, and in 

nothing else. He noticed that the river's voice spoke to him; 

he learned from its voice, it raised him and taught him. The 

river seemed like a god to him. For many years he did not 

know that every wind, every cloud, every bird, every bug is 

just as godly and knows and can teach just as much as the 
venerated river. But when this saint went into the forest, he 

knew everything, knew more than you and I, without teach­

ers, without books, only because he believed in the river." 

Govinda said: "But is what you call ' things'  something 

real , something essential? Are they too not a mirage of the 
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maya, merely image and semblance? Your stone, your tree, 

your river-are they realities?" 

"This too," said Siddhartha, "does not trouble me greatly. 
Whether things are semblances or not, I too am a semblance, 

after all, and so they are always my peers .  That is what makes 

them so dear to me and venerable: they are my peers . That is 

why I can love them. And now this is a teaching that you 

will laugh at: Love, 0 Govinda, seems paramount to me. 

Seeing through the world, explaining it, despising it may be 

crucial to great thinkers. But all I care about is to be able to 

love the world, not to despise it, not to hate it or myself, to 

be able to view it and myself and all beings with love and ad­

miration and awe." 

" I  understand that," said Govinda. "But that was the very 

thing that he, the Sublime One, recognized as mirage. He 

taught benevolence, indulgence, compassion, tolerance, but 

not love: he forbade us to fetter our hearts in love for any­

thing earthly." 

" I  know," said Siddhartha; his smile beamed golden. " I  

know, Govinda. And look, here we are in the midst of the 

thicket of opinions, in the fight over words . For I cannot 

deny that my words about love contradict, seem to contra­

dict, Gautama's words . That is precisely why I so greatly dis­

trust words , for I know that this contradiction is an illusion. 

I know that I am one with Gautama. How could he then 

not also know love? He, who recognized all humanness in its 

ephemeralness, in its vanity, and yet loved human beings so 

much that he devoted a long and arduous life purely to help­

ing them, to teaching them! Even with him, even with this 

great teacher, the things are dearer to me than words, his life 

and deeds more important than his speaking, the gestures of 
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his hands more important than his opinions. I see his great­
ness · not in speaking, not in thinking, but only in doing, in 

living." 
For a long time the two old men kept silent. Then 

Govinda spoke as he bowed before departing: "I thank you, 

Siddhartha, for telling me something of your thoughts . Some 

of your thoughts are strange, I did not understand all of them 

right away. Be that as it may, I thank you and I wish you 

peaceful days." 

But secretly he thought: This Siddhartha is a peculiar per­

son, he utters peculiar thoughts , his teaching sounds foolish. 

The pure Teaching of the Sublime One sounds different, 
sounds clearer, purer, more intelligible; there is nothing 

strange, foolish, or laughable about it. However, Siddhartha's 

hands and feet, his eyes, his brow, his breathing, his smile, his 
greeting, his gait seem different from his thoughts . Never 

since our sublime Gautama entered Nirvana, never have I 

met another man about whom I felt: This is a saint! I have 

felt this way only about him, this Siddhartha. His teaching 

may be strange, his words may sound foolish, but his eyes and 

his hands, his skin and his hair-everything about him radi­

ates a purity, radiates a peace, radiates a mildness and serenity 

and saintliness , which I have seen in no other person since 

the final death of our sublime teacher. 

With these thoughts and a conflict in his heart, Govinda 
bowed once more to Siddhartha, drawn by love. Deeply he 

bowed to the peaceful sitter. 

"Siddhartha;' he said, "we are old men now. We will 

scarcely meet again in this incarnation . I see, dear friend, that 

you have found peace. I confess that I have not found it. 

Give me, my honored friend, another word, give me some-
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thing that I can grasp, that I can understand! Give me some­

thing to take along on my way. My way is often arduous, it is 

often dark, Siddhartha ." 

Siddhartha silently looked at him with his still and un­

changing smile. Govinda stared into Siddhartha 's face with 

fear, with yearning. Sorrow and eternal seeking were written 

in his gaze, eternal failure to find. 

Siddhartha saw it and smiled. 

"Lean toward me! " he whispered in Govinda's ear. "Lean 

toward me here !  Right, a bit closer! Very close! Kiss my fore­

head, Govinda ! "  

But while Govinda, surprised and yet drawn by great love 

and premonition, obeyed Siddhartha's words , leaned over to 

him, and touched his forehead with his lips, something won­

derful happened to him. While his thoughts still dwelled on 

Siddhartha's peculiar words, while he vainly and reluctantly 

tried to think time away, to imagine Nirvana and samsara as 

one, while a certain scorn for his friend's words struggled in 

him with tremendous love and reverence, this happened 

to him: 

He no longer saw his friend Siddhartha's face; instead he 

saw other faces, many, a long row, a streaming river of faces, 

hundreds, thousands, which all came and faded, and yet 

seemed all to be there at once, which kept changing and be­

ing renewed, and yet which all were Siddhartha. He saw the 

face of a fish, a carp, with a mouth open in infinite pain, a 

dying fish, with breaking eyes-he saw the face of a new­

born child, red and wrinkled, twisted with weeping-he saw 

the face of a murderer, saw him plunge a knife in another 

man's body-he saw, in the same second, this criminal 
chained and kneeling and his head chopped off by a stroke 
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of the executioner's ax-he saw the naked bodies of men 
and women in positions and struggles of raging love-he 
saw corpses stretched out, still , cold, empty-he saw the 
heads of animals, of boars, of crocodiles , of elephants , of 

bulls , of birds-he saw gods, saw Krishna, saw Agni-he saw 
all these shapes and faces in a thousand interrelations, each 

helping the others ,  loving them, hating them, destroying 

them, bearing them anew. Each was a desire to die, a pas­

sionately painful confession of ephemeralness, and yet none 

died, each was merely transformed, kept being reborn, kept 

receiving a new face, with no time between one face and the 

other-and all these shapes and faces rested, flowed, pro­

duced themselves and one another, floated away and poured 

into one another, and yet drawn over all of them there was 

constantly something thin, something unsubstantial, yet ex­
isting, like thin glass or ice, like a transparent skin, a shell or 

form or mask of water, and this mask smiled, and this mask 
was Siddhartha's smiling face, that he, Govinda, touched with 

his lips at that very same moment. And Govinda saw that this 

smile of the mask, this s�ile of the oneness over the stream­

ing formations, this smile of simultaneity over the thousand 

births and deaths, this smile of Siddhartha's was exactly the 

same, was exactly the identical still, fine, impenetrable, per­

haps kindly, perhaps quizzical, wise, thousandfold smile of 

Gautama, the Buddha, as he himself, Govinda, had seen it 

with awe a hundred times. This, Govinda knew, was how the 
Perfect Ones smiled. 

No longer knowing whether time existed, whether this 

seeing had lasted a second or a century, no longer knowing 

whether a Siddhartha existed, or a Gautama, or I and Thou , 

wounded in his innermost as if by a godly arrow, whose 
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wounding tasted sweet, enchanted and dissolved in his inner­

most, Govinda stood for a brief while, leaning over Sid­

dhartha's silent face, which he had just kissed, which had just 

been the setting of all formations, all Becoming, all Being. 

The face was unaltered after the depth of the thousandfold 

forms had closed again under its surface. He was still smiling, 

smiling softly and quietly, perhaps very gently, perhaps very 

mockingly-just as he had smiled, the Sublime One. 

Govinda bowed low. Tears ran over his old face, but he 

was unaware of them; the feeling of deepest love, of hum­

blest veneration burned in his heart like a fire. He bowed 

low, down to the ground, bowed to the motionless sitter, 

whose smile reminded him of everything that he had ever 

loved in his life, that had ever been valuable and holy to him 

in his life. 
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