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I. Alois Mailänder and his students
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Image 1: Alois Mailänder, in one of the last years of his life






Moments in the life of Alois Mailänder


Mailänder was a spiritual teacher who helped people from all walks of life through their life crises and accompanied them on their spiritual quest. Some of his students travelled from far and wide – for instance from Prague, Vienna, Wuppertal, Munich, and he even had students from England, North America, and France. Even a young Indian from the entourage of H.P. Blavatsky, the “Theosophical Sphinx,” came to him for advice. This was Babaji, who later lived in Madras as a teacher of Vedanta.1


Very little was known about Alois Mailänder for over a hundred years. It was only after the Second World War that his identity, previously concealed by an order of silence, was discovered. In the 1950s – the estate of the theosophist Wilhelm Hübbe-Schleiden was organized and transferred to the Göttingen University Library2 – where an extensive correspondence between this previously hidden person and the theosophist Wilhelm Hübbe-Schleiden was found. The letters from this person were signed with the name ”Johannes” and written in Kempten, Vohwinkel (Wuppertal) and Dreieichenhain near Frankfurt. Notes in Hübbe-Schleiden's diary show that the author of the letters signed ”Johannes” had the civil name ”Alois Mailänder”. He died in 1905. Now – 40 years later – after the end of two world wars, these letters have been discovered3 and little by little it has become clear that this ”Johannes” was an important Christian mystic who had a large number of famous disciples.


Anyone who became a student of Alois Mailänder had to promise not to tell anyone his name. They all kept this promise which is why this teacher of inner spiritual growth was discovered so late.


People form prejudices about things they don't know; so it was with Alois Mailänder. There were many rumors about him during his lifetime. Imagine how it was in the small town of Dreieichenhain, near Frankfurt am Main, where he lived for the last part of his life – foreign guests would regularly arrive from far away, usually stay only a few days, stubbornly keep quiet about what they had experienced with Mailänder, and then leave. The locals made up their own minds. They thought Alois Mailänder was a ”Freemason.”4 But, obviously, he wasn't.


The reason Mailänder’s activities were kept a secret was probably because of his charisma. Many people wanted to see him – often just out of curiosity – and he was constantly being asked if he could take on new students. He had to protect himself from these crowds and also from prying eyes. Too many people wanted to contact him. It was only because of a strict code of silence for his students that Mailänder was able to avoid the disorderly influx of new enquiries.


Alois Mailänder would probably have remained unknown and certainly forgotten if some of his famous students had not written about him after his death – without, of course, mentioning his real name and his last place of residence, Dreieichenhain. The fact that Emil Bock, a German Christian Community priest and historian, had found and identified Hübbe-Schleiden's extensive estate meant that it was now possible, step by step, to piece together various finds and solve the puzzle. In the end, the person ”Alois Mailänder” became recognizable.


In particular, the two writers Gustav Meyrink and Karel Weinfurter wrote about their experiences with Mailänder. Meyrink became known as a master of fantastic literature and anti-bourgeois satire. Less well known in Germany, but all the more famous in the Czech Republic, was Karel Weinfurter, who translated esoteric literature into Czech, edited the magazine “Psyché” and made a name for himself as a teacher of mysticism. Weinfurter and Meyrink were friends and exchanged ideas – both were students of Alois Mailänder.


Gustav Meyrink met Mailänder in 1892. He was 24 years old at the time and in the midst of a serious life crisis – he was about to take his own life. In this situation Mailänder was able to gain Meyrink’s trust, accompany him with great compassion and stay in contact with him until Meyrink had regained his footing in life. Throughout his life, Meyrink worked on themes that were opened up to him through his contact with this teacher, Mailänder. In his major novels, especially “The Golem” (1915) and “The Green Face” (1916), Meyrink experimented with content from Mailänder's mystical world.


The German-Czech writer Karel Weinfurter remained faithful to Alois Mailänder in a different way: Weinfurter himself taught a number of people in Prague in the 1930s in the way he had learned from Mailänder. In his textbook on mysticism, entitled ”Man's Highest Purpose” (1930), he described what he himself had learned from him.5


It is said that ninety percent of theosophist Franz Hartmann's knowledge came from Mailänder. This is probably an exaggeration, as the many references to Indian literature in Hartmann's work certainly did not come from Mailänder. Nevertheless, towards the end of his life, Hartmann described Mailänder in his autobiographical notes as his most important mentor: ”I knew that a ray of wisdom would come to me through his help.”6


For 20 years, Wilhelm Hübbe-Schleiden worked tirelessly to establish a theosophical movement in Germany. The first attempt (1884-1886) had to be abandoned after only two years. After further attempts, a Theosophical Society was founded in 1902, which developed largely without Hübbe-Schleiden's cooperation. In January 1885 he came into contact with the community around Alois Mailänder, became his disciple and remained in contact with him for 15 years.7 In the summer of 1896 he even spent several weeks with Mailänder in Dreieichenhain. In his diaries8 Hübbe-Schleiden carefully wrote down everything he had experienced with him. Hübbe-Schleiden deepened the theme of inner spiritual development, which Mailänder had instilled in all his students, through a contrasting experience in India, where in 1895 he tried to learn about yoga through practical exercises in the circle of the Vivekananda Brotherhood in Almora in the Himalayas. In the Theosophical Society after 1902 efforts to stimulate the spiritual and mental development of seekers continued, this time given by Rudolf Steiner, although in a different way. It would go too far to go into detail here.


In this book we have compiled what the four students -– Weinfurter, Meyrink, Hübbe-Schleiden and Hartmann -– had to say about their teacher Mailänder. These testimonies can be found, after painstaking research, in bequests (Meyrink), in Czech publications (Weinfurter), in English journals (Hartmann) or, if you are lucky, in antiquarian bookshops. Hübbe-Schleiden's diary notes have not yet been published anywhere. I have spared the reader the trouble of collecting all this evidence and bringing it together.


It is astonishing that the many students – Gustav Meyrink speaks of 54 in Number9 – kept to the rule of silence. In his home town of Dreieichenhain, near Frankfurt am Main, Mailänder was respected as an amiable person. He was remembered in an obituary, ”as a benefactor who, above all in his silence, alleviated the suffering of many and wiped away many a tear. He also always had an open hand for the public institutions of our small town. His quiet, friendly manner will never be forgotten by those who came into contact with him.”10


We know Alois Mailänder only through his students. He did not write any books himself because he was illiterate. Mailänder came from such a poor background that he was not allowed to go to school and he could only write his own name. Nevertheless, he dictated countless letters of instruction to his students. He worked with the spoken word so what we can learn about him must be deduced from what others have documented.


One person in particular must be mentioned here, the one who wrote these letters - and other writings - over many years. She was called ”Mailänder's secretary,” although Mailänder gave her the ”spiritual name” of Gabriele, and her task was to make contact with the world, to ”announce.” The name of this modest but well-educated woman has only recently been discovered: she was a noblewoman, Frau von Pott, Geborene Freiin Gabriele von und zu Weichs an der Glon. As a noblewoman, she received a modest pension and lived in the Mailänder community in Dreieichenhain where she handled Alois Mailänder's correspondence for over ten years. She read Mailänder's incoming mail and wrote letters dictated by Mailänder.


In the early period, between 1885 and 1892, other members of the Mailänder community carried on the correspondence; above all was Nikolaus Gabele, Mailänder's brother-in-law, but also Mailänder's wife Karoline, Johann and Karl Ebner and other people whose civil names we do not know.


I.1 Childhood and Adolescence
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Image 2: “Schwabenkinder” (Swabian children, 1907)






”Fidazhofen” is listed in the church records as the birthplace of Alois Mailänder.11 This is a small settlement above Weißenau, which is now part of Ravensburg in Upper Swabia. Mailänder therefore came from the hinterland of Lake Constance. At that time, Fidazhofen consisted of a few large farmsteads, some three hundred years old. The mighty half-timbered houses stand next to spacious stables and barns, surrounded by orchards. Below Fidazhofen, in the valley, is the ”Weißenau.” This was a large monastery until secularization in 1803. It was then converted into a large hospital, which it still is today. There were many opportunities for migrant workers like Anna Mailänder to find work in the Lake Constance area: in agriculture, harvesting hay and fruit, picking hops, and also in the hospital.


Alois's mother, Anna Mailänder, came from Schleis in South Tyrol. This is a village in the Italian Vinschgau near Meran. This is a high valley south of the Ötztal Alps. The Vinschgau Valley is connected to the Lake Constance area by a route over two passes, via an old pass road that existed in Roman times. Poor farming families in the Vinschgau Valley, unable to feed a large family in times of need, sent their children to Lake Constance where they found work as ”shepherd children” in agriculture. They were also known as ”Swabian children.” Anna Mailänder may also have been a Swabian child. Perhaps she was simply called the ”Milanese” (= the “Mailänderin”) because she came from beyond the Alps, with Mailänder as the point of reference.


If you wanted to cross the Alps in the summer months, you had to be a good walker. The passes could not be crossed in winter. The route from Vinschgau to Upper Swabia was well over two hundred kilometers. At the markets in Ravensburg and Wangen the children would stand in groups, hoping to find a kind farmer who would take them in for the summer – or even longer. If they were lucky, this resulted in long-term employment. But sometimes the children ended up with bad employers who took advantage of them and treated them badly.


The circumstances in which Anna Mailänder lived and worked are not known. At some point she moved from Ravensburg in Swabia to the Allgäu region around Kempten. We know from a letter from Mailänder to Wilhelm Hübbe-Schleiden that Anna Mailänder was still living in Kempten in 1887.12 Flax was grown on a large scale in the Allgäu in the 19th century. It is the precious raw material from which linen is made. Flax requires a great deal of manual labor, both in harvesting and in the processing of spinning and weaving. It was not until after 1860 that cotton was increasingly imported and quickly replaced flax because it was cheaper, softer, and more comfortable to wear.


I.2 Kempten


The Allgäu experienced a great economic boom in the 18th and especially in the 19th century thanks to a great deal of care and hard work, prosperity was even achieved in the flax industry. The splendor can be seen in the stately, generously built farms and the beautifully decorated churches and public buildings, where no money was spared.


From 1860, the Allgäu became accessible thanks to a railway line from Ulm via Kempten to Sonthofen. The abundance of water in the River Iller, which flows through Kempten, enabled a large textile industry to develop on its banks, powered by water power.


Almost nothing has survived from the first period of Alois Mailänder's life. His life is shrouded in darkness for thirty years. He probably worked in the mechanical weaving mill in Kempten from a very early age – six days a week, up to eleven hours a day. Only Sunday was a day off. The pay was low. The workplace was noisy and poorly lit, and the air was thick with dust from the flax. The warp threads had to be threaded onto the looms with infinite patience.


When the actual weaving process began after a long period of preparation, you had to keep a constant eye on it and be ready to stop the machine and repair broken threads. It was a job that required great care, a keen eye, and dexterous fingers.
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Image 3: Mechanical weaving mill in Kempten an der Iller (around 1920) In the foreground: the weaving mill; across the Iller river: the spinning mill






Alois Mailänder had been friends with Nikolaus Gabele and his family since childhood. Mailänder married in 1874 and his wife was Karoline Gabele, Nikolaus Gabele's sister. According to Franz Hartmann, both Nikolaus Gabele and Alois Mailänder spent their childhood in the circle of a person who at that time had a special religious aura. His name was ”Prestel.” This name can be found in the church books of Kempten where it says that a ”Franz Josef Prestel” (born 1797 in Kimratshofen) lived in the area around Kempten and died in 1872 in Heiligkreuz near Kempten.


He was at the center of a religious community that was described as a sect because its members organized themselves as a community outside the church community to practice their faith. They did not go to church. In the context of the Allgäu Revival movement, this means that the Prestel community was probably a Pietist community.13 This assessment needs to be treated with caution.
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Image 4: Mechanical loom from around 1860






Considering that Mailänder could only read and write very poorly, one wonders where he got his religious knowledge from. After all, Mailänder was very well versed in the Bible. His students all attest to this. So it makes sense that both Mailänder and Nikolaus Gabele, and possibly the whole community in which they both lived, had been around for a long time. After all, Mailänder's ”youth” was in the 1850s. If one adds that ”Prestel” had already died in 1872 and that the Munich Theosophists had made contact with this community in 1885, the leadership of this community may have passed from Prestel to Mailänder and his brother-in-law Nikolaus Gabele. As I said, one must be careful with such assumptions.


However, there is a statement in a letter from Nikolaus Gabele to Wilhelm Hübbe-Schleiden that supports this assumption. In it, Gabele wrote that he owned “some old books” that he had inherited “from an old man.” This must have been Prestel. And we know from other letters that the Community was in possession of books which were marked by the spirit of Jacob Böhme and of the Philadelphian Community through Jane Leade. The community also was in possession of an “old Bible.” Looking at the editions of the Bible that played a part in the Allgäu revival, we can assume that it was the “Berleburg Bible,” that was reprinted in 1859.14 Newspapers from the Allgäu region advertised this Bible and we know that this edition of the Bible was favored by the Allgäu Revival movement. This Bible is significant in that it contains extensive mystical and pietistic interpretations of the Bible in simple language that even a layman can understand.


All this makes clear the religious environment in which Alois Mailänder lived. However, these observations about his religious environment do not exhaust the extent of his personal faith. Alois Mailänder tells us that ”at the age of 33” – the age of Jesus – he went through a deep crisis in his life. What happened during this crisis?


We know from the parish registers that a son, Anton, was born to the Mailänder couple in 1876. However, he was barely a year old when he died the following year in 1877. According to the parish register, this child must have had great difficulty in obtaining food.15 Anton Mailänder died during Holy Week. He was buried on Holy Saturday.16 The couple's world collapsed. It is likely that the Mailänder's received help and support, prayer, and counselling from the religious community in which they lived during this time. There is also another event: in a letter to Wilhelm Hübbe-Schleiden17 Alois Mailänder reported that he was appointed leader of the community by Nikolaus Gabele on a Palm Sunday at this time. The Berleburg Bible mentioned above interprets life crises in the following way:


“Note! In the Silent Night, Christ is born man. In this way, what Adam lost is replaced. If your soul is still and night is within you, God becomes man in you and everything is renewed. If you are led into inner and outer suffering, it is your time of fasting and passion. If you even have to go out of the gate with Christ, or even give up your life, this is your week of torture or your Good Friday. The eternal Easter feast has then begun for you. You rise forever with Christ from the grave of sin and unceasingly walk in a new life.”18


From that moment on an inner light may have dawned on Alois Mailänder that illuminated him from then on. Not only for himself, however, but also for the group of people who shared his personal destiny: his wife Karoline, his brother-in-law Nikolaus, and other members of his community. After this personal Good Friday, over a period of three years, Mailänder reports that a period of self-discovery took place for him and his community.19 Together they have formed a ”covenant of promise.”


Over time, the Mailänder community found forms and customs for practicing their faith. Later, in Dreieichenhain, regular house evenings were held with Bible readings and prayer. Devotional books that were not directly part of the life of faith were also read aloud in the house group. On the whole, however, the Mailänder congregation may have presented itself to the outside world in the same way as two generations of religious house groups had been formed among friends in the Allgäu Revival movement around Kempten since 1796.


The Mailänder Hauskreis would probably never have become known to the general public if the group had not been brought to the attention of the Theosophists in Munich. In the summer of 1884 a Theosophical Society had been founded, first in the house of the Wuppertal factory owner Gebhard in Elberfeld, and shortly afterwards at Lake Starnberg on the estate of the artist Gabriel von Max. The aim was to discover the secrets of occultism and mysticism, and the origins of religions, in harmony with modern science.20


Unlike the Theosophists in India, who studied yoga and paranormal states of consciousness among Indian fakirs and hermits, the Theosophists in Munich first wanted to explore their own environment. They read Jung-Stilling, Kerner21 and the three-volume compendium on mysticism by Joseph Görres,22 explored mediaeval mysticism, and studied hauntings in Europe.23
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Image 5: The home in Kempten in the building next to the Waisenturm, Burgstraße 60, fifth floor






The Theosophists in Munich followed the obvious plan of looking first for religious phenomena in the immediate vicinity. Someone in the circle of Munich Theosophists must have thought of the revivalist movement in the Allgäu. Possibly one of Franz Hartmann's sisters, for the Hartmanns lived in Kempten for a long time and Sophie Sprenger, née Hartmann, still lived there at that time. In this context, they may have remembered a neighboring family that was special in religious terms – the Gabele family.
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Image 6: Photo taken on the occasion of the founding of the Theosophical Society at the Gebhards' home in Elberfeld [August 1884] with Wilhelm Hübbe-Schleiden (center, next to Mary Gebhard-L'Estrange) and Henry Steel Olcott (with beard, back).






Mother Gabele was said to have had a special relationship with animals and was said to be able to heal. So a member of this family from Kempten was invited to a meeting of the newly founded Theosophical Society in Munich. Initially it was not Alois Mailänder but his brother-in-law Nikolaus Gabele who introduced himself. He could be written to. He could read and even write.


On Christmas Day 1884 Wilhelm Hübbe-Schleiden was invited to the home of Baroness Caroline von Spreti. Nikolaus Gabele was also present. Alois Mailänder came later. The following entry can be found in Hübbe-Schleiden's calendar: “Thursday, 25th December (1884) at Mrs. Scherupp's. Together with her and Gabele at Spretis in the afternoon.”24
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Image 7: Nikolaus Gabele






This visit was immediately followed by regular correspondence between Hübbe-Schleiden and Nikolaus Gabele. From 4 January 1885 letters were exchanged on a weekly basis. Nikolaus Gabele answered the questions of Hübbe-Schleiden, which mainly concerned his lifestyle, in simple terms. The topics were such as:




	Do we have to be vegetarians?


	Is drinking alcohol acceptable?


	Do old books play a role in the Kempten House community?25



	How has the Kempten community developed?


	
Are there differences between the Indian sages and the beliefs of the Kempten House community?




Nikolaus Gabele unreservedly denied that external aids such as vegetarianism, abstinence and asceticism were of any help on the path to inner rebirth. He gave clear answers to simple questions.


Wilhelm Hübbe-Schleiden was soon accepted as a disciple of the community, i.e., in the spring of 1885, and was given sentences to internalise. He was also given a ”spiritual name” to accompany him on his inner journey. This name was ”Daniel,” a reference to the Old Testament prophet Daniel who was able to survive in a cage of hungry lions because he was filled with a strong faith.
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Image 8: Alois Mailänder (1886) 






In the autumn of 1885 the Theosophist Franz Hartmann returned to Europe from India. At that time, the Theosophical movement in India had almost collapsed due to scandals and accusations of fraud against Mrs. Blavatsky.26 Hartmann first visited his sister Caroline in Munich and then probably went to Kempten to visit his other sister Sophie Sprenger, where he remained for a considerable time. During this period, he often stayed with Mailänder and also attended meetings of his household. In his autobiographical notes he states:


“I remained at Kempten, and he introduced me to his friends. I attended their meetings, became one of his disciples and followed his instructions for many years.”27


From then on, more and more people came to visit Nikolaus Gabele and Alois Mailänder in Kempten.28 In May 1886 Mary Gebhard from Elberfeld and her Swedish friend, Countess Constance von Wachtmeister, stayed with Mailänder. Both had joined the Theosophical Society very early; Mary Gebhard had therefore travelled to London in 1883. Mary Gebhard now became Mailänder's personal student; in the summer of 1886, the Gebhard sons Arthur and Franz also came to Kempten and also became Mailänder's students. Subsequently, all members of the Gebhard family except the daughter became students of Alois Mailänder.


I.4 Vohwinkel Near Elberfeld


Mrs. Mary Gebhard-L'Estrange had been plunged into an unbearable grief by the loss of her two youngest sons; she was looking for emotional comfort and spiritual guidance. Her two youngest sons had committed suicide. In April of that year (1885) her son Walter had died and Hermann, the other twin, had died in the same way five years before, at the age of fourteen. Both times it happened during the Holy Weeks.


In Alois Mailänder Mary Gebhard found someone who could give her support and help.


Understandably, Mary Gebhard was very keen that Alois Mailänder should live near her home in Elberfeld. With him she found spiritual support. She could confide in him, and through him she felt supported in the deep inner turmoil she had to endure. In the summer of 1886 she must have taken the decision to ask Mailänder to move near Elberfeld. Mailänder probably made it a condition that he would only agree if his entire household could move with him. The Gebhards then searched for a weaving mill near Elberfeld where these people could work and found one in Vohwinkel, which was very close by.


People often came to Alois Mailänder because of painful experiences and life crises, emotional distress, or a heavy burden of fate. They found great peace of mind with Mailänder. By overcoming his own great hardship, Mailänder had gained so much inner strength that he was now able to accompany other people in their difficult life situations.


At the turn of the year 1886/ 87 the entire Mailänder/ Gabele community moved from Kempten to Vohwinkel in Wuppertal. This change was difficult for them. They had never left their home in the foothills of the Bavarian Alps. Now they suddenly found themselves living in the gloomy industrial Ruhr area.


Life at the weaving mill in Wuppertal-Vohwinkel soon became too much for Alois Mailänder. The physical strain of the work, the long hours, the noise of the machines, the dusty air in the factory and the additional mental strain of the many conversations and constant requests for appointments were too much for him. Health problems,such as low blood pressure and pleurisy, indicated that things could not go on like this.


I.5 Dreieichenhain
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Image 9: Gustav Gebhard






In 1890, a new situation arose. The head of the Gebhard family, Gustav, decided to reorganize his life. His wife's health was failing, he himself was overburdened by the management of the factory, and the family problems were taking their toll. He wanted to leave the factory. As a director of the Bergisch-Märkische Bank and with his political duties as consul in Berlin, he had enough on his plate so he retired from business life. He sold the factory and his interests in Elberfeld, paid off his relatives and children, and prepared to move to Berlin. In Berlin, Gustav Gebhard still had much to do as a consultant: in banking29 and in diplomatic business as the former consul of Persia – North India still belonged to Persia at the time.


His wife Mary withdrew completely from social life. She died in 1892 after several strokes. In connection with the reorganization of the property structure, a manor house with an agricultural estate was acquired in the small town of Dreieichenhain in Hesse (between Darmstadt and Frankfurt). In 1890 Alois Mailänder moved there with his entire household. Whether further plans were initially pursued with this house is still unclear. It is also unclear whether one of Gebhard's sons, Rudolf, also lived there for a time.


A short time later (1892), the eldest son of the family, Franz Gebhard, acquired the spacious Dippelshof estate near Dreieichenhain, surrounded by extensive orchards. Had the two estates originally been intended to go together? In 1898, Franz Gebhard sold the Dippelshof – his talent was not in farming.


However, the fact that the beautiful house in Dreieichenhain became the ”Bruderhaus” and thus the center of Alois Mailänder's work was entirely in accordance with the wishes of the family, and especially of Mary Gebhard-L'Estrange.


Between 1890 and 1905, the prestigious house at 22 Solmische Weiher-Straße became a place of pilgrimage for Mailänder's many students, who from then on came to Dreieichenhain from all over the world to seek advice and help on life's questions and to immerse themselves in Mailänder's spiritual world for the duration of their visit. There were times when there were so many guests that the owner of the local hotel decided to build a guest house for the students of Mailänder. This guesthouse stands diagonally opposite the Bruderhaus; nowadays it is unoccupied.


I.6 Mailänder’s Students


People came to Mailänder not only out of inner need. They often came because they were on a religious and spiritual quest. Among them were interesting personalities, for example the inventor and cosmopolitan Carl Kellner who revolutionized chemistry by understanding how to cause chemical reactions using electricity. Kellner was friends with the Gebhard family's oldest son, Arthur. Friedrich Eckstein was also a friend. Both Kellner and Eckstein werealso students of Alois Mailänder. Eckstein was a remarkable man. He lived in the social center of Vienna for over fifty years. Many creative artists who lived in Vienna between 1880 and 1940 knew and befriended him. Eckstein could be found at his favorite café, Café Greinsteidl, at a certain time every day, always in lively conversation with Vienna's intellectuals and artists.


Among Eckstein's friends was Sigmund Freund with whom he discussed the theory of the unconscious. And through Leon Trotsky, who spent a year in Vienna, Eckstein was also informed of the political situation in Russia. Eckstein was related by marriage to Hugo von Hofmannsthal, and his friends included the writers Franz Werfel, Rainer Maria Rilke, Karl Kraus, Arthur Schnitzler, Robert Musil, and Gustav Meyrink. Eckstein was not only a student of Anton Bruckner but also his private secretary and patron, as he later was of Hugo Wolf. The writer René Fülöp Miller described Eckstein as a man of universal interest and learning: ”Architects presented him with their building plans, mathematicians with their equations, physicists with their formulae, composers with their scores. Lawyers and psychoanalysts discussed their cases with him. Actors asked him about their roles and historians about their theories of history.”30


Friedrich Eckstein became an early disciple of Alois Mailänder, and as a Theosophist – he founded the Theosophical Movement in Austria in 1887 – he was acquainted with the leading figures of the Theosophical Movement of that time: In 1886 he had visited Helena Blavatsky in Ostend, he knew W.Q. Judge through Arthur Gebhard, he corresponded with Annie Besant, G.R.S. Mead visited him in Vienna, and the theosophist and later founder of Anthroposophy, Rudolf Steiner, described his friendship with him as extraordinarily important for his own development. Eckstein, in turn, claimed that it was through his contact with Eckstein that Steiner received the essential ideas for the world view he later developed.31 Eckstein referred many searching people to Mailänder. Artists and intellectuals, a high-ranking military officer and several industrialists came to this simple man with their concerns. Many sought comfort and support in life's crises, while others sought spiritual guidance.


Gustav Meyrink said that Mailänder had, “54 students.” Where did Meyrink get this number?32


So far, about fifty of these students have been identified by name. Some were with Mailänder for a short time, others for years. Students came from Germany and abroad, Austria, the Czech Republic, England, the United States and France. And Babaji, who had come to Europe from India accompanied by Madame Blavatsky, ended up with Alois Mailänder. He was a friend of Mary Gebhard's sons. (Mailänder was able to get a comprehensive picture of Blavatsky through his contact with him).


Artists and writers in particular came to Alois Mailänder's home, first and foremost Gustav Meyer, alias Meyrink. He was followed by the writer Karel Weinfurter, who translated many mystical writings into Czech. It is a little-known fact that Lou von Andreas-Salomé, a writer and psychoanalyst who was friends with Rilke, Freud and Nietzsche, also visited Mailänder from time to time, as did the writers Sophie Countess of Attems Heiligenkreuz (née von Hartig) and Alice Gurschner (née Pollack). The latter published several novels on historical themes under the pseudonym ”Paul Althof.”


The two painters Hermann Schmiechen and Hugo Höppener (alias ”Fidus”) were very popular with the Theosophists at the time. Both visited Mailänder. The painter Franz Lambert and especially the Pollak couple (Richard Pollak-Karlin and Hilde Pollak-Kotány) were regular students of Alois Mailänder. The Pollaks were later involved in the design of Rudolf Steiner's ”First Goetheanum.”33


Politicians and industrialists supported Alois Mailänder in his work and helped him financially, most notably the factory owner and banker Gustav Gebhard, a silk manufacturer from Elberfeld, later co-founder of Deutsche Bank and also consul of Persia. Blasius von Schemua, later privy councilor and member of the Austrian general staff, was one of his supporters, as was the investment banker Oskar Freiherr von Hoffmann, director of the Milwaukee Railway Company and the richest man in Leipzig at the time.


In addition to Carl Kellner and Friedrich Eckstein, there were other students of Mailänder who could be described as intellectuals: Gerard Brown Finch, a Cambridge law professor, and Oskar Korschelt, a philanthropist and chemistry professor who taught in Japan.


But Mailänder did not favor students from the upper echelons of society. They are mentioned simply because more is known and reported about them than their ordinary contemporaries. In a document from the collection of the Dreieichenhain Heimatverein, an unknown student of Mailänder's reports:


“Through Gogo and Beppo Rauch, my mother soon found herself in a circle of God-seeking people who gathered around a man called Johannes. Johannes, whose real name was: Alois Mailänder, a baker,34 was from Kempten and could neither read nor write. He had come to Elberfeld as a weaver in the Gebhard family's ribbon weaving mill. The Pietists were at home in Elberfeld. They worked in the factories and began each morning with a communal prayer.


Johannes was a mystic who knew his way around the Scriptures. He dictated his inspirations, prayers and devotional reflections to his secretary, the Austrian nun Gabriele von Pott. She had the writings copied in the circle. As a result, there are many handwritten notebooks or books containing Johannes' conversations, questions, and answers. The Gebhard brothers, who owned the factory where Johannes worked, had their inheritance paid by the other partners. They moved with Johannes to Dreieichenhain, near Darmstadt, and lived there in a community of Christ-followers who shared prayer, contemplation, and meditation. This circle included Rudolf and Emma Gebhard who had been a singer at the Darmstadt Court Theatre before her marriage, the Russian Mimi Reuss and her friend Jenny, Dr Hans Kost and his mother, Baroness du Prel from Munich, Gabriele von Pott, and her mother. Johannes gave everyone in this circle a 'spirit name'. Mother was called Stefanie. The circle of friends who lived together in the manner of early Christianity broke up after a while, I suppose after Johannes' death. But they all remained united in spirit to the end. John died and was buried in Dreieichenhain, but no stone bears his name. According to the mystics, a person enters the nameless. Among my mother's papers, which were in her desk when I inherited it, was a document which I include here to give an idea of the spirit and style of Johannes.




‘God is our refuge and we breathe in his spirit. I am speaking to you, faithful comrade. Johannes, go out and gather the faithful together, that they may live in unity and guard their houses. Let everyone come out of his house to enter the sanctuary. God is your refuge and the Word is your refuge. Act upon all that is God. The God in Christ, the Lord your God. And behold, some came and ate of the bread of life which John the servant offered them. And their bodies were made clean for the resurrection of the flesh. And their inward parts contain the sanctuary, and they thirst no more for the fountain, for they were filled by John the servant of God.


Stephanie, you have been found righteous, wisdom is yours and the power of becoming is working within you. You have been faithful to meand will be set over many things! So be it!’





Her marriage to Georg Hohmann took Mother away from this spiritual home, away from the close bonds of the Johannes Circle. It was a great mental and spiritual sacrifice she made for her husband. She gave each of her children the name of Johannes when they were baptized. Only Peter, the first Hohmann, was exempt. Every morning before she got up, mother prayed silently for herself from this handwritten book. [...]”35





1 Hübbe-Schleiden reported in his ”Indian Diary” (p. 102) that he had visited Babaji in Saipet, a suburb of Chennai, on 20 December 1894. Babaji's real name was Darbagiri Nath (Krishnaswami Jyangar). He published the journal ”The Vedantin. A Journal of Advaita Doctrine”. The theosophist Caroline von Spreti, a sister of Franz Hartmann, corresponded with Babaji (”Indian Diary” p.42).


2 After the Second World War, Emil Bock systematically searched for the estates of well-known anthroposophists. - Bock, Emil; Rudolf Steiner. Studien zu seinem Lebensgang und Lebenswerk (Stuttgart 1961) pp.181-187.


3 Nowadays this correspondence can be found in the ”Emil Bock Estate”, Manual 27, 28 and 29 in the Rudolf Steiner Archives in Dornach, Switzerland.


4 Heil, Roger; Okkultische Sekte im Dreieichenhain der Jahrhundertwende. In: Landschaft Dreieich. Blätter für Heimatforschung Jahresband Dreieich und Langen 1990


5 Weinfurter, Karel; Ohnivý keř čili odhalená cesta mystická. Praha-Letná 1923 English: Man's Highest Purpose (The Lost Word Regained) London 1930


6 Hartmann, Franz; Autobiography. In: The Occult Review Vol. VII (January-June 1908) S.30-32


7 Recently the extensive correspondence between Alois Mailänder and Wilhelm Hübbe-Schleiden was found in the Rudolf Steiner Archive in Dornach / Section Emil Bock Estate. Here they found the letters that Mailänder sent to Hübbe-Schleiden between 1885 and 1899. These letters will be published later on.


8 The Hübbe-Schleiden Diaries can be consulted in his estate in the Niedersächsischen Staats- und Universitätsbibliothek in Göttingen.


9 Gustav Meyrink states that Mailänder had 54 students. In: Meyrink, Gustav; Die Verwandlung des Blutes. Page 23


10 Obituary in the „Langener Zeitung“ January 1905; quoted in Heil, Roger; Okkultische Sekte im Dreieichenhain der Jahrhundertwende. In: Landschaft Dreieich. Blätter für Heimatforschung Dreieich und Langen 1990. p.124


11 Born on March 25 1843 in Fidazhofen near Weißenau/Donaukreis; died on January 25 1905 in Dreieichenhain near Frankfurt/M.


12 Emil Bock's estate in the Rudolf Steiner Archive Dornach, Portfolio 27


13 In theological nomenclature, a distinction is made between ”pietists” and ”radical pietists.” Radical pietists practise their faith outside of church congregations, whereas ”normal” pietism is a movement that is practised within organised churches.


14 Der Heilige Schrift fünfter Theil, oder des Neuen Testaments erster Theil", edited by P.W.Quack, Stuttgart 1859


15 In the death register of St. Lorenz in Kempten, “drought addiction” was entered as the cause of death.


16 The death register of “Kempten Sankt Lorenz” (Sterbefälle Signatur St.Lorenz 39-S) lists the date of Anton Mailänder's death as March 29, 1877, which fell on Maundy Thursday that year; Anton was buried on Holy Saturday, March 31, 1877.


17 Letter to Wilhelm Hübbe-Schleiden from Kempten, December 25, 1886


18 Berleburger Bibel, Nachdruck Stuttgart 1859 S.VII


19 This is what he said in a letter to Wilhelm Hübbe-Schleiden (December 25, 1886) Sam, Martina Maria; Alois Mailänder und die frühe theosophische Bewegung. In: Archivmagazin. Beiträge aus dem Rudolf Steiner Archiv Nr. 11 / 2021. S.108 See chapter VI.1


20 The Theosophist Franz Hartmann from Adyar and his sisters Caroline and Sophie were members.


21 Jung-Stilling (1740-1817) is regarded as an important pioneer of the revivalist movement, as illustrated in the religious-pietist novel ”Heimweh.” Justinus Kerner (1786-1862) read the novel ”Die Seherin von Prevorst,” depicted in a painting by the theosophist Gabriel von Max.


22 In his essays ”Among the Rosicrucians” 1897 (and subsequent years), Franz Hartmann compares the piety practised in Mailänder's circle with ”Görres, Volume Three.”


23 To be read in the magazine ”Sphinx” published by Hübbe-Schleiden. Sheet 12


24 Bock, Emil; Rudolf Steiner. Studien zu seinem Lebensgang und Lebenswerk (Stuttgart 1961) p.180 - Mrs. Scherupp and the von Spreti couple were members of the Theosophical Society, identified by the list of members in the Hübbe-Schleidens estate Cod 812/2.1 sheets 56-57.


25 Nikolaus Gabele (03.04.1885) ”... I remembered some books that I inherited from an old man. I mention here the title of one of them: “Alchymisch philosophisches Bekenntnis vom universellen Chaos der naturgemässen Alchymie by Heinrich Khunrath“


26 Read about it in the so-called ”Hodgson Report” (The Society for Psychical Research report on the Theosophical Society) from December 1886.


27 Hartmann, Franz; Autobiography. In: The Occult Review Vol. VII (January-June 1908) p. 30.


28 Sometimes the thesis is put forward that Blavatsky also became a student of Mailänder. But there is no justification for this. H.P. Blavatsky had indeed travelled back from India to Naples with Franz Hartmann in the spring of 1885. However, she did not travel to Germany with Hartmann at that time but stayed in Italy for the summer. From August 1885 she lived with Countess Wachtmeister in Würzburg where she worked on writing her ”Secret Doctrine.” It is unlikely that she accompanied Mary Gebhard and Constance von Wachtmeister to Kempten in May 1886, as Blavatsky was already en route to Elberfeld via Cologne at the time. From May to July 1886 Blavatsky lived in the Gebhards' house in Wuppertal-Elberfeld, then in Ostend from where, in September1886, she moved to London where she lived until her death. Mailänder only came to Vohwinkel in December 1886. However, Blavatsky had long left by then.


29 Kommerzienrat Consul Gustav Gebhard was Chairman of the Bergisch Märkische Bank, which merged with the Deutsche Bank in 1897.


30 Fülöp-Miller, René; Der Narr im Frack. In: “Der Krystall“. Literary supplement to “Die Furche“, Austrian weekly; October 23 1952


31 Eckstein, Friedrich; Alte unnennbare Tage. Erinnerungen aus siebzig Lehr- und Wanderjahren. Wien 1936 S. 130ff


32 One hypothesis is that Meyrink, who liked to play with the symbolism of names and numbers, used the number ”54” to refer to the fifty-four Templars, who, on May 12 13, 10 had been burned near Paris.


33 This refers to the wooden building constructed by Rudolf Steiner in Dornach, Switzerland, between 1913 and 1922.


34 There is no further evidence that Mailänder was a baker. It may be a confusion.


35 Nothing further is known about the persons named here, ”Stefanie” Hohmann, “Gogo and Beppo”. The document is in the possession of Roger Heil.
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