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      Context

      
      Hermann Hesse was born in 1877 in
         the town of Calw, on the edge of Germany’s Black Forest. He grew
         up in a missionary family whose religious beliefs deeply influenced
         him. His father was a Pietist-Lutheran who believed that humans
         are basically evil and need to be disciplined. Hesse’s parents and
         grandparents had been missionaries in the Far East, however, and
         the spirituality and literature of Indians, Buddhists, and Middle
         Eastern cultures balanced Hesse’s father’s teachings. 
      

      
      Family and friends assumed that Hesse would one day become
         a member of the clergy, but Hesse did not take easily to the traditional teachings
         of the church. At the urging of his father, he entered the Maulbronn
         seminary at the age of fourteen but was soon expelled. A dark period
         followed, and Hesse experienced problems with severe depression
         and anger. Though he attempted to continue his studies, he had difficulty
         managing them. His teachers found him to be both precocious and
         rebellious, and he transferred schools several times, ultimately
         abandoning high school before finally graduating and returning to
         Calw. To make ends meet, Hesse took jobs working in bookstores.
         He spent much of his time at home with his father, where he read
         many of his grandfather’s books on Eastern religion and philosophy.
         During this period he began to insinuate himself into Germany’s
         circles of aspiring authors.
      

      
      	In 1904,
         at the age of thirty-seven, Hesse published his first novel, Peter
            Camenzind. A work that featured some unquestionably autobiographical
         content, Hesse’s debut novel told the tale of an idealistic and
         driven youth who leaves his home in a Swiss mountain village to
         become a poet. Hesse’s follow-up novel in 1906, Unterm Rad,
         also contained many autobiographical elements from Hesse’s own adolescence. Unterm
            Rad is the story of a schoolboy who feels completely alienated
         from his contemporaries and flees from his school to travel through
         a variety of cities.
      

      
      	World War I galvanized Hesse as a political being and
         as an author. An avowed pacifist, Hesse joined the antiwar movement
         and plunged himself vigorously into writing antiwar novels and propaganda.
         He also edited two newspapers for German prisoners of war. But the
         war also sent him spiraling into a period of self-doubt and personal
         reflection. All of this took its toll on Hesse’s private life, eventually
         leading to the breakup of his first marriage. Hesse meditated on
         the divorce, both indirectly and sometimes very directly, in the
         novels Knulp and Rosshalde. During
         this time, Hesse began studying the psychoanalytic works of Sigmund
         Freud. Excited by this relatively new discipline, Hesse voluntarily
         became a patient in a mental hospital and underwent psychiatric
         analysis with Freud’s most famous prodigy, Carl Jung. 
      

      
      In 1919,
         after the war, Hesse moved permanently to Switzerland and published Demian.
         The novel, an instant commercial and critical success, reflects
         Hesse’s fascination with Freud’s conception of the subconscious
         and Jungian psychoanalysis, particularly Jung’s description of “individuation,”
         a process through which humans can become whole only by accepting
         both their conscious selves and their unconscious selves (such as
         their dreams and imagination). Demian also solidified
         Hesse’s position as one of Europe’s most eminent antiwar writers.
      

      
      	Throughout this time, Hesse remained interested in Eastern
         religions. Eager to learn more about new concepts of spirituality,
         he traveled several times to Asia and the Middle East. His studies
         eventually led to the publication of Siddhartha in 1922.
         This novel extended the themes already typical of Hesse’s work:
         the alienation of man from man, the alienation of man from environment,
         and the desire for self-knowledge. In Siddhartha,
         however, Hesse explored these themes through a specifically Buddhist
         point of view. The novel was a success and quickly became Hesse’s
         most famous book.
      

      
      	In 1927,
         Hesse wrote Steppenwolf, another major work that reflected
         not only Hesse’s own spiritual journey but also a return to his
         consideration of modern political and social life in Germany. At this
         time, the seeds of World War II were being planted, and Hesse seemed
         keenly aware of the dangers of the fascist state about to grip Germany. Steppenwolf examines
         one man who is torn between his base animal impulses and his desire
         for social respectability, but it also portrays a Germany torn by
         anti-Semitism, poverty, and a crushing coldness of the soul.
      

      
      	The Glass Bead Game: (Magister Ludi),
         Hesse’s last major work, was published in 1943.
         In this broad-ranging and very long book, which consists of several
         interconnected novels and novellas, Hesse continued to meditate
         upon the same themes of pacifism, Eastern religion, and the ultimate
         goal of self-knowledge and enlightenment. In the opening tale of The
            Glass Bead Game, Hesse imagines a future in which academics
         and celibate priests have merged into a single entity,
         and in which the twentieth century has come to be known
         in retrospect as the century most famous for war in all of history.
      

      
      	In 1946,
         Hesse was awarded the Nobel Prize in literature. He lived the rest
         of his life quietly in Switzerland and died in 1962 at
         the age of eighty-five.
      

   
      Plot Overview

      
      Siddhartha, the handsome and respected son
         of a Brahmin, lives with his father in ancient India. Everyone in
         the village expects Siddhartha to be a successful Brahmin like his
         father. Siddhartha enjoys a near-idyllic existence with his best friend,
         Govinda, but he is secretly dissatisfied. He performs all the rituals
         of religion, and he does what religion says should bring him happiness
         and peace. Nonetheless, he feels something is missing. His father
         and the other elders have still not achieved enlightenment, and
         he feels that staying with them will not settle the questions he
         has about the nature of his existence. Siddhartha believes his father
         has already passed on all the wisdom their community has to offer,
         but he longs for something more. 
      

      
      One day, a group of wandering ascetics called Samanas
         passes through town. They are starved and almost naked and have
         come to beg for food. They believe enlightenment can be reached
         through asceticism, a rejection of the body and physical desire.
         The path the Samanas preach is quite different from the one Siddhartha
         has been taught, and he believes it may provide some of the answers
         he is looking for. He decides to follow this new path. Siddhartha’s
         father does not want him to join the Samanas, but he cannot dissuade
         Siddhartha. Govinda also wants to find a path to enlightenment,
         and he joins Siddhartha in this new life.
      

      
      	Siddhartha adjusts quickly to the ways of the Samanas
         because of the patience and discipline he learned in the Brahmin
         tradition. He learns how to free himself from the traditional trappings
         of life, and so loses his desire for property, clothing, sexuality,
         and all sustenance except that required to live. His goal is to
         find enlightenment by eliminating his Self, and he successfully
         renounces the pleasures of the world. 
      

      
      Sunburned and half-starved, Siddhartha soon ceases to
         resemble the boy he used to be. Govinda is quick to praise the Samanas
         and notes the considerable moral and spiritual improvements they
         both have achieved since joining. Siddhartha, however, is still
         dissatisfied. The path of self-denial does not provide a permanent
         solution for him. He points out that the oldest Samanas have lived
         the life for many years but have yet to attain true spiritual enlightenment.
         The Samanas have been as unsuccessful as the Brahmins Siddhartha
         and Govinda left behind. At this time, Siddhartha and the other Samanas
         begin to hear about a new holy man named Gotama the Buddha who has
         attained the total spiritual enlightenment called Nirvana. Govinda
         convinces Siddhartha they both should leave the Samanas and seek
         out Gotama. Siddhartha and Govinda inform the leader of the Samanas
         of their decision to leave. The leader is clearly displeased, but
         Siddhartha silences him with an almost magical, hypnotizing gaze. 
      

      
      Siddhartha and Govinda find Gotama’s camp of followers
         and are taken in. Siddhartha is initially pleased with Gotama, and
         he and Govinda are instructed in the Eightfold Path, the four main
         points, and other aspects of Buddhism. However, while Govinda is
         convinced to join Gotama and his followers, Siddhartha still has doubts.
         He has noticed a contradiction in Gotama’s teachings: Siddhartha
         questions how one can embrace the unity of all things, as the Buddha
         asks, if they are also being told to overcome the physical world.
         Siddhartha realizes Buddhism will not give him the answers he needs.
         Sadly, he leaves Govinda behind and begins a search for the meaning
         of life, the achievement of which he feels will not be dependent
         on religious instruction. 
      

      
      	Siddhartha decides to embark on a life free from meditation
         and the spiritual quests he has been pursuing, and to instead learn
         from the pleasures of the body and the material world. In his new
         wanderings, Siddhartha meets a friendly ferryman, fully content
         with his simple life. Siddhartha crosses the ferryman’s river and
         comes to a city. Here, a beautiful courtesan named Kamala entrances
         him. He knows she would be the best one to teach him about the world
         of love, but Kamala will not have him unless he proves he can fit
         into the material world. She convinces him to take up the path of
         the merchant. With her help, Siddhartha soon finds employment with
         a merchant named Kamaswami and begins to learn the trade. While Siddhartha
         learns the wisdom of the business world and begins to master the
         skills Kamaswami teaches him, Kamala becomes his lover and teaches
         him what she knows about love.
      

      
      	Years pass, and Siddhartha’s business acumen increases.
         Soon, he is a rich man and enjoys the benefits of an affluent life.
         He gambles, drinks, and dances, and anything that can be bought
         in the material world is his for the taking. Siddhartha is detached
         from this life, however, and he can never see it as more than a
         game. He doesn’t care if he wins or loses this game because it doesn’t
         touch his spirit in any lasting way. The more he obtains in the
         material world, the less it satisfies him, and he is soon caught
         in a cycle of unhappiness that he tries to escape by engaging in
         even more gambling, drinking, and sex. When he is at
         his most disillusioned, he dreams that Kamala’s rare songbird is
         dead in its cage. He understands that the material world is slowly
         killing him without providing him with the enlightenment for which
         he has been searching. One night, he resolves to leave it all behind
         and departs without notifying either Kamala or Kamaswami. 
      

      
      Sick at heart, Siddhartha wanders until he finds a river.
         He considers drowning himself, but he instead falls asleep on the
         riverbank. While he is sleeping, Govinda, who is now a Buddhist
         monk, passes by. Not recognizing Siddhartha, he watches over the
         sleeping man to protect him from snakes. Siddhartha immediately
         recognizes Govinda when he wakes up, but Govinda notes that Siddhartha
         has changed significantly from his days with the Samanas and now appears
         to be a rich man. Siddhartha responds that he is currently neither
         a Samana nor a rich man. Siddhartha wishes to become someone new.
         Govinda soon leaves to continue on his journey, and Siddhartha sits
         by the river and considers where his life has taken him. 
      

      
      	Siddhartha seeks out the same content ferryman he met
         years before. The ferryman, who introduces himself as Vasudeva,
         radiates an inner peace that Siddhartha wishes to attain. Vasudeva
         says he himself has attained this sense of peace through many years
         of studying the river. Siddhartha expresses a desire to likewise
         learn from the river, and Vasudeva agrees to let Siddhartha live
         and work beside him. Siddhartha studies the river and begins to
         take from it a spiritual enlightenment unlike any he has ever known.
         While sitting by the river, he contemplates the unity of all life,
         and in the river’s voice he hears the word Om.  
      

      
      	One day Kamala the courtesan approaches the ferry along
         with her son on a pilgrimage to visit Gotama, who is said to be
         dying. Before they can cross, a snake bites Kamala. Siddhartha and Vasudeva
         tend to Kamala, but the bite kills her. Before she dies, she tells
         Siddhartha that he is the father of her eleven-year-old son. Siddhartha
         does his best to console and provide for his son, but the boy is
         spoiled and cynical. Siddhartha’s son dislikes life with the two
         ferrymen and wishes to return to his familiar city and wealth. Vasudeva
         believes Siddhartha’s son should be allowed to leave if he wants
         to, but Siddhartha is not ready to let him go. One morning, Siddhartha
         awakens to find his son has run away and stolen all of his and Vasudeva’s
         money. Siddhartha chases after the boy, but as he reaches the city
         he realizes the chase is futile. Vasudeva follows Siddhartha and
         brings him back to their home by the river, instructing him to soothe
         the pain of losing his son by listening to the river.
      

      
      	Siddhartha studies the river for many years, and Vasudeva teaches
         Siddhartha how to learn the many secrets the river has to tell.
         In contemplating the river, Siddhartha has a revelation: Just as the
         water of the river flows into the ocean and is returned by rain,
         all forms of life are interconnected in a cycle without beginning
         or end. Birth and death are all part of a timeless unity. Life and
         death, joy and sorrow, good and evil are all parts of the whole
         and are necessary to understand the meaning of life. By the time
         Siddhartha has learned all the river’s lessons, Vasudeva announces
         that he is through with his life at the river. He retires into the
         forest, leaving Siddhartha to be the ferryman.
      

      
      	The novel ends with Govinda returning to the river to
         seek enlightenment by meeting with a wise man who lives there. When Govinda
         arrives, he does not recognize that the wise man is Siddhartha himself.
         Govinda is still a follower of Gotama but has yet to attain the
         kind of enlightenment that Siddhartha now radiates, and he asks
         Siddhartha to teach him what he knows. Siddhartha explains that
         neither he nor anyone can teach the wisdom to Govinda, because verbal
         explanations are limited and can never communicate the entirety
         of enlightenment. Instead, he asks Govinda to kiss him
         on the forehead, and when Govinda does, the vision of unity that
         Siddhartha has experienced is communicated instantly to Govinda.
         Govinda and Siddhartha have both finally achieved the enlightenment
         they set out to find in the days of their youth.
      

   
      Character List

      
      
         Siddhartha - The
            novel’s protagonist. Siddhartha sets out on a quest for enlightenment
            and tests the religious philosophies he discovers. Siddhartha’s
            most defining characteristic is his desire for a transcendent, spiritual
            understanding of himself and the world. He devotes himself wholeheartedly
            to the pursuit of this understanding, even when the path is difficult.
            Outside forces do not easily sway Siddhartha, and he follows his
            heart. A man dedicated to his personal quest for knowledge, Siddhartha
            will abandon a course if he feels it is flawed. Siddhartha has a
            son, who is also named Siddhartha. 
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