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Every book is an adventure of the mind and an
invitation to experience the gifts of the imagination.

—HERMANN HESSE
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Foreword

AS THE GREAT DECIDING crisis of our civilization continues to explode, the wisdom of voices like Hermann Hesse’s—wisdom like a dry but rich old red wine—becomes ever rarer and ever more important. Hesse’s voice is particularly necessary because it speaks with deep sincerity of one of the key spiritual adventures of the last hundred years, that of fusing together the best of the Western philosophical and mystery traditions with the highest understanding of unity and divine identity of the East. This is an adventure that many of us believe provides the fuel for the next evolutionary stage of humanity and for the birth of a universal mysticism that can lead to a wholescale transformation of all forms of earth life.

The problems and opportunities such a fusion of East and West arouses are explored with complex and laconic elegance in Hesse’s great novels, especially Siddhartha and his masterpiece The Glass Bead Game, which many consider the greatest philosophical novel of the twentieth century. But it is in his poems that you meet most intimately Hesse the man in all his emotional intensity, sometimes scalding self-knowledge, and fierce spiritual struggle, and so experience most completely the inner turmoil and revelations that led to his becoming one of the philosopher-sages of our tumultuous transition.

Perhaps the most moving quality of the poems that Ludwig Fischer has selected and translated with such magisterial ease is their absolute lack of pretention, their hard-won and wonderfully humane simplicity of approach. Hesse is the least pompous and gnomic of sages; he does not attain, or want to attain, the prophetic heights of a Nietzsche, or the ecstatic complexity of a Rilke, or Goethe’s all-embracing philosophical range. Hesse speaks to us nakedly, without artifice, from his profound fatherly heart, without any need to exaggerate his realization or play down or excuse his own faults and shadows. That is why we come to trust him, knowing that he has no need to convince us of his own uniqueness or seduce us to marvel at his achievement. Such wry and radical humility is rare in the Western tradition and comes, I believe, from Hesse’s deep immersion in Eastern, especially Chinese, thought, with which his reclusive temperament had the greatest affinity. Hesse is closer to Li Po or Wang Wei than he is to the earlier German romantic or landscape poets to whom he has often been compared. Hesse’s best poems radiate a secret, timeless knowledge of the mystery of cyclical change, the interconnection of “the ten thousand things” that comprise phenomenal reality, and the profound empty peace that bathes and underlies all life’s fervid dramas, revealing just how deeply the discoveries of Chinese spirituality penetrated his soul.

In an age as chaotic and noisy as ours, such a clear, humble voice could easily go unheard. But that would be a grave mistake. It is at times of ferocious change that we most need sensibilities attuned to the changeless; it is in an age of wild bombast and nihilistic irony that a temperament like Hesse’s—grounded, reverent, serious without being earnest—has most to offer those who, like him, look to the order of the cosmos and to ageless, timeless truths for consolation, inspiration, and strength of soul. The struggle ahead to secure any kind of sustainable human future is bound to be a heartbreaking and brutal one; we will all need the reminders that Hesse’s holy and sober poems give us of the necessity to trust and surrender to nature’s slowly unfolding healing rhythms and the eternal mother’s cosmic laws of Death and Rebirth.

Ludwig Fischer is an old and beloved friend of mine, whose heart and intellect I draw deep inspiration from. I salute his selection of Hesse’s poems, the honed purity and lyrical directness of his translations, and the wide-ranging depth of his introductions to each of the sections of Seasons of the Soul. May this wise, grand, radiant book find the loving army of devoted readers it deserves.

ANDREW HARVEY    
Oak Park, Illinois
May 20, 2011     


Introduction

WE ALL LOVED HESSE and carried a copy of Siddhartha, Steppenwolf, or The Glass Bead Game (Magister Ludi) in our backpacks at one time. A whole generation read Hesse when the baby boomers needed a spiritual elder within the Western tradition who also served as a bridge builder to the great, evolving interest in Eastern philosophy and wisdom teachings.

Hesse was food for the heart, balm for the soul, and light for the spirit. A young generation was rebelling against authoritarian structures and the destruction of ideals by unlimited greed, political power plays, and bourgeois complacency. Hesse served as a beacon of authenticity, a trustworthy guide, and a fearless explorer on the perennial paths taken by pilgrims of the inner journey.

More than a hundred million people read this German author, who was translated into almost sixty languages. Hesse’s worldwide impact continued past the 1960s and 1970s, the height of his popularity. Considerable parts of his work either have not yet been translated or have not yet received the deserved attention. The poetry of the Nobel Prize–winning novelist is basically unknown. This volume presents a selection of sixty-eight poems that were written over a time span of sixty-four years. These poems are messages from a wise, old soul to every soul in search of wisdom. Hesse wrote to strengthen the will and the value of the individual, not toward selfish ego gratification, but toward a greater understanding of life. He teaches from experience, from wisdom acquired through many
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