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LANGUAGES, NATIONS AND PEOPLE:
HERMANN GUNDERT AND THE TRENDS
OF HIS TIME *

By
Heinrich von Stietencron, Tuebingen

Hermann Gundert was born in 1814, six years after Friedrich
Schlegel had published, in 1808, his famous work on “The Language
and Wisdom of the Indians”. This was a book which received an
unsually wide response. It directed the attention of a broader
intellectual community throughout Europe towards the language,
philosophy and history of ancient India which, so far, had been
studied by a small circle of specialists only. The immediate effect was
that the vague fascination felt by the literate community for the
unknown spirituality of the East was now clearly focussed on India.
Indeed, an almost feverish enthusiasm for India was suddenly
unleashed: the Europeans were convinced that they had rediscovered
in the Aryans of ancient India their own forefathers or close relatives,
and with them their own Indo-European pre-history, the original
form of their own language, and the early vestiges of their own lost
wisdom.

This seemed to be proved by two particularly important
discoveries which had been made towards the end of the 18th
century and which were to be meticulouly studied in the 19th
century. One was the disclosure of the existence of an Indo-
Germanic family of languages —today generally called the Indo-

* Inaugural lecture by Prof Dr Heinrich von Stietencron, director,
Seminar for Indology and Comparative History of Religions, University of
Tuebingen, on the occasion of the opening session of the “Dr Hermann
Gundert Conference” held in Stuttgart on May 19—23, 1993. The conference
formed part of three major events organized to commemorate the 100th
anniversary of Hermann Gundert’s samadhi on April 25, 1893—the other
two events being a comprehensive exhibition on Gundert’s life and work
(April 19 to June 11, 1993), and a “ First International Conference Seminar
on Dravidic Studies” (May 17—18, 1993).
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European family of languages. The other was the discovery of the
close relationship between the ancient myths of India and those of
Europe. This proved the kinship not only of the language but also
of the religion of a large group of peoples scattered over Europe and
Asia.

These two discoveries had an important effect on the self-
perception of many among the educated Europeans. It must be
remembered that the large tracts of Europe to the North and West
of the Alps had entered the scope of history only at a rather late
period as a result of the Roman conquests of these areas. Now there
was sudden hope that traditions preserved in the languages of
ancient India and ancient Iran would throw fresh light also on the
early history and religion of the peoples of Northern Europe. And
it was exciting to know that the sacred texts preserved in the Indian
Veda and the Iranian Avesta were even older than Homer and
appeared to be at least as old and as venerable as the Old Testament.

It was these discoveries which fascinated German minds and
which led to the almost simultaneous creation of three new branches
of learning in German Universities:

the comparative Science of Languages (starting mainly from
Indo-European languages it developed later into General Linguistics);

the comparative Study of Mythology (which developed
further to Comparative History of Religions or Science of Religions);
and

Indology, a subject for which the first chair was founded in
1818 at the University of Bonn and which spread subsequently to
several other Universities, retaining its attraction to the present day.

To the young Hermann Gundert who studied Theology and
Philosophy at Tuebingen University from 1831 onwards these new
subjects offered stimulations that were decisive for his future. From
them he learned that the cultural history of by-gone times may be
reflected in word forms; that the comparison of languages and
careful etymology make it possible to reconstruct the original
meaning even of words the signification of which may have been
long since lost; and that social history and history of religion can be
unveiled through the study of such words. While studying at
Tuebingen University he made his first attempts to learn the Sanskrit
language, using the grammar of Franz Bopp which had been
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published in 1827. His later intensive work on the grammar and
dictionary of the Malayalam language clearly betrays the influence
of the new method of comparative linguistics. Similarly, his surprising
zeal in collecting ‘pagan’ myths and traditions— not quite the kind
of occupation a missionary was supposed to devote himself to—
stemmed from the new and burning interest for the comparison of
cultures which was prevalent in Germany at the time.

It is easily understandable that these activities could lead to
conflicts, both with the Basel Mission because they overstepped the
instructions of the mission, and within Gundert himself. After all, it
was his duty to convert the ‘heathen’ and to help them to transform
themselves into responsible Christians. He therefore spent much of
his energy in founding schools and improving basic education. But
his own interest pushed him as much towards understanding the
people and their culture and prompted him to learn from them as
much as he could. It was this relation of mutual esteem and
exchange which secured him the sympathy of the people of Kerala
and which, in retrospect, made him one of the important builders
of cultural bridges between South India and Europe. The genuine
love he felt for the people of Kerala and their culture, the interest
he took in their language and literature as well as the great and
successful effort he made to improve their school education, make
him one of the great missionaries who, even a hundred years after
his demise, is still remembered in South India with respect and
appreciation. :

It is not easy today to imagine the fervour of enthusias
which, in the early 19th century, led people to see in language the
most reliable carrier of cultural identity. In 1836, when Hermann
Gundert boarded a ship which was to bring him from England to
India — three months were required for the passage at that time—
the new comparative science of languages had already shown that
languages were capable of preserving, over thousands of years,
some of the basic features of a people’s culture, in particular the
characteristic structures of their thinking and emotive forms of
expression. It was through the analysis of languages that scholars
began to understand more clearly that different peoples can indeed
think differently, feel differently, and act differently, and to understand
why this was so. What had already been suggested in the period of
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European enlightenment, namely, that every people had its own
characteristic ways of expression, could now be analyzed with
scientific precision; it was language which expressed the character
of a people. Language, indeed, was not just one tool amongst others,
it was the decisive factor in creating a corporate identity. And when
after the declaration of independence of the United States of
America and after the French revolution, the new ideas of social
equality and democracy started to shake the old political structures
of Europe, it was mainly the criterion of a common language which
“defined a people. But that people required also a common territory
to make it a real nation. This idea was to inspire a number of new
national movements. The risorgimento in Italy, the panslavistic
movement in Eastern Europe and the national movement in
Germany were all language-based. Jointly they uprooted the ancient
concept of empire which, based as it was on the belief in rulership
by God’s grace and on the Christian church, had been able to unite
the many diverging languages and peoples of Europe from the time
of Charlemagne onwards for approximately one thousand years.
This process forms a telling example of the power of freshly
acquired knowledge and new ideas to shape history. In the year
1814, when Hermann Gundert was born and Napolean was exiled
on the Island of Elba, the participants in the Vienna Congress made
a concerted effort to reshape Europe along restorative lines. As you
know, this restoration was not to last. Soon after, in the second
quarter of the century, the rapidly spreading idea of a nation based
on the unity of language and territory inspired many citizens to fight
for its realization. The results are well-known and they changed the
political map of Europe drastically. And the fact that this idea of a
nation was carried from Europe to India towards the middle of the
last century when Gundert was still active in Kerala, has produced
consequences to which I wish to draw your attention for a short
moment, since their effects can be felt even today. For whatever
material changes the colonial situation may have meant for India, it
was the change in the minds of many Indians and the influx of
Western ideas and ideologies which has produced the most far-
reaching results.
In the 19th century, the British used to import cheap raw
material from India and to export the final product, produced in their
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home industries, back to India. They became rich in the course of
this transaction. But they also brought European school education
to India, introduced the Anglo-Indian law, and built an infrastructure
to make the huge expanses of India accessible by rail and road, later
by car and aeroplane. All this has had its effects. Even greater may
have been the impetus arising from what remained inaccessible to
the native subjects, such as higher training in technology and
science, as well as all jobs requiring higher qualification. The very
fact that they were practically out of reach created an all the more
urgent desire to get that higher education and to acquire the skills -
of the privileged. It was the missionaries and some private institutions
that catered to some of these needs. In addition, books were
available and widely read. Considering all these contacts with
Western education, technology, and political practice together,
perhaps the most important effect was that it prepared an indigenous
middle class intelligentsia, educated in the new Anglo-Vernacular
schools and ready to appropriate Western ideas, to step forward and
claim the right to a fair share in administration, in political decision-
making, in the economic surplus of the country, or in brief, in
power.

It was this inellectual elite which realised the explosive power
inherent in the European idea of a nation. But for using it and for
standing up against the powerful apparatus of colonial government,
something else was needed first : self-confidence. This was rare in
a people that had been subjected successively to Muslim rule and
British rule for many centuries. But here they received unexpected
support from the Western orientalists. Their discovery of, and
detailed research in, Indian history and cultural history unearthed
and publicised a long-forgotten splendid past in almost all sectors
of research: in history, religion, philosophy and art. Though pursued
by the British with the intention to gain more knowledge about the
people they were governing, and to decorate their new colonial
acquisitions and future empire with the glory of an impressive past,
this intensive research also served to make European historical
thinking accessible to the nascent Hindu national consciousness.
Not surprisingly, it was Hermann Gundert who first showed interest
in the history of Kerala and who wrote a survey of it in the native
language in order to make the people aware of their own history.
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This work has been reprinted recently. Elsewhere, the process was
similar. And it is probably no exaggeration to say that the discovery
and appreciation of Indian culture and history by British, German,
and French scholars had a very important effect on Indian intellectual
life. It strengthened the feeling for the greatness of the historical
accomplishments of Indian rulers, artists, scholars, poets or
philosophers in the past and this knowledge not only served to
considerably strengthen their self-confidence, it also created the
hope of regaining that former state of greatness for India.

It was when the Western idea of the nation was added to this
growing self-confidence of an urban middle class that the national
movementwas born in India. Inspired by this combination, resistance
arose against British colonial rule and resulted in 1947, after a long
struggle, in the achievement of independence. But the concept of
the Indian nation could not be based on a common language since
the country had several major languages. In fact, when the question
of a national language came up in the sixties of the 19th century, the
Hindi-Urdu controversy proved to be more disruptive than anything
else. One had to look for another integrating factor which could be
made a common basis for the unity of the nation and found it in a
uniform all-Indian religious and cultural tradition. In its territorial
extent, this proposed future nation had been created by the British
and was not rooted in pre-colonial history, but no one thought of
letting the newly united India disintegrate again into many regional
states. The strategy of taking a common religion as the basis for
national unity succeeded in winning an all-India support for the
national movement, but it also inevitably led to the partition of India
because under this religious perspective a conflict of interests
between the Hindu and Muslim sections of the population was
bound to arise. When independence finally came in 1947, Pakistan
and what was later to become Bangladesh were cruelly cut away
from the main body of India and the after-pains of this religion-
motivated conflict can be felt up to the present day. The ancient
indigenous ideal of rulership, by contrast, had demanded that the
king was to protect the entire people, whatever their individual
creed.

It has been in the news for the last three years that leaders of
a Hindu nationalist movement distance themselves from the hitherto
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followed concept of a secular state which all the same allows for a
different personal law for Hindus and Muslims. Instead, they
propagate a Hindu state where the majority will set the rules which
the minorites have to abide by. If this political trend finds the support
of a majority, all minorities including the Muslims, Christians,
Parsees, and Jews will have to face a new situation; and whether a
majority of the Buddhists, Jains and Sikhs will accept the patronizing
invitation to be treated as Hindus is still to be seen. But although we
may blame the so-called Hindu fundamentalists for forgetting the
state’s commitment to protecting all its subjects, it is worthwhile to
remember that both nationalism and religious intolerance form part
of India’s heritage from the West. Neither of these factors played any
major role in the former Hindu states.

On the other hand there are a number of phenomena such
as the rapidly increasing modernization in several branches of the
Indian public sector, the political aperture towards the West and the
Far East, the continuing upward trend in its economy and, most
important, an excellent standard in contemporary writing, art and
scholarship, which can be taken as distinctive signs of a society
engaged in rapid change— a society which may face disruption but
is also vibrant with creative forces. In the cultural sector it continues
to be highly interesting; and no doubt its role in world economy will
be considerable in the future. The engagement of Indian industrial
companies in the eastern parts of Germany testifies to the presence
of India in the complex network of international economy.

Why do we revert our thoughts to Hermann Gundert today,
134 years after he left India for good, and a hundred years after his
death, in order to discuss for several days his life and his scholarly
work? It is because for our own time and for the future there is still
meaning in what Hermann Gundert put into practice long ago: an
open-minded encounter with people of another culture, with
attention to details but also with an attempt at understanding a
complex whole; and encounter with mutual respect and guided by
genuine interest and personal engagement; and an encounter that
seeks to perceive and to document whatever is of importance from
the point of view of the other culture.

There is yet another reason why the example of Gundert may
be worth following today or in the future. The south of India—and
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in it the state of Kerala—deserves our attention to no small degree.
In comparison to other Indian states, Kerala can be congratulated on
its high level of education. It is a state striving for progress. Surely
its people would be capable of maintaining meaningful contacts
with the German state of Baden-Wuerttemberg on the cultural as
well as on the economic plane.

For us, this is not only an occasion to look back on the life
and work of Hermann Gundert. We are also concerned with the
present and with the future; we envisage cooperation and mutual
stimulation. Surely there will be areas of interest to both Indians and
Germans where their talents can meet, where they can complement
each other and learn from each other. It is in this spirit that I hope
the present conference will act as a pace-maker for future exchange.
An example has been set recently by the successful cooperation of
two scholars—one from Kerala, the other from Germany - in
preparing the monumental edition of the works of Hermann
Gundert in India. Similarly, the substantial volume accompanying
the Gundert exhibition in Germany contains contributions of many
scholars from both countries. I am particularly happy to announce
a further result of the long, established cooperation of the university
of Tuebingen with our esteemed colleague Prof Scaria Zacharia from
Kerala. The Tuebingen University Library Malayalam Manuscript
Sesies will be enriched by the Tellicherry Records, historical
documents collected by Hermann Gundert and now made available
to the students of history. May these examples of cooperation be
followed by many others, so that the bridge between the cultures of
India and Europe which Gundert helped to build more than a
century ago may be crossed more often in both directions.

Tuebingen, May 1993



Dr. Hermann-Gundert and Calw*
Herbert Karl

Calw is the place, where Hermann Gundert had spent the last 30
years of his life. Here is where this famous missionary and philologist
accomplished his philological studies with the publication of the
Malayalam-English dictionary which up to this day is known to be one
of the most important works of the Malayalam language.

Gundert was completely engaged in his indological research-
work. When he returned to Germany he accepted the position of a director
of the publishing-house in Calw only on the condition that he would be
able to complete his studies.

Hermann Gundert was an outstanding person. After having passed
his theological studies he then graduated in philology and went to
England. Later he moved to South India where he worked as missionary
and philologist for almost twenty years in Malabar, which today is North
Kerala. India in those days was politically influenced by the British and
particulary Malabar as a British colony. There was no German attention
to this part of the world while the Netherlands and Great Britain had great
interest in South India for economical and financial reasons. Not so
Gundert, who in his very heart was devoted to humanism and a great
admirer of the Indian culture. He can be said to be a pioneer for Indian
literature and philosophy in our country.

As citizens of Calw we are very proud that Hermann Hesse was
born here. Hermann Gundert was his grandfather and had intensive
influence on his literary work. When reading his books you can feel the
tension between the tolerant grandfather Gundert and the rigorous
christian oriented education which Hesse received through his parents.
Gundert combined both - a deep religiousness and openmindedness. For
example, Gundert always was visited by people from all over the world.
This was something extraordinary in our small town in those days, I'm
sure, it was exactly this influence which was decisive for Hesse to write
his well known book "Siddharta", the book, by the way, I like best.

The old as well as the modern Calw is a place of outstanding scenic
and architectural beauty. Narrow streets and alleys, squares and bridges
invite the visitor to linger and enjoy the cosy atmosphere. The distinctive
character of this town, located at the bottom of the narrow Nagold valley
and populated up to the slopes on both sides of the river, has a long and
eventful history. The first historic reference dated back to 1075. Calw was
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awarded its township already in the 13th century, supposedely by Count
Gottfried ITI of Calw.

Since the Nagold valley was not suitable for agriculture Calw was
occupied by craftsmen, weavers, dyers and tanners. In the late Middle
Ages Calw was one of the most important trade centers for textiles in
Baden-Wuerttemberg. The economical success enabled the people of
Calw to rebuild their town in a remarkable short time after it had been
destroyed in 1634 during the Thirty years' War. Starting in 1692 the
timber trade increased and gained importance. A third commercial
activity of Calw's merchants was the salt trade in the 18th century.

Unfortunately this blooming period came to an end. Development
of the town stagnated for a number of reasons. One of them is a dramatic
traffic situation. The main lanes of traffic change and the deep and narrow
valley lost it's central position. Cotton took the place of wool in textile
industry, a development Calw could not cope with. With the war starting
in the northern part of Italy at the beginning of the 19the century Calw's
most important trade relations were cut. Another reason is a lack of
industry and commerce because of the difficult topographic condition of
Calw's site.

Calw today is an administrative center with about 23 500
inhabitants. Starting in 1938 and ending in 1975 we incorporated a few
smaller communities, forexample Hirsau, which is known for its historical
monastery district. Hirsau was the center of monastery life in the 10th
century.

Besides its significance as a place of textile industry and merchant
activity Calw was the town where a number of famous people lived. For
example U. Ruehlein, the first author who wrote a book on metal mining
in German language in 1503 although in those days scientific literature
was used to be written in Latin. He was born in Calw. Or Johann Valentin
Andreae, the initiator of the Rosenkreuzer movement and important
person of religious life in the 17th century in the state of Wuerttemberg.
Let me also mention father and son Gaertner, both biologists, who
analysed and demonstrated sexuality of plants. Their work later was a
base for Darwin's "Origin of Species" or Mendel's theory of transmission.
And the last but not the least Hermann Hesse, the grandson of Hermann
Gundert and most famous "son" of our town. You see, Calw has always
been seeking its identity in culture and not in dates of wars, battles and
dynasties like many other medieval towns in Europe in those days.

* An excerpt from the welcome speech of Dr. Herbert Karl, Mayor of Calw, delivered at the
reception of Kerala delegates in the City Council Hall on 15th May 1993.
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A Report addressed by Shamoo Pattar Adhikari
of Kollangode Amsham to the Tahseeldar
of Temalpooram.

Having been informed that Chakoonga! Raman Menon an
inhabitant of Vadavanoor Désham attached to my Amsham
has been enjoying for several years past certain lands which
are not included in the revenue assessment without paying
revenue to Government, and that owing to the connivance of
certain public servants who had been gained over by Raman

Menon, the lands in question were omitted from the public

. 984 and 1004 .
accounts in the years ,goq 000752880 O1 the occasion of the

Government assessment being made; With a view to ascertain
the truth of this information, I inspected and measured the
lands in question on the I1th Instant in presence of the Mook-

@RAnIOIEMIS @PAISIOILITNID &OmISAIIS)HhEINS DMy
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hyastars of this Amsham and made a verbal enquiry among
the neighbouring cultivators, from which it appears that the
aforesaid Raman Menon has enjoyed for a length of time three
pieces of land measuring thirty three paras, not included in
the assessment, without paying revenue to Government.

Under these circumstances I request that you will direct me
how I am to act in the matter.

10th Dhanoo 1023
23rd December 1847

MBS0 sz @b 2006\:5596\@(9)7(6]@63% which is not inclu-
ded in the Circar assessment regisler. OrOH0I® 23 the Circar (Govern-
ment ) assessment register. Qéo&gjsmb to be included in, v.n. Qg
0080923290 for a long time. ®PRBANBAOM (o enjoy, v.a
689840 a Malabar year. 66)a12IU3) the assessment of land. NG
® Hogonancd a public servant @'@(@&aéo those, refering to oMayi
e100 lands, plu. of @D, that, a common form of the demonstrative
pronoun @@ that. sRAW )@ 0.2.1TD Y0 to enter in the registry.
OONW the truth, reality. Qsé__bﬁ\.mﬁb a head man of a village, s. m.
BVPHYY o measure, v. a. .g,cﬂ&ommnb a czllivalor, s. m. &»S)
Q90 an inkabitant, a ryot, 5. m. oo (VIELE@3Codn U0 to )
B)@090IN) agiMIMe BSIWIRIONDIS lit. “with certain ryots who
are the neighbouring cultivalors to these lands” meaning with certain ryots
who cultivate lands neighbouring to these lands. Q12900661 T:y word of
mouth, vivd voce, verbally, adv. In this sentence the verbal noun &m»
B8 & QYo and GDOMIEN]H6: B, QYo are governed by the inflected parti-
ciple mu%m'fré and the sentence is to be translated thus, zpon making
the measurement of the lands and a ‘verbal enquiry among the ryots Etc.
the use of the verbal noun in this manner is very common in Malayalam
and in official papers a series of sentences frequently occurs connccted by
verbal nouns, Whiph are governed by the verb /2.1@)0% at the end of
the paragraph. (6D the abbreviated form of the word a0 a measure o
capacity, a parah. agiOlW 61»284@IWg for many years.

.
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