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In a wrap-up to 40 years spent in India, Martin Kämpchen is hopeful that his sojourn will 
make a genuine intellectual contribution to the country 

 
I HAD arrived in Kolkata with the intention of spending a year or two before returning to 
Germany and starting a “proper” profession. I wanted to be a journalist and had already 
received an offer. Instead, I stayed on in the city for three-and-a-half years and then decided 
to become, again, a student. While at Narendrapur, I had all day to read and reflect and 
meditate because my classes at Gol Park were in the evening. I studied the Hindu and 
Christian scriptures, ancient and modern, ploughed through works of world literature. Then I 
yearned to understand all that I had read on India in a more systematic and complete way, 
hence my wish to return to university.  
   I enrolled at Madras University for an MA in Indian Philosophy. Indian Jesuit fathers 
invited me to live in their institute. For three years I studied in there, travelled extensively in 
the south and began working as a writer, translator and journalist for German publications. 
   One should have thought that after my MA it was high time to return home. I had worked 
and studied in India and travelled extensively. About seven years had elapsed, and I had 
crossed 30. Yet I still felt I had not fully uncovered the hidden face of India. I was unable to 
leave, although my father generously offered to sponsor me for advanced studies in Europe. I 
might have stayed in south India because I was quite enamoured especially by Kerala. But 
one consideration prompted me to return to West Bengal. I urgently wanted to learn an Indian 
language. Foreign languages do not come easily to me. With English, French and Latin, I 
thought my capacity for learning languages had been exhausted. Therefore, while I was 
unsure whether I would stay on in India much longer, I had hesitated to shoulder the burden 
of learning an Indian language. 
   During my last few months at Narendrapur, a college student had given me a taste of 
Bengali. Conversing with acquaintances in Tamil Nadu, in Karnataka and Kerala who had, 
playfully, taught me a smattering of their mother tongues, I clearly realised they were 
excruciatingly difficult to pronounce. Bengali came to me more readily, perhaps because of its 
stronger influence from Indo-Germanic languages. This was the deciding factor for me to 
return to West Bengal. Yet, I hesitated to again make Kolkata my base because I became 
afraid of this rapacious moloch of a city. I never have been a city person, having grown up in 
a small town. So I explored Santiniketan as a possibility and my endeavour was immediately 
crowned by success. Thus, from December 1979 I started to make Santiniketan my residence 
— and I still live there after 33 years. 
 
Life at Santiniketan 
   Now the actual work of integration began. No longer was I under the care of monks, Hindu 
or Christian, shielding me from society at large. Entirely on my own, I had to face the rough 
and tumble of staying in Bengali society without the privileges a guest can claim.  
   My entry into Santiniketan had been effortless. Within two weeks I had a suitable 
accommodation at Purva Palli in the outhouse of Dr Moni Moulik, who became my mentor. 
With a recommendation in hand, I had, on my first day, approached Professors Ashin Das 
Gupta and Uma Das Gupta, a brilliant historian couple and two exceptional persons. They 
decided it would be best for me to meet Professor Kalidas Bhattacharya, renowned 
philosopher and former Visva-Bharati vice-chancellor, with the request to be my doctoral 
guide. 



   Without much ado, they packed me into their old black car and took me to Kalidasda, who 
received us with kindness and, then and there, decided to accept me as his PhD student. Due 
to his influence, the process of registration was uncomplicated and swift.     
   Without delay, I began my research. I wanted to compare the life of two saints, one Hindu 
and one Christian, and chose Sri Ramakrishna and Francis of Assisi, the iconic 13th century 
Italian saint. I began my study of the Bengali language immediately and finally read all five 
volumes of the Sri Ramakrishna Kathamrita in the original, which I considered a requirement 
for my research. 
   Even though I began another course of study, I was not a typical student. Already I had a 
PhD. I was not a stipend-holder. Instead, in Madras I had begun to earn my livelihood from 
my writing and my translations. While in the south, I had already translated a book on India 
from French to German and brought out two anthologies. A German weekly made me its 
India correspondent. I tried to be sincere and professional about my work, and toiled 
strenuously to build up a base from which I would, on various levels, report and comment to 
the German public on Indian cultural and religious matters. I was less interested in strictly 
academic studies meant for a limited academic readership; rather, I pursued the kind of essay 
writing which has an academic base, yet appeals to a broader spectrum of educated people. 
   In Germany, there is an established culture of freelance writing. Privatgelehrte (private 
scholars) are respected because they give themselves up entirely to their research and writing, 
living, often quite inadequately, entirely on their publications and lectures. This they prefer to 
becoming a university professor with all the enormous prestige and pecuniary advantage as 
well as the encumbrances and unwanted diversions this job entails. Further, Germany has the 
institution of freie Schriftsteller, “free” writers. “Free” means they have shunned any kind of 
employment to be free to pursue their art.  
   In India, we have no such tradition. A gifted and intelligent man or woman with good marks 
from the university will invariably go for chakri. Those who fall short of getting employment 
will be considered failures. Business is a second option. So when I slowly grew older and still 
remained at Santiniketan, people probably assumed I had failed to get adequate work in 
Germany and was just hanging on in India.  
   The truth is that during my annual home visits I have not once applied for a job; rather, I 
rejected several offers. More than most other values, freedom has been a motivating force. 
But wanting freedom also meant remaining unsupported, unprotected, without prestige. For 
decades, my writing had been only in German, so hardly anybody in India was able to read 
my essays, my fiction and my translations. I could expect neither criticism nor appreciation. 
   Being seen as a “failed” person at Santiniketan had its regrettable consequences. I realised 
that a person without a position, without a designation to his/her name receives scant respect. 
People in the academic community did not know where to place me. Many probably viewed 
me as a “life-long student”. In the first two years, I diligently met professors and other 
residents of Santiniketan in their homes and we had rewarding discussions. But even after 
visiting them three or four times, they would never return my visit, or send me a note, or 
contact me by other means. At best, they deigned to come when they needed something – an 
address, a piece of advice on Germany, a translation, a recommendation. It became one-way-
traffic. I realised to my dismay that most people tried to make me their sishya, putting 
themselves up as my guru. But this was not the kind of integration I was looking for. I went 
out in search of friendship, of stimulating discourse, of collaborative work for the enrichment 
of cultural and social life in Santiniketan and West Bengal. 
   I became painfully conscious of the fact that family matters most in this country. To have a 
father or uncle or mother or elder brother who, in some way, did something important or was 
the friend of somebody important, mattered. My dear father, who died in 1987, had been a 
respected college principal with several books to his credit – but that, of course, meant little to 
people in Santiniketan. I was just being myself. 



   No matter how close I became to my friends, no matter how much I supported them, their 
own families would always rank first. Having no family in India, I was often left out. 
   There were and still are notable exceptions, people who had the modesty to see me as an 
equal and engaged me in intellectual discussion. But on the whole, alas! I failed to make the 
academic community my own. I admit that I felt hurt. By now, the wound has healed, I am 
engrossed in my intellectual and creative pursuits in my room, in writing and reading. My 
social contacts are on the whole confined to the cordial interaction with the Santhal 
community in the villages around Santiniketan. (In this essay I do not touch on my work 
among them.) During winter and spring, numerous guests come to Santiniketan to interact 
with me; many also visit my village friends. Besides, in the last two or three years there has 
been a marked reversal with several academicians taking note of my contribution to Tagore 
studies. 
 
Is my life an anachronism? 
   The time when individuals from Europe and America made India their home to achieve a 
great work for the benefit of Indian society is over. And it is good that this is so. After Charles 
F Andrews, William W Pearson and Leonard K Elmhirst, no other Western personality has 
given shape to the destiny of Santiniketan as resolutely as they have. Perhaps no other guest 
has been given the opportunity to do so. We have seen Verrier Elwin (whom I admire), 
Nicholas Roerich, Mira Behn, Marjorie Sykes (whom I still met at Santiniketan), Mother 
Teresa and several highly respected foreign Jesuit fathers in India. This generation of pioneers 
has passed away. The leaders of society now emerge from the Indian people themselves. 
   Whoever comes to India from abroad at this age is not meant to lead, or to establish 
something new — at least not on a large scale and a highly visible platform. Indians should 
and can accomplish this themselves. Also, the time is gone when by leading an exemplary life 
of simplicity and honesty a Westerner can inspire a large segment of the Indian populace. 
Anybody who may try this in our time will probably face irritation or plain disregard. The 
karma of Westerners today is to be members in a team with Indian colleagues, to serve rather 
than seek power, and to hand over their responsibilities to able Indian hands as quickly as 
possible. Rabindranath’s ideal has been that men of different nationalities work together as 
equals for a common goal. This ideal has been before me throughout. I have never betrayed it. 
   Only once was I tempted to return to Europe for good. That was in 1990/1991 when, 
unexpectedly, East Europe erupted into freedom. Its Soviet regimes fell like pins, the 
fragrance of freedom and creative enterprise was in the air. I felt the itch to travel through 
East Europe, witness this important moment of history and “do something”. However, I did 
not receive that irrevocable call that would have allowed me to leave everything and depart. 
   I admit, it was a sacrifice not to live like a full citizen. As a foreigner, I could not participate 
as a member of any organisation, hold office in any institution, give shape to my ideas or 
share my experience in any committee. 
The climate has been harsh. The heat and especially the humidity in summer and during the 
monsoon make we weak and edgy. To escape the worst time, I normally spend May and June 
in Germany for my lectures, my research and my visits to friends. The unforeseeable and 
sometimes interminable power cuts have often succeeded in distracting me and making me 
distraught, and I continue to get nervous from the noise. The garbage and litter thrown in the 
streets and public spaces offend my eyes every time I pass by. 
   But, and this is a mighty but, my 40 years in India, and of these my 33 years at Santiniketan, 
although they were by no means easy, have been exceptionally fruitful. There have been rich 
rewards of living in Santiniketan. Work went well. I feel inspired and stimulated. My relative 
isolation has helped me to keep my focus on my writing and translations. Book after book has 
appeared; translations of Tagore’s poems, the Kathamrita and Vivekananda’s lectures in 
German translation, stories, a novel, essays... each book is on India, its culture, its religions, 



its social life. 
   In my cultural journalism I have attempted to create a sympathetic and balanced, a sober 
and factual picture of India. My aim was to avoid these two extremes: the romantic picture 
projected by so-called “spiritual seekers” who paint an India peopled with babas and yogis; 
and the picture of India as a country of grinding poverty and injustice. The totally non-
sensational reality of India is situated between these extremes and is much more varied, more 
painful as well as cheerful, more richly human than the extremes suggest. In the last two 
decades, I have regularly written for the cultural section of Germany’s best-known national 
daily newspaper, the Frankfurter Allgemeine. These articles have helped to shape the image 
of India among educated people in Germany. On the other hand, my frequent essays for The 
Statesman have been a sharing of my experiences and ideas with my Indian readers. Uniquely 
positioned at the intersection of Bengali or Indian life and European consciousness, 
participating in both worlds, my perception of life perhaps appears unusual. Never have I 
received more feedback as a writer than from readers of The Statesman. I see this as a 
vindication; my 40 years in India may, after all, make a genuine intellectual contribution to 
India. 
 
The writer, presently on a fellowship in Germany, can be reached at 
m.kaempchen@gmx.de .  

 


