
OTTO, WALTER F. Walter Friedrich Otto (1874–
1958) was a German scholar of classical philology, mytholo-
gy, and the history and philosophy of religions. The son of
pharmacist Hermann Ernst Otto, Walter Otto was born in
Hechingen, a small town below Mount Hohenzollern in
Swabia. His family, marked by strong pietistic principles,
soon moved to Stuttgart, where Otto attended secondary
school at the humanistic Eberhard Ludwigs Gymnasium be-
ginning in 1882. After winning the Konkurs in 1892, he was
admitted to the Stift, an evangelical college in Tübingen that
had been in earlier times the school of the poet Friedrich
Hölderlin and the philosophers G. W. F. Hegel and Frie-
drich Schelling. The following year Otto switched to classical
studies under Otto Crusius, Wilhelm Schmid, and Ludwig
Schwabe. He continued these studies in 1894 in Bonn,
where he was strongly influenced by Hermann Usener and
Friedrich Bücheler. Under the supervision of the latter, he
wrote his dissertation on the origin of Roman proper names,
for which he was awarded a Ph.D. degree in 1897.

Following the Staatsexamen in the same year, he taught
in a secondary school in Bonn for six months, and from 1898
onward he served as assistant of the Thesaurus Linguae La-
tinae in Munich. As part of this project he became editor of
the Onomasticon Latinum from 1905 to 1911, continuing his
work in the field of Latin onomastics. In 1905 Otto complet-
ed his Habilitationsschrift on Juno at the University of Mu-
nich under his former teacher in Tübingen, Otto Crusius.
Other major essays on Roman religion appeared in the years
1900 to 1916, most of them in the Real-Encyclopädie. At the
University of Munich he became Privatdozent in 1905; he
gave Latin style exercises from 1907 on, and was appointed
außerordentlicher Professor in 1910. Besides the philological
work at the Thesaurus, which led Otto to the acquaintance
of Ernst Diehl and Alfred Klotz, he attended the psyc-
hodiagnostic lectures of the Bachofen-influenced scholar
Ludwig Klages. In 1911 he gave lectures at the University
of Vienna, where his friendship with Hans von Arnim
started.

In 1913 Otto was appointed ordentlicher Professor for
Latin literature in Basel, and the next year he moved, with
the same function, to Frankfurt am Main, where he wrote
his main works, The Homeric Gods (1929) and Dionysus
(1933). Here he was the leader of a major school in ancient
culture and religion to which adhered important scholars,
such as the classicist Karl Reinhardt and the ethnologist Leo
Frobenius (who were Otto’s best friends for his whole life),
the Sinologist Richard Wilhelm, the philosopher Kurt Rie-
zler and, among the younger generation, the Germanist Max
Kommerell (who became Otto’s son-in-law in 1936), the
historian Franz Altheim, the religious historians Carl Koch
and Károly Kerényi, the Iranist Hermann Lommel, and the
ethnologist Adolf Ellegard Jensen. Most of these scholars
wrote important works within the sixteen-volume series
Frankfurter Studien zur Religion und Kultur der Antike, edited
by Otto between 1932 and 1938. In those years Otto played

a key role in Frankfurt’s cultural life, attending both Wil-
helm’s China-Institut and Frobenius’s Forschungsinstitut
für Kulturmorphologie (Otto helped to transfer the latter
from Munich to Frankfurt). He went several times to the
exile residence of Kaiser Wilhelm II in Doorn (Netherlands),
where scholars of Frobenius’s entourage were invited regular-
ly to hold conferences on myth-related topics. In his last
years in Frankfurt, Otto put great efforts into advising the
scientific edition of the unpublished works of Max Scheler
and Friedrich Nietzsche. Otto was an important member of
the scientific committee of the Nietzsche-Archiv in Weimar:
together with Karl Schlechta and Martin Heidegger, both
appointed to the committee by his suggestion, Otto tried to
save Nietzsche’s legacy from a mere political use.

Because of his connections with Kurt Riezler and his
“clique,” the Nazis forced Otto to move to Königsberg in
1934. Here he succeeded the Greek classicist Paul Maas, who
had to leave his chair because of his Jewish origins, and be-
came a good friend of the younger scholar Willy Theiler. He
was also close to the philosopher Hans Heyse, the art histori-
an Wilhelm Worringer, the musicologist Hans Engel, the ar-
chaeologist Guido von Kaschnitz-Weinberg, and the In-
dologist Helmut von Glasenapp. Besides his academic
relationships, Otto took part in Königsberg’s cultural life,
becoming a member of the Königsberger Gelehrte Gesell-
schaft and the Kant-Gesellschaft, and attending the aristo-
cratic society of Eastern Prussia (through the families Dohna
and Dönhoff he was introduced to anti-Nazi milieus). Dur-
ing this period Otto wrote about Goethe’s and Hölderlin’s
relationship to Greek religion, lectured on Nietzsche and
Socrates, and edited the Jahrbücher für die geistige Überlie-
ferung together with Karl Reinhardt and Ernesto Grassi. The
second volume of this series was forbidden by the Nazis, who
therefore decided to cancel the award of the Kant-Preis to
Otto in 1943. In 1944 he escaped the disaster of Königsberg,
leaving behind his library and several manuscripts. This
heavy loss was important for Otto’s shift to a more philo-
sophical—and less philological—approach to classical myth,
which goes back to the 1920s but is particularly characteristic
of his works after 1945. Having spent the last year of war
in Elmau (Bavaria), he obtained two teaching assignments
in Greek literature in Munich and Göttingen (1945 and
1946), was visiting professor in Tübingen in 1946, and be-
came emeritus in that university in 1955. During this period
he was one of the founders of the Wissenschaftliche Buchge-
sellschaft and the Max-Scheler-Gesellschaft (the latter of
which he directed), and lectured on various topics, including
Apollo, Prometheus, the spirit of Greek religion, Greek trag-
edy, Socrates, and humanism.

Starting from studies in Latin onomastics strongly influ-
enced by Usener’s Götternamen (1896) and Bücheler’s works
on ancient Italic languages, Otto moved in his postdoctoral
years to a comprehensive interpretation of Roman religion.
As a challenge to Georg Wissowa’s Religion und Kultus der
Römer (1902), Otto concentrated on the autochthon (non-
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Greek) aspects of the main Roman gods (Fatum, Faunus,
Fides, Fortuna, Genius, Janus, and Juno), pointing out their
chthonian, as well as their benign, character. In these years
he also extended his cognition in the field of history of reli-
gions, on which he gave lectures at Munich University
(thereby dwelling especially on Greek mystery cults). These
interests directed his studies about soul-beliefs in ancient reli-
gions—a topic on which he lectured in Frankfurt and wrote
his first book in 1923 (Die Manen).

In another book of the same year (Der Geist der Antike
und die christliche Welt) Otto gave a strongly Nietzsche-
influenced view of the Jewish and Christian religions in an-
tithesis to the Greek Olympian world. Here, and in a series
of articles leading to his main work, the Homeric Gods (1929;
English translation, 1954), he supplied a philosophical inter-
pretation of Greek religion, abandoning the philological
method that had guided all his previous works. This method-
ological shift was due to Otto’s classicistic conception of the
uniqueness of Greek religion compared to any other. He
maintained that the Homeric mode of seeing and thinking
of the Olympian gods found continual expression within the
Greek world “despite all temporal and individual variations,
in the representative works of the Greek genius, whether in
poetry, plastic art or philosophy” (Otto, 1929/1954, p. 20),
being not only the very essence of Greek civilization, but in-
deed “the religious idea of the European spirit” and “one of
humanity’s greatest religious ideas” (p. 13). According to
Otto, each Olympian god (he dwells on Athene, Apollo, Ar-
temis, Aphrodite, and Hermes, not taking into account
Zeus) is an Urgestalt des Seins, capable of revealing from its
peculiar point of view the totality of reality—worldliness and
naturalness—in human shape. Such are, for example, Apol-
lo, the anthropomorphic revelation of spiritual freedom and
distance from the mortal’s world, and his twin sister Artemis,
who represents “freedom of another sort—the feminine,”
which is “free nature with its brilliance and wildness, with
its guiltless purity and its mysterious uncanniness” (p. 102).
As Goethe had pointed out, Greek religion should therefore
be considered as “theomorphic” and not as “anthropomor-
phic,” with the divine in its human appearance being the
model for mankind—and not the opposite.

Otto deepened his idea of the Greek divine as a revela-
tion of “being” in human form in his other major work, Dio-
nysus (1933; English translation, 1965). Relying on this con-
ception, Otto was one of the few scholars of his time
maintaining the Greek provenience of Dionysos, long before
Michael Ventris and John Chadwick discovered the god’s
Mycaenean evidence in 1952. Though not belonging to the
Olympian deities, this god discloses “a whole world, whose
spirit presents itself again and again in new forms, connect-
ing in an eternal unity the sublime with the simple, the
human with the animal, the vegetal with the elemental”
(Otto, 1933/1965, p. 188). The very essence of Dionysos lies
therefore in the opposition between these incompatible
poles; hence his madness, visible in his symbols: the mask

(incarnating the simultaneity of presence and absence), the
music (embodying both noise and silence), and the wine
(symbol of the paradoxical unity of pleasure and pain). This
madness, in which brightness and obscurity, and joy and
horror, coincide, unifies also life and death, concealing in it-
self the mystery of procreation. For this reason, the Diony-
sian world is a feminine one, closely connected to women,
as is clearly shown by the god’s followers, the Maenads, and
his spouse Ariadne.

SEE ALSO Greek Religion; Kerényi, Károly.
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OUSPENSKY, P. D. Petyr Dem’ianovich Uspenskii
(1878–1947) was a Russian philosopher, mathematician,
teacher, and mystic. He is known as a conveyor and inter-
preter of the teachings of G. I. Gurdjieff (1866–1949), but
was well established as an author even before he encountered
Gurdjieff. Ouspensky has a lasting place in the early-
twentieth-century Russian literary tradition, and as a writer
of numerous books on human spiritual development.

Ouspensky was born in and grew up in Moscow. His
mother was a painter, and his father a railroad surveyor who
died when Ouspensky was a child. The precocious boy was
dissatisfied with school. Even as a youth he discriminated be-
tween “ordinary knowledge” of worldly matters and “impor-
tant knowledge” concerning questions about the nature of
reality, human evolution and destiny, and the acquiring of
higher consciousness. For this reason, he left the academic
world and did not take any of the higher degrees for which
he was qualified. These questions preoccupied him through-
out his life. In 1905 he wrote a novel titled Kinema-Drama;
it was not published until 1915 and was later was translated
into English as The Strange Life of Ivan Osokin. The book,
based on the idea of eternal recurrence popularized by Frie-
drich Nietzsche (1844–1900), dramatizes the notion that
eternal recurrence, or living the same life again and again, can
come to an end for a person who learns its secret. To escape
“the trap called life,” one must make sacrifices for many
years, and even many lifetimes.

In 1907 Ouspensky’s quest led him to Theosophy. After
reading the works of Helena P. Blavatsky (1831–1891) and
others, he joined the Theosophical Society in Saint Peters-
burg. However, Ouspensky became dissatisfied with Theoso-
phy. Although invited to join the Inner Circle of initiates to
study secret teachings, he declined and left the Theosophical
Society in 1916. Ouspensky found that Theosophy was not
a continuing path for him, but he acknowledged that it
opened the door to esotericism and the study of higher di-
mensions.

In 1911 Ouspensky published a major work, the Terti-
um Organum: The Third Canon of Thought, a Key to the Enig-
mas of the World. This book, translated into English in 1920,
argued that a new mode of thinking was needed in Western
civilization. The classical mode had opened metaphysical in-
quiry. However, it also led to positivistic thought, which

chose to suppress metaphysics in favor of empirical science.
Aristotle (384–322 BCE) wrote the first Organon, a compen-
dium of logic and a systematic means of communicating
knowledge, exploring the principles of logic and discovery;
Francis Bacon (1561–1626) wrote the New Organum, expos-
ing the idols of the human intellect, which opened the way
for further scientific exploration during the Renaissance.
Ouspensky’s Tertium Organum brought together theories of
Eastern and Western mysticism, as well as sacred art and
modern science, in a way that enlightened and moved the
seeker toward a higher consciousness and a greater under-
standing of the principles of the universe.

Ouspensky’s search for esoteric knowledge led him to
travel to India and Ceylon in 1913. He was prevented from
going to Persia and Central Asia because of the outbreak of
World War I. He returned to Saint Petersburg via London,
Norway, and Finland. Giving a lecture in Saint Petersburg
in 1915, he met Sof’ia Grigor’evna Maksimenko, who be-
came his wife. Ouspensky was told of another group engaged
in the study of esoteric wisdom and occult phenomena; this
was the circle around Gurdjieff. Ouspensky went to meet
him in Moscow, and was accepted as a student of stature.
Gurdjieff acknowledged that Ouspensky was a thinker and
author in his own right. In Search of the Miraculous: Frag-
ments of an Unknown Teaching (1949) contains an account
of Ouspensky’s conversations with Gurdjieff and a lucid sys-
tematic exposition of Gurdjieff’s early ideas. 

As early as 1918, Ouspensky began to become disillu-
sioned with Gurdjieff’s leadership. In a typescript for a meet-
ing in 1937, Ouspensky explained that Gurdjieff had said
years earlier, “First of all you must not believe anything, and
second you must not do anything you do not understand.”
Ouspensky felt Gurdjieff was violating these principles, al-
though the two men continued to work together. After im-
migrating to London to escape the Bolsheviks, Ouspensky
developed his own circle of disciples. Gurdjieff joined him
there in 1922 and acquired some of Ouspensky’s pupils. In
1924 Ouspensky refused to stay at Gurdjieff’s Institute at
Prieuré des Basses Loges at Fontainebleau-Avon in France,
and he announced the independent nature of his future
work. The final break came in 1931 when Ouspensky was
denied all access to Prieuré.

Undaunted, Ouspensky continued to teach and to write
in London and founded the Historico-Psychological Society.
However, World War II made life in London difficult. He
also taught for a time in Lynn in Surrey, but decided to go
to the United States, where he held large meetings in New
York and New Jersey from 1941 to 1946. Although in failing
health, he returned to England in 1947. Before his death in
October of that year, he told his disciples that the work as
they had known it could not continue without him. Howev-
er, they were free to pursue the truth in their own way.

The Fourth Way (1957), consisting of records of Ous-
pensky’s meetings from 1921 to 1947, was published under
the supervision of Ouspensky’s wife. The term “Fourth
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