Obituary: Gerhard Oberhammer

by Marion Rastelli, Marcus Schmiicker, and Himal Trikha*

Gerhard Oberhammer, Emeritus Full Professor
of Indology at the University of Vienna and
Full Member of the Austrian Academy of
Sciences, passed away on 22 December 2025
in his native city of Innsbruck, Austria, at the

age of 96, after a long and productive life.

Gerhard Oberhammer was born on 18 June
1929 in Innsbruck, where he attended primary
school and the Akademisches Gymnasium. At
the age of twelve, a chemical experiment he
conducted together with a classmate resulted in
an explosion that injured both of his eyes.

Several operations were required, and his

eyesight remained impaired for the rest of his life.

In 1949, Oberhammer began studying German philology, history, and
philosophy at the University of Innsbruck, but soon changed his field to comparative
linguistics under Hermann Ammann. His main focus was Sanskrit; he also learned
Arabic and Hebrew to pursue the study of the “philosophies of all peoples.”! Concur-
rently, he attended philosophy seminars of Simon Moser and Karl Rahner at the
Faculty of Theology. In 1950/51, Oberhammer spent a year abroad at the Sorbonne in

Paris, where he studied Indology under Jean Filliozat and Louis Renou. His first
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article, published in 1953, was already devoted to an Indological topic.? In 1954, he
received his doctorate in Innsbruck under Richard Strohal with a dissertation on
epistemological metaphysics in Plotinus.?

After completing his studies, Oberhammer worked from 1955 to 1961 as a re-
search assistant at the Institute of Indology at the University of Vienna under Erich
Frauwallner. During this period, from 1957 to 1959, he spent time in India as a
research scholar at the Sanskrit Department of the University of Madras, where he
studied texts from various Indian philosophical traditions under Venkataraman
Raghavan. From 1961 to 1964, Oberhammer held the position of Wetenschappelijk
Hoofdambtenaar (roughly equivalent to an associate professor or senior lecturer) at the
Instituut voor Oosterse Talen of Utrecht University, where he taught Indian
philosophy. While in the Netherlands, he also met his future wife, Magdalena Geurts;
they married in 1964, and in 1973 their daughter Maria Barbara was born.

In 1964, Oberhammer was appointed associate professor and director of the
Institute of Indology at the University of Vienna, succeeding Frauwallner. In 1967, he
was promoted to full professor of Indology, a position he held until his retirement in
1997. From 1983 to 1987, he also served as Dean of the Faculty of Humanities at the
University of Vienna. At the Austrian Academy of Sciences, Oberhammer directed the
Commission for the Languages and Cultures of South Asia from 1983, founded by
Frauwallner in 1956, and from 1986, the newly established Research Unit for the
Cultural and Intellectual History of Asia. In 1991, these two bodies were merged into
the Institute for the Cultural and Intellectual History of Asia, which Oberhammer

headed until his retirement in 1997.

Oberhammer’s scholarly work focused primarily on the history of philosophy in the
Brahmanical traditions, the religious history of Hinduism, and the hermeneutics of

religion.
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In the area of history of philosophy, Oberhammer initially built on the
Indological focus established by his predecessor Frauwallner* through studies on the
epistemology and logic of early Sankhya and Nyaya. In early articles such as “The
Authorship of the Sastitantra” (1960) and “On the Sources in Jayanta Bhatta and
Uddyotakara” (1962), he contributed to the historical analysis of these traditions of
Indian thought, and he returned to these themes repeatedly throughout his career. His
“Beitrag zu den Vada-Traditionen Indiens” (1963) and “Gedanken zur historischen
Darstellung indischer Logik™ (1964) culminated in the three volumes of the
Begriffsworterbuch zur altindischen Dialektik, Erkenntnislehre und Methodologie, a
dictionary of technical terms in early Indian philosophical scholasticism (1991-2006).
Alongside the philological-historical methods applied in this field, Oberhammer was
inspired by Frauwallner to use also an additional methodological approach: the
systematic investigation of the “inner form™ of a text—an interpretive mode of reading
guided by philosophical insight yet firmly grounded in philology.> This method was
characteristic of Oberhammer’s scholarship, and we, as his students, were likewise
held to it in his seminars. Once a text had been philologically clarified and historically
situated through our reading together, we could invariably expect the question: “What
does this mean? What is the author seeking to convey with these words?” He
constantly strove to discern the central philosophical idea on the basis of the translated
text and an analysis of the author’s conceptual and logical argumentation. This
orientation toward the whole defined Oberhammer’s scholarly approach and served as
a unifying motif throughout his publications. In research on Indian philosophy in the
narrower sense, this method proved fruitful in numerous studies on the soteriology of
Yoga, Nyaya, and Vedanta.

“Gott, Urbild der emanzipierten Existenz im Yoga des Patafijali* (1964) is the

first of Oberhammer’s studies devoted both to the Patarijalayogasastra and to yogic
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practices in other traditions. In the monograph Strukturen yogischer Meditation:
Untersuchungen zur Spiritualitit des Yoga (1977), yogic meditation is situated within
the soteriological context of an experience of transcendence. Against the background
of historically and philologically reconstructed sections on Sankhya-oriented yoga,
theistic yoga, and the forms of yoga discussed in the Patafijalayogasastra,
Oberhammer proposes understanding yogic meditation ‘““as a spiritual reality that the
practitioner consciously brings into relation with the ultimate meaning of human
existence.”¢

The two articles “Paksilasvamin’s Introduction to his Nyayabhasya” (1964) and
“Der frithe Nyaya: Bemerkungen zur inneren Gestalt seines Denkens” (1992) likewise
exemplify Oberhammer’s scholarly achievement. They show that he not only helped
shape the conceptual history of Nyaya’s logical-dialectical categories, but also de-
veloped an interpretive framework for its soteriological promise. Particularly note-
worthy in this context is the monograph Wahrheit und Transzendenz: Ein Beitrag zur
Spiritualitéit des Nyaya (1984), which Oberhammer situates within the trajectory of his
earlier Yoga study by seeking to grasp the spirituality discernible in early Nyaya texts
“beyond tracing its concrete historical form, as the realization of the human being’s
actual orientation toward transcendence”.”

In his study of Vedanta—particularly its soteriology—Oberhammer contributed
to the interpretation of Sankara’s Advaita Vedanta, for example in his article
“Sankaras Lehre von der Emanzipation zu Lebzeiten” (1995), but devoted more
substantial attention to ViSistadvaita Vedanta. His early article “Zur Theorie der
Schlussfolgerung bei Parasarabhatta” (1968) was followed by his first monograph,
Yamunamunis Interpretation von Brahmasiitram 2,2,42—45 (1971). He then published
Parasarabhattas Tattvaratnakara (1979), the first of nine volumes in the series
Materialien zur Geschichte der Ramanuja-Schule. From the first volume,

Oberhammer introduced a methodological innovation for research on the school: he

6 Ibid., p. 2: “als eine geistige Realitit zu verstehen, die vom Ubenden in eine bewusste
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reconstructed Parasarabhatta’s writings largely from the fragmentary quotations
preserved in texts by later authors. In the series’ third volume, a comparable method
was applied to the writings of Yadavaprakasa. The subsequent volumes of the series
addressed central theological themes of the tradition, including the doctrine of God as
the inner controller, the theology of the Goddess, conceptions of liberation and post-
mortem existence, and the key concept of seeking refuge in God, central to religious
practice. These themes were analyzed in detail through the works of previously little-
studied representatives of the school—Ramanuja’s successors, including Narayanarya,
with regard to their conceptual and historical development.

Oberhammer was among the first Western scholars to recognize and systemati-
cally investigate the close historical connections between ViSistadvaita Vedanta and
the religious tradition of Paficaratra. These insights later found expression in the
conference volume On the Mutual Influences and Relationship of Visistadvaita
Vedanta and Paiicaratra (2007).

Particular attention is to be given to Oberhammer’s investigations into the
historical formation of religious traditions, especially with regard to their self-under-
standing, claims to authoritative transmission, and interactions with other traditions.
Oberhammer’s hypotheses concerning the concept of tradition (in Vedism and Hin-
duism, 1997) and the relational configuration of Brahmanical-orthodox, Tantric, and
Paificaratra traditions (in Miscellanea to the Phenomenon of Tantra, 1998) are particu-
larly noteworthy. The systematic investigation of these topics took place within the
long-term project of the Tantrikabhidhanakosa (begun in 1993), a dictionary of the
terminology of Hindu Tantras, including those of the Pafcaratra, conceived in five
volumes. Oberhammer initiated this project together with the French scholars Hélene
Brunner and André Padoux; it continues to receive contributions from international

specialists today.

A central feature of Oberhammer’s scholarship was his steadfast openness to interdis-
ciplinary dialogue between Indology and the philosophy and theology of the Judeo-
Christian traditions. Inspired by the profound transformations within the Catholic
Church following the Second Vatican Council (1962—-1965) and its newly articulated

orientation toward other religions, in 1966 Oberhammer founded—supported by his



teacher and lifelong intellectual influence, Karl Rahner, as well as by Cardinal Franz
Ko6nig—the Sammlung de Nobili, named after the Jesuit missionary Roberto Nobili,
who was active in India. Still today, this research initiative continues to pursue the
goal of establishing a scholarly, critically informed foundation for dialogue among the
world’s religions, particularly between Christianity and Hinduism.

In addition to maintaining a library and producing the series Publications of the
de Nobili Research Library, the initiative also led to a series of symposia focused on
encounters between India’s religious traditions and the Christian intellectual world.
Oberhammer played a central role in organizing several of these interdisciplinary sym-
posia, thereby fostering exchange among specialists in Indology, theology, and philo-
sophy—an exchange that also served as the basis for the development of his own philo-
sophical discourse. The point of departure for this discourse lay in fundamental philo-
sophical patterns elaborated by Karl Rahner in his theological work. Oberhammer
transformed these patterns by releasing them from their specifically Christian-theolo-
gical framework and making them applicable to the study of religion within the Indian
traditions. On this basis, he developed what he initially termed a “transcendental her-
meneutics of religious traditions,” later simplified to “religious hermeneutics.” By
“hermeneutics” he did not mean textual exegesis, but the fundamental act of existential
understanding, in which the human being interprets self and reality in light of an
ultimate meaning. By “transcendental” he referred to the conditions of possibility of
this understanding—an original openness in the human being, through which the
world, meaning, and reality become accessible in the first place.

More concretely, the symposia initiated by Oberhammer addressed fundamental
questions of human existence—transcendence, meaning, death, and religious validity—
bringing together phenomenological, religious-hermeneutical, and cross-traditional
perspectives without being bound by doctrinal constraints. Notable results of this line
of thought are the conference volumes Im Tod gewinnt der Mensch sein Selbst (1995),
which addresses death, resurrection, and emancipation in interreligious comparison,
and Glaubensgewissheit und Wahrheit in religioser Tradition (2008), which explores
questions of religious truth and certainty from both Christian and Hindu perspectives.

Alongside his theoretical reflections on encounters between different religious

traditions, Oberhammer’s efforts to put these ideas into practice were evident in his



work at the Katholische Hochschule St. Gabriel in Modling. In 1991, he played a
decisive role in the establishment of the Institute for the Theology of Religions,
directed by Pater Andreas Bsteh, which provided a framework—particularly for
Catholic and Protestant theologians—for deepening interdisciplinary dialogue and

exploring Christianity’s relationships with Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam.

Oberhammer’s scholarly achievements were acknowledged in his election to member-
ship in numerous learned societies. In addition to serving as a Full Member of the
Austrian Academy of Sciences, he was, among other distinctions, a corresponding
member of the German Academic Society for Theology, the Wissenschaftliche
Gesellschafft fiir Theologie, a member of Academia Europaea, and an honorary
member of the Société Asiatique.

With two Festschriften published on the occasion of his sixty-fifth birthday,
Oberhammer was accorded recognition from within Indology?® as well as from theolo-
gical and philosophical circles.” A further Festschrift for his ninetieth birthday reflects
the importance Oberhammer had, after the fall of the Iron Curtain, for scholars at the
Department of Indology of the Institute of Oriental Philology at Jagiellonian
University in Krakow, Poland. This contact began when several members of the
Krakéw department were invited to participate in the Eighth World Sanskrit
Conference, held in Vienna in 1990. More than two decades of close scholarly
exchange followed this first encounter—an exchange that Oberhammer himself found

exceptionally fruitful and that greatly benefited his Krakéw colleagues.!”
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Much of this exchange with Krakow took place after Oberhammer’s retirement,
completing the decades of his scholarly activity, during which he worked tirelessly to
support his colleagues and students. Many of his colleagues recall his consistent and
genuine interest in their work, his intellectual curiosity, and his personal warmth. In
each of his fields of research, he was a pioneer who opened up new avenues and
brought new connections into view, inspiring others to rethink the intellectual
encounter between India and Europe. With Gerhard Oberhammer, we have lost an
outstanding scholar and devoted teacher, a person of great vision as well as generosity

of spirit.
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