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I have passed out to everyone a listing of books and articles written by and about Thomas Mann. Time prevents me from discussing in detail this massive work product.  My talk tonight is based on a reading of the following books: Thomas Mann – A Biography by Ronald Hayman (1994);  Thomas Mann – A Sketch of My Life written in 1930 and translated into English in 1960; and From The Magic Mountain - Mann’s Later Masterpieces by Henry Hatfield, written in 1979. This effort does not make me a Thomas Mann expert by any means, but I hope, during the course of this presentment, to share with you a little of what I’ve learned about Mann, arguably, one of the most influential writers of the Twentieth Century. In addition to a summary of the biographical aspects of Paul Thomas Mann, I also hope to bring into focus the “events” that were transpiring in Germany, as well as that which was transpiring in the author’s life, during the period when Magic Mountain was written – roughly a period extending from May/June of 1912 thru 1924, when the book was first published in Germany. Layering this information onto that which is presented in tonight’s critical paper should provide each of you with greater insight into the book and its characters.
The following are factors that you should take into account when reading Thomas Mann. Thomas Mann’s target literary audience was the 65 million German speaking & reading people that lived in Europe. Second, the “influences” of German philosophers and composers – philosopher/writers like Friedrich Nietzsche, Arthur Schopenhauer, Johann Schiller, Heinrich Heine, Johann Goethe, Friedrich Hegel; and musicians including Richard Wagner, Richard Strauss, Robert Schuman, and Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart on Thomas Mann were profound. More importantly – Mann had read, studied, and well understood the writings of German’s greatest minds. At the same time, he played (arguably “very well” and for pleasure,) both the classical piano and the violin. Third – Sigmund Freud and Carl Gustav Jung were men Mann personally knew, corresponded with, and called “friends.” Mann was more than conversant with the language of psychology and psychiatry. Much of his writing deals with the mind – in particular the psychology of artists. Fourth, when Mann wrote his novels and papers, he first studied and immersed himself, be it history or medicine, in the “subject” he was writing about. Again he was both conversant and capable in numerous technical fields far removed from his nominal formal education. Finally, Thomas Mann was born into a family that enjoyed wealth and privilege. He therefore sought to maintain and/or enhance his privileged or bourgeoisie life-style throughout his life. This listing is by no means complete; however, from this presenter’s readings, the above serve to “flesh out” this most amazing man. 
Certainly, when Mann commenced writing, it was with the intent to serve the German literary market with thought provoking serious books. Starting with his earliest books, like Tonio Kroger and culminating in The Magic Mountain, Mann, and I quote from Sketch of My Life (p 32)  “Here perhaps for the first time I learned to use music to mold my style and form. Here for the first time I grasped the idea of epic prose composition as a thought-texture woven of different themes, as  musically related – complete – and later, in The Magic Mountain I made use of it on a larger scale…the novel being characterized as ‘a novel as architecture of ideas’ ”. Puzzled, Mann acknowledged (p 61) that “The Magic Mountain had really little or nothing in common with a novel in the usual sense of the word. The author posits that ten years earlier (say in 1914) the book would have not found many readers – nor could it have been written. It needed the war and post war experiences which the author had shared with his countrymen; these experiences Mann had to ripen within him, in his good time, and then, at the favorable moment, as once before, he could come forward with his bold production. The subject matter of The Magic Mountain was not by its nature suitable for the masses. But with the bulk of the educated classes, the issues discussed in the book were the burning questions, and the national crisis in Germany had produced in the general public precisely that alchemical “keying-up” of which the actual adventure of little Hans Castorp had consisted. Yes, certainly the German reader recognized himself in the simple minded but shrewd young hero of the novel. He could and would be guided by him.”
So, to recount, my first point was: “Mann wrote for Germans, specifically the educated German reading public.” Secondly, if you recall earlier in this paper I listed a few German writers that greatly influenced Mann. At different points in time, Mann was more profoundly influenced by one author over another, but now, let’s drop back in time for a moment and focus on the impressions certain authors  made on Mann as a youth (from Sketch of My Life)…in early youth Hans Christian Andersen’s fairy stories, followed by a youthful idolatry of Heine – the inspiration for Mann’s first poems I might add, to cozy fireside readings as a teen of Schiller. I quote again from Sketch of My Life (p 21) “…the great and decisive impressions that came to me from my reading of Schopenhauer and Nietzsche. Probably my earliest prose writings, that saw the light of print, betray clearly enough the intellectual and stylistic influence of Nietzsche on young Mann.” Certainly the contact with Nietzsche was to a high degree decisive for an intellect still in its formative stage – I quote: “But to alter our very substance, to make something different out of us from what we are or have been – that no cultural force is in a position to do: every possibility of cultural growth must pre-suppose an entity which possesses the instinctive will and capacity to make personal choices, to assimilate what it receives, and work it over to suit its peculiar needs.” Goethe says, “To do something one must be something.” With Mann “something’s” became the standard – and I suppose that’s why serious readers revere him so?
A bit about his life:
1. He was born Paul Thomas Mann on June 6th, 1875 in the Hanseatic (Baltic) city of Lubeck, Germany and he died in August to 1955 in Zurich.
2. His published writings emerged in 1896 and continued in profusion until his passing. He wrote novels, short stories, and numerous scholarly essays. In 1929 he was awarded the Nobel Prize in literature – primarily because of Buddenbrooks (which by the time of the award was amazingly in its 100th edition,) and the epic Magic Mountain.
3. As I noted earlier, the Mann family was a family of importers in Lubeck. Lutheran, hard-working, prosperous, and above all honest, Thomas Johann Heinrich Mann (the author’s father) and Julia da Silva Bruhns (the author’s mother) served as the literary models for the lead characters of Buddenbrooks. Mann’s father died young, and his passing precipitated a downward spiral in the fortunes of the family – which is the story of Buddenbrooks. Paul Thomas was the second of three sons – his elder brother, Heinrich, was an accomplished author in his own right, while his younger brother became a world famous violinist. His two sisters were both attracted to, and participated in, the legitimate theatre. Much to the regret of Thomas, both sisters committed suicide – becoming voids in his life that he spoke of often.
4. In February, 1905, at the age of 30, Thomas married Katia Pringsheim, a beautiful daughter of a wealthy, highly educated, culturally obsessed Munich family. Hayman stated in his biography of Mann, (p 194) that: “No thought of Jewishness occurs in the company of these people, nothing but culture is in evidence.”    
5. Much has been written, sourced from the voluminous Mann diaries (which were made available to scholars twenty years after his death,) about Mann’s supposed homosexual leanings. Ronald Hayman’s biography of Mann seems to take this homosexual inclination as one of, if not “the” dominant “Mannian” life-long thread. Reflecting on my readings, I fall on the side of those Mann lovers that acknowledge his homo-erotic fascination, but argue this homo-erotic behavior was never consummated. It is true that Mann was fascinated with attractive men and youth, in particular those who possessed blond hair and blue eyes. From his childhood, as evidenced by a simple pencil borrowing incident from a classmate; to rhapsodic commentary on a ten year old boy, the son of a Polish Nobleman he observed while traveling in Venice (a visage so strong that it obsessed him to write “Death in Venice,”) to his four year close friendship with Paul Ehrenberg, the author Thomas Mann was obviously sexually conflicted. I might point out that Thomas Mann, during the first 30 years of his life, had but one feminine “flirtation” – and that was with an English girl. Mann did not consciously avoid women, rather his diaries make ample note of the fact that he was fascinated by them; however, his inherent reserve, his shyness, and self-described awkwardness when in the presence of the opposite sex caused him to veer away. His patrician upbringing, his Lutheran faith, the rigidness of life in general, provided no easy outlet for youthful sexual expression; therefore, I don’t think Mann to be bi-sexual or a repressed homosexual,  but rather a person who actually lived a lifetime in “starched underwear” but enjoyed an erotic fantasy life.
6. As evidence thereof, Katia and Thomas had six children. Said children, again all intellectually or culturally gifted, reminisced, post Mann’s demise, on their family’s structural rigidity. Thomas had little to do with the day-to-day upbringing of his progeny – and the children all expressed frustration and/or anger with the difficulty they experienced in effecting paternal warmth, spontaneity, and family centered nurture. By way of contrast, there was no question as to who was “pater-familias;” who provided “structure;” and who listened – given his musical acuity – to “in-home” family musical recitals. Mann’s severity of approach to child-raising, in all likelihood, contributed to populating the world with a half dozen unhappy children. Tragically, his eldest son, Klaus, became chemically dependent at an early age, and subsequently committed suicide in 1949 - at age 43. Notwithstanding, Klaus was an excellent, but limited in output, published writer. Following in the footsteps of their maternal grandmother, all the Mann kids were musically inclined. 
7. Before we segue into a discussion relating to the “historical” circumstances that underpinned Magic Mountain I wanted to discuss two more subjects: Mann during WW II and Mann in residence, here in the United States.  First – Mann started to speak out against the Nazi regime that was taking hold in German as early as 1927. At a meeting of the Prussian Academy’s literary section he read his brother Heinrich’s protest against the Nazi sponsored law on censorship – a draft of which was being debated in the Reichstag.  In 1929 he gave a series of broadcasts of his readings (these readings were a standard feature of book promotion – writers like Mann traveled from one venue to the next, receiving compensation for each appearance. Mann did this repeatedly – reading from both published books and that which was in the proverbial hopper). During 1929 the proceeds of his book tour aided a Jewish old people’s home…again a slap in the face of the Nazi party.  I should make mention of the fact that when the Nazi’s took to burning anti-German books, those of Thomas’s brother Heinrich landed on the pyre, but because Thomas had just won (1929) the Nobel Prize – his books remained free of carbonization.
8. Starting in 1930 the Nazi’s systematically increased the size of their voting bloc within the Reichstag – as the Hindenburg government teetered along, awaiting its imminent demise. As a consequence of the growing power of Nazism, Mann’s literary lectures in Germany were compromised – Nazi’s interrupted his talks and speeches with catcalls, demonstrations, and disorder. His writings soon became subject to the sharp rebuke of the censor’s pen. The impact of all this was not felt by Mann alone, all manner of travail befell the German public, in particular the Jews and the politically liberal (social democrat) intelligentsia. By 1933, following Hindenburg’s death, Hitler legitimately assumed power. Almost at once Mann was attacked in the press for perceived anti-German biases; moreover, he was attacked by individuals he had heretofore thought were his friends and colleagues. These betrayals of friendship – in the name of the political correctness of the time, pained Mann very much.  In February, 1933 the Reichstag was burned to the ground and the Nazis accused the Jews as being the arsonists. Mann was fortuitously out of the country at that point in time, but upon learning of the tragic events transpiring in Germany, he and Katia elected to immigrate to Switzerland; thereafter, residing in a beautiful suburb near Zurich. In 1936, while still in Switzerland, the Mann’s were provided with Czech passports, which upon their issuance, enabled them to travel. Mann’s German passport, which had been confiscated by Nazi authorities, was summarily cancelled retroactively, striping the Manns of their German citizenship. The tumult of these pre-war years…the fears experienced…the disconnect between the free speech that was once enjoyed, and the then current edict that “any speech” that was in the least bit critical of either the state or the Nazi party must be banned: these changes proved more than Thomas Mann could bear. Paul Thomas Mann, the Uber-German writer, could no longer find peace nor comfort in his homeland. Mind you, we’re discussing a man that was a recent Nobel laureate…arguably German’s most important literary figure; a veritable rock star that read extracts of his works to tens of thousands, and the holder of honorary doctorates from many prestigious universities located in Germany (by way of example Bonn University) and abroad…yet, as a consequence of what was happening in Germany, this man would never call that country his place of residence.  While he traveled to Germany many times from 1933 on, he never again lived in the county. By way of illustration, he was not alone in experiencing alienation…within Germany, over 50% of the country’s Jewish population immigrated elsewhere between 1933 and 1939. Given Katia’s Jewish family background, Mann evidenced genuine concern for the safety of his wife, their family, and his in-laws, the Pringsheim family.
9. Yet during those troubled times Mann continued to write. As you might have guessed, Mann wrote very systematically…on white paper with pen and ink on a desk – cigar in hand. He made few corrections. Each day, his always frail health notwithstanding, he’d visit his study, close the door, and then would write in absolute quiet. The children were never allowed to enter his study when its door was shut. Most of Mann’s daily literary output was realized during the morning hours – in the afternoon he studied, answered mail, and conducted that business which was required of him. Getting back to his writing product during those troubling days prior to World War II,   Mann’s Magnus opus – the Joseph novels – now referred to as “Joseph and His Brothers” was started in 1933 and finished in 1943. This four volume story of the Biblical character “Joseph” and his life is considered by most scholars as Mann’s masterwork. From my readings of Mann, it’s simply too difficult to select a single title and call it “his best.” Curiously, Thomas Mann considered “Lotte in Weimar: The Beloved Returns” (1939) as the book he enjoyed writing and reading the most. I’ve even read where a critic suggested his World War I novella, “A Man and His Dog” was the most reader friendly.
10. Briefly, a little about the Manns in the United States. In June of 1934, Mann and Albert Einstein each received honorary doctorates from Harvard. This was Mann’s first visit to our country. While visiting, President and Mrs. Roosevelt invited the Manns to the White House in order to dine – an offer which they accepted. In 1938 the Manns again crossed the Atlantic – this time in order to deliver a series of speeches at major universities – starting with a speech at Yale marking the opening of the Thomas Mann Collection. While on this tour, the Mann’s decided to make their home in the United States, ultimately settling in Los Angeles where there was a sizeable German émigré community. Katia and he became U.S. citizens in 1942. Technically they immigrated to the U.S. on May 5th, 1938; however, until their home in Los Angeles was completed in 1942, they stayed in hotels and rented houses in primarily university settings. The principal reason for electing to stay in America was the “Anschluss” or annexation of Austria which was announced by Germany on March 13, 1938.   In October of the same year, German troops marched into Czechoslovakia. Given these bellicose events, and the Mann’s desire to remain safe and removed from the fray, Thomas Mann accepted a chair at Princeton where he agreed to conduct seminars on The Magic Mountain and Goethe’s Faust. Thereafter he began an extended series of lectures at Princeton focusing on the humanities, Freud, “The Art of the Novel,” etc. Later, Thomas Mann affiliated with the Library of Congress, where his position was characterized as “consultant on Germanic literature.” In January of 1941, Katia and Thomas spent two nights at the White House as guests of President and Mrs. Roosevelt. Mann commenced to give speeches on subjects like “The War and the Future, The Rebirth of Democracy, War and Democracy, I am an American, How to Win the Peace, The Fall of the European Jew, etc.” During the course of the European theatre, Thomas Mann also delivered a series of 30 lectures, each of which was broadcast on the radio bands of the BBC .  In short, during the course of the war, Mann continued to write, lecture throughout the country, broadcast commentary to the German speaking world, and in general to make himself available and useful to the war effort. He became friends with President Roosevelt and campaigned for his re-election in 1944. All of the aforesaid took place between Mann’s 65th and 70th birthdays. 
11. The war ended, and the Mann-focused accolades tendered by an appreciative America started to fade. By 1950 Senator Joseph McCarthy claimed to have the names of 57 Communist Party members then working in the State Department. The House Un-American Activities Committee, better known as HUAC, commenced investigations into the background of individuals thought to be “soft” on, or even worse, communist sympathizers. During WW I Thomas Mann was in effect a royalist, in that, based on his birth, upbringing, and patriotism, he supported the Kaiser. At the war’s end, as Germany convulsed under hyper-inflation, experienced numerous political assassinations, and wallowed in political instability, he wrote Reflections of an Unpolitical Man, a book that remains in print to this day. From 1918, during the ensuing decades, Mann’s political views gradually shifted to the left – and he would in today’s terms of political correctness be characterized as a Social Democrat. Many literary and artistic organizations that he belonged to apparently had political agenda – something he took little note of…given, more often than not, that he lent his “name” to  these artistic groups, and had little to no understanding as to their respective agenda. Truly, he was unaware that by “belonging” to these groups he might be ensnared in the politics of the time. The political turbulence caused by HUAC and McCarthy, reminded Thomas Mann of precursor events that preceded Hitler’s rise in Germany – so, post war, he and Katia increasingly felt ill at ease in America. So much so, that they decided, in 1954, to relocate their primary residence from California to a small town just outside Zurich – and that’s where he lived until his passing in August of 1955.
It’s time to focus on some of the events that were taking place in Germany whilst Mann prepared for and then wrote The Magic Mountain. It should be noted that Katia, in 1911, at age 28 was diagnosed as having a pulmonary catarrh – which is an inflammation of the mucous membrane affecting the air passages, in particular the nose and lungs. Her doctor recommended that she stay in a sanatorium (called the hotel Ratia) in the mountains in a village called Davos, Switzerland. So, accompanied by her mother, Katia traveled there in 1912. Katia was diagnosed with tuberculosis. As one might expect, Thomas spent weeks visiting her in Davos (later in the spa in Arosa) and each visit provided him with much of the material we read in The Magic Mountain. Commentators say the experiences Mann had in Davos/Arosa proved to be more “intense and intellectually engaging” than anything he’d previously experienced – he was after all interfacing with people who were dying. Further, while there, he researched tuberculosis in medical textbooks, to a degree that he became quite well informed.  It should be noted, that although Mann was researching life while in the mountains, he continued to write and publish…two of his best known and popular books came out in 1911/12: Felix Krull Confidence-Man and Death in Venice – both of which sold well. By way of example, Death in Venice sold 18,000 copies by year’s  end in 1912. Meanwhile, only the deaf were unaware that the sounds of war drums were reverberating in Germany. In a letter dated March 24, 1913, Mann stated: 
“Perhaps a war is necessary to a country in which such a story can not only be written but, to some degree, applauded. Ultimately everything comes back to the old dilemma: culture or efficiency? What is required? For it is probably not possible to want both at the same time. For it is not the substance of art that matters. Art itself is suspect – and that is the message of my story.” 
At this point in time Mann did support Kaiser Wilhelm II’s conservatism, and he attacked liberalism as being inconsistent with the war effort. In fact he sold a summer home and gave the net proceeds he realized to the government so as to support the war effort.  Because of the frailty of his health, Mann was deemed too unhealthy to become a soldier; therefore, he sat out the war, supporting its purpose, but not participating beyond his original call-up.
In The Magic Mountain Mann purposely developed the theme of forbidden love – Clavdia Chauchat was its personification - yet in his own life, again at this point in time, (as has been subsequently evidenced by his diaries) he was smitten by forbidden love, in that he was thinking erotically about blond hair and blue eyed adolescents. Nonetheless, the bildungsroman aspect of  The Magic Mountain is evident – Hans Castorp realizes moral and psychological growth, through trial and error, and in the end realizes how life should be lived. 
