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INTRODUCTION

THE PRESENT selection of Thomas Mann’s stories represents a period in his work of about twenty years, from his literary beginnings to just before the First World War. This period contains at its end his greatest story, Death in Venice (1912, first book edition 1913), and also, near its beginning, his first and (as many would still say) greatest novel, The Buddenbrooks* (1901). The other stories here selected all belong to the turn of the century, when Mann (born in 1875) was in his twenties; two were published a few years before The Buddenbrooks, the rest shortly after it. Mann is generally thought of as a novelist rather than as a writer of short stories (or Novellen, as they are usually called in German), and his total output of about thirty stories is quantitatively only a small fraction of his output of major novels. Mann himself, however, was not convinced that the major fictional form was really more suited to his characteristic talent than the short story. Late in his life, when working on Doctor Faustus (1947), he wondered, rather overdespondently, whether he would ever be able to write a better novel than his first, which had almost at once established his national fame and twenty-eight years later won him the Nobel prize. He always felt more confident, however, about the value of his short stories, stating more than once that this more succinct form, which he had learned from Maupassant and Chekhov and Turgenev, was his “own genre”; and critical opinion in the thirty-three years since his death has tended to bear this out. His novels fill seven volumes of his collected writings, his stories only one; but in it are several acknowledged masterpieces of European short fiction, and Death in Venice in particular bids fair for recognition as the most artistically perfect and subtle of all his works. The short story was a form to which he kept returning between ambitious novel plans, not all of which were realized; and it is significant as well as surprising that all his major novels, from The Buddenbrooks to Doctor Faustus (as well as the long picaresque fragment Felix Krull, begun in 1910 and finally reaching the end of only its first volume in 1953) were originally conceived as short or “ long-short” stories.

Mann was a prolific critic, essayist, and letter writer, and among his many comments on himself and his own work is one, also made in later life, that applies particularly clearly to these prewar stories, though it applies to The Buddenbrooks and most of the other novels as well. In his autobiographical essay A Sketch of My Life, looking back in 1930 at what was by then the greater part of his literary output, he remarked that each of a writer’s works is a kind of exteriorization, a realization, fragmentary to be sure but self-contained, of our own nature, and by so realizing it we make discoveries about it; it is a laborious way, but our only way of doing so.



And he added: “No wonder these discoveries sometimes surprise us.” This has been recognized as an unmistakable echo of Goethe’s much-quoted observation (also made in middle life) that all his works were “fragments of a great confession”; and although Mann’s is a modern, more complicated, psychologically colored version of the point, it remains an irresistible invitation to us to see his works, like Goethe’s, as among many other things a series of exercises in more or less latent autobiography. The fact that so many critics have insisted on this view of them, apparently with authorial blessing and often to the point of tedium, does not mean that we can or should wholly eschew the biographical or psychographical approach, which at one level is a necessary part of the commonplace of general information about both Goethe and Mann. Mann transmuted his personal substance into art with a great deal more self-conscious irony than did Goethe (and irony is another word which, despite its endless reiteration, is impossible to avoid when discussing him); but he was not engaged merely in an introspective or literary game. It was more like a serious process of self-discovery and practical self-analysis, of fictional experimentation with actual or potential selves and actual or potential intellectual attitudes. Despite the cynical mask he often wore, especially in his early years, it was ultimately a quest, a search for some kind of balance and wholeness, for human values that would (by reason of that very balance) be personally sustaining as well as intellectually satisfying and positively related to the culture of his times. In most, perhaps all, of the stories here presented we can observe, deeply disguised though it may be, this process of self-educative experimentation.

Something like it is certainly happening in The Buddenbrooks, which stands as a monumental and dominating feature in the background of the first six of these early stories. At one level it was a vast mirror in which Mann’s German public recognized itself, an ironic yet not hostile study of North German middle-class life; but it is far more than a “social” novel. It is autobiographical in the sense that Mann was here exploring his own origins, the roots of his personality and talent as they were to be found in his family and immediate forebears. Artistically the novel is a masterpiece, but as its subtitle, “Decline of a Family,” might suggest, the exploration yielded a bleak message. The two characters most closely identifiable with aspects of Mann himself, Thomas Buddenbrook and his son Hanno, who represent the last two Buddenbrook generations, both die (one in his forties, one in adolescence) for no other very good reason than that they have lost their will to live. The positive and humane values embodied in the traditions of this great Hanseatic trading family seem in the end to be negated. Thomas loses faith in them, and his life becomes a mere exhausting keeping up of appearances; the inward-looking, sensitive Hanno never had any faith in them anyway, and solves his existential problem by succumbing to typhus when he is about fourteen. In the closing pages the surviving womenfolk sit round like a naturalistic Greek chorus, trying not to doubt the Christian message of a reunion in the hereafter. Despite the great zest and comic verve with which the detailed substance of the story is presented, The Buddenbrooks in the general tendency of its thought may be described (using here another unavoidable word) as an exercise in nihilism.

Thomas Mann himself clung to no kind of Christian faith. His intellectual mentors were Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, particularly the latter, whom he read avidly from an early age; the former he did not encounter at first hand until he was well on the way to completing The Buddenbrooks, but from Nietzsche’s writings he could have absorbed much of the Schopenhauerian message. Schopenhauer, the supreme exponent and stylist of philosophic pessimism, had published his masterpiece The World as Will and Idea as far back as 1818; unrecognized at the time, it had become increasingly influential in the later nineteenth century. It offered an atheistic but metaphysical system, beautifully elaborated into a symphony of concepts, founded not only on a deep and imaginative appreciation of the arts (and of music above all, the art Mann most deeply loved), but first and foremost on a rage of compassion for the suffering of the human and animal worlds. Schopenhauer regarded any kind of “optimistic” philosophy as not merely stupid but actually wicked, an insult to the immeasurable pain of all sentient creatures. In his own later essay on him (1938) Mann remarked on the strangely satisfying rather than depressing character of this great protest of the human spirit: “for when a critical intellect and great writer speaks of the general suffering of the world, he speaks of yours and mine as well, and with a sense almost of triumph we feel ourselves all avenged by his splendid words.” The young Thomas Mann, especially, seems to have agreed with Flaubert (and with his own Tonio Kröger) that to write was to avenge oneself on life. Art was redemptive and, so to speak, punitive. That at least was Mann’s theoretical and deeply temperamental starting point: a vision, as he was to put it in Tonio Kröger, of “comedy and wretchedness.” It is part of the essential theme of The Buddenbrooks that in proportion as the family loses its nerve its later members become more intellectually sensitized and inward-looking, they participate more deeply in this negative vision. The two processes, culminating in Hanno, are aspects of one and the same “decline.”

Nietzsche’s influence on Mann was more complex and far-reaching even than that of Schopenhauer. From both of them Mann would learn a high mastery of German prose and, more especially from Nietzsche, a kind of polemical, skeptical, and ironic attitude of mind that was perhaps even more important to him than many of the particular conclusions of Nietzsche’s thought. Nietzsche, whose own intellectual life had begun under Schopenhauer’s spell and who spent much of it trying to turn his master upside down without ever quite succeeding, had been the supreme protester not only against life and against God but against any kind of complacently rationalistic, secular ideology, to which he felt even Christian belief to be preferable. Writing between the early 1870s and his mental breakdown in 1889, he was a thinker of such radical skepticism that his thinking was inevitably fraught with paradoxes. (As a French contemporary had remarked, “il ne faut croire à rien, pas même à ses doutes.”) As a young man, at the same age as the Thomas Mann of The Buddenbrooks, Nietzsche had adopted the atheistic metaphysic of Schopenhauer’s universal life-drive, or “will to live,” the “will” that must be negated if life is to be redeemed into nothingness. But a contrary instinct in him seemed, or tried at least, to reject this nihilism. What avenue of escape from it was open?

Nietzsche conspued literary Naturalism but was no poet, hard and embarrassingly as he sometimes tried to be. In his youthful, incalculably influential work The Birth of Tragedy (1872), he had hailed the masterpieces of Aeschylus and Sophocles as the redemptive aesthetic visions of a deeply pessimistic culture and had saluted Richard Wagner as the genius in whose dramatic music the spirit of classical Greek tragedy was now to be reborn. But he turned away both from Wagner (who for Mann was to remain the supreme and representative musical genius) and from metaphysics, and set about exploring the possibilities of a modern, total skepticism, fortified by acute psychological insights of a kind that in some ways anticipated Freud. In the aphoristic writings of what is usually called his second, “positivistic” period (though the label puts him in company he disliked, and “second period” is also doubtful, since it never really ended), Nietzsche set out to unmask and undermine all the traditional values and preconceptions of European philosophical, ethical, and religious thought. In the “first” Nietzsche, the devotee of Schopenhauer and Wagner, the young Thomas Mann could embrace a kindred spirit; the “second” Nietzsche taught him that nothing was sacred and everything suspect, that an attitude of guarded self-conscious irony was constantly required and single-mindedness difficult or impossible. The Nietzschean irony was not simply a cautious pose or a literary method: it reflected the contradictions in his thought and temperament, which later became those in Mann’s thought and temperament. Nietzsche’s persistent polemic against traditional Christian theism as he understood it (its collapse as a respectable option for modern intellectuals was what he called the “death of God”) had shrunk from no conclusions or corollaries. The full implications of the disappearance of God must be faced, all consequential losses ruthlessly cut: good and evil, humility and self-denial, charity and mercy and compassion (although, and because, Nietzsche was himself a deeply compassionate man), must be buried with their divine inventor and sponsor. But what of the puritanical lust for objective scientific truth, for relentless fact, which Nietzsche came to see as a last disguise of God even for atheists, a last secular “absolute” value in which “the Absolute” had taken refuge? Must it not also be discarded, is it not in any case dangerous to know too much, unhygienic to believe too little? What positive vision can be constructed in this emptiness?

The “third” Nietzsche, of Zarathustra and the “Eternal Recurrence of the Identical” and the Superman, tried to meet this challenge. The response must be adequately sophisticated, heroic, noble and grandiose, imaginative and creative. The earth from now on must not merely be made comfortable but invested with inherited glory; man must not merely be made happy like a sheep or multitudinous and long-lived like a flea but develop into a “Dionysian” higher being, dancing on the grave of transcendent divinity. Seeking an antidote or at least a palliative for the destructiveness of his own thought, Nietzsche devised an aristocratic humanism centered on the idea of human self-transcendence, a pantheistic monism affirming above all else the divine self-sufficiency and “innocence” of the eternally repeated evolutionary cycle of history. He offered a philosophy that might be called “vitalism,” in the sense that its supreme positive value was now Life and Life’s enhancement, its supreme negative value biological decadence, and its most far-reaching corollary a critique of intellectual consciousness as such. “Life” itself thus became a quasi-religious absolute value, relativizing the value of Truth. Insofar as the critical and morally conscious intellect stands, as it stood for Schopenhauer, over and against the mindless brutality of the life-drive, judging and condemning it on grounds of compassion, that intellect (Geist) must itself be held suspect: it is revealed as the chief form of “decadence,” the handmaid of nihilism, an antivital poison. By making Life (das Leben) the central touchstone in relation to which everything—art, morality, science, and even truth—was to be evaluated and re thought, Nietzsche was offering the epoch that followed him its dominant idea and watchword: Life would now be something like what Reason had been to the Enlightenment or Nature to the age of Goethe. But Nietzsche cannot be defined in terms of one idea, only in terms of dialectical conflict. His failure to integrate the Truth-Life polarity meant that his influence too was ambiguous, indeed paradoxical. Mann and others could find in him both skepticism and the desire to escape from skepticism, both nihilism and the struggle to overcome nihilism, both “decadence” as a reaction against naive complacency and the quest for “the higher health” as a reaction against decadence. These dilemmas, in various forms, show themselves in the early stories by Mann that we are here considering.

Mann’s first collection of stories in book form appeared in Berlin in 1898. Samuel Fischer, the head of the great publishing firm then still in its infancy, had an eye for “modern” literature and for Mann’s talent, and Fischer-Verlag was now to become the exclusive publisher of Mann’s entire work. The firm also owned the important literary periodical Neue Deutsche Rundschau, in which most of these stories also first appeared before publication in book form. The first collection took the title of one of the stories, Little Herr Friedemann, which the Rundschau had brought out in the previous year; Mann had finished it in 1896. He himself regarded it as the first of his important stories, telling a friend that in writing it he had discovered the “discreet forms and masks” under which he could communicate his intimate experiences and problems as published fiction. The story is his first fully developed treatment of the theme of the isolated “outsider,” who recurs in variants in many of Mann’s works, including all of these early stories. In this case, the central character has grown up a hunchback as the result of a childhood accident and has attempted to contract out of “life” by foregoing all sexual attachments; he devotes himself to aesthetic and intellectual pleasures (Geist), only to find them all unavailing against the sudden irruption of long-frustrated libidinal forces. We can only guess at the autobiographical basis for this tale, written at the age of twenty-one or less. What is obvious, however, is the parallel with Death in Venice: in both cases the central character’s carefully structured way of life is suddenly and unexpectedly destroyed by an overwhelming sexual passion. This motif of erotic “visitation” (Heimsuchung) seems, as he himself observed, to have been of some importance to Mann, in whose later work it continues to recur (examples are Potiphar’s wife in Joseph in Egypt, Ines Rodde in Doctor Faustus, the heroine in his last story The Delusion). The point is one to which we must return in the context of Death in Venice. 

It would not be misleading to classify Little Herr Friedemann as a Naturalist story. A few of Mann’s early stories were published in Naturalist periodicals such as Die Gesellschaft and Die Zukunft, and Naturalism was a school of literature to which he always acknowledged his indebtedness. Its chief German practitioner, Gerhard Hauptmann, also used the theme of sexual infatuation or enslavement in his stories (Bahnwärter Thiel, 1892) and plays (Fuhrmann Henschel, 1898): it was a telling way of emphasizing man’s dependence on his physical nature, in accordance with the doctrinaire deterministic positivism that underlay Naturalist theory. To advance beyond Naturalism, as indeed Hauptmann himself did, was one of the young Thomas Mann’s main concerns, and we may trace a “postnaturalist” element in the opening paragraph of Little Herr Friedemann, which deliberately parodies the movement’s other favorite programmatic theme of alcoholism. The story belongs to a further literary context as well, as an interesting creative variant by Mann of a peripheral situation in Theodor Fontane’s recently published and much-admired novel of North German life, Effi Briest (1895). In Fontane’s story the little hunchbacked apothecary, Gieshübler, a modest connoisseur of the arts and a drawing-room musician, is emotionally drawn to the heroine (the beautiful young wife of the new district administrator) but succeeds with tact and good humor in preserving his peaceable existence, based as it is on renunciation. In Mann’s more fin-de-siècle version of this, the sad little Herr Friedemann (his name, meaning literally “peace man,” is not accidental) is exposed to the disturbing influence of Wagner’s music as well as to the attractions of a woman very different from the innocent Effi. There is already a certain Nietzschean coloring in the motif of the physically inferior type fascinated by ruthless physical vitality, though Frau von Rinnlingen is also conceived as an inwardly sick, problematic nature who recognizes in her deformed admirer a companion in suffering but at the last moment (rather like Ibsen’s Hedda Gabler) is too proud to admit their affinity and cruelly spurns him.

Little Herr Friedemann, though to a lesser degree than some of the other early stories such as Tobias Mindernickel (1898) or Little Lucy (1900), may be said to reflect a Naturalist predilection for “unpleasant” themes, but in Mann this was far more than a doctrinaire matter. Looking back on his prewar period, he described himself in one essay as



a chronicler and analyst of decadence, a lover of the pathological, a lover of death, an aesthete with a proclivity toward the abyss.





And it was also because he was a born storyteller that the later Mann, too, never quite lost his taste for the horrible. Another constant feature of his mature narrative writing also first shows itself in Friedemann, where in the already mentioned parodistic opening he uses sophisticated detachment and understatement to make the pitiable event of the baby’s accident at the hands of the drunken nurse seem tragicomic. It has been said that the novel, by its realism, is essentially a comic form, whatever tragedies it may contain; and Mann’s method certainly bears this out. Parallel examples occur in deathbed scenes in The Buddenbrooks (the clinical symptomatology of typhoid as Hanno dies) and The Magic Mountain (the onlooker’s reflections on the chemical composition of his tears) and in the final scene of Doctor Faustus, where as the hero makes his shocking public confessions before collapsing into madness, his landlady worries about sandwiches and his audience about how to get back to Munich. The effect in all these cases is of course not to destroy pathos but to heighten it, by inverse countersuggestion and an increased illusion of reality.

The Joker, another of the stories in Mann’s first book, was finished in April 1897 and first appeared later that year in the Rundschau. The German title, Der Bajazzo, means literally “the clown,” being formed from the Italian word used in the title of Leoncavallo’s opera I Pagliacci (1892), which Mann would have known; I have translated it as “the joker” because this word also suggests the oddity in the pack, the outsider. The Joker strongly develops this theme and is also the most clearly autobiographical of the stories before Tonio Kröger. Mann, of course, used real material from his own life and family background not only in The Buddenbrooks but to a greater or lesser extent in most of his important early fiction. Either Lübeck, his native town, or Munich, his city of adoption, is the at least implicit location in nearly all cases; other recurring motifs are the old patrician family house and its garden, and the central character’s parents with their contrasting influences on him. The Joker combines all these features and others. In real life, Mann’s maternal grandfather, a Lübeck citizen who had settled as a planter in Brazil and married a Portuguese Creole, had returned to Lübeck as a widower with his young daughter, Julia da Silva Bruhns; she, at the age of eighteen an exotic Latin beauty with considerable musical talent, had married Thomas’s father, Consul (later Senator) Heinrich Mann. As a child Thomas had felt very close to her; she would play Chopin to him (as in The Joker) as well as singing him Lieder and reading him fairy tales. As in The Joker, too, the young Thomas Mann used to spend long hours producing his own operas in a toy puppet theater. His father had inherited the old-established corn business, but it had done badly during the 1880s and Senator Mann had lost heart. He died in early middle age, when Thomas was sixteen, and the firm went into immediate liquidation (The Joker, Tonio Kröger). His widow settled in Munich, and Thomas joined her there a little later, in 1893; Munich now became his permanent residence until his emigration in the Nazi period.

The most important autobiographical feature in The Joker, however, is its reflection of the young Thomas Mann’s state of mind in the years before writing The Buddenbrooks, and in this respect it differs interestingly from Tonio Kröger, which came after the novel. In both stories the central figure leads a free-floating, unattached existence, as Mann himself was enabled to do by his modest share of the family inheritance, even before his writing began to earn him any income; between 1893 and 1898 his experience of regular employment was limited to six months in an insurance office (a formality scarcely more serious than the Joker’s brief apprenticeship to the timber firm), though from November 1898 he worked for nearly two years as reader or junior editor with the satirical weekly Simplicissimus. In the late 1890s Mann could not be sure that he was a major creative artist and that he would successfully establish this as his social role: The Buddenbrooks had not yet been written. Was he really more than a talented dilettante, lacking the skill and training for any serious occupation?

The Joker, written during his third year in Munich, reflects these uncomfortable doubts, extrapolating them into an experimental alter ego, a figure embodying the possibilities of unattached dilettantism. The narrator in this story (the use of the first-person convention is unusual in Mann) is in fact just as much a marked man, a doomed “outsider,” as the hunchbacked Friedemann, though in a subtler and less obvious way that takes him some time to discover. He begins by thinking himself one of a socially privileged elite and ends by recognizing that he is a decadent failure—not vornehm (noble) but schlechtweggekommen (inferior), as Nietzsche would have said—with no real identity or place in society at all. Like Friedemann, he discovers that aesthetic epicureanism cannot in the end compensate for human isolation. The unwitting intervention in his life by Anna Rainer, superficially resembling that of Gerda von Rinnlingen in Friedemann’s, is however not so much an erotic irruption as a critical revelation of his social nullity, reducing him to self-contempt and despair. Only genuine creative talent will redeem the “decadent” outsider and at least to some extent integrate him with society. But Mann, in the next three years, proved his status as the creator of a major and successful masterpiece. With The Buddenbrooks written, the more confident “mask” of Tonio Kröger could be adopted.

Mann sent the manuscript of The Buddenbrooks to Fischer in July 1900, and a few weeks later wrote The Road to the Churchyard as a kind of lighthearted afterthought; it appeared in Simplicissimus in September. This short piece parodies not only Naturalism (by reverting for instance to the alcoholism motif) but also Mann’s own sub-Nietzschean theme. The boy on the bicycle is referred to merely as “Life”: das Leben is personified as a commonplace young cyclist brutally pushing aside the melancholic drunkard who tries to regulate his heedless progress. Mann has here deliberately trivialized Nietzsche’s notorious vitalistic myth of the “blond beast,” the heroic aristocratic embodiment of ruthless energy; a similar sentimentalizing reduction will give us the innocuous blond innocents in Tonio Kröger. At the same time the grotesque Lobgott Piepsam represents, in the comic vein, a kind of rudimentary intellectual or religious protest against ignorant, unreflecting vitality. This protest is a recurrent one in Mann and was clearly something close to his own feelings. It also obviously contained an element of envy, plain enough in several stories including The Road to the Churchyard, the contemporaneous Tobias Mindernickel (a psychological study in which the Piepsam-like outsider kills his small dog in a rage at its animal high spirits), The Joker and Gladius Dei. 

Both this last story and The Road to the Churchyard were included in Mann’s second collection of six Novellen, which Fischer brought out early in 1903; it also contained Little Lucy, The Wardrobe, Tonio Kröger, and Tristan, which gave the volume its title. Gladius Dei and Tristan are linked in a number of ways, as well as both having been written at about the same time (though we know more about the earlier prehistory of Gladius Dei from a jotting of 1899 that notes the germ of the story, the motif of a young religious fanatic in an art shop). Tristan, possibly also conceived a year or two earlier, was probably finished shortly before Mann’s journey to Florence in the spring of 1901, and Gladius Dei shortly after his return. Mann gave a public reading of both stories in November of that year, and Gladius Dei was first printed in a Vienna periodical in July 1902, whereas Tristan did not appear until the 1903 volume. Mann had visited Florence for reasons connected with both Gladius Dei and a longer work with which this story had been associated from the beginning, namely the three-act historical drama Fiorenza (1905). Fiorenza has no great merit as a play and was never successfully produced; but both it and Gladius Dei, a brilliant story which Mann himself underrated, are highly significant expressions of a conflict that Mann took over from Nietzsche and that was also deeply rooted in his own temperament.

The conflict, which may again be abstractly defined as a form of the Geist-Leben dilemma, was between his puritanical, morally critical intellect on the one hand, and on the other the experience of visible sensuous beauty, especially as represented in the visual arts and more particularly the art of the Italian Renaissance. The hero in Gladius Dei rejects “art” in this sense for the same reason as he rejects “life”: namely, that both are expressions of unreflecting sensuous vitality. He claims to represent art of a different kind: something more inward, an intellectual literary art that criticizes life in the name of moral values and religious feeling. These complex relationships and antitheses were to be further explored in a major aesthetic essay under the title Intellect and Art (Geist und Kunst), for which Mann wrote copious notes in the two years immediately preceding Death in Venice, but which not surprisingly he never finished. There seems to have been considerable ambivalence in Mann’s attitude to the visual arts. His spokesman in Gladius Dei objects to them puritanically as products and elaborations of the sexual drive, and therefore as allied to “life,” which is itself a product and elaboration of the sexual drive. (Mann had first learned this from Schopenhauer, who had called the genitals the “focal point of the life-will,” and had even suggested that we are ashamed of them because of our unacknowledged moral awareness that life is an intolerable evil that should be ascetically renounced, or aesthetically redeemed, instead of merely reproduced.)

Mann’s ambivalence also embraced Munich, where Gladius Dei literally takes place, and Italy, where it symbolically takes place. Of Italy, which he repeatedly revisited, he was to say in Tonio Kröger’s words:



All that bellezza gets on my nerves. And I can’t stand all that dreadful southern vivacity, all those people with their black animal eyes. They’ve no conscience in their eyes.





As for Munich, which became his home and that of so many of his fictional characters, it was after all a metropolis of the arts, more especially of the visual arts, and never was this more the case than in the later nineteenth century and in Thomas Mann’s time. There was around 1900 what amounted to a German cult of the Italian Renaissance, with Munich as its center. Since the reign of Ludwig I, the main royal architect of modern Munich, it had been fashionable for Bavarian architects and sculptors and painters to use Italian and especially Florentine models. In the 1840s, for instance, the king had had the Ludwigstrasse built, with the Odeonsplatz at its southern end, and on the Odeonsplatz the Feldherrnhalle, an imposing military monument deliberately copied from the Loggia dei Lanzi on the Piazza della Signoria in Florence. Mann refers to the Feldherrnhalle in the story as “the loggia,” and an association, indeed a symbolic identification of Munich with Renaissance Florence at the time of the Medici is central to his concept. But his tribute at the opening of Gladius Dei to Munich, this “resplendent” latter-day city of art, is of course ironical. The negative side of the ambivalence, the unintegrated puritanical part-self, is projected into the dark figure of the fanatical monkish Hieronymus: and he in his turn is to be symbolically identified with the Dominican prior Girolamo Savonarola (1452–98), the fanatical ascetic reformer who rose in protest against the luxuriant neopagan cult of sensuous beauty in Lorenzo de’ Medici’s Florence, won a popular following and political success for a time but was finally condemned and executed as a heretic. Mann had read Villari’s biography of Savonarola, and a reproduction of Fra Bartolommeo’s portrait of him, on which the description of Hieronymus is based, stood permanently on his desk. “Hieronymus” and “Girolamo” are of course the same name, and indeed the whole story might be said to be an ironic elaboration of the fact that the name of the Bavarian capital is derived from the Latin word for a monk.

These latent, almost explicit identifications reach their climax at the end of the story, where Hieronymus, ejected humiliatingly from the art shop, conjures up in his mind’s eye a vengeful vision of the “burning of the worldly vanities” (the notorious incident that took place on the Piazza della Signoria at Savonarola’s behest) and himself quotes the imprecation from the Dominican’s own Compendium Revelationum: “May the sword of God come down upon this earth, swiftly and soon!” Mann’s visit to Florence in 1901 had of course been for the purpose of further studying his historical hero, whom he was to celebrate more explicitly in Fiorenza. The core of this drama is the intellectual confrontation between Savonarola and the dying Lorenzo, seen by Mann as the supreme representative of Renaissance neo-paganism and aestheticism. Hieronymus-Girolamo’s protest is against an unspiritual philosophy, an “amoral” cult of form and beautiful physical externalities; against the kind of art that is not an analysis or criticism of life but a mindless glorification of it. But does the creation of beauty not depend upon sensuous inspiration? How, on the basis merely of the protesting (and indeed Protestant) critical intellect, is it possible to achieve a creativity that will be genuinely poetic (dichterisch) as distinct from merely literary (schriftstellerisch)? For years this problem preoccupied Mann—as a Nietzschean humanist, as a Naturalistic and would-be postnaturalistic writer. The preoccupation continued in Intellect and Art and then in Death in Venice, to the hero of which the authorship of the unfinished aesthetic essay was appropriately transferred.

Nietzsche’s destructive psychological theories about the basis of critical intellectuality and morality loom large behind Gladius Dei and Fiorenza. Savonarola’s zeal is seen, in Nietzschean terms, as a disguised will to power; both he and Hieronymus represent the psychology of the “ascetic priest,” which Nietzsche analyzes in The Genealogy of Morals. But the Schopenhauerian ingredient is also plainly detectable in Mann’s conception. In both Gladius Dei and Fiorenza he gives, through the mouth of his protagonists, a definition of genuine (literary) art—a definition scarcely intelligible except in the light of Schopenhauer’s metaphysics, and which amounts, oddly enough, to a kind of Schopenhauerian aesthetic of literary Naturalism. “Art,” declares Hieronymus at the peroration of his futile sermon in the art shop,



is not a cynical deception, a seductive stimulus to confirm and strengthen the lusts of the flesh! Art is the sacred torch that must shed its merciful light into all life’s terrible depths, into every shameful and sorrowful abyss; art is the divine flame that must set fire to the world, until the world with all its infamy and anguish burns and melts away in redeeming compassion





(italics mine). The visual arts are being attacked here because they are the wrong sort of art—because they are allied to immediate life, naïve vitality, unreflecting sensuality; and literature (“these luxurious volumes of love poetry”) comes under the same condemnation insofar as it, too, is content to be a mere “seductive stimulus,” an “insolent idolatry of the glistering surface of things.” Such art asserts and celebrates life at the merely empirical level, its subject matter is no more than what Schopenhauer called “the world as Vorstellung”: his word has been rather misleadingly translated as “idea” and as “representation” but means something more like “illusory show,” that which is “put in front” of one, the merely phenomenal (“shown”) world that appears to the senses, as the manifestation of the universal underlying life-will. For Schopenhauer the portrayal of this “show” was of course primarily the function of the representational visual arts: music, by contrast, was something profounder, as an expression of pure emotion, the “will itself.” (It then became possible to assign, as the young Nietzsche did in The Birth of Tragedy, an interesting intermediate position to literature.)

But Schopenhauer had conceded that in all aesthetic experience, including that inspired by beautiful phenomena, there was that “will-less” (passionless) contemplative element by virtue of which the artist could be credited with some degree of asceticism, even described as being halfway between the ordinary man and the saint. When Mann puts into Hieronymus’s mouth his rather improbably sophisticated speech on the nature of “true” art, he seems intent on emphasizing this ascetic, as distinct from sensuous, element in the artist’s vision and creative process. He also makes interesting use of Schopenhauer’s central ethical concept of compassion—against which, since it entailed “negation of the life-will,” Nietzsche had chiefly polemicized. An apologia of “compassion” is appropriate in the mouth of Hieronymus, as the representative of a mentality that Nietzsche had attacked; but it is also not foreign to Mann, who tended to distance himself from Nietzsche’s more ruthless theoretical positions. Hieronymus, in fact, is really talking about Mann’s own art, the narrative fiction especially of his early period, insofar as Mann’s fiction does indeed explore and illuminate the “shameful and sorrowful abysses of life,” and does so with the basic compassion of the realistic writer. Seen in this light, and in the light of his rather more Schopenhauerian than Christian peroration, Hieronymus’s imaginary holocaust of books and pictures is not simply the prescient fantasy of a barbarous act but a vision—almost parallelling the close of Wagner’s Götterdämmerung—of the redemption of sensuality, and thus of the world, in the “fire of compassion” that must burn it away.

In Tristan Mann uses the same complex procedure as in Gladius Dei: its central figure, like Hieronymus, is presented in a parodistic, ironic light during most of the story, but has toward the end, like Hieronymus, a “peroration” (in this case a letter) in which he comes into his own and reveals himself to be speaking with Mann’s voice. In both stories an experimental alter ego is caricatured, explored as an extreme case of what he represents (religious fanaticism in the one case, fin-de-siècle aestheticism in the other). Of the writer Detlev Spinell, Mann later explained, in an essay published in 1906, that his intention had been to use this figure satirically, as a judgment on an undesirable element in myself, that lifeless preciosity of the aesthete which I consider supremely dangerous. I gave this character the mask of a literary gentleman I knew, a man whose talent was exquisite but remote from life. . . . For the rest, I made my writer an intellectual and a weakling, a fanatical devotee of beauty and a humanly impoverished person. I elevated him to a type, to a walking symbol, and made him suffer a miserable defeat in his confrontation with the comically healthy brutality of a Hanseatic business man—the husband of the lady in the sanatorium with whom my author has been conducting a high-minded flirtation. It must not be overlooked that in this character I was castigating myself 



(italics mine). The literary gentleman in question has not been identified with certainty, and Mann may have fictionally combined characteristics of more than one person. In any case, since he twice in this passage acknowledges that Spinell is an aspect of himself, the presentation of him in the story cannot be regarded as wholly negative.

It is interesting to note, as a technique of this carefully ambiguous presentation, Mann’s use in Tristan of a shadowy narrator-figure with a viewpoint recognizably distinct from his own. This interposed narrator conducts the reader round the sanatorium that is the scene of the story, addressing him in reassuringly humorous tones and, so to speak, mediating between Mann’s identification with the aesthete-protagonist and his identification with the normal world of common sense (“there is even a writer here, idling away his time—an eccentric fellow with a name reminiscent of some sort of mineral or precious stone.” “ . . . it must be admitted that [Herr Spinell’s letter] did give the impression of smooth spontaneity and vigor, notwithstanding its odd and dubious and often scarcely intelligible content”). Masquerading in the role of this narrator and commentator, Mann ironically affects to share the “philistine” values of the other patients in the sanatorium and (by implication) of the reader; the comic protagonist thus appears to be further distanced from the author than he in fact is. A similar narrator-device was used in The Road to the Churchyard (“It is hard to explain these matters to happy people like yourselves . . . a ruinous liquid which we shall take the precaution of not identifying. . . . We are reluctant to acquaint our readers with such matters . . .”), though it is a less noticeable feature of Gladius Dei and is for good reasons absent from Tonio Kröger and Death in Venice. It remains, however, one of Mann’s characteristic comic or ironic techniques and gains prominence in his increasingly self-conscious later novels.

Tristan is remarkable for its blend of rich farcical comedy with serious and touching elements. Writing to his brother Heinrich in 1901 about his early work on the story, he announced it as “a burlesque” and commented on the piquancy of writing “a burlesque with the title Tristan.” And although it contains two of Mann’s most brilliantly realized comic characters and the great comic scene (comparable to anything in The Buddenbrooks or Felix Krull) of their final encounter, we should overlook neither the poignancy of their innocent victim, Gabriele (there is no comparable figure in Gladius Dei or the other stories), nor the basically serious element of identity between Spinell’s values and Mann’s. Spinell represents not only the snobbish and absurd affectations of the l’art pour l’art cult but also a pessimistic, skeptical, psychologically sophisticated intellectuality entirely characteristic of the young Thomas Mann, and which Mann in his description of this “figure of satire” does not mention. Spinell reveals this aspect of himself occasionally in his conversations with Gabriele (in the passage about his early rising for example) but chiefly in his letter to Klöterjahn—a letter that we must take seriously despite the ironic disclaimers deliberately put into the mouth of the narrator. Spinell here declares it to be his “mission” to uncover uncomfortable truths and “use intellect and the power of words” to destroy naïveté and disturb complacency. If this is Spinell’s view of the function of literature, it may not seem to be borne out by his own novel (to judge by the way the narrator describes it); nevertheless, it is not essentially different from the view expounded by Hieronymus, and both are recognizable as an important aspect of Mann’s own literary program. Spinell and Hieronymus also resemble each other, and Mann, in their basic protest: that of Hieronymus against the vulgar commercialism of near-pornographic bellezza, that of Spinell (as of Hanno Buddenbrook before him) against the vulgar materialism of Wilhelmine Germany; that of both, against the mindless grossness of “nature.”

Spinell sees “life” as what Klöterjahn stands for and declares himself its mortal enemy—enviously no doubt, but with passionate conviction and in the name of a “higher principle,” as Mann himself later explained in a letter to a young reader. Spinell, he added, is meant to be a comic character but not totally contemptible. The same, of course, can be said of Klöterjahn, and the story brilliantly develops the complex contrast between these two polarized figures. Even their names are symbolic: Klöterjahn’s is derived from a Low German dialect word meaning testicles, Spinell’s suggests the inorganic sterility of “some sort of mineral or precious stone” (and according to one perspicacious medical critic, he is in the sanatorium to be treated for impotence resulting from dystrophia adiposogenitalis). For Klöterjahn life is business success, buxom women, and savory meals; for Spinell, as for Villiers de l’Isle Adam, it is something that should be left to the servants. The beautiful, consumptive Gabriele is for him not “Herr Klöterjahn’s wife” but a sylphlike creature not of this world; accordingly, comic character or not, he plays the slightly sinister role of deliberately accelerating her death. But her health has been broken in the first place by her marriage to Klöterjahn and by bearing his gross child. In a sense they are both responsible not only for her death but also for the enhancement and fulfillment of her existence: Klöterjahn on the “natural” level by making her a wife and mother, Spinell by enlarging her intellectual horizons and taking her, in a ceremony of Beauty and Death, into Tristan’s “magic kingdom of the night.”

Nowhere is the secret identification of Mann with Spinell more evident than in the scene in which this extraordinary Wagnerian seduction is carried out. The composer’s name is nowhere mentioned, any more than Lübeck is named in The Buddenbrooks or Tonio Kröger, or Nietzsche in Doctor Faustus. To understand the central role of the Tristan-music in the story, we do not need to read this scene as a pastiche of Act 2 of the opera, or a satire on the Wagner cult, or even to know that Mann could have recently read D’Annunzio’s Il Trionfo della Morte in the Neue Rundschau. The “love duet” scene is an emotional climax to the story, a scene during which Mann’s usual irony is almost completely suspended. Even the bored departure of Frau Spatz and the eerie intrusion of Pastorin Höhlenrauch are merely technical devices necessary to punctuate the transition from the prelude to the love duet and from the latter’s interruption to the Liebestod. Mann’s evocations of the music follow closely, even verbally at times, his descriptions of the adolescent Hanno Buddenbrook’s solitary pseudo-Wagnerian improvisations at his piano; in both cases he further underlines the erotic implications already evident in the sublime near-pornography of Wagner’s score. Gabriele Klöterjahn, persuaded that “the beauty that might come to life under her fingers” is more important than her mere survival, performs this canon of the high mass of nineteenth-century suicidal romanticism; Mann sees no need, moreover, to trivialize with further explanation or comment the mystery into which she is being initiated:



‘I am not always sure what it means, Herr Spinell . . . What is: then—I myself am the world?’ He explained it to her, softly and briefly. ‘Yes, I see.’





It has been pointed out that Tristan is also linked to the Jugendstil or Art Nouveau taste of the period and has a pictorial as well as a musical centerpiece. A turning point of Gabriele’s life has been her first meeting with Klöterjahn on an occasion when she and several of her friends were sitting round a fountain in the garden of her father’s house. She mentions this recollection in her first slightly more personal conversation with Spinell, so that in a sense it becomes his first “meeting” with her too. He at once stylizes the scene in his imagination: with a little gold crown in her hair, the young queen and her six maidens sat round a fountain singing. This is pure Jugendstil, and Mann may even have had a particular drawing or painting in mind. In reality, according to Klöterjahn, they were not singing but knitting and discussing a potato recipe. Both versions are equally absurd, and each is true on another level. The garden scene is thus a focal point representing the contrasting aspects of Gabriele herself as the two men see her. The fountain itself seems to symbolize her destiny: its rising and falling jets are the waxing and waning of human life, the assertion and surrender of individuality. Lives perish, the flow of life continues, the great cycle of life and death is unbroken. Tristan is thus a story rich in symbolic implications, and this is one of the ways in which it may be said to anticipate Death in Venice, both technically and thematically.

Although Tonio Kröger was not finished until late in 1902, the germ of its conception goes back to September 1899, when Mann left Munich for a short holiday in Denmark, spending about a week at the little seaside resort of Aalsgaard on the Øresund. On the way there he had revisited his native Lübeck for the first time since leaving it five years earlier and spent a few days there incognito. It was then, at the Hotel Stadt Hamburg, that the bizarre incident occurred in which, like Tonio Kröger, he was nearly arrested by mistake as some kind of adventurer from foreign parts. The story evidently first took shape in his mind during this journey, though it did not reach its final form until more than three years later. It was intended for inclusion in the Tristan volume, but even after the publication date of this had been deferred until March 1903, Tonio Kröger was still unfinished when the proofs of the other five stories in the volume were already to hand. In the event, it appeared in this second collection, as well as in the February issue of the Neue Rundschau. 

Tonio Kröger had essentially been born of two interacting themes, one intellectual and one personal (in this respect it resembles Death in Venice). The intellectual material was Mann’s continuing argument with himself about the psychological origins and effects of literary talent: particularly, at this time, the question of whether an intellectually sophisticated kind of literary creativity, involving irony and detachment, did not dehumanize the artist, diminishing his capacity for compassion, driving him into a kind of emotional limbo, depriving him increasingly of his ability to feel. This was compounded by the already familiar Nietzschean problem of philosophical dyspepsia: knowledge and insight (Erkenntnis) that seemed inevitably to entail disillusionment, pessimism, and ethical nihilism, to the point at which one rebels against it in what Tonio Kröger was to call Erkenntnisekel, the nausea of knowledge. The intellectual artist’s necessary constant struggle against naïveté and cliché, both of style and thought, thus appears as a chilling and humanly alienating process. In this dilemma Mann was not helped by the reaction of many critics to his early stories, which were widely judged to be unpleasant and morbid in their themes and to betoken cynicism and heartlessness in their author. Mann continued to be particularly sensitive to the accusation that he lacked human warmth. Writing in August 1904 to his future wife, Katja Pringsheim, he complains of “that old whining about my coldness of heart” and adds:



Only four or five people in Germany know what irony is, and that it is not necessarily the product of a withered mind. One tries to write pointedly and to husband one’s resources, and thereby proves that one is a soulless conjurer. I am always surprised they have not declared Wagner to be an ice-cold faiseur because he puts the Liebestod at the end of the act.





The accusation cannot, however, have entirely surprised him, and it is clear that his main purpose, as he came to complete Tonio Kröger, was to perform with it a public recantation of his alleged cynicism, nihilism, and inhumanity.

Privately, the young Thomas Mann was anything but unemotional. The other indispensible element in the story’s genesis, which enabled him to use the “Tonio Kröger” theme for the intended personal manifesto, was the complex of emotional experiences associated with his nostalgic journey of September 1899. The way this journey is elaborated in the closing chapters of the Novelle makes it clear that it is no mere episode but an inner event which the whole of the rest of the story prepares. The opening chapters, laying the foundations that make this closing sequence meaningful, describe the northern land of lost content to which Tonio Kröger will make his dreamlike, haunted return. As in The Joker and The Buddenbrooks, Mann here draws heavily on facts and memories of his early life. He had in fact disliked his Lübeck school as much as all three of these works suggest; he had despised the masters, earned bad reports, been happiest during the family’s summer holidays by the sea at the old Kurhaus in Travemünde. But, as A Sketch of My Life also tells us, there had been an original of “Hans Hansen”: a “beloved friend,” Armin Martens, to whom he had written poems. The boy, in adult life, took to drink and came to a sad end in Africa. Later, there had been a “dark girl with pigtails” whom he met at private dancing lessons conducted by a Herr Knoll from Hamburg; she became the “blond Ingeborg” of the story. A factor that Mann does not mention, however, was evidently more immediate and important for the story than either of these memories, namely his intensely emotional attachment to the young painter Paul Ehrenberg, one of two brothers with whom he became friendly in December 1899. Ehrenberg was three years younger than Mann, had some physical resemblance to Armin Martens, and must have taken over the latter’s role, as well as perhaps that of Willri Timpe, another beloved schoolmate. The gestation period of Tonio Kröger largely coincided with the most intense phase of this friendship.

Mann married Katja Pringsheim in 1905, and the marriage, from which there were six children, was so far as we know happy enough; but Mann, as is increasingly clear from recently published material, remained emotionally homosexual. The intensity of his feelings about Paul Ehrenberg, at least for a time, may be judged not so much from the very few surviving letters that reveal anything of them, as (curiously enough) from Mann’s work notes for a novel about Munich society, which he was planning in 1902 but later abandoned. It was to have been called Loved Ones (Die Geliebten) and was apparently to have been largely about the relationship between a charming and rather flirtatious young violinist called Rudolf and a woman, Adelaide, who is infatuated with him over a period of years. She eventually murders him by shooting him in a streetcar after a concert (this incident was to be based on an exactly similar murder that had taken place in Dresden, probably in 1901). The biographical significance of the copious notes for this work, dating chiefly from 1902, lies in the way Mann refers to them in a diary of 1934, unpublished until twenty years after his death. In 1934 he was working on Joseph in Egypt, and in particular on the story of Potiphar’s wife Mut-em-enet’s fatal passion for the beautiful young Joseph. The entry (6 May) reads in part:



I was looking through old notebooks for some verses of Elizabeth Barrett Browning and became engrossed in notes which I made at that time about my relations with P.E. in the context of the projected novel Loved Ones. The passion and melancholy psychologizing emotion of those far-off days came through to me with a familiar ring of the sadness of life. . . . I had already been quietly searching for my notations of passion from that period, as material for Mut-em-enet’s infatuation, and I shall be able to make partial use of them in depicting her helpless stricken state.





Mann appears here to be referring to the work notes (still extant) rather than to his personal diaries. He kept diaries all his life but allowed no one to see them; in 1945 he burnt them all except some written between 1918 and 1921, and those written after the beginning of his involuntary exile in 1933. We can therefore only speculate on what further “passionate” material for use in the Joseph story he may or might have found in his private diaries of 1902; but it is clear enough that the line between those diaries and the Loved Ones work notes cannot be rigidly drawn, and that both must have recorded emotions that Mann was then himself experiencing. About ten years after the surviving 1934 diary entry, Mann finally made a more direct use of the Paul Ehrenberg material by incorporating it in Doctor Faustus: “Rudolf ” appears as the young violinist Rudi Schwertfeger, who is shot in the streetcar by his infatuated former mistress, after having also formed a homosexual relationship with the composer-hero, who regards himself as secretly responsible for Rudolf’s murder. The crisscrossing identifications here are material for further speculation on Mann’s emotional life and working methods. In the same diary entry of 6 May 1934 Mann remarks of the Ehrenberg relationship that so “overwhelming” and “intoxicating” an experience had “only happened—and quite rightly—once in my lifetime.” He adds that the earlier attachments to “A.M. and W.T.” were childlike by comparison and refers to the “youthful intensity of feeling, the careless rapture and deep shock of that central experience of my heart when I was twenty-five.” Nevertheless, the memory of Armin and of the “passion of innocence” he felt for him was also (according to a letter written to another old school friend in the last year of his life) nostalgically cherished to the end “like a treasure” (19 March 1955, to Hermann Lange).*

The fact that in later life Mann so often declared Tonio Kröger to be his favorite among his works and even (which is not quite the same thing) his best work is partly to be explained by the story’s close association with these youthful loves. The “experiment” of the story was to give “Tonio Kröger” the problem he himself had experienced, namely the dilemma of how to be human without losing the ability to write well, and to make his alter ego solve this problem by recovering his ability to feel, in the course of a nostalgic return to the scenes of his youth. The effect of nostalgia is chiefly brought about by Mann’s use of leitmotivistic repetition, a technique that he did not invent but which he notably developed in various ways, especially in Tristan, Tonio Kröger, and Death in Venice. The story is unified by a “musical” nexus (as Mann liked to call it) of recurring phrases, descriptions, and even characters and situations. Thus as Tonio revisits Lübeck in Chapter 6, Hans Hansen is never mentioned by name but poignantly recalled by the exact repetition of words associated with him in Chapter 1; and in Aalsgaard the scene of the dancing class “repeats itself ” exactly, culminating in the “recurrence,” as it seems, of Hans and Inge themselves. The text makes it clear, on closer inspection, that they are not the “real” Hans and Inge but representatives of the Nordic type which for Tonio Kröger has acquired symbolic value (it may also be that Mann intended a private allusion to the “recurrence” of Armin Martens in Paul Ehrenberg). They represent innocence, immediacy, the unproblematic norm, “life in its seductive banality,” the very un-Nietzschean kind of Life that Tonio Kröger has declared himself able to love. The leitmotif closest to the story’s central theme is the recurring statement about the hero that “his heart was alive then” (in Lübeck) and its contrary “his heart was dead” (in Munich); and the essence of the “positive” ending is that in this case the experimental self is not repudiated, divided off from the author as what “but for the grace of God” he might have been, but accepted into the more complex substance of the experimenter, welcomed so to speak into the joy of his creator. Tonio Kröger’s function is to represent a conciliatory solution that Mann would have liked to find for the Intellect-Life problem: he is to reverse Spinell’s declaration of hatred, repudiate aristocratic aestheticism, and disclaim nihilism. Art and Intellect are to be no longer at open war with ordinary existence but sentimentally, unhappily of course and with “just a touch of contempt,” in love with it. Mann and Kröger are thus identified in the new position of still distanced but reconciled outsider. Their identity is signaled at the end by the repetition, as the last sentence of the story, of the statement made about the hero in the last sentence of Chapter 1: there it was made of him by the author, now he says it of himself.

So optimistic and programmatic a conclusion represents a considerable personal investment by Mann, and it is not surprising that Tonio Kröger was a work he came to value so highly. This is partly also to be explained by its immediate and continuing success with the critics. The recantation had worked, and it became a critical tradition simply to endorse Mann’s judgment of the story. More recent commentators have been less sure, and even Mann seems to have had doubts at first, writing to a friend that Tonio Kröger contains “a declaration of love for life which is almost inartistic in its clarity and directness. Is this declaration incredible? Is it mere rhetoric??” (to Kurt Martens, 28 March 1906). On his own showing (in Kröger’s aesthetic theory as expounded to Lisaveta in Chapter 4), it could have been expected that a piece of writing so full of the author’s own heart and hopes would not wholly avoid the pitfall of sentimentality. Many readers today, perhaps, will prefer the harder cutting edge of Tristan or Gladius Dei, both of which may also, after all, be read as repudiations of decadence. In addition, Tristan and Gladius Dei both point forward in interesting ways to Death in Venice: if Tonio Kröger did so, it was chiefly in a sobering negative sense. The Devil, notoriously, has most of the good tunes, and the new “positive” Tonio Kröger position could not last: Death in Venice was to represent a reversion to the tragic view of the artist, while at the same time advancing into a new dimension of art.

During the eight years or so between the completion of Tonio Kröger and the writing of Death in Venice—a period that also included the first six years of his marriage—Mann produced no major work. Fiorenza (1906) is generally accounted a failure, and the short novel Royal Highness (1909), though it has interest and charm, cannot begin to compare in significance with The Buddenbrooks or The Magic Mountain, any more than the few Novellen written during those years can stand comparison with those of the breakthrough period at the turn of the century, 1897–1902, which must count as Mann’s first mature creative phase. On the other hand, these relatively unproductive intermediate years saw a number of important beginnings and reorientations. Mann’s reflections were now being influenced by his own increasing fame and by new ideas about art current in the generation that was following him. What were the special problems and vulnerabilities of being the kind of writer he was, in the years of maturity that lay ahead? Could he perhaps become a different kind of writer? Could not some intoxicating impulse be found, some Rausch, even if it was of diabolic origin, that would give his flagging creativity a new direction? It is no accident that in 1904 one of Mann’s notebooks briefly records for future use the motif of an artist of genius who bargains with the Devil for special inspiration by deliberately contracting syphilis. It is the germ of Doctor Faustus, to be used forty years later; and one of the at first inconspicuous links between Doctor Faustus and Death in Venice is that the latter opens with Aschenbach, a mature but tired writer, unconsciously desiring just such a new and mysterious stimulus.

At the Tonio Kröger stage, the problem of Geist, of the critical intellect, had been that it combined with artistic creativity to threaten the writer with personal dehumanization. But Geist is now threatening his creativity itself, by binding it to a mode now outmoded. The coming generation seemed tired of analysis and introspection, of pathological themes, of Naturalism and psychology. The appeal was increasingly to the other pole of the Nietzschean dialectic: Leben, regeneration, vitality, irrationalism, the Renaissance cult. The world of passion and beauty was now again intellectually fashionable. But Mann, although he had already taken sides with Savonarola against Lorenzo, had not yet resolved the personal Lorenzo-Savonarola conflict in himself, the conflict between passion and puritanism. It seems also to underlie his continuing interest in the Friedemann motif, that of the erotic visitation, the emotional invasion that changes a whole existence. He perceived the same conflict in Nietzsche and was fascinated by a perhaps apocryphal anecdote which he had read in the memoirs of one of Nietzsche’s friends: the young Nietzsche, it reported, had as a shy and austere student unwittingly strayed into a brothel, fled from it in embarrassment, but returned later to seek out the beautiful prostitute he had encountered. Mann was to transfer this story to the Nietzsche-like hero of Doctor Faustus, combining it with the 1904 germ idea for his Devil’s-bargain novel. It was a variant of the Friedemann theme, and a variant also of the theme of the creative artist’s tragedy. A further modulation of the latter also appears in a 1905 notebook, as the tragedy of an older writer who destroys himself by ambitiously pursuing achievements that exceed his capacities. This version (also eventually reflected in the Aschenbach story) clearly had dramatic possibilities if combined with the Friedemann motif as well.

At some stage in these pre–Death in Venice years (we do not know the exact chronology) Mann came to consider a specific historical instance of an elderly and renowned writer who loses his dignity by falling in love: that of the seventy-four-year-old Goethe and his infatuation, while on holiday in Marienbad in 1823, with the seventeen-year-old Ulrike von Levetzow. (Goethe, in fact, came quickly to his senses, though not before going so far, almost incredibly, as to initiate a proposal of marriage with the girl.) It seems from Mann’s own account that his plan to write a story on this subject which might be called Goethe in Marienbad dated from before 1911; in any case, it was not dropped until some years after the publication of Death in Venice, to which the proposed Goethe Novelle would have been a tragicomic parallel piece. The story in both cases was that of a highly disciplined but emotionally isolated and perhaps instinctually deprived man of mature years whose “Olympian” existence is invaded by the dark inner forces of disorder. The Novelle Mann actually wrote, as we know, was this story with a difference. It was still a story about an artist’s loss of dignity (Entwürdigung), and Mann afterward frequently insisted that the essential theme was this, the capacity of “passion” as such—any infatuation or obsessive love—to destroy dignity. In Mann’s personal variant the passion becomes a homosexual one, although by his account this was not of the essence of the original conception. The reason for the change, we are not surprised to learn, was the final precipitating personal factor in the genesis of Death in Venice: a journey involving an emotional experience. The same had happened in the genesis of Tonio Kröger, but with the journey taking place at the beginning of the work’s incubation period: in 1911 it came at the end.

In May of that year Mann traveled to the Adriatic for a short holiday with his wife and his brother, Heinrich; they stayed first on the island of Brioni near Pola, where they read in the Austrian papers the news of the death of Gustav Mahler (whom Mann had recently met and whom he deeply admired). After about a week they crossed to Venice. Mann tells us in A Sketch of My Life that on this journey everything played into his hands, as indeed it had done in Tonio Kröger: 



Nothing is invented: the wanderer at the Northern Cemetery in Munich, the gloomy ship from Pola, the foppish old man, the suspect gondolier, Tadzio and his family, the departure prevented by a muddle with the luggage, the cholera, the honest clerk at the travel agency, the sinister singer . . .





He did in fact modify certain details (the cholera outbreak was in Palermo, not in Venice, the lost luggage was Heinrich’s, etc.), but the essential point which he of course does not underline in the autobiographical essay, the inner event round which the rest of the story crystallized, was the “passion” itself, his sudden intense, if brief, infatuation with the real “Tadzio.” The Polish boy was identified in 1964 as Wladyslaw, Baron Moes, who was on holiday at the Lido in May 1911 with his mother and three sisters and who was in those years by all accounts exceptionally beautiful. Mann heard him addressed by diminutives of his name such as “Wladzio” or “Adzio” and, after taking advice, decided to stylize this as Tadzio (from Tadeusz). Baroness Moes’s friend Mme Fudakowska was also there with her children, including the boy Janek (the Jasha of the story who fights with Tadzio). Wladyslaw Moes learned twelve years later that a story had been written “about him” and read it, but never identified himself to Mann; only some years after the latter’s death did he give Mann’s Polish translator an impeccable account, supported by photographs, of the details of that particular Venetian holiday (including “an old man” looking at him on the beach and his quarrel with Fudakowski). Curiously, too, while Luchino Visconti was making his film of Death in Venice in the late 1960s, Jan Fudakowski also turned up, bearing a photograph of himself and Wladyslaw taken on the Lido in May 1911.

We can only guess to what extent Mann fictionalized and dramatized his feelings about this boy; Mann’s widow confirmed that her husband had been “fascinated” by him, though not to the point of following him all over Venice. But what we plainly have in “Aschenbach” is yet another of Mann’s extrapolated, experimental selves (here deliberately given the fictional age of fifty-three, seventeen years maturer than Mann was in 1911). The experiment in this case, on the personal level, explores the possibilities of homosexual emotion, while on the intellectual and creative level it tries out in earnest those of a certain kind of post-naturalistic, postdecadent aesthetic theory and practice. Mann was here specifically influenced by the short-lived “neoclassical” reaction against Naturalism, a movement represented by some of his minor contemporaries (Paul Ernst, Samuel Lublinski) to which for a time he felt drawn. We have to distinguish here (though the distinction is very fine) between what Aschenbach is represented as doing in writing his own works and what Mann himself does in writing Death in Venice. In the former, the emphasis falls strongly on the creation and exaltation of beauty, though this is not the neoromantic, musical and decadent, introverted and life-negating aesthetic cult represented by Spinell (which Aschenbach has “overcome”) but a “neoclassical” principle, with a strongly ethical, educative, and humanistic coloring; Aschenbach stresses the “moral” value of disciplined artistic form, as well as resolutely repudiating all introspective Erkenntnisekel and cynicism. Mann, too, in telling the story of Aschenbach, seeks to create and evoke a kind of visible, concrete, external but symbolic beauty, such as he has not aimed at before in his fiction; the basis, nevertheless, is still one of “naturalism” in the sense of literary realism, and there is a continuing “naturalistic” implication of compassionate psychological understanding. He thus seems both to encapsulate the contemporary neoclassical tendency and to distance himself from it. The Death in Venice “experiment” with the noble aesthetic moralist Aschenbach ends unsuccessfully, that is to say tragically, in Aschenbach’s destruction; nevertheless, the story itself, transcending the traditional and prosaic modes in what was probably Mann’s most important technical breakthrough, creates a noble stylistic synthesis worthy of its regretfully repudiated hero.

In achieving this striking fusion of realism and concrete symbolism, Mann was decisively assisted by the nature of the subject matter and by the strange complex of real-life experiences on his Venetian journey, this uncanny coming together of seemingly significant and interconnected events as if by some unwitting and magical authorial command. A nexus of coincidences and chance impressions, none inexplicable but
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