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    Note to the Reader

In September 2021, Scribner will publish Colm Tóibín’s magnificent new novel, The Magician, about the novelist Thomas Mann, his family, and the places and times in which he lived—Germany before and after World War I and years of exile in Switzerland, France, and the United States after the rise of Hitler.

In The Magician, Tóibín describes Mann’s infatuation with a boy he sees on an Italian holiday, who inspired him to write Death in Venice.

Turn the pages for a note from Tóibín and an excerpt from The Magician.




Introduction by Colm Tóibín

In 1996, I reviewed three biographies of Thomas Mann. While I knew his work, having read Buddenbrooks, The Magic Mountain, and Death in Venice in my late teens and Doctor Faustus in my early twenties, until I read the biographies and then Mann’s Diaries, I knew little about his personal life.

As I read three versions of his life, it came clear to me that Thomas Mann’s dream life was his real life. And his dream life came in two guises. He spent every morning in his study reimagining his own life, or creating lives for characters whom he had conjured up. Also, he thought constantly about a sexual life that was not available to him, that would have to reside mostly in eager thoughts about young men.

There was so much concealment. Thomas Mann was the most respectable German of his time, the father of six children. Even when Death in Venice appeared in 1912, no one imagined that it was based on real desires, real happenings.

What really inspired my novel The Magician was a short book by Mann’s wife, Katia, called Unwritten Memories, published in 1974 when she was ninety-one, in which she emerges as a most complex person, not at all the sad, long-suffering wife of a homosexual man, but someone spirited, intelligent and good-humored. I became interested in making a portrait of her as much as him.

Katia was under no illusions about Thomas. She remembered that sojourn in Venice in 1911: “Then we went to the hotel where we had reservations—Hotel des Bains—right on the beach. It was very crowded, and in the dining-room, on the very first day, we saw the Polish family, which looked exactly the way my husband described them: the girls were dressed rather stiffly and severely, and the very charming, beautiful boy of about thirteen was wearing a sailor suit with an open collar and pretty lacings. He caught my husband’s attention immediately. The boy was tremendously attractive, and my husband was always watching him with his companions on the beach. He didn’t pursue him through all of Venice—that he didn’t do—but the boy did fascinate him, and he thought of him often.”

In the story, Katia makes clear, her husband “transferred to Aschenbach [the protagonist] the pleasure he actually took in this charming boy, stylizing it into extreme passion.”

In Death in Venice, we watch Thomas Mann’s strategies of concealment and disclosure. His bookish protagonist comes to Venice alone—Mann visited with his wife and his brother Heinrich—arriving by sea, as the Manns did, staying in the Hotel des Bains on the Lido, as the Manns did. Other small details, such as the Neapolitan singer, the lost luggage, the fear of cholera, all came directly from the Manns’ visit. “Thus, everything was based on reality, even down to the details,” Katia wrote, “but no one besides Thomas Mann would have been able to make them into Death in Venice.”

What Mann added to his own experience was something that fiction itself has but life does not—a sense of pattern, a way of allowing images to be resonant and mysterious, an aura of completion. Figures appear in the story, such as the stranger at the graveyard in Munich or the gondolier who tries to cheat Aschenbach, who are not needed for the plot and do not play an essential role in the story. And yet, as ghostly figures, they serve to haunt the narrative, offer it a sort of shivering undercurrent to do with death and disappearance. They unsettle the order of things.

What we note from Mann’s diaries, his letters and his speeches was how orderly his mind was, indeed how ordinary. His fiction then left him free to explore more dangerous territory. In Death in Venice, not only is forbidden desire evoked, but there are images of “wonders and terrors” that fascinate Aschenbach, that emerge as both beauty and decay until the story becomes, in one of its layers, a metaphor for a battle going on in the German imagination between charm and chaos.

Mann, in his work, imagined this German writer in Death in Venice, as later in his career he would write a novel called The Beloved Returns about the actual German writer Goethe, in which he dramatized Goethe’s falling in love in old age with a much younger woman. In both cases, he had a story to work from, to complete.

When Henry James contemplated the sources for his fiction, he insisted that he loved half a story, or a story whose shape was not fully apparent. He could then put shape on it, as Mann put shape on his own stay in Venice or on what facts he had about Goethe’s life.

For Mann’s sojourn in Venice in the spring of 1911, we do not have a complete picture. We have Katia’s account and Thomas’s story, very little else. This left me free, when writing The Magician, to imagine where the Manns went in the city, what churches, museums and galleries they visited. Of course, just as Mann used life to make his story, I used the places I myself know in Venice for my version of the Manns’ time there. I placed them in the Frari, looking at Titian’s painting of the Assumption, and then take them to the Scuola di San Giorgio degli Schiavoni, where paintings by Carpaccio hang. I have Mann stand in these two spaces in Venice because I know them. I have stood in them myself. I gave what I imagined roots, a sort of anchor in palpable memory.

I could see him there in a way that was more vivid because I had chosen buildings and paintings that had captured my imagination long before I had thought of the novel The Magician.

A few years before she wrote Unwritten Memories, Katia Mann noted that her daughter “received a letter from an elderly Polish aristocrat, a count, who wrote that something funny had happened. Some time ago friends had brought him the Polish translation of a novella in which he and his whole family were described to a T; he found this very amusing and intriguing. Such was the end of the ‘real’ story.”

The other story, the imagined one, appeared in 1912. “I still remember,” Katia writes, “that my uncle, Privy Counselor Friedberg, a famous professor of canon law in Leipzig, was outraged: ‘What a story! And a married man with a family!”’

In my novel The Magician, as they walked through Venice in 1911, Heinrich Mann says: “It seems to me that nothing will happen in the world again.” How hard it must have been to foresee the horrors of the First World War, the rise of Hitler, the Holocaust, the Second World War! The story Death in Venice seems immensely innocent against what was to come, but in its undertones we can hear a sickly-sweet music, a sense of longing, an aura of decay, the gap between northern Europe and the South. All of these elements would play their part in the tragedy that was to come, that would change the lives of Thomas and Katia Mann more than they had ever imagined.




Keep reading for a preview of

The Magician
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by

    Colm Tóibín



		
			

			Lübeck, 1891

			His mother waited upstairs while the servants took coats and scarves and hats from the guests. Until everyone had been ushered into the drawing room, Julia Mann remained in her bedroom. Thomas and his older brother Heinrich and their sisters Lula and Carla watched from the first landing. Soon, they knew, their mother would appear. Heinrich had to warn Carla to be quiet or they would be told to go to bed and they would miss the moment. Their baby brother Viktor was sleeping in an upper room.

			With her hair pinned back severely and tied in a colored bow, Julia stepped out from her bedroom. Her dress was white, and her black shoes, ordered specially from Majorca, were simple like a dancer’s shoes.

			She joined the company with an air of reluctance, giving the impression that she had, just now, been alone with herself in a place more interesting than festive Lübeck.

			On coming into the drawing room, having glanced around her, Julia would find among the guests one person, usually a man, someone unlikely such as old Herr Kellinghusen, who was neither young nor old, or Franz Cadovius, his squint inherited from his mother, or Judge August Leverkühn, with his thin lips and clipped mustache, and this man would become the focus of her attention.

			Her allure came from the atmosphere of foreignness and fragility that she exuded with such charm.

			Yet there was kindness in her flashing eyes as she asked her guest about work and family and plans for the summer, and, speaking of the summer, she would wish to know about the relative comfort of various hotels in Travemünde, and then she would ask about grand hotels in places as distant as Trouville or Collioure or some resort on the Adriatic.

			And soon she would pose an unsettling question. She would ask what her interlocutor thought about some normal and respectable woman within their group of associates. The suggestion was that this woman’s private life was a matter of some controversy and speculation among the burghers of the town. Young Frau Stavenhitter, or Frau Mackenthun, or old Fraulein Distelmann. Or someone even more obscure and retiring. And when her bewildered guest would point out that he had nothing other than good to say of the woman, in fact had nothing beyond the very ordinary to transmit, Thomas’s mother would express the view that the object of their discussion was, in her considered opinion, a marvelous person, simply delicious, and Lübeck was lucky to have such a woman among its citizens. She would say this as if it were a revelation, something that must stay quite confidential for the moment, something, indeed, that even her husband, the senator, had not yet been told.

			The following day, news would spread about their mother’s deportment and whom she had singled out for comment, until Heinrich and Thomas would hear about it from their school friends, as if it were a very modern play, fresh from Hamburg, that had been performed.

			In the evenings, if the senator were at a meeting, or in the time when Thomas and Heinrich, having done their violin practice and eaten their supper, were in their nightclothes, their mother would tell them about the country of her birth, Brazil, a place so vast, she said, that no one knew how many people were there or what they were like or what languages they spoke, a country many, many times the size of Germany, where there was no winter, and never any frost or real cold, and where one river, the Amazon, was more than ten times longer than the Rhine and ten times as wide, with many smaller rivers flowing into it that reached back deep into the forest, with trees higher than trees anywhere else in the world, with people whom no one had ever seen or would see, since they knew the forest as no one else did, and they could hide if an intruder or an outsider came.

			“Tell us about the stars,” Heinrich would say.

			“Our house in Paraty was on the water,” Julia would reply. “It was almost part of the water, like a boat. And when night came and we could see the stars, they were bright and low in the sky. Here in the north the stars are high and distant. In Brazil, they are visible like the sun during the day. They are small suns themselves, glittering and close to us, especially those of us who lived near water. My mother said you could sometimes read a book in the upstairs rooms at night because the light from the stars against the water was so clear. And you could not sleep unless you fastened the shutters to keep the brightness out. When I was a girl, the same age as your sisters, I really believed that all the world was like that. The shock on my first night in Lübeck was that I could not see the stars. They were covered over by clouds.”

			“Tell us about the ship.”

			“You must go to sleep.”

			“Tell us the story of all the sugar.”

			“Tommy, you know the story of the sugar.”

			“But just a small part again?”

			“Well, all the marzipan that is made in Lübeck uses sugar that comes from Brazil. Just as Lübeck is famous for marzipan, Brazil is famous for sugar. So when the good people of Lübeck and their children eat their marzipan on Christmas Eve, little do they know that they are eating a part of Brazil. They are eating sugar that came across the sea just for them.”

			“Why don’t we make our own sugar?”

			“You must ask your father that.”

			Years later, Thomas wondered if his father’s decision to marry Julia da Silva-Bruhns, whose mother was reputed to have had in her veins blood from South American Indians, rather than a stolid daughter of one of the local shipping magnates or old trading and banking families, was not the beginning of the decline of the Manns, evidence that a hunger for the richly strange had entered the spirit of the family which, up to then, had an appetite only for what was upright and certain to yield a steady return.

			In Lübeck, Julia was remembered as a small girl arriving with her sister and her three brothers after their mother had died. They were taken care of by an uncle, and they did not, when they appeared first in the city, have a word of German. They were watched suspiciously by figures such as old Frau Overbeck, known for her staunch adherence to the practices of the Reformed Church.

			“I saw those children blessing themselves one day as they passed the Marienkirche,” she said. “It may be necessary to trade with Brazil, but I know no precedent for a Lübeck burgher marrying a Brazilian, none at all.”

			Julia, only seventeen at the time of her marriage, gave birth to five children who carried themselves with all the dignity required of the children of the senator, but with an added pride and self-consciousness, and something close to display, which Lübeck had not seen before and which Frau Overbeck and her circle hoped would not become fashionable.

			Due to this decision to marry unusually, the senator, eleven years older than his wife, was viewed with a certain awe, as though he had invested in Italian paintings or rare majolica, acquired to satisfy a taste that, up to then, the senator and his antecedents had kept in check.

			Before leaving for church on Sunday, the Mann children had to be carefully examined by their father while their mother delayed them by remaining upstairs in her dressing room, trying on hats or changing her shoes. Heinrich and Thomas had to show a good example by maintaining an expression of gravity, while Lula and Carla tried to stand still.

			By the time Viktor was born, Julia was less attentive to the strictures that her husband laid down. She liked the girls to have colorful bows and stockings, and she did not object to the boys having longer hair and greater latitude in their comportment.

			Julia dressed elegantly for church, often wearing only one color—a gray, for example, or a dark blue, with matching stockings and shoes and the only sign of relief a red or yellow band on her hat. Her husband was known for the precision of the cuts made by his tailor in Hamburg and for his impeccable appearance. The senator changed his shirt every day, sometimes twice a day, and had an extensive wardrobe. His mustache was trimmed in the French manner. In his fastidiousness, he represented the family firm in all its solidity, a century of civic excellence, but in the luxury of his wardrobe he offered his own view that being a Mann in Lübeck meant more than money or trade, it suggested not only sobriety but a considered sense of style.

			To his horror, on the short journey between the Manns’ house on Beckergrube and the Marienkirche, Julia often greeted people, gleefully and freely calling out their names, something that had never been done before on a Sunday in the history of Lübeck, further convincing Frau Overbeck and her spinster daughter that Frau Mann was, in her heart at least, still a Catholic.

			“She is showy and silly, and that is the mark of a Catholic,” Frau Overbeck said. “And that band on her hat is pure frivolity.”

			In the Marienkirche itself as the wider family assembled, it was noted how pale Julia was, and how oddly alluring her pallor was against her heavy chestnut hair and mysterious eyes, which rested on the preacher in an expression of half-veiled mockery, a mockery that was alien to the seriousness with which her husband’s family and their friends treated religious observance.

			* * *

			Thomas realized that his father disliked hearing about his wife’s childhood in Brazil, especially if the girls were present. His father, however, loved when Thomas asked him to talk about old Lübeck and to explain how the family firm had grown from modest beginnings in Rostock. His father appeared to derive satisfaction when Thomas, calling at his office on his way home from school, sat and listened about ships and warehouses and banking partners and insurance schemes, and then later remembered what he had been told.

			Even distant cousins came to believe that while Heinrich was dreamy and rebellious like his mother and was to be found reading books, young Thomas, alert and grave in his demeanor, was the one who would take the family firm into the next century.

			As the girls grew older, all the children would gather in their mother’s dressing room if their father had left for his club or for some meeting, and Julia would resume her stories about Brazil, telling of the whiteness of the clothes the people wore there, the amount of washing that was done so that everyone looked special and beautiful, the men as well as the women, the black people as well as the white.

			“It was not like Lübeck,” she said. “No one saw any need to be solemn. There were no Frau Overbecks pursing their lips. No families like the Esskuchens in perpetual mourning. In Paraty, if you saw three people, then one was talking and the other two were laughing. And they were all in white.”

			“Were they laughing at a joke?” Heinrich asked.

			“Just laughing. That is what they did.”

			“But laughing at what?”

			“Darling, I don’t know. But that is what they did. Sometimes at night I can hear that laughter still. It comes in on the wind.”

			“Can we go to Brazil?” Lula asked.

			“I don’t think your father wants you to go to Brazil,” Julia said.

			“But when we are older?” Heinrich asked.

			“We can never tell what will happen when we are older,” she said. “Perhaps you will be able to go anywhere then. Anywhere!”

			“I would like to stay in Lübeck,” Thomas said.

			“Your father will be happy to hear that,” Julia replied.

			* * *

			Thomas lived in a world of his dreams more than his brother Heinrich did, or his mother, or his sisters. Even his discussions with his father about warehouses were further aspects of a fantasy world that often included himself as a Greek god, or as a figure in a story from a nursery rhyme, or the woman in the oil painting that his father had placed on the stairwell, the expression on her face ardent, anxious, expectant. He was not sure sometimes that he was not, in reality, older than Heinrich and stronger, or that he did not go out each day with his father as an equal to the office, or that he was not Matilde, his mother’s maid in charge of the dressing room, who took care that his mother’s shoes were kept in pairs and that her bottles of perfume were never empty and that her secret things remained in the correct drawers away from his prying eyes.

			When he heard them say that he was the one who would shine in the world of business, when he impressed visitors by knowing about consignments due to arrive, and the names of ships and faraway ports, he almost shuddered at the thought that if these people knew who he really was, they would take a different view of him. If they could actually see into his mind and know how much at night and even in the day he allowed himself to become the woman in the painting on the stairwell with all her fervid desires, or someone who moved across the landscape with a sword or with a song, then they would shake their heads in wonder at how cleverly he had fooled them, how cunningly he won his father’s approval, what an imposter and confidence man he was, and how little he could be trusted.

			Heinrich, of course, knew who he was, and was aware enough of his younger brother’s dream life to realize not only that it exceeded his own in scope and scale, but that, as he warned him, the more Thomas extended his ability to dissimulate, the greater the danger of being found out.
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