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1938: Goethe in Hollywood  

 

Finally there was peace and quiet. He had spent all of March touring the United States, from East 

to West, from New York, Washington, and Philadelphia to Chicago, with stops in Missouri, 

Oklahoma, and Utah, and on to Los Angeles. In each of these places, he delivered his speech on 

“The Coming Victory of Democracy.” 

 

In Los Angeles, Thomas Mann gave this speech in the “colossal amphitheater” of the Shrine 

Auditorium, with seating for 6,000 people. Now he was taking a break in Los Angeles, for about 

a month, with his wife, Katia, and his eldest daughter, Erika. They rented a bungalow at the 

magnificent Beverly Hills Hotel on Sunset Boulevard, about halfway between downtown Los 

Angeles and the Pacific Ocean – the hotel that, with its palm tree-lined driveway and the three 

round turrets, is one of the many iconic images of Los Angeles. The Eagles would later feature it 
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on the cover of their “Hotel California” album. Breakfast was over, Mann withdrew into the 

adjoining room and pulled the sliding door shut. “It is good to be writing again,” he noted. Mann 

was well aware of the spectacular nature of his retreat. In the sun, wrote Vicki Baum, the author 

of Grand Hotel, describing the atmosphere of the Los Angeles coast, we find “all the wild colors 

of a Van Gogh; the air so pure that one could wish not only to breathe it, but to drink it in.” But 

now, the light was too wild and too bright for Thomas Mann; he closed the blinds so he could 

write—though the palm trees could still be seen—and the fragrance of the blossoming orange 

trees was omnipresent. But Mann did not consider that important; he cared more about more 

discreet luxuries, such as a breakfast that came to him prepared and was quickly cleared away 

again, ensuring that he wasted no time or mental capacities on unpleasant duties. Once such 

matters were taken care of, Thomas Mann had what he needed, no matter where he was: table, 

easy chair, lamp, row of books. Being home meant being where he could write.  

 

“The Coming Victory of Democracy” was an optimistic title for his speech, because in that very 

month, March 1938, Hitler’s annexation of Austria had dealt another crushing blow to 

democracy. But this was the message he wanted to convey to his audiences: that democracy can 

prevail only if it wants to. In Mann’s view, it could not succeed with its standard tools of 

deliberations, concessions, and negotiations. Fascism resists any attempt at deliberations and 

concessions from the other side, let alone any willingness on its part to deliberate or concede. 

The appeal of fascism, after all, is its insistence on disqualifying these aspects of rational politics 

as things of the past and out of keeping with the times, and positing itself as the principle of 

vitality and dynamism whose time had come.  

 

With the annexation of Austria, Mann’s geographical home had shifted a bit farther into the 

distance. He had been living in Switzerland since 1933, but might that country have become too 

uncertain as well after this March? It was a good thing that all he needed to feel at home was a 

table, an easy chair, a set of books, and ministering spirits. “What does it matter that I am ‘far 

away’? Far away from what? Maybe from myself?” he wrote in his apartment in Beverly Hills.  
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Despite the fact that there were no lectures scheduled at this time, the Manns were constantly on 

the move that month, although just in the area of Los Angeles. As a Nobel Prize laureate in 

literature and author who had also achieved success in America, Mann was courted and invited 

to one gathering after another. Many friends, acquaintances, and colleagues had already become 

established in Los Angeles, having left Germany in the 1920s to pursue exciting new 

opportunities in the film industry or having immigrated soon after Hitler assumed power. His old 

friend from Munich, the writer Bruno Frank, and Frank’s wife, Liesl, hosted a garden party in the 

Manns’ honor at their home on North Camden Drive, where Charlie Chaplin had formerly lived. 

The Manns could have walked there from their hotel in just twenty minutes—if people in Los 

Angeles were to walk instead of driving. A hundred people enjoyed “heavenly cake and cherry 

brandy” and the delightful blend of Viennese coffeehouse and American get-together. Mann met 

the movie director Ernst Lubitsch, the theater wizard Max Reinhardt, and Carl Laemmle, the 

head of Universal Studios, who had immigrated to the United States at the age of seventeen. 

Reinhardt later invited the Manns to his lavish villa in the Hollywood Hills, located far away 

from the Pacific, but with a breathtaking view of a different sea, the metaphorical sea of lights of 

Los Angeles, way down below. Reinhardt was able to afford this in part from the generous sum 

of money he received for the film adaptation of his production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 

which had enjoyed a successful premiere at the Hollywood Bowl amphitheater, located close to 

this villa. Behind the Bowl, the “Hollywoodland” lettering was in full view; the “land” part of 

that word was not removed until 1949.  

 

Laemmle invited Mann to his studios, and at MGM Mann could feast his eyes on the artificial 

scenery depicting a jungle, a harbor in the south of France, and a small town in Germany. Mann 

attended a fundraising dinner at the home of Jack Warner, one of the Warner Brothers. He did 

not warm up to Walt Disney when the two men were introduced, but he was impressed by 

Disney’s innovations. Mann was shown the rough cut of “The Sorcerer’s Apprentice,” and he 

watched “Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs.” These animation techniques opened up a 

wonderful array of possibilities; time and space could be transcended effortlessly and at the same 

time carry us off into the strangest and most wonderful details! This approach accorded with 

Mann’s mammoth project, the novel about Joseph, the son of Jacob in the bible: Joseph and His 



                                                                                                                                    
 
 

 4 

Brothers. Mann had started writing it in the 1920s, and three volumes were already published, 

but he was still not finished. The world of film studios interested Mann for a professional reason 

as well: the possibility of a film adaptation of the Joseph novels was under discussion. In the 

MGM Studios Mann was able to observe Robert Montgomery, one of the great stars back then, 

and Mann could easily picture him in the role of Joseph. 

 

The Manns were invited to Vicki Baum’s house for a soiree. The film adaptation of Grand Hotel 

with a large number of stars, including Greta Garbo and Joan Crawford, was a smash hit. Baum 

also had a lucrative contract with MGM to write screenplays, so the soiree gave Thomas Mann 

the opportunity to see the luxuries that success in Los Angeles could provide. On Amalfi Drive 

in Pacific Palisades, which resourceful real estate brokers had dubbed “The Riviera,” Baum had 

a two-story Spanish-style villa built with five bedrooms and six baths with a total of 650 square 

meters of living space. A wide set of windows looks out onto the canyon and a large garden, 

more than 3,000 square meters, including a swimming pool. Here, too, the Manns met many 

guests, most of whom were from Germany and Austria. Arnold Schönberg was there, the great 

musical innovator, whose twelve-tone technique had generated an entirely new method of 

composing. The Schönbergs had immigrated to America in 1933, and in 1936 they moved into a 

two-story house in Brentwood, a neighborhood that was situated a bit to the west, closer to the 

Pacific than Beverly Hills. Their house was also Spanish-style, somewhat more folkloristic with 

its arched windows and reddish brown bricks. It had a garden and a pond, but no swimming pool, 

and was markedly smaller and more modest than Baum’s villa. Shirley Temple, who lived 

diagonally across from them, had stables for her ponies on the property. At the soiree, the Manns 

met the architect Richard Neutra, who had come to California back in the 1920s, and whose 

architectural style helped to shape the physiognomy of Los Angeles. Over the following few 

days, he showed Thomas Mann a few of the houses he had designed, figuring that possibly the 

Nobel laureate might want to put down roots there like all the others before him. However, 

Neutra built houses in a style that was more modern than most émigrés liked. Baum, Schönberg, 

and many others in this group felt more comfortable when surrounded by historicizing and 

cultural borrowings. Mann, too, realized during his exclusive tour of Neutra’s houses that he had 

no particular liking for what he called Neutra’s “cubist glass-box style.” 
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All this was exciting, but also stressful, so Thomas Mann was relieved to return to his room in 

Beverly Hills and sit down to write.  

 

When he arrived in New York for his lecture tour, journalists asked him whether exile was 

difficult. He replied that it was indeed difficult, but all you had to do was to bring to mind the 

current atmosphere in Germany to realize that it was truly no loss not to be there. And then, in 

that interview, came the sentence that became famous, and one that he now also jotted down on a 

piece of paper in his apartment: “Where I am, there is Germany.”  

 

How very presumptuous it was for him to claim that only the grand ennobled writer was in a 

legitimate position to determine who and what is German. But this sentence can also be 

understood quite pragmatically: where else but within ourselves could we preserve what has 

made us the people we are, no matter where we wind up going, or where we are forced to wind 

up? “My home is in the works I carry with me. While immersed in them, I experience all the 

coziness of being home,” Thomas Mann noted.  

 

With this in mind, he felt he could continue working on his current novel, the novel he had 

switched over to before returning to the set of Joseph novels. This novel examined the question 

of his Germanness, and Germanness in general, by turning to an ideal character: Goethe, the 

German national poet, who is visited by the love of his youth in Mann’s novel Lotte in Weimar: 

The Beloved Returns. This could be quite a pleasant home: Palm trees, dazzlingly bright light, 

the fragrance of oranges, and the source of solace for the great writer as an amulet against the 

barbaric mania, which now had the nerve to take over Germany.  

 

But Thomas Mann had no wish to escape reality in his interior home. He did not seek refuge in 

the eerily unreal world in which he now found himself, nor did he have any desire to flee to a 

supposedly ideal past. The Goethe whose interior monologue Mann would soon write was 

strikingly similar to Thomas Mann himself, overall but also specifically as related to his current 

situation and his relationship to the Germans. “They don’t like me—which is fine by me; I don’t 
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like them either, so we are even,” he had Goethe say to himself. “They think they are Germany, 

but I am, and even if it should go under, down to its root and branch, it would endure in me.”   

 

Aldous Huxley, the author of Brave New World, and his wife, Maria, had also settled in Los 

Angeles. They already knew the Manns from Sanary-sur-Mer, their earlier place of exile in 

Southeastern France, where the Manns had also been staying. Once they were all in California, 

the Huxleys and Manns went on an outing to the Pacific, opting for a spot somewhat to the south 

of the overcrowded beaches of Santa Monica or Venice. Sure enough, the beach was empty. It 

was mid-morning, and the heat was already building up relentlessly; the sea was at low tide, 

gleaming blue and white. The men went on ahead, immersed in a conversation about world 

literature. At some point, Maria drew the group’s attention to the elongated whitish things 

scattered all over the beach. Huxley, who had suffered from a severe eye disorder since his 

childhood, could not make out what they were. Perhaps an infestation of caterpillars? Plucked 

anemones? Daisies? No—these were condoms. But no orgy had taken place here; this hadn’t 

been a Spring of Love. The sewage treatment plant was quite simply overburdened by the rapid 

growth of the Los Angeles population, and was flushing the condoms that had been thrown into 

toilets into the sea, from which point they were washed ashore. The name of the sewage 

treatment plant would have amused Thomas Mann, had he been interested in such things—it was 

Hyperion, like the titan, like the hero of Hölderlin’s novel, who flees from an unbearable 

Germany to an idealized Greece. It was only after the plant was upgraded in 1950 that Hyperion 

could handle the flow of waste and thus also of the condoms, as Huxley later wrote in an essay.  

 

“They think they are Germany, but I am, and even if it should go under, down to its root and 

branch, it would endure in me.” Thomas Mann did not write that until later; for now he wished to 

use writing to gain an entirely new home in his apartment in Beverly Hills, without hiding 

behind any palm trees, or behind his exalted status as the great German writer, and without the 

need for escape. Whatever the case, wherever he was, Germany was always with and within him. 

Still, if the things now taking place in Germany were not a catastrophe coming at them from 

without, but rather the consequence or exacerbation of character traits of what is understood by 

“German,” Hitler would somehow have to be within Thomas Mann, too.  
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“An artist, a brother,” Thomas Mann now noted down. This was a painful affinity, but a true 

affinity nonetheless. Hitler: a would-be artist, as every artist is at one point, filled with a vague 

sense that he was bound for some sort of calling, and full of contempt for any reasonable, 

honorable vocation. And, unfortunately, he was talented as well, not in art, though, but in his 

ability to play on the grievances of the Germans. Thomas Mann hated Hitler, who had caused 

him to leave his Munich villa’s ensemble, complete with his beloved desk, easy chair, and 

bookshelf. But hatred was not an emotion that Thomas Mann could adjust to; he needed to tamp 

down this emotion. Freedom in times of distress meant facing even the worst phenomena with 

the most cooled-down emotion Thomas Mann could conjure up: interest. “The fellow is a 

catastrophe. But there is no reason why we should not find him interesting, as a character and an 

event,” he wrote. 

 

In late April the lecture tour continued on, bringing Mann to Canada as well. He used this visit to 

Canada to file immigration applications for himself and his wife, which had to be done at a 

consulate outside the United States. The idea of leaving his Swiss exile and coming to America 

had solidified into a firm decision during his trip, and after he learned about Hitler’s annexation 

of Austria. He was even toying with the idea of settling down in California, in light of its climate 

and its landscape, and his expectation that life would not be too expensive there. Moreover, for 

the Mann children who were trying to launch a career in music, the prospects were better on the 

West Coast than elsewhere. And besides, Thomas Mann had no need to seek out the 

companionship of acquaintances, friends, and colleagues there—on the West Coast, it would 

come right to him.  
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1940: The Magic Mountain at the Beach  

 

Thomas Mann was listening to the gramophone. That was nothing out of the ordinary. Mann 

loved music, and the scene in which Hans Castorp in The Magic Mountain gets carried away 

when listening at night to his newly acquired sensational device has become familiar well 

beyond the confines of the novel itself. But now, in the fall of 1940 on Spoleto Drive, a stone’s 

throw from Santa Monica beach, Thomas Mann was not, like Castorp, listening to some of his 

favorite pieces, such as Aida’s and Radames’ duet from Verdi’s opera, Debussy’s “Prelude to the 

Afternoon of a Faun,” this “rebuff of the Western demand for activity,” the tragic fury of Carmen 

and her poor José, or Schubert’s “Lindenbaum.” No, Thomas Mann was hearing himself. He was 

hearing the recording that documented the awarding of the Nobel Prize to him in 1929.  

 

Thomas Mann was certainly not entirely free of vanity, but he had not thought of putting his own 

voice on a gramophone. The Manns and their oldest son, Klaus, were at the home of Rolf 

Nürnberg, who had been the epitome of a Berlin reporter during the Weimar Republic: 

intelligent, sharp-tongued, speedy, and relentless when he was chasing down the best headline. 

Nürnberg already knew the United States before his emigration; he had accompanied the boxer 

Max Schmeling on Schmeling’s American tours, and written books about him and about 

contemporary culture, of which sports were as natural a part as all the other highlights of 

everyday life—cinema, vaudeville, etc.—which only the old diehards dismissed as elements of 

culture. But Nürnberg was an incorrigible newspaper man, so he wound up divulging details of 

Schmeling’s love life, which brought his accompaniment of the boxer to an end, along with his 

reporting on Schmeling.  

 

Nürnberg would soon lose his way in America. His accustomed Berlin bluster made it harder for 

him to get comfortable in speaking acceptable English, and in time he became impoverished, 

took drugs, grew paranoid, and died of a heart attack in 1949 at the age of forty-five. Not 

everyone who survived the Nazis also survived emigration. Back in September 1940, when there 

was no sign yet of any imminent downfall of the Nazis, Nürnberg was a key member of the 
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community of German-speaking émigrés, welcoming old and new friends to his apartment in 

Santa Monica and listening to records with them.  

 

Thomas and Katia Mann immigrated to the United States in the fall of 1938, at the ages of 63 

and 55, and settled in Princeton, New Jersey, on the East Coast, where Thomas Mann had been 

appointed as a guest professor. Still, Mann could not get California out of his mind. Katia was 

quite content in Princeton; she had developed a close friendship with Molly Shenstone, the wife 

of the physicist Allen G. Shenstone. But Thomas Mann preferred the “movie trash” to the 

academic milieu, and since everything in this family was geared to his well-being, they tested out 

whether California would stand up to an extended residence there. They rented a house in 

Brentwood, on the same street and within easy walking distance of the Schönbergs’ house, 

complete with a swimming pool and a garden. Thomas Mann was deeply impressed: “the 

surrounding landscape is truly Tuscan; the hills of Fiesole are not more beautiful.” One of the 

clearest indications of how much he liked the new house was that he began to write again on his 

very first day there. His novel Lotte in Weimar: The Beloved Returns was already complete, but 

he had yet to embark on the final volume of the Joseph project. Before doing so, he squeezed in 

another brief project, the novella “The Transposed Heads,” which he dubbed “an Indian joke.” 

He hoped to finish that novella in short order. Wonderful, virtually ideal conditions. If only the 

world situation hadn’t been such a desperate one.  

 

Before the Nobel Prize awards ceremony took place, the Manns and the Nürnbergs listened to 

another document about a different Nobel laureate, in this case the winner of the Nobel Peace 

Prize, Gustav Stresemann; this document accompanied Stresemann’s funeral in 1929. “The 

German soul up to date,” we read in The Magic Mountain in reference to the strange 

gramophone device: “The truly musical, in modern, mechanical form.” By 1940, the idea of 

Stresemann representing the German soul was painfully out of date. The solemn tone in which 

the funeral procession for Chancellor and Foreign Minister Stresemann was described came 

wafting over from a time in the past when there was still hope that Germany would find its way 

back into the international community. In 1929 the economic crisis set in, the political 



                                                                                                                                    
 
 

 10 

brutalization began, and the path was carved for National Socialist rule, the reason they were 

now all here on a different continent.  

 

Then the Nobel Prize was awarded to Thomas Mann. For him, this honor was a mixed blessing, 

sensing as he did that his Nobel Prize had been conferred explicitly for Buddenbrooks, his debut 

novel, at a time that The Magic Mountain was already out in the world. Might the Nobel Prize 

Committee actually be right? Had Buddenbrooks been his great success, and nothing more would 

follow, either then or in the future? At moments of weakness, Thomas Mann could take little 

pleasure in his work; at times like these, he found that “Tonio Kröger” was just plain 

lachrymose, Royal Highness vain, and “Death in Venice” semi-formed and false. And, worse 

still, even Buddenbrooks itself, a book about bourgeois life, might have nothing to offer the 20th 

century and hence might be passé. The Magic Mountain is a “remarkable work in many regards, 

with significant content, but in respect to its aesthetic qualities, it is too long-winded and too 

unwieldy to join the ranks of Mann’s best creations,” read the assessment of one Nobel 

committee member, but Thomas Mann had no idea of this assessment while at the home of the 

Nürnbergs, where he heard, on the recording, “Thomas Mann is standing in front of the king of 

Sweden. Shaking hands. Thomas Mann takes a deep bow. Storm of applause for Thomas Mann.”  

 

He also talked about Germany on that occasion, even dedicating his prize to the German spirit. 

Mann invoked his favorite saint as an expression of this spirit: Saint Sebastian, who, pierced by 

arrows and swords, still manages to smile. Mann then praised his home country’s ability to 

preserve the dignity of form while in torment, and grace in suffering. It all seemed so terribly far 

in the past. But even at that time, his statement was based more on hope than on reality. A few 

days after the banquet, Katia Mann was approached in the hotel by a “well-heeled lady with a 

ruby swastika” and praised for her patriotic look during her husband’s patriotic speech. And a 

journalist advised him to leave the stately sum of prize money in Sweden instead of transferring 

it to Germany.  

 

The record had finished playing. Had the conversation started up again; was it going on without 

him? That happened to him fairly often when he was with company; he would disappear while 
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still present physically. But it came as no surprise that if presented with his own voice, how 

could he not drift off and go a bit blank?  

 

It was a good thing that Klaus was there; that relieved him of some of the burden of engaging in 

small talk. Klaus Mann, like the majority of readers at that time, had a decidedly different 

opinion about The Magic Mountain than the Nobel Prize committee. Klaus Mann, who, like his 

sister Erika, was more cosmopolitan, more mobile, more curious about the world than his 

parents’ generation, he had a definite opinion about the gathering: Weren’t they imitating The 

Magic Mountain far too much at the moment? 

 

In April 1938, the atmosphere among the émigrés had been less gloomy. Thomas Mann could 

have contemplated toning down his hatred of Hitler to a mere interest in him. People had clung 

to hopes that France and England would soon put this hysterical politician in his place. But then 

Hitler was handed the Sudetenland in the fall of 1938 as a result of the Munich Agreement. 

Mann was stunned by this appeasement policy, which he considered disastrous. When Hitler’s 

troops marched into Prague in March 1939, and World War II began with the invasion of Poland, 

Mann was proved correct. And in June 1940, when France capitulated, everyone who had 

immigrated to that country was trapped. The cries for help to those who were already in the 

United States shot up, the pleas for the sponsorships needed for immigration increased. And at 

the same time, the hopes among those who had escaped to the United States that they might 

return to Europe became increasingly vague and faint. Once a glimpse into the future failed to 

provide clear contours, people looked back to the past instead.  

 

The gramophone scene in The Magic Mountain gave Mann the opportunity to orchestrate some 

of the musical pieces that were closest to his heart, and at the same time to mark each step of his 

main character’s increasing remoteness from everyday life. Hans Castorp, who grows odder and 

odder as time goes on, jealously and selfishly takes the innovative device, the gramophone, into 

his own possession, and spends more and more time in the musical world in preference to the 

real world as he grows more and more delusional. Sixteen years later, this image would be apt 

for an émigré community that buried itself in its own past. This was émigré inbreeding, Thomas 
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Mann mused: they were living in an era that was long over, and its treasure chest of sentimental 

trinkets compelled them to keep recalling it.  

 

*  

 

But even in the presence of Los Angeles, the contours were blurring. If you weren’t careful and 

didn’t manage to turn your gaze away from the wonderfully relaxed morning mood of the Pacific 

Ocean beach, the days could easily expand into months and then years. The European guests 

were used to unmistakable signs marking each change of seasons, but in California there were 

only subtle fluctuations in the omnipresent sunlight. Years could go by before they learned to 

pick out these nuances. 

 

The British author Christopher Isherwood struggled to reconcile himself to this paradise. His 

own paradise had been the Berlin of the 1930s: the gay subculture, the sizzling urbanity. His 

Berlin Stories had brought him fame; they would make him famous as the author of the basis for 

the musical Cabaret. When Isherwood was invited to the Huxleys for lunch, he seized the 

opportunity to let his eyes recover from the blinding light and to revel in the dark. In the 1940s, 

the Huxleys were living in a house that was set back from the street and could not be seen from 

Amalfi Drive – only when you drew closer could you discern a bungalow that looked like an old 

log cabin. Isherwood claimed it was an ideal setting for fictive or real crimes. The big windows 

looked out onto the Rustic Canyon. Inside the house the pictures that had belonged to the 

previous owner—“kitsch monstrosities,” as Klaus Mann called them—still adorned the walls: 

strange ads for champagne, chimpanzees abducting women, dominatrices. Huxley, who, 

according to Klaus Mann, had an ironic penchant for ugly objects, had opted to leave them in 

place. 

 

For Isherwood and Huxley, it was a special pleasure to enjoy each other’s company—just the 

two of them, away from others—from time to time. But the two were also regular guests at the 

evening get-togethers of actors, directors, writers, and other bons vivants. Evenings like these 

could get quite exhausting if one was hoping to achieve something along the lines of networking 
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or offering suggestions for casting for the latest Hollywood production. Essentially, of course, 

the two of them enjoyed being among people—but when was the last time it had actually been 

fun? Isherwood was a bit melancholy, sensing as he did that people had forgotten how to have a 

good time together. What had happened to the art of amusement, of small talk, of making a grand 

appearance merely for the sake of the grand appearance? Take the example of Salka Viertel’s 

salon. Isherwood was quite fond of the Viertels, a family that seemed to have stepped straight out 

of a Chekhov novel. In 1927, Berthold Viertel, the Viennese writer and theater director, received 

an offer to come to Hollywood as a screenwriter and director. His wife, the actress Salka Viertel, 

accompanied him, although—as she herself said—she did not conform to the Hollywood ideal of 

youth and beauty. Still, she also managed to establish herself as a screenwriter, and turned their 

home on Mabery Road in Santa Monica, which featured a large, pitched roof in the English style, 

into her stage. This house became one of the most important spots for the exile community, even 

though it was a far more modest house than the villas belonging to Max Reinhardt and Vicki 

Baum. It wasn’t right on top of the ocean, but it was so close by that all you had to do was to 

walk past three other houses, go down the staircase to the tunnel under the highway, come 

through it – and you were at the beach. Some of the bedrooms and studies on the second floor 

offered a view of the Pacific Ocean. Berthold could hole up nicely there with a huge number of 

books and write the poetic and dramatic texts he did not want to give up even with all the film 

work he needed to get done. Isherwood called him a modern Faust. And downstairs, in the 

spacious living room with a fireplace, eight windows, and a glass door leading to the garden, 

Salka hosted their friends from the New World and their friends from way back who had come to 

California in the various waves of refugees. A dining room and a large kitchen adjoined the 

entertainment space. Isherwood loved Salka, her big heart and her grand gestures; he loved the 

theater glamor that surrounded her, the melancholy, nostalgic aura of extravagance, the 

disillusioned passions, and the large debts. But he was unhappy with Salka’s approach to inviting 

her guests. There were always too many people, a large number of people who were 

incompatible, carelessly chosen, and thus unable to generate, as a group, the shimmering quality 

that was essential to a good party. Isherwood had an explanation for this: most likely Salka 

simply needed the chit-chat, the presence of all those people, as a backdrop for her to spend time 

with the people she cared about, and perhaps that was the stage set she needed to spend time with 
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her lover, her Gottfried Reinhardt, the son of Max Reinhardt. The more people milling in the 

background, the better.  

 

But when there were so very many people, the usual thing occurred: some of them put their 

heads together to catch up on the latest scandals and gossip, while the others retreated to the 

corners, stared down at their shoes, and mumbled their criticisms of the path that society had 

taken. Perhaps Salka always invited those overly cerebral people who were weighed down with 

their complex ideas even when attempting to be witty. Huxley had an example on hand; he told 

about the Manns, whom he had recently visited at their home once again. He jumped up, and 

using his lanky frame to act out dramatic barbs—as he so often did— he proceeded to make fun 

of Thomas Mann’s demeanor. Huxley’s gift for well-placed little gibes was notorious. 

Furthermore, the time they had spent together in their first exile paradise, Sanary-sur-Mer on the 

southern coast of France, gave him ample opportunities to study the habits of the typically 

German concept of the great writer. Huxley poked fun at the stiffness, the pretentious 

perpetuation of the bourgeoisie. How had someone once put it so aptly: a well-cut walking stick! 

It was a marvel to behold the great writer experiencing a complete mental collapse when he 

didn’t come up with anything while the group wrote poems together as one of the many party 

games, because the game was being played in English. And even the following day he was still 

consumed with exasperation and annoyance. When Thomas Mann enters a room, the temperature 

goes down!  

 

Isherwood contended that this kind of gossip became fun only when contradiction ensued. That 

was the very thing that most people didn’t understand: that it is not about being right, not about 

earning vanity with the better argument. A party becomes a good party when everyone keeps 

arguing about points that aren’t especially important, small talk instead of blathering about 

meaning. Isherwood further insisted that he quite liked Mann’s behavior and stance on the issues. 

He was not a pompous prima donna! His affect was more like serene dignity, which was the very 

ideal of a gentleman. Isherwood tried to imitate Thomas Mann, the care and attentiveness he 

devoted to selecting a cigar, examining a bottle of cognac, and leafing through books. Thomas 

Mann: a pillar of society, constructed of gracious irony. Or to put it even more powerfully: 



                                                                                                                                    
 
 

 15 

Thomas Mann would be the best possible defender of himself in a court trial against him. And 

hadn’t he actually been delivering his plea for the defense all the time since leaving Nazi 

Germany?  

 

Huxley and Isherwood were pleased. That had been delightfully well put, with exactly the right 

admixture of brilliance and affable wickedness that doesn’t take things too lightly—but not too 

seriously either! Then they talked about their spiritual teachers. Both were profoundly 

disappointed by the social movements and ideologies that had made Europe the powder keg it 

had been since World War I, and both became pacifists as a result. “Civilization dies anyhow of 

blood poisoning the moment it takes up its enemies’ weapons and exchanges crime for crime,” 

Huxley stated. And Isherwood could not imagine shooting at Heinz, his partner in Berlin, who 

had now been drafted into the Wehrmacht—nor did he want to shoot at anyone at all, for that 

matter. In California, both he and Huxley experimented with the wisdom teachings of Indian 

mysticism, but in different forms. Huxley was unsure whether the founding father of 

Isherwood’s orientation, Ramakrishna, wasn’t simply a borderliner. Some of the stories that were 

circulating about Ramakrishna made Huxley suspicious—and Isherwood pensive.  

 

Now the conversation had taken a serious turn after all. 

 

* 

 

In late September 1940, Salka Viertel, the Chekhov matriarch, hosted one of her salon events, 

but this one was not the kind of gathering that Isherwood and Huxley enjoyed railing about; it 

was a private performance of Arnold Schönberg’s “Pierrot lunaire,” a final rehearsal of a piece 

musicians would record for Columbia. The salon was filled to capacity, but since “Pierrot 

lunaire” was a piece for a chamber ensemble, the space was adequate. Rudolf Kolisch, the 

violinist and head of the Kolisch String Quartet, had initiated and finalized the details of this 

recording; he was a preeminent performer of contemporary, “new,” music. Kolisch considered it 

vital that there be an authentic recording, accompanied by the composer. Kolisch was also 

Schönberg’s brother-in-law; his sister Gertrud was Schönberg’s wife.  
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The milieu of the German-speaking émigrés was small and tight-knit. Not only did nearly all of 

them fit into Salka Viertel’s salon, but they were also related to, or under the spell of (or, for that 

matter, even the enemy of) someone in the group, or involved with the circle in some other way. 

The pianist of the chamber ensemble, Eduard Steuermann, was, like Kolisch, a key proponent of 

the new music. He had premiered many of Schönberg’s works, and had played for the premiere 

of “Pierrot lunaire” in 1912. He was also Salka’s brother. Thomas Mann had come with his 

youngest son, Michael, who planned to become a violist, and with the conductor Bruno Walter, 

his neighbor and friend from the years he lived in Munich, who had served as Gustav Mahler’s 

assistant, and was able to keep performing music in America almost seamlessly, with the major 

orchestras. The atmosphere seemed straight out of The Magic Mountain.  

 

Thomas Mann knew that he would not like “Pierrot lunaire.” His musical world was anchored in 

tradition. He loved the German art song, and Brahms, and Schubert. He loved the triadic 

harmony of Wagner’s Rheingold; that was a solid structure in which he could feel comfortable. If 

he had to decide, the choice would be clear: for the song of the Rhine Maidens he would dismiss 

the entire generation of the contemporary composers. As for Schönberg, Berg, and Krenek, 

whom he appreciated and whose artistic achievements he admired, he would nonetheless be able 

to give them up without batting an eyelash. 

 

But what is meant by “love”? Of course he also appreciated the intensification of musical 

language; he was musical enough to know that it takes dissonance to give expression to 

something like love. The sounds of Wagner’s Tristan, the emancipation of dissonance in order to 

create a maximum of longing. That, too, was something that Thomas Mann could love, as it was 

Mann’s true domain; he was a lover—one might even say a culinarian—of longing. But mustn’t 

one return home? Isn’t dissonance simply a way of drawing out the arrival of consonance? 

Where could love, redemption, and expression still be found in the absence of this interplay 

between dissonance and its resolution, as was the case here in “Pierrot lunaire,” one of the first 

atonal works?  
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“Desires dreadful and sweet,/ Cascade countless through the floods!” was just being recited or 

sung— it was hard to tell—in “Pierrot lunaire.”  

 

This formlessness in the sensual sphere discomfited Thomas Mann. Had the era lost its 

composure? In the previous year, Bruno Walter’s daughter had been shot to death by her jealous 

husband. Walter himself was having an affair with Erika Mann, which Thomas Mann did not 

know, and had no interest in learning. Kolisch would soon enroll as a student in Wilhelm Reich’s 

Institute for Sex Economy and Orgone Research. And so on and so forth. 

 

It was as though this destabilization had become a prerequisite for the production of art, as 

though one had to give free rein to sensuality in order to create relevant, contemporary art. 

Thomas Mann’s brother Heinrich had become famous that way. In his early years, Heinrich 

wrote novels, such as The Hunt for Love, that drove Thomas crazy. Thomas could not cope with 

its aggressive sexuality, with this novel’s “wild, garish, frenzied, frantic blasphemy against truth 

and humanity.” The characters are constantly groping one another, falling all over one another: 

“a perpetual state of spent heat.” And the style also constituted a constant attack on the reader; 

everything is “distorted, clamoring, overstated.” Thomas Mann had tried to read the book, but he 

couldn’t stand it for long. He threw it in the corner, then retrieved it, groaning, cursing, and 

weeping. Form was needed to rein in wildness. The grace of St. Sebastian came from his ability 

to retain his composure and not resort to picking at his wounds. Thomas Mann himself had 

adopted a stance to fend off all impositions of sensuality, opting instead to don a bourgeois 

corset. He saw no other way of advancing from each of his works to the next. Heinrich reacted 

coolly to his brother’s attacks at that time, finding that he needed to enlighten his brother: “When 

eroticism is perfect, it encompasses the body and soul.” Characters engage in sex, and if this fact 

is constantly suppressed, as he felt Thomas Mann was doing, all that remains is a set of castrated 

characters.  

 

“Wild indulgent chords,” Erika Stiedry-Wagner, the singing actor or the acting singer, sang, 

spoke, and declaimed, “hot and exulting, sweet and soulful.” Thomas Mann had seen Stiedry-

Wagner on stage before, when she had the leading role in his only play, “Fiorenza,” in its 1919 
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production in Vienna—though “leading role” is too weak an expression. Fiore is the allegory of 

THE woman, or shall we say, the allegory of THE city of the Renaissance: Florence, or even the 

allegory of the principle that generates dreadful and sweet desires. That is, of course, a fairly 

thankless role; the actor is actually doomed to fail and incur the resentment or at least the 

dissatisfaction of the author. If it should happen that not every audience member immediately 

falls under the spell of Fiore and loses any sense of rationality when she steps onto the stage, the 

play’s very foundations are shaken. Only then would it be clear what ails the two antagonists in 

this drama, and what causes each to fail in his own particular way. Lorenzo de Medici, the ruler 

of Florence, sublimates fateful, dangerous, and all-consuming desires into a celebration of beauty 

and confident sensuality—which all those fanatics focused on lust nowadays might well take as a 

role model. But even then, they still wouldn’t stand a chance against the uncanny but seemingly 

indomitable appeal that Lorenzo’s antagonist, the Dominican monk Savonarola, can radiate with 

his ascetic, inexorable morality. But this morality is not genuine; it is nothing but the self-

mortification of a man who was unable to get THE woman, that is, Fiore. 

 

The culinarian of desire was Heinrich, at a time that Thomas Mann had reconciled with him and 

admired his older brother. The monk is Thomas Mann in a bitter self-portrait. But the monk is 

also another brother, a demon of morality, to whom—as was the case with Hitler—the 

elaborately pampered era is easy prey.  

 

The prince and the monk are also both Thomas Mann, as representatives of the pitiful and 

glorious creation that is mankind in all its ambiguity. Here Thomas Mann was back on solid 

ground, highlighting a phenomenon by means of a precise configuration of its extremes. How 

else ought one to approach mankind as a whole, if one seeks to avoid diminishing man, or 

coming up with a one-sided or trivialized image? Schönberg, for example: how ought one to 

portray or describe someone like him, should one wish to do so? A composer who mastered the 

late Romantic musical language of his era so effortlessly that his “Gurre-Lieder” (Songs of 

Gurre) and “Verklärte Nacht” (Transfigured Night) took euphony to unimagined heights of 

dissonance, then continued so far beyond that he abandoned this language and invented a new 

one. Twelve-tone music in lieu of a tonal frame of reference. A composer who became a 
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revolutionary by working logically with tradition. He was a giant, however small in stature, a 

terrifying demon who swept aside all ingrained customs, and a mild sage, musical dictator, and 

Gandhi all in one.  

 

Thomas Mann did not like what he was hearing, but he could appreciate its value. He would 

absolutely defend it against rampant ignorance of anything new, unlike his friend Bruno Walter, 

who was constantly making disparaging remarks about avant-garde music and waxing lyrical 

about tradition in lovely but at times kitschy words. If Walter had not been such a good friend for 

so many years, Mann would have envied the imperturbable serenity of this gifted musician, who 

was ingenuous to the point of naivete. Thomas Mann knew that it was no longer possible to 

compose in the way Schubert had, even if one had the talent to do so. And he actually knew that 

one could no longer compose the way Wagner had in Tristan, even if one took tonal language to 

the limit of tonality or even beyond. He knew it, but this knowledge did not sit well with him, 

because that was a limit that he would not—or could not?—exceed, even in his writing.  Soon he 

would read about James Joyce—his English was not strong enough to read Joyce in English 

himself, but even in this mediated reading he had the feeling, in moments of weakness, that 

Joyce was more modern than he, which is to say more contemporary, more adept with the tools 

of language and the art of storytelling, both of which had now continued to develop. Had 

Thomas Mann already outlived himself? Had he become nothing more than the exponent of a 

lifeless traditionalism?  

 

The concert had come to an end. The atmosphere was congenial, and congratulations were 

exchanged. The mood was not euphoric; the rehearsals had been too problematic for that. Right 

at the outset, Schönberg had turned over the direction to Kolisch, not as a sign of trust, but rather 

in rage, because he was dissatisfied with the artistry. Kolisch and Schönberg quarreled 

constantly. Kolisch was used to that, and he took it in his stride. He and his fellow musicians 

were well prepared for the recording.  

 

In moments of strength, Thomas Mann felt complete confidence in the techniques he had 

developed for his writing. They extended beyond the tonal structure’s pillars of yearning and 
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returning, but without relinquishing this structure altogether, only to the point of questioning 

them to the greatest possible extent. All that is there is there, but it cannot be presented as 

absolute. It must be shown in its conditionality, its randomness, and its infirmity. Only then is it 

free—and so are we. Irony was the magic with which Thomas Mann captivated the world. He 

created reliefs by making the essence of things, people, feelings, and ideas come to life through 

the use of irony. Mockery and glorification all in one. Not hatred, not love: Interest was the 

emotion in which they united and civilized.  

 

Two years earlier, Mann had written a resolution in his diary, an agenda that would keep him 

living and writing. He had to keep an area clear, beyond the reach of the outside world. He 

needed serenity; impotent rage was not for him.  

 

Later that evening, the Manns heard the news that a passenger liner with many children aboard 

who were being evacuated from England to Canada had been sunk by a German submarine. Two 

days later, they learned that their daughter Monika and her husband were on the ship. Monika 

was rescued after twenty hours in a lifeboat, but her husband died, along with 246 others, 

including 73 children. It was difficult not to feel hatred in these times. 
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1943: God Sought   

 

There were the lucky émigrés, who, like Thomas Mann, Franz Werfel, and Lion Feuchtwanger, 

had enough income from their books abroad to keep them in a position to maintain their 

accustomed standard of living, who could mourn the loss of their homeland in a newly 

constructed or renovated mansion. But there were also the artists and writers who had been 

respected and famous in the Germany of the Weimar Republic and who now, utterly unnoticed, 

often led a precarious existence.  

 

Alfred Döblin was one example. They all admired him for his massive epic projects, which 

brought together the present moment and the songs of myth in a compelling way. But while 

Thomas Mann worried whether the American translation of the final volume of his mammoth 

Joseph project would be recommended as a Book of the Month Club selection, Döblin knew that 

even the German-language publication of the mountain of manuscript pages he was now working 

was not a sure thing, and certainly not an immediate prospect—let alone translations of his 

books.  

 

Döblin, like Heinrich Mann, benefited from contracts with film studios, which were financed by 

support funding set up by Liesl Frank and other fellow exiles. But when a contract ran out after a 

year, there was no alternative in sight, and Döblin had to rely on additional, and less discreet, 

means of support. He had to keep moving to worse neighborhoods and humbler apartments in the 

parts of Los Angeles that received far less attention than the numerous special and spectacular 

villas in the sought-after western locations near the Pacific Ocean. Sunset Boulevard was the 

dividing line between the rich northern part of Hollywood and the poor southern part, where 

Döblin wound up living in 1943. But in that year he was also celebrating his sixty-fifth birthday, 

so the exile community needed to pitch in to put together as lavish a birthday party as they could. 

Helene Weigel found a small rentable theater space in Santa Monica and gathered together 

virtually everyone who was anyone in exile. Heinrich Mann held the ceremonial address, Eisler 

played a piano movement that had been composed specially for the occasion (Döblin: “I didn’t 

understand it in the slightest”), Alexander Granach, Peter Lorre, and Fritz Kortner read passages 
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from Döblin’s works, and Berthold Viertel shared the laudatory messages with greetings from 

colleagues, most of whom were in attendance, notably Thomas Mann and Bertolt Brecht. A 

whiff of Old Europe was in the air.  

 

And now the honoree himself took the stage. Brecht pricked up his ears. For him, distance was a 

source of knowledge, belligerence his protective stance, and sitting on the fence his favorite way 

of relaxing. But sometimes he shed any vestige of reserve and protective irony, such as when 

someone like Döblin began to speak about what the intellectuals—and what he himself—had 

failed to do to prevent the rise of Hitler. At what point had they become complicit?  This was an 

essential question, and he had quite a bit to say about it, but he would first listen to what the 

stupendous and sly Döblin had to say. “Didn’t you, Thomas Mann, claim that he is like a 

brother—a bad one, of course,” Döblin said directly to Mann, who was sitting in the first row.  

 

For Brecht, this beginning could not have been worse. Brecht was still angry that Thomas Mann 

had retracted his signature under a declaration of solidarity for a strong democracy in Germany 

after Hitler, and how he had done so. On August 1 they had all gathered for that purpose, this 

time without celebrating a birthday or the arts. Viertel, Heinrich and Thomas Mann, 

Feuchtwanger, and Brecht had spent hours wrestling with a formulation that each of them could 

live with. The opening sentence read, “We welcome the demonstration by the German prisoners 

of war and émigrés in the Soviet Union as they call for the German people to force their 

oppressors to agree to an unconditional capitulation and fight to achieve a strong democracy in 

Germany.” But in Thomas Mann’s view, bringing the Soviet Union into the statement this early 

on was ill-advised. He suggested starting off with a more general wording: “At this moment, as 

the victory of the Allied powers is drawing nearer,” etc. but the actual conflict ignited when they 

came to a point later in the text. “We, too, consider it necessary to draw a sharp distinction 

between the Hitler regime on the one hand and the German people on the other.” But where 

exactly did this sharp dividing line run? “Hitler regime and accomplices,” Thomas Mann 

proposed. Heinrich was for the alternative wording “and cartels,” a suggestion more to Brecht’s 

liking, because that was the genuinely materialist approach to explaining Hitlerite fascism: the 

Nazis could swell in size only because the ruling class thought it could use them effectively in 
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their battle against social revolution, although that battle was actually futile. Still, the group 

recognized that Thomas Mann was needed as a figurehead for the explanation, so the passage 

was toned down to “Hitler regime and the factions allied with him.” Yet in spite of that, in spite 

of this concession, Thomas Mann retracted his signature the following morning. By telephone! 

He could not accept such a sharp dividing line between Hitler and the Germans.  

 

Brecht was still incensed. Hitler was like a brother? Maybe a brother of Thomas Mann, but 

certainly not of himself. Thomas Mann was a throwback to an older era—Brecht referred to him 

as a reptile. Thomas Mann would have used the phrase “past one’s prime,” but that was only 

further evidence of his reptilian nature. When Brecht looked Mann in the eye, he had the feeling 

that three thousand years were looking down upon him. How unfair it was that the kind of 

literature that Thomas Mann was writing should be more successful than Döblin’s, considering 

Mann’s perfumed language and a sentence structure that fled from its subject matter. Döblin, 

who eagerly sought out what was new as he burrowed into the entrails of his current era. And 

then there was the reptile who wallowed in nostalgia, writing the Joseph story as an encyclopedia 

of the educational philistine, as a cheerful, conciliatory, ode to mankind, and doing so as Hitler 

tore apart the world! How might we picture the Germans without the Nazis? Brecht put forward 

an essential point: if people were to voluntarily stop reading Thomas Mann’s novels, they would 

have taken a significant step toward their liberation.  

 

So for Brecht, Döblin’s speech began in the worst possible way, and thus it could only get better. 

Brecht was all ears, eager to hear what points Döblin would name, in which way artists and 

intellectuals had made themselves complicit. Because the crimes of those in power had been 

glossed over? Because the oppressed had been disheartened, the hungry pacified with songs? It 

would have been necessary to do a better job of explaining things to the workers, more 

counterpropaganda should have been organized, every bit of energy needed to be marshalled to 

write and agitate against capitalism, because it had been the excesses of capitalism that had 

driven people into the arms of Hitler …  

 

God not sought!  
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Brecht thought he had heard wrong. Because we hadn’t sought God?  

 

But Brecht hadn’t heard wrong. Relativism was the source of the devastation, Döblin argued, and 

today it was vital to acknowledge the absolute. Brecht could not believe it. Because we didn’t 

seek out God! No reliance on his heroes, his fellow combatants, his colleagues. Was emigration 

worse than they had feared? Oughtn’t it to make us more clear-sighted when we look at Germany 

from far away and close up to capitalism? Instead, Döblin was now buckling, substituting 

clerical mysticism for a rational analysis of what actually exists. Might he have even converted 

to Christianity?  

 

For the first row, and for Thomas Mann sitting there, this was also a bit much. Mann saw no 

reason for religious feelings to be presented with such vehemence. That was also the problem 

with Werfel’s hugely successful The Song of Bernadette, the novel he had written only because 

he had made a vow to do so if he survived his escape. That was relying too heavily on a divine 

miracle, with striking curtailments of intellectual integrity, in Thomas Mann’s view. But Mann 

was also unnerved by the constant discussions about it. For a time, every single conversation 

focused on this subject; roundtables were formed at the parties, and the topic was beaten to death 

for hours on end. Now, in conversation with Döblin, after all the speeches and performances, 

Thomas Mann decided that Döblin had been right after all. It was, of course, Döblin’s birthday, 

but that was not the only reason. A society that had no religiosity at all and was devoid of 

anything that looked beyond the merely factual was simply inconceivable. The Nazis gave us 

evidence of this; it was a core part of their ideology and their appeal to contest all the supposedly 

false promises of morality. But they accomplished that only by installing a new abhorrent cult, 

worship of the Führer, of strength, of the nation. No, no, of course, we needed the religious 

dimension, the absolute. As a Protestant, Thomas Mann had it harder than the Catholics or Jews, 

who celebrated it in a visible, ritualistic, and solemn practice. At least that is what Mann said in 

his conversation with Döblin to justify the fact that he was not unreservedly joining in now to 

Döblin’s celebration of the absolute.  
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Thomas Mann had definite ideas about the place of religious feelings here; he argued that all the 

energy that arises from a belief in an absolute ought to be applied to the strange and fragile social 

texture that we call democracy. 

 

One writer who had aroused Thomas Mann’s curiosity about America, who had helped him 

picture that a life in this country was within the realm of possibility, was the poet Walt Whitman, 

who sang of free people in beautiful communion with other free people. This is what was 

needed: The normal, average life, along with the democratic social principle, has to be swept up 

into an intoxicated sphere of song, the site for the celebration of the absolute in the idea of 

human dignity and the value of the individual soul.  

 

That could be the future for Thomas Mann; that was his idea of a renewed humanism, of a 

rational humanism fully aware of man’s abysses and thus no longer naively invoking supposedly 

eternal values and the good in man. What remained was the pathos of sympathy for the honor of 

the individual, the creativity of those who acted in the name of love. Pathos and creativity could 

certainly be used to achieve clear, straightforward rationality, which sorely needed both 

elements. That was how a better, happier world could be fostered. 

 

Now he had lost a bit of his composure. It was a good thing that this had not been his own 

birthday, that he was not the one sitting up there. Brecht would have been stunned by what he 

would have seen and heard.  


