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Introduction


KAROLINA WATROBA



Thomas Mann (1875–1955) has long been considered one of the great European modernists and a master stylist of the German language. Among the works that made him famous were several novels conceived on an epic scale, including Buddenbrooks (1901), a family saga reflecting Mann’s upbringing in a merchant household in Lübeck, and The Magic Mountain (1924), a novel of ideas set in a Swiss tuberculosis sanatorium, which were both instrumental in his award of the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1929. But it is the novella Death in Venice (1912), slender and elegant, that remains his best-known work today.


The inspiration for the story was a vacation Mann took in Venice in 1911, marked by ominous weather, reports of a cholera epidemic, and the presence of a beautiful Polish boy. Mann was attracted to young men throughout his life, despite being a married father of six. His family knew and tacitly accepted this, at a time when homosexuality was considered scandalous in conservative German bourgeois circles. Mann for his part carefully kept up the appearances of bourgeois respectability. Throughout the story, he plays with this biographical context. He endows the protagonist Gustav von Aschenbach with many of his own attributes but introduces several key differences. Most decisively, he has Aschenbach pursue his infatuation with Tadzio in ways that Mann himself never would.


Aschenbach is an illustrious German writer in his fifties. We soon learn the stark terms that characterize his attitude towards an artist’s life: ‘discipline’ and ‘in spite of’. When this linguistic representation of Aschenbach’s ideal is translated into the gestural, it threatens to descend into mockery. One observer comments: ‘“Aschenbach has only ever lived like this” – and the speaker closed the fingers of his left hand firmly into a fist – “never like this” – and he let his open hand dangle comfortably over the arm of his chair.’ The overall characterization of Aschenbach is thus ambiguous. There is much to admire about his dogged work ethic, which he upholds with utter determination despite his feeble constitution. On account of his refined style, ‘the educational authorities included selected pages by the author in school set texts’. Aschenbach is made a canonical writer in his lifetime. But being compared to a clenched fist is hardly a compliment.


The list of Aschenbach’s great works tallies with Mann’s own drafts from the decade preceding the writing of Death in Venice, which – much to his frustration – he was unable to finish, despite sensing their considerable potential. In fact Aschenbach, who is some twenty years older than his creator was at the time of writing, comes across as Mann’s fearful fantasy of his future. Mann’s works would indeed go on to be studied in German schools. But for all of Aschenbach’s fame and success, he seems deeply unhappy and will soon meet a dire, humiliating end. Mann did not die in Venice. Instead, he wrote Death in Venice, a novella that can be read as a cautionary tale, an attempt to work through disturbing real-life impulses in the safer medium of art.


At the outset of the story, Aschenbach is in Munich, where Mann lived at the time. On an afternoon walk, he chances upon a cemetery. But what his eye is drawn to first is neither the graves nor the mortuary chapel, but the stonemasons’ yard, described as ‘a second, uninhabited cemetery’. In effect, what Aschenbach beholds are empty graves; what he does not realize is that one will house his body in just a few weeks’ time. He will die of cholera, which, as the text makes clear, arrives in Italy from India, the ‘tropical swamp’ of the East. The Byzantine decorations of the mortuary chapel are the first subtle indication of this imaginary link between the East and deadly temptation and danger, an association that will be made time and again in the course of the novella, and throughout Mann’s work.


The man that Aschenbach sees from a distance at the cemetery seems strange to him: it is unclear where he has come from, he looks like a foreigner or a traveller, and Aschenbach thinks he is gazing at him provocatively. Looking away, he apparently forgets about the strange man – but something shifts deep within him. He is suddenly overcome with ‘wanderlust’. The strange man in Munich prefigures other creepy figures Aschenbach will encounter: a repulsive ageing man in full make-up on the ship to Venice and a dodgy gondolier on the ‘coffin-like’ vessel. The description of the man in Munich also corresponds to the iconography of Hermes, the Greek god who led dead souls to the underworld. In this way, Aschenbach’s story is told through the lens of Greek mythology long before Aschenbach himself starts to tell it to himself in this way – and it becomes clear why this strange man makes an appearance next to a cemetery.


About a third of the way into the novella, Aschenbach sees Tadzio for the first time and is struck by his ‘godlike beauty’. He watches the boy in the hotel restaurant and on the beach, where Tadzio frolics in the water and plays with other boys. Aschenbach does not approach him in real life, but begins to talk to him in his mind, using the familiar form of intimate address: ‘du’. When Aschenbach does not manage to leave Venice because his luggage is misplaced at the last moment, he experiences a surge of excitement: ‘with both hands that were hanging over the arms of his chair, [Aschenbach] made a slowly circling, rising motion, palms facing forward, as if to suggest an opening and spreading of his arms’. This is very far away from the clenched fist we have heard of before.


Aschenbach falls in love with Tadzio’s beauty. He observes the boy constantly, translating his experience into the vocabulary of ancient Greece: its mythology, literature and philosophy. For many readers today, this dense web of classical allusions is the greatest challenge posed by Death in Venice. To a certain extent, it is a red herring. In 1915, Mann wrote in a letter that it was a misunderstanding to see these allusions as an ‘end unto themselves’; they were just ‘tools’ or ‘aids’, an ‘intellectual refuge’ for Aschenbach. It is useful not to get too distracted by ancient Greece: Aschenbach uses it as a smoke-screen, and the reader would be wise to look through it. What is key here is that homoeroticism and the relationships between young boys and older men, their teachers, were part and parcel of classical Athenian culture. Aschenbach ponders two of Plato’s dialogues – Phaedrus and The Symposium – to persuade himself that his feelings towards Tadzio are really a philosophically significant experience, fundamentally aesthetic in nature. He feels shame and fears that somebody may notice his fascination with Tadzio, but this does not deter him. The last words of the novella’s penultimate chapter are Aschenbach’s declaration of love, but he whispers ‘I love you’ to himself, in Tadzio’s absence. He finds these words ‘impossible here, absurd, corrupt, ridiculous and yet holy, respectable, even here’.


Tadzio is another character whose descriptions allude to Hermes. Before Aschenbach sees him, he hears Tadzio’s Polish, which he perceives as a ‘softly indistinct language’. It is unintelligible to him, but its sounds are somewhat familiar, perhaps from his childhood in Silesia – in Mann’s time a borderland inhabited by Germans and Slavs. Aschenbach does not mind that he cannot understand the boy’s language, since Tadzio is to be looked at, not listened to. Soon he puts aside his reading and writing to watch the boy on the beach. Tadzio is thus portrayed as the opposite of language: a mute stone that reminds Aschenbach of an ancient Greek sculpture. Soon Aschenbach compares Tadzio to a Greek god, quoting the Odyssey and Plato’s dialogues to himself. Already in this first encounter with Tadzio, he perceives him as ‘perfectly beautiful’. This ‘perfection’ implies Platonic idealism: Tadzio is not just a beautiful boy, but embodies the abstract, Platonic idea of beauty. (In the German term, ‘Vollkommenheit’, this association is even more pronounced.) He fully dissolves into the impersonal idea of beauty in Aschenbach’s eyes, even in a grammatical sense: he is ‘a vision of beauty before his eyes’ (‘das Schöne’, lit. ‘that which is beautiful’). The objectification of Tadzio is complete. Aschenbach’s gaze is fixed on him, and his perception of Tadzio oscillates between seeing him as a statue wrought in marble and the abstract idea of beauty.


Despite this abstraction, the text also goes to great lengths to emphasize Tadzio’s Eastern European identity, which in the logic of the story connotes racial Otherness. But Aschenbach partially shares in this Otherness, since he was born in Silesia, and his mother was from Bohemia: ‘she was the source of the foreign part of his appearance’. The German phrasing is starker here, making use of the loaded term ‘Rasse’ (‘race’ or ‘breed’). In this, too, Mann gives Aschenbach something of his own identity, but with a twist: his own mother was Brazilian, partly of indigenous descent, and Mann thought that this was why his own complexion seemed a couple of shades darker than that of other Germans. This obsession with purported minute racial differences is likely to strike us as senseless at best and bigoted at worst. But it was a constitutive force in European culture for many centuries, and the anxiety of Otherness, the simultaneous fear and attraction of the East, permeates this text to its core and contributes to Aschenbach’s growing feeling of shame and transgression. Already in Munich he hopes that travelling will lead to ‘the introduction of new blood’, even if he does not go ‘all the way to the tigers’ of the tropical East he envisioned at the cemetery. The Slavic East he will encounter in Byzantine Venice will suffice.


In the novella’s final chapter, cholera spreads across Venice, but Aschenbach fails to warn Tadzio’s family or leave the city himself. He is worried by the circulating snippets of information about the epidemic, censored by the Italian authorities out of fear of spoiling the profits of the international tourist industry, but also feels ‘a dark contentment with the officially glossed procedures in the dirty alleyways of Venice – that grim secret of the city that merged with his very own secret’. Aschenbach’s obsession with Tadzio continues to grow: he begins stalking him and his family on their walks around Venice, filled with ‘Rausch’ – a Nietzschean term that can be translated as ‘intoxication’. Nietzsche’s interpretation of classical antiquity is an important context for Death in Venice. He believed that Greek tragedies were characterized by an interplay between two contrasting impulses or drives: the Apollonian, representing order, reason and form, and the Dionysian, corresponding to chaos, passions and formlessness. In the course of the novella, Aschenbach gradually abandons the Apollonian principle in favour of Dionysian intoxication. He sniffs at a disinfectant with a mixture of disgust and excitement, has vivid dreams of orgies, and observes the dissolution of morals in Venice as he himself sinks deeper into decadence. He even has his greying hair coloured and make-up put on to appear younger and more desirable to Tadzio – something he found ridiculous and repulsive earlier on in the story.


Finally Aschenbach quenches his thirst with overripe strawberries, which it is suggested may carry the cholera bacillus. As he dies, Aschenbach is watching Tadzio. The last in a long series of epithets that describe Aschenbach throughout the story is ‘der Schauende’ (‘the watching man’): he is all gaze by now. This final scene begins with the description of a camera seemingly abandoned on the beach: a concentrated image of pure gazing, without human presence. But, stylist and wordsmith that Mann is, he chooses an intriguing word here: not just ‘verlassen’ (‘abandoned’), but ‘herrenlos’ (lit. ‘masterless’). This is a gaze with no master, just as Aschenbach is no longer a master of his own gaze. What his gaze holds in his dying moments are Tadzio’s movements along the edge of the sea. Tadzio is writing in the sand – a striking image that takes us back to the juxtaposition between Aschenbach’s writing career, his verbal prowess and Tadzio’s perceived muteness. Then Tadzio turns into an ‘unconnected apparition’, a phrase which highlights the constant filtering through Aschenbach’s gaze in two ways: by describing Tadzio as what he appears to be rather than what he is, and highlighting his putative isolation, which is how Aschenbach likes to see this boy who is in fact on holiday with his family. The insistent grammatical details of these last sentences subtly point to Aschenbach’s conjectures, rather than indicating an objective reality: Tadzio appears ‘as if prompted by a memory, an impulse’; ‘as if [he] were smiling, waving to [Aschenbach]; as though, freeing his hand from his hip, he were pointing outwards, floating onward into the fateful and the monstrous’. Aschenbach’s voyeuristic obsession structures the scene of his death. It is only after his death – finally confirmed in the very last word of the story – that he can be returned to his former respectability, at least externally: ‘the same day a respectfully shaken world received the news of his death’.


What to make of Gustav von Aschenbach? The main tenet of many influential interpretations of this story is well summed up by Germanist Clayton Koelb: ‘Aschenbach succumbs in his aesthetic and ethical struggle, but he does so in a process so carefully and sensitively described that the reader feels a deep sense of kinship with him’ (‘The Lasciviousness of Ruin’, A New History of German Literature). But I feel little kinship with Aschenbach. I do feel for his – and his author’s – inability to live out their sexuality. However, perhaps by virtue of having first encountered this story as a Polish teenager myself, I mostly feel uncomfortable about Tadzio’s objectification and stalking by an ageing German man, and by the intimation of the boy’s complicity, filtered through Aschenbach’s perspective, which shapes all descriptions of Tadzio available to us readers. I am uncomfortable with the idea that a young Polish body is celebrated as a Platonic idea of beauty and an ancient Greek statue come to life, doomed to remain a mute object, uncomprehending and incomprehensible. The Most Beautiful Boy in the World (2021), a documentary about Björn Andrésen – the teenager chosen by Luchino Visconti to star as Tadzio in his celebrated filmic adaptation of the novella (1971), whose life was ruined by the obsessive attention lavished on him by the international public – shows with devastating precision how this attitude can cause real-life harm.


Still, I think it is possible to feel this discomfort and simultaneously have empathy with Aschenbach, who descends into the depths of abjection because his society denies, ostracizes and penalizes homosexual desire. We can marvel at the lengths to which Aschenbach goes to make his experience intelligible, to tame it, to find a legitimate justification for it. We can be touched by how it is never enough, and be moved by Aschenbach’s pathetic death. But we can simultaneously marvel at the blind spots of this grand artistic vision: the underlying racist and Orientalist narrative about the Eastern peril: dirt, swamp, germs and sexual promiscuity that come from the East, which in Mann’s texts begins in the Slavic lands. We can marvel at the ease with which Aschenbach sees himself as a sophisticated, cultured intellectual, but fails to reflect on his own position within the cultural system, on his skewed perspective that never allows him to see Tadzio as his victim, or even as a fully-fledged individual – which, again, neither the narrator nor the author ever really reflect on.


Such is the complex legacy of this story, which has often been described more simplistically as a breakthrough text in the history of modern cultural representations of homosexual desire. I invite readers to approach it instead as an exercise in the distribution of empathy.










I


Gustav Aschenbach, or von Aschenbach, to give him his official name since his fiftieth birthday, had, one spring afternoon in the year 19—, which for several months showed our continent such a menacing face, set off on a long and solitary walk from his apartment on Prinzregentenstrasse in Munich. Overstimulated from the difficult and dangerous work of the morning hours, which called for the greatest delicacy, caution, urgency and precision of will, the author had been unable, even after his midday meal, to still the continuing vibration of the productive engine within him, the ‘motus animi continuus’ that Cicero identifies as the heart of eloquence, and had not found the liberating slumber which, with the mounting depreciation of his strength, he needed once a day. So shortly after tea he had gone in search of open spaces in the hope that air and movement would restore him and help him towards a pleasant evening.


It was early May and, after weeks of cold, wet weather, a false high summer had arrived. The Englischer Garten, though only delicately in leaf, had been as muggy as it was in August, and was full of cars and walkers on the side towards the city. At the Aumeister, to which ever quieter paths had guided him, Aschenbach had spent a short time looking over the busy beer garden, at the edge of which some cabs and carriages were parked. From there as the sun sank he had taken his homeward route outside of the park across the open meadows, and, as he felt tired and a storm threatened over Föhring, he took the tram at the Northern Cemetery, which would bring him back in a straight line to the city.


By chance he found the tram stop and its surroundings deserted. Neither on cobbled Ungererstrasse, whose rails stretched towards Schwabing with a lonely gleam, nor on the Föhringer Chaussee, was a single vehicle to be seen; behind the fences of the stonemasons’ yards, where the crosses, memorial panels and monuments on sale formed a second, uninhabited cemetery, nothing stirred, and the Byzantine building of the mortuary chapel opposite lay silent in the final glow of the dying day. Its facade, decorated with Greek crosses and hieratic paintings in light colours, also bears symmetrically arranged inscriptions in gold letters, selected words from the scriptures, such as: ‘They are entering the dwelling place of the Lord’ and ‘May they be guided by perpetual light’; and the waiting man had for a few minutes found serious distraction in reading the formulas and allowing his inner eye to lose itself in their translucent mysticism, when, returning from his daydreams, in the portico above the two beasts of the apocalypse that guarded the steps, he noticed a man whose not entirely usual appearance sent his thoughts in an entirely different direction.
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