THOMAS MANN’S HOUSE PROJECT: The Literary Salon as the Site of Futurity

BRIEF: In this project we will consider anew questions of identity and belonging within the
context of exile and democracy, with the focus on freedom and equality. Amir Eshel argues that
an engagement with the past opens up the present to new political, cultural, and ethical
possibilities—futurity. In a globalized world, education must equip individuals with the
knowledge, skills, and attitudes they need to be informed, engaged, and empathetic citizens. That
urgency is best expressed with the words of Thomas Mann, who was part of the literary salon
while in exile from Nazi Germany in Los Angeles: “All civilization and all moral development
are from the spirit of literature, which is the soul of human dignity” (The Magic Mountain). In
that same spirit and approach toward the human person, Goethe—whose cult came into being in
the literary salons—popularized the concept of world literature in view of democracy. Using two
urban humanities methods, thick mapping and fotonovela, we will explore the exile, as it pertains
to the author himself and to his fictional character Tonio Kroger.

ASSIGNMENT 1: Thick Map
Thick maps are metaphorical maps conjoined with temporally layered stories where thickness
stands for cultural analysis of the political, economic, linguistic, social, and other stratificatory
and contextual realities. Our goal is to produce a collective spacial literary and cultural
representation of Thomas Mann’s house connecting the past, present, and future through—
among other sites—his library, including Goethe’s collected works. While creating a thick map,
we will keep in mind the concept of exile that either produces creative freedom or traps the
writer in restrictive nostalgia.
DIRECTIONS: During our field trip to Thomas Mann’s House (he lived there from 1942 to
1952 in a house built according to his specifications) choose a thick scene (a location- and time-
based experience where multiple narratives intersect) from the life of Thomas Mann. What
stories does this location tell? In what ways is its Erkennbarkeit (recognizability) and Lesbarkeit
(legibility) (Benjamin) accessible to the observer? Since history breaks down into images
(Benjamin), what kind of literary montage (assembly of voices, stories, images, citations)
emerges? How does this urban manifestation inform your understanding of Thomas Mann as an
émigré? What is the present function of the house? Points to explore: architecture, interior
design, furniture, library, photographs, connection to the European Jewish émigré community
and other Germans in the area.

ASSIGNMENT 2: Fotonovela
This collective project incorporates visual design to examine how narrative perspective is
intertwined with the experience of place. We will create a fotonovela that recreates passages
from the novella Tonio Kréger in a visual medium.
DIRECTIONS: The passages you choose should include a description of urban spaces. Think
about Tonio Kroger‘s experiences of inner exile as a metaphor for social alienation and about
how they correspond to particular locations. Your narrative must contain images (photographs or
sketches), mapping, and evidence of textual and spatial research. How does Tonio Kroger’s
marginalization correspond to the places he occupies? What is the mix of memories and/or
emotions the places evoke in him? Does he associate places with loved ones? How do these
places inspire or dispirit him?
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