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What was “Tuberculosis” in The Magic Mountain?

Shuzo TAKAYAMA

Abstract

At the heart of The Magic Mountain is the protagonist Hans’ contraction of tuberculosis. In the beginning of
the novel, Hans arrives in Davos to visit his cousin, develops a high fever, and begins a life of convalescence
as a tuberculosis patient. As a patient, Hans readily accepts a comfortable convalescence in the sanatorium,
but his medical condition over a period of seven years was what could be termed mild. Because he had
contracted tuberculosis, Hans was able to avoid mundane work and deepen his spiritual experiences through
contact with the people of the sanatorium.

The Magic Mountain is considered a Bildungsroman that depicts the protagonist’s self-exploration. The
source of this “acquisition of education” is Hans’ tuberculosis. However, even the attending physician cannot
grasp the real nature of Hans’ tuberculosis, and there are doubts about whether it can be called tuberculosis
in the first place. Hans’ illness has elements of a fictitious disease created by collusion between the sanatorium
corporation that wants to acquire patients, and Hans, who was originally inclined toward death and sickness
and wanted to gain a free life by becoming a sick person. In his own commentary, Mann describes The
Magic Mountain as a parody of a Bildungsroman. But, in fact, the novel is the ultimate parody wherein the
protagonist’s pulmonary tuberculosis, which forms the basis of the novel, is in fact insubstantial, and the
novel’s world, moreover, is situated in the space between fact and fiction.

Keywords: The Magic Mountain, tuberculosis, sanatorium, Bildungsroman, parody
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