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“Mother” Images in Thomas Mann's Early Works

Shuzo TAKAYAMA

Abstract

In the early works of Thomas Mann, a large number of very problematic mother figures appear. Gerda
von Rinnlingen of “Little Herr Friedemann (Der kleine Herr Friedemann)” willingly leads on the titular
Herr Friedemann, who is deformed and longs for a mother figure. In the end, though, she sadistically
pushes him away, effectively killing him. Although Gerda Buddennbrook of “Buddenbrooks” is the mother
of a sickly youth, Hanno, she is the sort of person who closes herself up in her own world. In addition, she
keeps secretive company with men other than her husband. Her son, brought up in a home with very little
love, grows to avoid life entirely, then sickens and dies. The mother in “Tonio Kroeger” does not appear as
cold as the two previous ladies ; however, the protagonist Tonio criticizes her showy, capricious character.

These three women are extraordinary beauties, music lovers and foreigners, and on all these points are
reminiscent of Mann's own mother. However, in contrast to the two Gerdas, who push the man or son who
clings to them towards death, Tonio's mother, while socially deviant, supports her son’s life through her
unconditional love. In fact, while one may try to make out the real image of Mann's mother Julia in these
novels, Mann's ambivalent attitude and ironical self-effacement make it very hard to find. In his essays and
letters, while speaking proudly of his mother’s beauty, her musical ability and her popularity in society, he
says that she was a woman who possessed very strong maternal love. While we cannot necessarily take
testimony such as this at face value, there is no doubt that the Mann who made his way in life as an artist
inherited the bulk of his artistic character and ability from his mother Julia, and that her love made it
possible for him to advance down his road as an artist. Mann viewed his art as a curse, but he also gained
much joy from it. His ambivalence towards the mothers in his early works is, more than anything else, born
of his blend of love and hatred towards his mother, Julia, and her role as the primary force behind his
becoming an artist.

Keywords : “Little Herr Friedemann”, “Buddenbrooks”, “Tonio Kroeger”, mothers who inhibit life, mothers
of artists



