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During the 1940s, L.A. became a refuge for one of
history’s greatest gatherings of artists and intellectuals.
The following portfolio, inspired by this month’s
“Exiles and Emigrés” exhibit at LACMA, celebrates the
experiences of these strangers in an even stranger land

hanks to Adolf Hitler, Los Angeles
enjoyed an extraordinary intellectual
golden age during the 1930s and *40s.
ascism drove the cream of Middle
European culture into exile, and for a time
a large portion settled in [.A., to sometimes
surreal effect. In 1941, for instance, you
could regularly attend Sunday brunches at
Salka Viertel’s house on Maybery Road in
Santa Monica and find Thomas Mann,
Arnold Schoenberg or Bertolt Brecht sip-
ping orange juice with Johnny Weissmuller.
Notall of 1.A.’s émigrés were fleeing the
Nazi onslaught, but even the ones who’d
arrived before 1933, when the Nazis took
power, were transformed into instant
refugees when safe recurn to their home-
land became impossible. The exiles con-
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gregated in Southern California for many
reasons. There was the Mediterranean cli-
mate, the same balmy ambience that for
centuries had exerted a hypnotic pull on
the imaginations of Northern Europeans.
Los Angeles also offered Hollywood, with
its abundant—if often illusory—employ-
ment opportunities. But after a certain
point, the simplest reason was that so many
others had already settled here: They'd
achieved a vital mass that began to exercise
its own magnetic attraction.

In addition to maestro Weissmuller’s
brunch companions, Los Angeles welcomed
composers Igor Stravinsky, Secrgei
Rachmaninoff, Erich Korngold, Hanns
Eisler, Ernst Toch and Mario Castelnuovo-
Tedesco; conductors Otto Klemperer and

Bruno Walter; musicians Gregor Piatigorsky,
Jascha Heifetz, Jacob Gimpel, Arcur
Rubinstein and Vladimir Horowitz; writers
Heinrich Mann, Franz Werfel, Lion
Feuchtwanger, Vicki Baum and Anita Loos;
architects Richard Neutra and Rudolf
Schindler; social critics Theodor Adorno and
Max Horkheimer; artists Man Ray, Max
Ernst and Oskar Fishinger; and directors
William Wyler, Billy Wilder, Otto Preminger,
Max Reinhardt, Jean Renoir, Berthold
Viertel, Fritz Lang and on and on.

"The émigré era was relatively brief, but its
effects can still be seen in everything from
California moderne housing design to the
repertory of the LA, Philharmonic, and the
collections of L.A. art museums on through
to late-night reruns of Hogan’s Heroes.

GO WEST.
JUNGER MANN
GG

HEREVER 7 AM,”

the novelist ‘Thomas Mann

solemnly used to say, to the

hearty concurrence of his fel-

low émigrés, “#here is Ger-

many!” But Los Angeles was

very pointedly not Berlin.

The rich tradition of popular immersion in higﬁ culture
that had grounded creative life over there was replaced
here by what composer Ernst Krenek once characterized as
“the echolessness of the vast American expanses” or what
conductor Henri Temianka often described as Southern

California’s primary trait: “an unlimited indifference and
passive benevolence toward everything and everybody.”

Emigrés used to console one another with the story of the two dachshunds who
meetone day on the Santa Monica Palisade. “Here it’s true I'm a dachshund,” one tells
the other. “But in the old country, [ was a Saint Bernard!”

And there were many ex—Saint Bernards there on the Palisade. One of them, the
writer Bruno Frank, used to make regular evening pilgrimages to the palm colonnade,
where he’d occasionally startle strolling passersby. “There,” he would announce wist-
fully while pointing out over the water toward the setting sun, “there lies Germany.”
No one had the heart to tell him that, well, actually no, there—there lay Japan.
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THREEPENNY PITCH
MEETING

HEREVER I GO,” THE GREAT PLAYWRIGHT
Bertolt Brecht wrote in a poem about his Hollywood exile, “they ask
me ‘Spell your name!’/And, oh, that name was once accounted
great.” But what had he done for anybody lately? “Every morning to
carn my bread,” he recorded in another poem (titled simply
“Hollywood”), “I go to the market where lies are bought./
Hopefully/T line up with the sellers.”

It remains one of the abiding scandals of the Hollywood *40s that, during the six
years of his sojourn here, Brecht, arguably the premier playwright of the twentieth cen-
tury, managed to see only a single one of his scrécnplays carried through to comple-
tion—Fritz Lang’s Hangmen Also Die (which Brecht su bsequently disowned).

On the other hand, maybe the studio heads deserve a moment’s sympathy as well. In
his memoirs, Gottfried Reinhardt recalls how they were regularly gecting pitched such
Brechtian brainstorms (delivered in his “unadulterated Bavarian accent”) as a riveting
proposal for a film about the “production, distribution and consumption of bread.”

WALK ON
- THE BEACH

‘ROM THOMAS MANN'’S DIARY:

Thursday, April 14 [1938], Beverly Hills: Got to sleep late, Phanadorm. Drank
coffee. Wrote a page and was stimulated. Ouring to the beach with the Huxleys
[Aldous, author of Brave New Worid, and his wife], the weather clearing rapidly
and becoming warmer, where we got out and took a rather long walk along the
glistening blue and white ocean at ebb tide. Many condoms on the beach. I did
not see them, but Mrs. Huxley pointed them out to Katia.
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BAHLERS
FIRST

.N. BEHRMAN ONCE DESCRIBED A
typical dinner party in the *40s at the home of novel-
0 ist ['ranz Werfel (author of The Song of Bernadette),

¥ then married to the redoubtable widow of the com-
J poser Gustav Mahler. Alma Mahler Werfel (as she
preferred to be called until Werfel’s death, where-
upon she recast herself as Alma Werfel Mahler)
spent most of the evening regaling her guests with tales of
her amorous conquests: how the painter Oskar Kokoschka
had been so in love with her that he used to traipse about
with a life-size doll of her; how an intoxicated Alban Berg had
dedicated his opera Wozzeck to her; how architect Walter Gropius
had been a devoted love slave. “But by far the most interesting person [
have ever known,” she concluded, glancing pointedly at her husband, “was Maiier!” To
which poor squirming Werfel could only nod in fervent agreement.

WHEN IN

AMERICA

WA S ENTIRELY
possible for émigrés in L.A. to go
weeks without having to dust off
their faulty English. In a loving
memoir of his director-father Max,
Gottfried Reinhardc describes an
evening at the Clover Club, a gam-
bling casino on Sunset Boulevard, in
the company of the legendary Otto
Preminger. As it happened, they were
the only two non-Hungarians at the
roulette table, and the agglutinative
language of their neighbors began to
grate on Preminger. Finally, he
pounded thec table and shouted,
“Goddamn it, guys, you're in

America—speak German
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DOCTOR FAUSTUS.
[ PRESUME?

HE INBRED EMIGRE SCENE IN L.LOS ANGELES WAS

occasionally given over to bizarre eruptions of scandalous enmity. Perhaps

the most famous of these involved the 1947 publication of Thomas Mann’s

Doctor Faustus, written while he lived in Pacific Palisades. The protagonist

in this complex allegory of the demonic rise of Adolf Hitler and the selling’

of Germany’s soul was a spectacularly brilliant composer whose increasingly

feverish musical explorations—he was also apparently suffering from some

sort of venereal disease—culminated in the creation of a twelve-tone compositional

system remarkably like that of Arnold Schoenberg, the great Austrian composer who
had also relocated to L.A.

Soon after the book’s publication (and, according to several accounts, considerably

goaded on by a slyly meddling Alma

Mabhler), Schoenberg exploded.

He was enraged thar his role

as the actual creator of the

twelve-tone method had

not been acknowledged
in the text—while at
the same time, he was
mortified that readers
might mistake him for
Mann’s venercal
protagonist.
Novelist Lion
Feuchtwanger’s
wife Marta, her-
self one of the
doyennes of the
émigré scene,
used to tell a
story about the
chance encoun-
ter she had with
Schoenberg at
the Brentwood
Country Mart
around this
time. Reaching
for a grapefruir,
she suddenly
heard the com-
poser at the other
end of the aisle
shouting (thank-
fully) in Ger-
man: “Lies,
Frau Marta,
lies! You have
to know, I never

had syphilis!”

125



126

PLUCK
YOU!

ARPO MARX USED TO

steal away for harp practice in a secluded

rented bungalow at the Garden of Allah, off Sunset. One weekend, as he sub-

sequently recalled in his 1961 memoirs, his serenity was upended by a pianist

who took up residence in an adjacent bungalow and began pounding away.

_ Harpo complained to the management, insisting that the other fellow would
have to move, since, after all, he’d been there first. The management

informed him that, on the contrary, the other fellow was the great Russian composer

Sergei Rachmaninoff, and he was staying as long as he liked.

“I was flattered to have such a distinguished neighbor,” Harpo wrote, “but I still
had to practice. So I got rid of him in my own way. I opened the door and all the win-
dows of my place and began to play the first four bars of Rachmaninoff’s Prelude in
C-sharp Minor, over and over, fortissimo. Two hours later, my fingers were getting
numb. But I didn’t let up, not until I heard a thunderous crash of notes from across
the way, like the keyboard had been attacked with a pair of sledgehammers. Then
there was silence. This time it was Rachmaninoff who went to complain. He asked

to ficreto another bungalow immediately, the farthest possible from that dreadful
harpist. Peace returned to the Garden.”

WHERE THE

GIRLS ARE

N THE MID 1950s, A GERMAN
émigré writer named Frederick Kohner watched, mysti-
fied, as his Americanized teenage daughter learned to surf
on Malibu Beach. Kohner decided to write a fictionalized
account of his daughter’s exploits, deploying as the book’s title
the nickname she had acquired at the beach: Gidget. Around
the same time, a Russian émigré named Nabokov living in
Tthaca, New York, published a story about another American
teenager called Lolita. Both books concerned girls coming of age,

both were quintessentially American, and both were by émigrés.

ELLO...AND
GOOD

HE CONCLUSION OF THE WAR, WHICH SHOULD
have suffused the émigré community with the satisfactions of victory, ironically
launched a period of increasing anxiety as their adopted homeland lurched from its
external war against fascism into an internal obsession with communism. One of the
first staging grounds for this new hysteria proved to be Hollywood, rife as it was with
suddenly suspect “foreign” influences. The early broadcasts and papers in which
these émigrés had once cried out against Nazism were suddenly being cited against
them as evidence of long-standing “communist sympathies” or—and this was the official

YE

charge—“premature antifascism.” Many were persecuted, to varying degrees: writers Salka
Viertel and Lion Feuchtwanger, for instance, and architect Richard Neutra. Others were
hounded from the country: Brecht and composer Hanns Eisler. Others simply left in disgust.
Among the latter group was Thomas Mann, who, with enormous pride, had become
an American citizen in 1944, In 1950, however, he wrote to a friend: “I am very much
attached to our house, which is so completely right for me, and 1 also love the country and
the people, who have certainly remained good-natured and friendly . . . [but] the politi-
cal atmosphere is becoming more and more unbreathable.” A

year later, in another letter, he wrote: “I myself am noth-
ing but a bundle of nerves, trembling at every thought
and word. . . . Have people ever had to inhale so poi-
soned an atmosphere, one so utterly saturated with idi-
otic baseness?” Within 2 few months, Mann decided

to emigrate once again, this time to Switzerland,
where he lived out his remaining three years. As he

was preparing to leave the United States, he made
reference in another letter to a story he’d heard
about a pair of friends: One was leaving a shattered
Europe and sailing to America while the other was
fleeing America and returning to his beloved homeland
in Europe. As their ships passed on the high seas, they
recognized each other and simultaneously cried out in
horror: “HAVE YOU GONE CRAZY?” W
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