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ABSTRACT 

 This dissertation discusses the novella Death in Venice by Thomas Mann and 

explores two recreations of the story: Benjamin Britten�s 1973 opera Death in Venice, 

and Luchino Visconti�s 1971 film Death in Venice.   The primary framework used to 

analyze all three versions of Death in Venice is Friedrich Nietzsche�s The Birth of 

Tragedy.  My thesis is that in each of their versions of Death in Venice, Mann, Britten, 

and Visconti were exploring health and decadence in the creative impulse.  All three men 

realized the need to find a balance between the rational and the emotional impulses.  

Borrowing from the ancient Greeks, Nietzsche equates these impulses with the gods 

Apollo and Dionysus.  In Death in Venice Gustav von Aschenbach represents the failure 

to find the balance between these gods.  In their versions of Death in Venice, Mann, 

Britten, and Visconti each explore the archetypal relationship between Apollo and 

Dionysus from their own personal perspective and examine the impact of this relationship 

on the creative impulse. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 Thomas Mann published his famous novella Death in Venice in 1912.  The plot is 

easily summarized, Gustav von Aschenbach, a highly respected writer of scholarly works 

experiences writer�s block and decides to take a vacation in Venice.  While there he 

becomes enamored of the beauty of a young boy.  Dazzled by this physical manifestation 

of pure beauty, Aschenbach loses all sense of decorum.  Even after becoming aware that 

a cholera epidemic is ravaging the city he is unable to leave Venice and the sight of the 

boy.  The story chronicles Aschenbach�s descent from respected scholar to foolish old 

man and his eventual death in Venice. 

It seems odd that such a sordid story could generate such interest.  One would 

imagine that the story might provoke more outrage than interest.  Why has this tale of 

attraction garnered so much attention through the years?  I believe the answer is that this 

tale is only peripherally about attraction.  Mann�s work in general and Death in Venice in 

particular, is full of ambiguity.  In his Preface to Stories of Three Decades, Mann admits 

as much: �Death in Venice is indeed a crystallization in the true sense of the word; it is a 

structure, and an image, shedding light from so many facets, by its nature of such 

inexhaustible allusiveness, that it might well dazzle the eyes of its creator himself as it 

took shape� (viii).  If the author could find himself dazzled by the �inexhaustible 

allusiveness� of this work, there is little surprise that readers and commentators would be 

dazzled as well.  The concept of being multi-faceted is quite appropriate here; it accounts 

for the myriad of perspectives scholars have taken regarding this novella.  For example, 

Rodney Symington�s article, �The Eruption of the Other: Psychoanalytic Approaches to 

Death in Venice� explores the influence of Freud and Schopenhauer on the novella.  

Robert Tobin�s article �Why is Tadzio a Boy?  Perspectives on Homoeroticism in Death 

in Venice� delves into questions of homosexuality and pederasty.  Susan von Rohr Scaff 

in her article �Plato and Nietzsche in Death in Venice� investigates the philosophical 

underpinnings of Death in Venice. These articles are just a small sampling of the diverse 

readings that are possible with this novella. 

 This dissertation will discuss the novella and explore two iterations of Death in 

Venice: Benjamin Britten�s 1973 opera Death in Venice, and Luchino Visconti�s 1971 

film Death in Venice.   I believe this dissertation will produce a valuable new perspective 

on a much-studied work of literature.  When the terms �Visconti, Britten, Venice� are 

entered into the World Catalog database there are no matches.  When these terms are 

entered into the MLA database there are three matches.   An in-depth analysis of Death in 

Venice from the various viewpoints of these masterful artists has every possibility of 

adding to the scholarship already amassed on this complex and perplexing novella.   

The difficulties of �translating� the novella into a different medium are enormous.  

How does one make an opera or film from a work that has virtually no dialogue?  The 

ambiguity of the novella is another hurdle.  Which facet of the story is the brightest?  The 

answer to that question is very revealing.  I believe that the brightest facet, like beauty, is 

in the eye of the beholder.  More than most works, Death in Venice reveals as much 

about the commentator as the commentator reveals about Death in Venice.  Benjamin 

Britten once remarked that �Death in Venice is everything that Peter [Peter Pears, 

Britten�s longtime companion and collaborator] and I have stood for� (Mitchell, p. 207, 

n. 15).  What does Britten mean by this?  Is he implying that he and Pears were 
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proponents of pederasty?  Or does he see something entirely different in this novella � a 

facet of the novella beyond the attraction of an older man for a young boy.  The 

ambiguity of the novella is continued and compounded in the opera.    

The problem of creating an opera from a work with virtually no dialogue is 

discussed by the librettist of Britten�s opera, Myfanwy Piper.  In her article �The 

Libretto,� she recalls her discussion with Britten regarding a libretto for such a 

complicated, psychological work: �My first thought when I heard its subject was that it 

was impossible; the second that if Britten said so, it could be done� (45).   The real 

problem was how to portray Tadzio and his family.  These characters are crucial to the 

story but Aschenbach never speaks with any of them.  Throughout the story we know 

what Aschenbach is thinking but we have almost no clue what Tadzio and his family are 

thinking.  Piper describes the problem of depicting the distance among the characters: 

�Here what needed to be underlined was not communication, but the lack, indeed, the 

impossibility of it� (45).  Britten solved this problem with a stroke of genius; he made 

Tadzio and his family dancers.  Again, the comments of Piper: �Only dancers find it 

natural to be on the stage for any length of time in silence and only dancers can express 

the trivialities and pleasures of human behaviour without speech� (47). 

Just as Britten felt a personal connection with Death in Venice, the novella also 

had autobiographical implications for Luchino Visconti.  Geoffrey Nowell-Smith sees 

Death in Venice as a definite change in Visconti�s style.  He claims that Death in Venice 

�is the first of a series of films more meditative than his earlier work and centered to 

varying degrees on a new set of themes: death, solitude, impossible desire . . . all of 

which can be construed as in varying degrees autobiographical� (172).  But where Britten 

remains mostly faithful to Mann�s novella, Visconti takes numerous liberties.  Most 

noticeably, he transforms Aschenbach from an author to a composer.  According to 

Monica Stirling in her book A Screen of Time, Visconti made this change for a number of 

reasons, one of which was that it was more dramatic to show a musician at work than a 

writer (207).  Perhaps more important than that, this change allowed Visconti to 

interweave the life of Gustav Mahler with that of Gustav von Aschenbach.  Mann 

admitted to giving his protagonist Mahler�s first name and physical appearance; Visconti 

takes this much further.  Visconti also incorporates a number of scenes from Mann�s 

Doctor Faustus into his film.  In fact Death in Venice gave Visconti the opportunity to 

include several of his most important influences.  He once claimed, �I have always had a 

strong interest in German culture, literature and music.  After Goethe, I love Thomas 

Mann.  In one way or another, all my films are dipped in Mann . . . and German music, 

Mahler, Wagner� (Servadio, 46).  There are a number of examples of Mann�s influence 

on Visconti.  Among the most obvious is that one of the main characters in The Damned 

is named Aschenbach.    

In his version of Death in Venice, Visconti overcomes the lack of dialogue with 

the aid of music and cinematography.  I contend that the Adagietto from Mahler�s 

Symphony No. 5 acts as the narrator of the film.  Henry Bacon points out that there are 

long stretches of the film with no dialogue.  All totaled, these add up to nearly three-

quarters of an hour (166).  Mahler�s Adagietto accompanies much this wordless action.  

Mahler once said, �I know that as long as I can express an experience in words I should 

never try to put it into music� (Carr, 48).  In Death in Venice Visconti seems to be 

paraphrasing Mahler.  Here Visconti is saying �as long as I can describe an experience in 
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words I should never try to put it on film.�  Visconti and Mahler both seek to give voice 

to the ineffable.  What is most remarkable about the �collaboration� of these two men is 

that Visconti uses this same music to comment on four different situations which evoke 

very different emotions.  How can the same music express contradictory emotions?  That 

question will be explored in Chapter Three of this dissertation. 

One of the reasons that Visconti is able to successfully �translate� Death in 

Venice to the screen is because of his unerring choice of casting Dirk Bogarde as 

Aschenbach.  Warner Brothers wanted a different actor but Visconti was steadfast.  He  

was able to placate Warner Brothers through concessions he made on his film The 

Damned, a film that also featured Dirk Bogarde.  Visconti once explained to Bogarde 

why he chose him to be Aschenbach: �I watched you the first day in �La Caduta degli 

Dei� [The Damned
1
], remember?  You made six shots for me all different, the first day?  

No dialogue, just the mind.  I saw.  And I knew that I had found my actor� (Bogarde, 

298).  Here Visconti describes how Bogarde was able to play a scene with no dialogue 

six different ways.  Bogarde was the perfect choice for a nearly wordless film.  With the 

combination of Mahler�s music and a fine actor Visconti is able to include incredibly 

long segments of film with no dialogue. 

Britten uses dancers, Visconti uses music.  What facets of the novella have caught 

the eyes of these translators of Mann�s work?  This dissertation will explore the opera 

and the film in an attempt to answer that question. 

 

 

Chapter Summaries 

 

 Chapter One discusses the novella by Thomas Mann.  In this chapter I set up the 

framework through which I analyze all three iterations of Death in Venice.  The primary 

lens I use to explore these iterations is Friedrich Nietzsche�s The Birth of Tragedy.  My 

thesis is that Mann, Britten, and Visconti were exploring the creative impulse.  All three 

men realized the need to find a balance between the rational and the emotional impulses.  

Borrowing from the ancient Greeks, Nietzsche equates these impulses with the gods 

Apollo and Dionysus.  The first chapter of my dissertation explores the connection 

between Mann and Nietzsche.  The basic tenet of the first chapter and the basic thesis of 

this dissertation is that for art to be healthy there must be a balance between the rational 

and emotional impulses.  That, I believe, is what Death in Venice � in all three iterations 

� is trying to express. 

 Chapter Two looks specifically at Benjamin Britten�s opera of Death in Venice.  

Although Luchino Visconti�s film was produced two years before Britten�s opera, I 

explore the opera first.  I do this because the opera is closer in content to the novella and 

Britten is more faithful to the novella than Visconti.  Britten began work on his opera 

before he knew that Visconti was working on a film.  When Britten discovered a film was 

being made he carefully avoided any information on the project.  He wanted to be sure 

that the film would not influence him and that there would be no possibility of conscious 

or unconscious plagiarism.  The first part of the chapter is an analysis of the melodic and 

harmonic structures Britten employs in the opera.  The chapter includes score excerpts to 

illustrate the points made.  Although the non-musician will not be able to interpret the 

score excerpts there should be no difficulty following the points made.  The second part 
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of the chapter is a comparison of the opera to the novella.  All of this is viewed through 

the lens of Apollo and Dionysus.  Did Britten see Death in Venice as a conflict between 

Apollo and Dionysus?  How did Britten perceive these gods?  Was this an important 

aspect of his opera? 

 Chapter Three looks specifically at Luchino Visconti�s film of Death in Venice.  

The first part of the chapter delves into Visconti�s background as a creative artist.  

Visconti�s vision of Death in Venice is quite idiosyncratic and some background on his 

creative impulses helps to understand his approach in the film.  The next portion of the 

chapter discusses the film techniques that Visconti uses to bring this story to the screen.   

Much of this section deals with the crucial role of music in the film.  The chapter ends 

with a comparison of the film and the novella viewed through the lens of Apollo and 

Dionysus. 

 Chapter Four begins with a discussion of the meaning of Death in Venice to all 

three men.  It specifically analyzes what attracted Britten and Visconti to the novella. The 

chapter then takes a scene from the novella that is also depicted in the opera and the film 

and compares the treatment in all three iterations.  The purpose of this section is to assess 

the strengths and weaknesses of each medium in describing a scene.  The chapter 

concludes with final thoughts on all three iterations.   

 A brief summarizing section reviews the main points of the dissertation and 

makes recommendations for further study. 
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ONE 
 

Death in Venice by Thomas Mann 
 

�. . . passion as confusion and degradation was actually the subject matter of my story� 

(Mann, �Extracts from Letters,� 97). 

 

 

Brief biographical sketch 

 

 Thomas Mann was born in Lübeck in 1875 to a prosperous burger household.  He 

was the second of 5 children and was a rather poor student.  His older brother Heinrich 

was a writer, and Thomas wanted to follow in his footsteps.  In 1901 Thomas published 

Buddenbrooks, a novel loosely based on the Mann family history, which was an 

immediate best seller.  From that point on, it was Heinrich who followed in his brother�s 

footsteps.  Between publishing Buddenbrooks in 1901 and Death in Venice in 1912, 

Mann published several short stories including Tonio Kröger and �Tristan,� and another 

novel, Royal Highness.  None of this work garnered the attention that Buddenbrooks had 

attracted and Mann was in danger of becoming a victim of his early success.  In working 

through the issues addressed in Death in Venice, Mann was able to understand his 

personal needs as a creative artist and as a human being.  From this point on his destiny 

as a writer was assured.  Thomas Mann died in 1955. 

 

Death in Venice: the novella 

 

Before one can begin to study the opera or the film at any depth, it is necessary to 

delve into the background of Mann�s novella.  In writing Death in Venice, Mann 

incorporated many sources.  One of his primary influences was The Birth of Tragedy by 

Friedrich Nietzsche.  In this work, one of the questions which Nietzsche addresses is that 

of health and decay in the arts.  He posits that there must be a balance between the 

rational and emotional impulses in humanity.  He associates these impulses with the 

Greek gods Apollo and Dionysus.  A simplistic distinction between the two gods is that 

Apollo is aligned with restraint, balance, and the rational; Dionysus is aligned with the 

emotions, passions, and the physical.  For art to be healthy, Nietzsche believes that these 

two impulses must be balanced.  Too much emphasis on either the rational or the 

emotional impulse will have disastrous consequences.  Mann borrows this idea from 

Nietzsche and constructs a narrative around it.  Gustav von Aschenbach, the protagonist 

of Death in Venice, has devoted his life to the Apollonian aspects of life.  His writings are 

carefully crafted works of scholarly research, consciously devoid of emotion and 

subjectivity.  But Dionysus is a jealous god and he will not allow his realm of the 

emotions to be ignored.  At the opening of the novella it is this repression of the emotions 

that is causing Aschenbach�s problems, and will eventually bring about his demise. 

While the aspects of homosexuality and pederasty are certainly prominent in the 

novella, I believe that they can become a �red herring� of sorts.  It is not through 

homophobia that I question the importance of these issues, but through a search for a 
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deeper understanding of this work.  Wilfrid Sheed in his introduction to Mario and the 

Magician (another novella by Thomas Mann) briefly touches on Death in Venice: 

 

I once tried to teach Mann�s unteachable Death in Venice, only to be stopped in 

my tracks by a student who said, �I don�t dig stories about fags.�  I generally have 

a weakness for the literal mind . . .  But in this case, it hadn�t occurred to me that 

I�d been reading a story about fags.  Mann was much too grand for that; nothing 

less than the Human Condition was worth his time (xi).  

    
I agree with Sheed�s analysis.  Homosexuality is not really the issue here, just like it is 

not really important that Aschenbach is a writer.
2
  In fact, Mann�s initial inspiration for 

the story came in response to a real-life heterosexual encounter: that of the aged Johann 

Wolfgang von Goethe with a young girl.  In a letter to Elisabeth Zimmer, Mann recalls 

the initial impetus for writing Death in Venice: �Originally I had not planned anything 

less than telling the story of Goethe�s last love, the love of the seventy-year-old for that 

little girl, whom he still absolutely wanted to marry, but it was a marriage that she and 

also his relatives did not want� ( Mann, �Extracts from Letters,� 94).  Obviously, the 

particulars of Death in Venice are not what the novella is about.  Mann�s focus is the 

Human Condition.  While many readers may not be able to identify with Aschenbach�s 

obsession for a young boy, most readers can identify or empathize with aspects of a life 

out of balance.  In the contemporary world that identification might be finding the 

balance between career and family, between material and spiritual needs, or even a 

balance between stability and adventure.  But it is this perspective of a life out of balance 

� this insight into the human condition � that makes Death in Venice so compelling to so 

many people. 

Another issue that Mann explores in Death in Venice is the creative process.  As 

mentioned earlier, he was influenced by The Birth of Tragedy.  In this work Nietzsche is 

ostensibly unearthing the roots of Greek tragedy.  He sees tragedy as a great art that could 

only arise in a well-balanced society that is not afraid to accept and embrace all aspects of 

the human condition, including the tragic.  The Classical period of Greek civilization (c. 

500 - 325 B.C.E.) was such a society and was fertile soil for the birth of tragedy.  For 

Nietzsche, the fundamental impulses he associates with Apollo and Dionysus must be 

kept in balance to create healthy art.  But his approach to Apollo and Dionysus is quite 

idiosyncratic.  Rather than simply aligning Apollo with the rational and Dionysus with 

the emotional, Nietzsche envisions Apollo as the god of dreams and Dionysus as the god 

of intoxication.  Both gods represent altered states of reality.  From this it is clear that 

there will be no simplistic distinction between them.  Speaking of Apollo and Dionysus, 

Michael Tanner, in his introduction to The Birth of Tragedy remarks, �In a way they are 

opposites, and Nietzsche, who was both attracted to dichotomies and intent on 

overcoming them (hence, perhaps, his claim in Ecce Homo that BT [The Birth of 

Tragedy] �smells offensively Hegelian�) does not regard them as mutually hostile, as 

many commentators think� (xv).  Nietzsche�s remark that the Birth of Tragedy �smells 

offensively Hegelian� refers to Hegel�s emphasis on resolving dichotomies.  Although 

never formally stated by Hegel, his solution to dichotomies is often summarized as: thesis 

� antithesis � synthesis.  The concept being that through the interaction of two apparently 

opposite ideas (thesis and antithesis) a synthesis will take place that moves beyond the 
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duality of opposites.  By the time Nietzsche writes Ecce Homo he has disowned many of 

the ideas of The Birth of Tragedy, hence his criticism of one of the basic tenets of that 

book. 

In Resentment and the �Feminine� in Nietzsche�s Politico-Aesthetics, Caroline 

Picart adds another level to this discussion of the difficulty in making simple distinctions 

between Apollo and Dionysus.  She sees both gods as necessary to produce Greek tragic 

art, but tragic art is not created by a simple coupling of these two gods: �. . . what 

emerges is a more complex model of reproduction, in which both entities appear to 

possess a reproductive duality � possessing both �masculine� (excitatory) and �feminine� 

(birthing) capacities � within themselves, and yet require each other in order to effect 

birthing� (43).  Yes, both gods possess that �reproductive duality� that can inspire artists, 

but if the artist relies on only one of the gods for inspiration the creative process will 

become sterile and the artist will languish.  This is the condition in which we find 

Aschenbach at the beginning of Death in Venice.   

W. H. Auden in a letter written to Benjamin Britten in 1942 uses different terms, 

but is discussing this very idea: �Goodness and [Beauty] are the results of a perfect 

balance between Order and Chaos, Bohemianism and Bourgeois Convention.  Bohemian 

chaos alone ends in a mad jumble of beautiful scraps; Bourgeois convention alone in 

large unfeeling corpses� (Mitchell, 22).  Rather than seeing Apollo and Dionysus as 

mutually exclusive, I believe that Nietzsche in The Birth of Tragedy sees them in a wary 

but respectful symbiotic relationship.  Seeing Apollo and Dionysus as opposites reflects a 

tendency in Western Civilization to reduce a complex and colorful relationship to a 

simplistic black and white dichotomy.   

Along with Western Civilization�s predilection to create dichotomies is a 

tendency to value one side over the other: being rational is good, being emotional is bad.  

Though this is stated rather harshly it would be difficult to argue that in our society the 

emotional is generally prized over the rational.  By extension, males are often considered 

more rational and women are considered more emotional.  We live in a predominantly 

patriarchal society which has a tendency to marginalize women.  The point of this tangent 

is that it would be easy to characterize the Apollonian as having positive attributes and 

the Dionysian as having negative attributes.  In this scenario Dionysus would be aligned 

with decay, depravity, and decadence.  Those are all negative characteristics that have a 

tendency to align Apollo with their opposites.  But too much emphasis on order and 

rationality is not good � Gustav von Aschenbach is the perfect example. 

Nietzsche sees the need for both elements in human beings, but even in The Birth 

of Tragedy it is possible to interpret Dionysus as being associated with negative social 

concepts.  Nietzsche sees the Dionysian religion as coming from the East,
3
 and 

characterizes these practitioners as �Dionysiac barbarians� (19).   He writes: �Almost 

universally, the centre of those festivals was an extravagant lack of sexual discipline, 

whose waves engulfed all the venerable rules of family life� (19).  Nietzsche here 

acknowledges that the total abandonment of �family values� was not acceptable.  

Humans could not relinquish all rational control to the passions and emotions.  It would 

be up to Apollo to moderate the undiluted influence of Dionysus: �the figure of Apollo 

rose up in all its pride and held out the Gorgon�s head to the grotesque, barbaric 

Dionysiac, the most dangerous force it had to contend with� (19). 
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Just as Apollo had to hold out the Gorgon�s head to tame the Dionysus of the 

Orient, Apollo also tames the Dionysus of Greek drama.  It is believed that tragedy was 

originally a sung work for a chorus of singers.  Nietzsche posits that the individual actors 

are the Apollonian manifestation that slowly emerged out of the Dionysian chorus.  He 

views the choral parts as the ocean and the actors� words as small boats that float on the 

surface.  Any cursory reading of Aeschylus or Sophocles reveals the qualitative 

difference between chorus and dialogue.  The chorus parts even feel more ancient and 

seem related to an older tradition than the dialogue of the plays.  

It is the combination of Apollo and Dionysus, the combination of dialogue and 

chorus that makes the terrible beauty of tragedy bearable.  Nietzsche conflates the 

mediation of Apollo and Dionysus with the Sublime, which he defines as �the taming of 

horror through art� (40).  On a very basic level, Nietzsche sees tragedy as the 

reconciliation of the impulse toward individuality with the impulse toward the collective.  

But he takes this a step deeper when he contends that the Dionysian is the view of the 

abyss, and the Apollonian is what allows us to survive the view of the abyss.  Nietzsche�s 

point is that healthy, vibrant art must have a balance between order and intuition; 

between the rational and the emotional; between planning and chance; between 

objectivity and subjectivity.  In Death in Venice, Aschenbach spurns the Dionysian side 

of these equations.  He spurns intuition, the emotions, chance, and subjectivity.   

A good example of this is Aschenbach�s continual search for affirmation 

regarding the plague.  He knows intuitively that there is a plague.  He notices that people 

are leaving Venice and he wonders if there is a plague.  He notices that German 

newspapers disappear from the newsstand and he wonders if there is a plague.  He smells 

disinfectant and sees health notices posted and he wonders if there is a plague.  Through 

all of this he knows intuitively that there is a plague, but he continues to ask people � the 

musician, the barber, and some of the local residents.  He only accepts the truth when the 

travel agent reluctantly admits it to him.  By that time Aschenbach is too far under the 

spell of Dionysus to even consider leaving Venice: �. . . he sensed that he was infinitely 

far from seriously wanting to take such a step.  It would bring him back to his senses, 

would make him himself again; but when one is beside oneself there is nothing more 

abhorrent than returning to one�s senses� (55).  Although Aschenbach plans to warn 

Tadzio�s mother about the plague, he soon realizes that he will never do that.  He is so far 

under the spell of Dionysus, that he even compares the city�s dark secret to the dark 

secret he harbors, and neither the city nor Aschenbach wants anyone to discover their 

secret. 

This aspect of the story is a good example for the need to find a balance between 

the Apollonian and the Dionysian.  The Apollonian aspect here is Aschenbach�s 

rationality.  He wants proof regarding the plague.  He does not rely on fallible intuition or 

gossip.  These are good characteristics.  The Dionysian aspect is what warns Aschenbach 

of danger.  All of the above intuitions about the plague; the disinfectant, the departure of 

guests, etc., could be seen as warnings from Dionysus.  It is the failure to balance the 

gods that leads to Aschenbach�s downfall.  Order, rationality, and objectivity are good 

traits, but they must be balanced with intuition, passion, and subjectivity.   

Aschenbach realizes that he lacks passion, that he marginalizes the emotions, but 

this has been a conscious effort for him.  There is a theme that runs through much of 

Mann�s writing that describes the North as cold and rational, and the South as warm and 



 

 9

emotional.  Aschenbach realizes that he has been pushing himself too hard.  His writer�s 

block is proof of that.  He knows that he needs inspiration and that he must turn to the 

South, to the warmth, to the emotions.  He thinks that he can control how far he will dip 

into his emotions: �. . . not quite all the way to the tigers� (6), he remarks, recalling the 

exotic landscape that was conjured up by his encounter with the traveler by the cemetery.  

Aschenbach knows that the remedy for his ills lies in the South, and that leads him to 

Venice.  He needs those southern, Dionysian elements for rejuvenation, but he is unable 

to integrate them into his life.  Aschenbach recognizes Tadzio as beauty personified.  

There is no sexual attraction in the beginning. The beauty of Tadzio is like a door that 

will lead Aschenbach to health and balance in his art.  Tadzio himself is not important.  

Like a door, he is a means to an end, and not an end in himself.  Unfortunately, 

Aschenbach becomes enamored with the physical beauty of Tadzio and is unable to go 

beyond it. 

Although the title of Nietzsche�s book is The Birth of Tragedy, he actually spends 

more time describing the death of tragedy.  The primary person that Nietzsche blames for 

the death of tragedy is Socrates.  He sees Socrates as placing undue emphasis on reason 

and therefore upsetting the balance necessary for healthy art.  An analogy can be made to 

an iceberg which has one-twentieth of its mass above the water and the rest hidden 

below.  In this analogy, rationality would be the visible part of the iceberg; the emotions 

and the non-rational would be the part below the surface.  For Socrates, it is only the 

visible that truly exists; he would like to deny what lies below the surface.   Nietzsche 

describes this as �aesthetic Socratism� (62) and remarks that the chief law of aesthetic 

Socratism �is more or less: �to be beautiful everything must first be intelligible�� (62).  

For Nietzsche, this emphasis on visibility and intelligibility emasculates tragedy � or 

perhaps a more fitting description would be that it hyper-masculinizes tragedy � it 

removes the mystery, the depth, the chaos of tragedy. 

This depiction of Socrates as being responsible for the demise of tragedy creates 

an interesting dynamic in Mann�s Death in Venice.  In preparation for a writing project, 

Thomas Mann would first collect ideas, concepts, and quotes related to the topic.  Among 

his notes for Death in Venice are a number of quotes or paraphrases from Plato�s 

dialogue the Phaedrus.  This dialogue addresses a number of topics: love, beauty, 

rhetoric, but the topic that interests Mann most is beauty.  Necessary background for 

understanding the Phaedrus is Plato�s concept of the Doctrine of Forms.  Plato believed 

that all of what humans typically consider �real� is a copy of a perfect form that is 

invisible to us.  A chair that one sits in is a copy, or a reflection, of the perfect form of a 

chair.  It is not only physical objects that have perfect forms, but concepts do as well.  

There is a perfect form of truth, a perfect form of virtue, and, most importantly for Mann, 

a perfect form of beauty.  Beauty is unusual among these concepts in that �it is the only 

intellectual form that is perceptible to the senses, that is tolerable to the senses� (Working 

Notes, 82).  The idea here is that physical beauty can lead us toward the perfect form of 

beauty.  In his notes, Mann remarks, 

 

�Just as the mathematicians make visible and touchable pictures of spheres, cubes 

and dodecahedrons to show to children who are not yet capable of understanding 

the abstract forms of incorporeal and immutable substance, so it is that the sensual 

Amor [also known as Cupid or Eros] creates for us beautiful mirrors of beautiful 
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objects.  In order to make the divine and intellectual visible to us he makes use of 

mortal and mutable beings, especially the shapes, colors, and forms of young 

people, who are ornamented with the glow of beauty, achieving gradually, 

through these means, the most lively remembrance of objects once seen� 

(Working Notes, 77). 

 

In Death in Venice, Mann has Aschenbach turn to the Phaedrus to help justify his 

fascination with Tadzio.  In an important episode, Aschenbach writes one of his eloquent 

essays as he watches the young boy: �he wanted to work here in the presence of Tadzio, 

to use the boy�s physical frame as the model for his writing, to let his style follow the 

lines of that body that seemed to him divine, to carry his beauty into the realm of  

intellect . . .� (39).  While this seems to be the perfect integration of this Platonic concept, 

Aschenbach realizes immediately after writing his essay that all is not well: �When 

Aschenbach folded up his work and left the beach, he felt exhausted, even unhinged, as if 

his conscience were indicting him after a debauch� (39).  The problem is that at this point 

in the novella Aschenbach is only considering one portion of the Phaedrus dialogue.  

Near the end of the story Aschenbach imagines he hears a later portion of the dialogue 

which makes it clear that although physical beauty could lead to the true, intellectual 

form of beauty, the path is too dangerous, and always leads the artist astray.  

 

 �For beauty, Phaedrus�mark me well�only beauty is both divine and visible at 

the same time, and thus it is the way of the senses, the way of the artist, little 

Phaedrus, to the spirit.  But do you suppose, my dear boy, that anyone could ever 

attain to wisdom and genuinely manly honor by taking a path to the spirit that 

leads through the senses?  Or do you rather suppose (I leave the decision entirely 

up to you) that this is a dangerously delightful path, really a path of error and sin 

that necessarily leads astray?  For you must know that we poets cannot walk the 

path of beauty without Eros joining our company and even making himself our 

leader� (60-61). 

 

 In the context of Death in Venice this Platonic dialogue is quite ironic.  Typical of 

this novella, there are several layers of irony.  Mann�s use of this dialogue is certainly 

ironic considering his emphasis on Nietzsche�s Birth of Tragedy and its perspective of 

Socrates as culprit.  Mann, as author, is not implying that the reader should look to Plato 

for answers, nor is he agreeing that the senses are too dangerous.  Aschenbach, on the 

other hand, does look to Plato for answers but he wants to pick and choose among the 

arguments.  He accepts Plato�s inference that physical beauty can lead to the 

apprehension of true beauty but he does not hear Plato say that this path ultimately leads 

to decadence until it is too late.  His interpretation of Plato is merely the latest failure of 

his Apollonian nature.   

The other person that Nietzsche holds accountable for the death of tragedy is the 

Greek dramatist Euripides.  In one of his more provocative unsupported claims, 

Nietzsche alleges that there were rumors in Athens that �Socrates used to help Euripides 

with his writing� (64).  Nietzsche sees Euripides as following in the footsteps of Socrates 

by eliminating mystery from tragedy.  Nietzsche particularly dislikes the use of prologues 

and epilogues, which Euripides uses to explain, to justify � to make more intelligible � 
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his dramas.  Euripides was also guilty of emasculating/hyper-masculinizing the chorus.  

He reduced the role of the chorus and thus eliminated the destabilizing element of the 

chorus.   

On the surface, this conflation of Euripides and Socrates seems quite odd.  

Several of Euripides� dramas are so full of horror and excess they seem to be the epitome 

of the Dionysian.  Nietzsche, however, contends that the issue is that everything in 

Euripides is calculated.  There is no sense of the drama emerging from the depths, no 

sense of organic origins, but purely the carefully calculated effort to evoke emotion.  This 

might be compared to soap operas today.  Nietzsche finds no integrity in the work of 

Euripides.  It has none of the strengths of the Apollonian epic or of Dionysian tragedy.  It 

is a very subtle yet profound distinction that Nietzsche makes when he discusses the 

�stimuli� of Euripidean tragedy: �These stimuli are cool, paradoxical thoughts rather than 

Apolline contemplations, fiery emotions rather than Dionysiac ecstasies � and these 

thoughts and emotions are highly realistic counterfeits, by no means immersed in the 

ether of art� (62).  For Nietzsche then, Euripides� dramas are too artificial to invigorate 

Greek art.  Rather than leading to healthy human expression they represent a rational 

approach to emotion and therefore the death of tragedy.   

Just as Mann incorporated Socrates/Plato into Death in Venice, he also 

incorporates the work of Euripides. The fate of Aschenbach is very similar to the fate of 

Pentheus in Euripides�s tragedy The Bacchae.  In a number of ways Death in Venice is 

patterned after The Bacchae.  Both works have a protagonist who denies Dionysus and 

both protagonists are first humiliated and then destroyed by Dionysus.  In The Bacchae, 

Dionysus returns to Thebes, his birthplace.  Dionysus was born from a liaison between 

Zeus and the mortal woman Semele.  When Hera, Zeus�s ever vigilant and justifiably 

suspicious wife finds out about her husband�s indiscretion, she dons a disguise and visits 

Semele.  During the visit she convinces Semele to ask Zeus to appear to her in his godly 

form knowing that no human can survive the unmediated sight of a god.  When Semele 

goes to Zeus, he tries to dissuade her, but he has already promised to do whatever Semele 

asks.  When he appears to her in all his glory the sight is too much for her earthly form 

and she is destroyed.  Zeus does manage to save the fetus and implants it into his thigh 

where the baby can come to term and be hidden from the jealous Hera. 

In The Bacchae, the people of Thebes do not believe that Semele had a 

relationship with Zeus and gave birth to a god, but that the story was concocted to cover a 

youthful dalliance.  Following his birth Dionysus lives in the East.  At the opening of The 

Bacchae he is just returning to Thebes.  This is significant for Death in Venice because 

just as Dionysus comes to Thebes from the East, Mann traces the cholera epidemic as 

coming from the East, and like Dionysus, the cholera epidemic leaves death and 

destruction in its wake.  In Thebes, Dionysus has driven all of the women into frenzy and 

they are living outside of town roaming the countryside.  Pentheus, the leader of Thebes, 

and a cousin of Dionysus, has vowed to put an end to the madness that has infected 

Thebes.  Pentheus does manage to briefly imprison Dionysus but soon comes under the 

god�s spell.  Pentheus wants to witness the women performing the rites of Dionysus.  

Dionysus gladly obliges but tells Pentheus that he must don the apparel of the maenads 

(the female cultists).  Although Pentheus initially balks at the suggestion that he dress 

like a woman, he soon complies.  Dionysus places Pentheus in a tree where he can see 

better and shortly after alerts the maenads to the presence of the interloper.  Under the 
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spell of the god, the women acquire super-human strength, enough to enable them to 

uproot the tree and literally tear Pentheus limb from limb.  Agave, the mother of 

Pentheus, is among the most vicious of the women.  As a trophy for her efforts she 

receives the head of Pentheus which she places on her thrysus, the sacred staff carried by 

the worshipers of Dionysus.  Still under the spell of Dionysus, and thinking she has the 

head of a mountain lion on her staff, she proudly processes into Thebes with the head of 

her son on display. 

The parallels with Death in Venice are quite obvious.  Both protagonists 

originally scorn Dionysus but eventually fall under his spell.  Both men are leaders whom 

others admire for their discipline and rational point of view.  But both men, in the course 

of the stories, become the very things they found disgusting.  Earlier in the play Pentheus 

berates his elderly grandfather and the blind seer Tiresias for dressing like the maenads. 

Toward the end of the play Pentheus becomes a follower of Dionysus in full regalia. 

Early in Death in Venice Aschenbach is horrified when he realizes that a person he sees 

with some young men is really an old man with dyed hair and make up.  By the end of 

the novella Aschenbach has become the elderly fop.  Ultimately, the protagonists of both 

stories are humiliated and die for their failure to acknowledge Dionysus. 

These three works, The Birth of Tragedy, The Phaedrus, and The Bacchae all 

wield a powerful influence on Mann�s story.  Each in its own way addresses what is 

healthy and what leads to decadence.  None of these stories really offer a solution or a 

guide to healthy art.  Likewise, Death in Venice offers no road map.  In all of these texts, 

the reader is left to ponder the ambiguities and forge a path as best one can.  Perhaps the 

closest Mann came to describing a theme in Death in Venice was in a letter to Carl Maria 

Weber dated July 4, 1920: �. . . passion as confusion and degradation was actually the 

subject matter of my story� (Extracts from Letters, 97).  This is, of course, a 

simplification, but it underlines the basic irony and ambiguity of the story.  Passion can 

be confusing and degrading, but in Death in Venice we see what happens when a person 

tries to eliminate passion from his life.  It is a human example of the law of physics that 

states that for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. Aschenbach�s life up 

to his meeting with Tadzio has been extremely Apollonian; therefore his swing to the 

Dionysian will be equally extreme. This is a book about the creative process and the 

importance of finding a balance between Apollo and Dionysus.  It does not, however, tell 

how to achieve this balance. 

 The importance of this work to Thomas Mann is evidenced by the degree to 

which he identified with Aschenbach.  Mann openly acknowledged that the novella was 

based on personal experience: �. . .  in Death in Venice nothing was invented.  The 

Traveller at the north cemetery in Munich, the gloomy Polesian ship, the old dandy, the 

suspicious gondolier, Tadzio and his family, the unsuccessful departure due to a mix-up 

with the luggage et cetera, et cetera � it was all there� (Extracts from Essays, 109).  But 

this novella is more than just a recounting of a personal experience.  I believe that Mann 

was writing about his fear was that he was overly Apollonian, that he repressed the 

sensual, and that if he did not find the proper balance he would end up like Aschenbach.  

I believe his experience in Venice gave him a glimpse of a possible future, one that he 

wanted to avoid.  After all, Mann was in his mid-thirties when he wrote this tale; we 

know that his protagonist is over fifty. 
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Mann was certainly concerned about health and decadence in his art.  In a letter 

he comments on a review of Death in Venice by the German poet Stephan George (1868-

1933): �George did say that in D. i. V. the highest is pulled down into the sphere of 

decay, and he is right� (Extracts from Letters, 98).  In this statement, Mann acknowledges 

that the Apollonian aspirations of Aschenbach are �the highest.�  These are truly good 

aspirations, but they are �pulled down into the sphere of decay.�  Mann is attempting to 

discern why this happens.  Ultimately he wants to discover how to keep his art vibrant 

and healthy.  Mann addresses this issue in his essay �On Myself:� �It is really a question 

of vitality whether or not one clears a critical hurdle . . .  whether one is capable of 

loosening up what has become tight,
4
 what has really taken on form, and keeping his 

productivity alive, of letting new content flow into it . . .� (Extracts from Essays, 111).  

That Aschenbach is unable to do this is best illustrated in the critical scene where 

Aschenbach decides that he must at least say hello to Tadzio.  Aschenbach realizes that 

he must somehow incorporate this �relationship� into the natural order of life.  The best 

way to do this would be to develop an acquaintance with the boy, but Aschenbach fails at 

his one attempt to even say hello to Tadzio.  Aschenbach has become so �tight� that he is 

unable to allow his fantasy to face the scrutiny of reality, a reality where Tadzio would 

become just another young boy instead of the embodiment of a god.  Mann realizes that 

the only way to keep art fresh is by being able to incorporate all aspects of life into art.  

The act of writing Death in Venice is an excellent example of this.  Surely Mann thought 

twice before writing such a revealing story of sexual attraction.  But in writing this story I 

believe he was able to exorcise the tension surrounding his experiences in Venice.  

Writing this novella was Mann�s equivalent of Aschenbach talking with Tadzio.  This 

was Mann�s attempt to keep his desires within the natural order.  Had he not written the 

story he may have obsessed over the experience much as Aschenbach did and met a 

similar fate.  Instead, Mann found a positive way to deal with his impulses and to keep 

his art healthy and invigorated.  
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TWO 
 

Death in Venice by Benjamin Britten 
�Death in Venice is everything that Peter and I have stood for� (Mitchell, 207, n.5). 

 

 

Brief biographical sketch 

 

 Benjamin Britten was born in Lowestoft, England, in 1913.  His musical talent 

was apparent at an early age and by the time he was 13 he was studying composition with 

English composer Frank Bridge.  Britten continued his studies at the Royal College of 

Music in London and graduated from there in 1933.  Although Britten wrote in most 

genres of classical music he is probably best known for his operas.  His first opera was 

Peter Grimes (1945), based on The Borough by English poet George Crabbe.  Most of 

Britten�s subsequent operas were based on works of literature, including the Herman 

Melville novella, Billy Budd (1951) and The Turn of the Screw (1954) by Henry James.  

Death in Venice (1973) is considered his last masterwork.  Benjamin Britten died in 

1976.    

 

Death in Venice: the opera 

 

An in-depth study of the first scene of the opera is the best way to begin exploring 

the compositional techniques and melodic materials Britten employs in Death in Venice.  

The first scene is crucial in establishing the character of Aschenbach and is one of the 

most complex scenes in the opera.  The Britten/Piper collaboration captures all the 

subtlety of the novella and is a wonderful example of word painting
5
 on the macro level.  

Britten is able to convey the Apollonian nature of Aschenbach with precision through an 

economic use of words and music.  This economy of resources reinforces the Apollonian 

nature of the protagonist at the beginning of the opera.  The first words are Aschenbach�s: 

�My mind beats on, my mind beats on, and no words come� (1).  In this sentence the 

listener is given the picture of a man driven by writer�s block.  The words are 

accompanied by a sort of frantic beating rhythm, first in one instrument, and then joined 

by another, and then a third.  Britten accompanies this opening line with a twelve note 

tone row, but this is not standard twelve-tone music.  Britten incorporates what John 

Evans describes as twelve-note structures (99).  These are portions of music that utilize a 

tone row, but the row does not become a repetitive unit as it does in twelve-tone music.  

That is, after the tone row has been stated one time, the row is not repeated nor are there 

any manipulations to the row.  The line �my mind beats on� becomes a refrain in this 

opening scene.  What is most important here is what these words reveal about 

Aschenbach.  �My mind beats on, my mind beats on . . .� the choice of words by Piper is 

extraordinary.  Do minds beat?  No.  What does beat?  Hearts!  From the very opening 

line we are given the portrayal of a man ruled by his intellect; he has totally repressed his 

emotions and feelings to the point where his mind beats instead of his heart.  The excerpt 

of the first scene below (see excerpt 1) shows this twelve-note structure of the opening 

line of the voice.   
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Excerpt 1: Twelve Note Structure 

 

The word painting of the accompaniment (reflecting the �beating� of his mind) is 

also obvious in this excerpt.  The pitches associated with these �beating� rhythms are 

quite interesting.  The first pitch is an F3
6
, which is joined by an Ab4.  The third pitch, a 

B5 set with a more intense rhythmic pattern, adds to the tension of the words.  If Britten 

had chosen a C this would have been an F minor triad.  If he had chosen a Db, this would 

have been a Db major chord.  His choice of a B creates a diminished chord with a tritone 

between the B and the F, which exacerbates the feeling of anxiety.  These �beating� 

pitches also anticipate the pitches of the vocal line: for example, the first �beating� pitch 

is F3 and the vocal line begins on F3 two beats later.  The same pattern follows for each 

vocal entrance on this first page.  Yet an even tighter relationship between pitches is 

evident on this page.  The first vocal entrance ends on G#3, and the second entrance 

begins on G#3.  This is what Eric Roseberry calls a �linkage technique,� where the 

pitches from the end of one section are carried over to the beginning of the next section 

(86).  Roseberry describes this as �one of the most natural and comprehensible means of 

continuity available to the composer� (86).  This pattern continues for the third vocal 
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entrance.  It is quite remarkable that all of this occurs in the first four measures of the 

opera.  This opening portends the tight construction that will pervade the entire opera.  

Britten and Piper have collaborated to reflect a very Apollonian beginning to the opera.  

We are given a sonic portrait of a man whose art is no longer vibrant or even healthy, a 

man whose art is withering and is in need of sustenance. 

 The next entrance of the vocal line (at rehearsal 1, see Excerpt 2) continues this 

ultra-rational presentation of the melodic material.  Here again a twelve-note structure is 

presented in three phrases with the melodic linkage between entrances continuing as in 

the opening vocal line.  At first glance this second entrance of the vocal line appears to be 

a retrograde of the opening structure.  Upon further examination it becomes obvious that 

it is not quite a retrograde, but it is an exact inversion of the opening melody.
7
  Once 

again, the �beating� rhythm anticipates the pitch of each of the three phrases.  This 

section is followed by a verbatim repetition of the opening of the opera, which 

emphasizes the sense of balance and the Apollonian nature of Aschenbach in this early 

material.    

 

 
 

Excerpt 2: Inversion of the 12 Note Structure 

 

The music at rehearsal 3 is in great contrast to the music that has preceded it.  

Rather than being a twelve-note structure rehearsal 3 focuses on one pitch, an E.  This is 

the first section of the opera that has a key signature, E major.  John Evans calls this 

section Aschenbach�s �identity� aria (102).  The protagonist sings of his reputation: �I 
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Aschenbach, famous as master writer, successful, honored, self-discipline my strength . . 

.� (3).  This boldly stated text has musical accompaniment that mostly reflects the 

confidence of this proclamation.  There is, however, dissonance that subtly creeps in and 

causes the listener to question just how confident Aschenbach is.  This dissonance is 

introduced by the addition of a D#4 a ninth below the E5 of the melody.  The dissonance 

is not pronounced but it is noticeable, and perhaps reflects the decay that has begun to 

fester in Aschenbach�s art.  The apparent bravado of this �identity� aria is followed by a 

return, for the third time, to the opening twelve-note structure which by this time has 

become almost a ritornello.
8
 This recapitulation confirms the listener�s doubts about 

Aschenbach�s confidence and the health of his art. 

 Piper�s libretto continues the exposition of Aschenbach�s philosophy.  In spite of 

his current dilemma Aschenbach tries to bolster his perspective on life and art, hoping to 

revive his flagging principles: �I reject the words called forth by passion.  I suspect the 

easy judgement (sic) of the heart.�  But he is unable to find solace in his convictions: 

�Now passion itself has left me and delight in fastidious choice� (4-5).  These words help 

paint a picture of a man who has relied on the intellect and has eschewed the emotions, a 

man who has exhausted his creative resources and does not know where to turn.  

The inclusion of the word �passion� in the above quotation may seem 

contradictory to the rationalistic portrait that has been presented, but in actuality, it is a 

good example of the difficulty of viewing Apollo and Dionysus as opposites.  In the first 

use of the word, �I reject the words called forth by passion,� Aschenbach is referring to 

Dionysian passion, related to the emotions.  In the second instance, �now passion has left 

me,� he is referring to the Apollonian passion he formerly experienced in his rationalistic 

work.    

The accompaniment of these words is what might be termed a canonic ostinato.
9
  

One could say that it begins in medias res, in the middle of things, in that the treble clef 

of the piano starts on what I consider the end of the ostinato figure.  I see the figure 

beginning in the bass on an E2 (at rehearsal 6, see Excerpt 3) and continuing in an 

ascending whole tone scale.  The right hand begins this pattern at one measure after 

rehearsal 6 on E4.  The canon at the octave continues until three before 7 in the left hand, 

and two before 7 in the right hand.  It should be noted that this section also creates a 

twelve-note structure by using complementary whole tone scales.
10

  Britten uses 

complementary whole tone structures several times in the opera, possibly to indicate a 

conflict of opposing forces such as: Apollo and Dionysus, health and decadence, or any 

of a number of other apparent opposites.  Rehearsal 7, like rehearsal 1, (see Excerpt 2) is 

an inversion of the original twelve-note structure.  Rehearsal 7 is the last appearance of 

this type of tightly organized twelve-note structure in the opera.  It is somewhat peculiar 

that Britten discards this technique so early in the opera; we are within the first four 

minutes of the opera.  Perhaps he feels that this structure has served its purpose of 

delineating Aschenbach�s predilection for the rational, the ordered, and the balanced in 

his life. 
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Excerpt 3: Ostinato Pattern 

 

There is a recurring figure in these first five pages of the piano/vocal score that 

has not been mentioned yet.  It is a descending and ascending scalar passage in the harp 

(see Excerpt 1, measure 5 ff.).  The top note fluctuates between an E6 and an Eb6, and 

the trombone has a tremolo
11

 between these two pitches (written as E4 and D#4) which 

sometimes begins on the E4 and sometimes begins on the D#4.  The scalar passage in the 

harp is difficult to analyze.  The passage begins on E6 and descends to D6 and C6.  The 

notes of the �beating� diminished chord follow these three notes: B5, Ab5, and F5. The 

�beating� rhythm that begins the opera continues during this harp interlude.  This series of 

notes continues through the next octave.  The ascending part of the scale begins on C4, 

but is followed by Db4, Eb4, and then the F4, Ab4, B4 of the diminished chord.  This 

series of notes also continues through the next octave.  This scalar pattern repeats two 

more times in the interlude. 

 After the second twelve-note structure (�Taxing, tiring . . .� excerpt 2), there is 

another interlude.  The piano replaces the harp, and the tuba replaces the trombone.  The 

scalar pattern is now ascending and descending, which is appropriate considering that this 

section is an inversion of the opening of the opera.  The top note of the piano fluctuates 

between an A4 and an Ab4.  The tuba has a tremolo between an E2 and an F2.  The piano 

begins and ends its patterns on these two pitches.  This interlude is followed by the third 

twelve-note structure (rehearsal 2), which leads into Aschenbach�s �identity� aria.   



 

 19

The conflict between the notes E and F continues in this aria.  The vocal part at 

rehearsal 3 consists of the note E5 for seven measures.  At two before rehearsal 4 it 

begins to alternate with an F5, and at rehearsal 4 the score changes key signatures from E 

major to F major.  As the opera progresses Britten uses the alternation of half steps to 

create ambiguity and tension.  I interpret this half step alternation as a reflection of the 

conflict between Apollo and Dionysus.  The interval of a half step is pivotal in Western 

music.  It is the difference between a major chord and a minor chord.  It is the difference 

between a perfect octave and a major seventh or a minor second.  A half step is a very 

small difference between two pitches that causes an extreme change.  I believe this points 

once again to the fact that Apollo and Dionysus have much in common, but the small 

portion that is different is significant. There is one more example of complementary 

whole tone scales in this opening scene.   

 
Excerpt 4: Complementary Whole Tone Scales 
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At rehearsal 9 (see Excerpt 4, p. 19) Aschenbach has wandered into a cemetery.  

He notices the words written on the façade of the chapel.  An off-stage chorus of men 

sings the words: �They enter into the house of the Lord� (7).  The pitches of the text 

consist of the whole-tone scale that begins on F3.  A cluster of all the tones of this whole 

tone scale accompanies the last pitch that the chorus sings. After a brief comment by 

Aschenbach, an off-stage chorus of women sings more words from the façade of the 

chapel: �May light everlasting shine upon them� (7).  The pitches of this text consist of 

the whole-tone scale that begins on E5.  A cluster of all the tones of this whole tone scale 

accompanies their last pitch. This is a more explicit example of a twelve-note structure 

derived from complementary whole-tone scales.  These complementary scales once again 

emphasize the idea of opposing forces.  This idea is strengthened by the contrast between 

the use of male voices in the first example and female voices in the second example.  The 

melody of the women�s chorus is basically an inversion of the men�s melody, and we also 

see the interval of a half step acting as focal point in this example of complementary 

whole tone scales.  

 All of the preceding examples from Death in Venice occur in the first four 

minutes of the opera.  Britten and Piper waste no time establishing Aschenbach�s 

Apollonian characteristics.  With these characteristics firmly established they can spend 

the rest of the opera depicting the descent of this once great man into the Dionysian 

abyss.  (See Figure 1 for a summary diagram of this opening portion of the opera.) 

 

Opening of opera: 12-note structure--alternating notes E and D# (9 measures).   

See Excerpt 1. 

 

Rehearsal 1: Inversion of the original 12-note structure--alternating notes E and F  

(9 measures).  See Excerpt 2. 

 

Rehearsal 2: Slight variation of original 12-note structure--no alternating notes  

(4 measures). 

 

Rehearsal 3 and 4: Aschenbach�s identity aria (21 measures).  See Excerpt 3  

for a portion of this. 

 

Rehearsal 5: Slight variation of the original 12-note structure--alternating notes  

E and D# (8 measures). 

 

Rehearsal 6: Return to Aschenbach�s identity aria (9 measures). 

 

Rehearsal 7: Inversion of the original 12-note structure--alternating notes E and F  

(8 measures). 

 

Figure 1 

 

Summary of the Opening of Death in Venice through Rehearsal 8 
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Britten�s use of melodic themes in Death in Venice 
 

While the first portion of the opera emphasizes compositional elements like 

twelve-note structures and ostinatos, the remainder of the opera emphasizes the use 

melodies or motifs to describe the fate of the protagonist.  It is almost misleading to talk 

of themes; not because there are none � there are many � but because the idea of a theme 

is generally relegated to a melody, and melody is only one aspect of a theme that Britten 

employs.  Britten�s themes would be best compared to flavors.  Britten can evoke a 

person, place, or concept by merely providing a whiff of the theme.   The themes conjure 

a mood and each mood can be evoked by a variety of things: the shape of the melody, a 

leap at a certain place, a particular tonality, a timbre, even the tessitura can evoke a 

theme.
12

  This gives Britten the ability to portray Aschenbach�s inner turmoil and the 

subtleties of the novella without resorting to heavy-handed Wagnerian leitmotifs.  The 

following primary themes are used extensively in the opera.  They often change in subtle 

and not so subtle ways to reflect Aschenbach�s mental state. 

 

1. Plague theme 

2. Death theme 

3. Serenissima and Barcarolle theme 

4. Tadzio�s theme  

5. View theme   

6. Name theme 

7. Yearning theme 

8. Love theme 

 

The following secondary themes are used to convey meaning or identify characters in the 

opera. They typically alert the listener to the presence of a particular character or 

emotion.  These themes are not used as extensively as the primary themes, nor do they 

typically reflect Aschenbach�s mental state. 

   

1. Aschenbach�s theme 

2. The hotel manager�s theme 

3. Lady with the pearls theme 

4. Strawberry seller�s theme 

5. Children at play theme 

6. Apollo�s theme 

 

 

 

 

Primary Themes: 

 

 The �plague� theme 
One of the most important themes of the opera is the so-called �plague� theme.  

Although we have no way of recognizing it at the time, this theme appears in the opening 

scene and is the first thing the Traveller (sic) sings (see Excerpt 5) to the words �Marvels 
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unfold!�  The Traveller is the first of the Dionysus/death figures to appear in the opera.  

Having him introduce the plague theme is certainly appropriate.  His sudden presence 

infects Aschenbach with the longing to travel that will lead him to Venice and to his 

death.  Each of the Dionysus/death figures will evoke or in some way be associated with 

this theme.    

 
 

Excerpt 5: Plague Theme #1 

 

Approximately twenty-five measures later, between rehearsal 17 and 18 (see 

Excerpt 6), the plague theme appears three times.  The listener still has no way of 

associating this theme with the plague, but Britten is bringing the melody and rhythm to 

our attention.  Each time the theme appears in this excerpt it uses the same words, 

�Marvels unfold.�  Each iteration also uses the same pitch classes, but in a different order 

and with octave displacement.  This has the effect of creating a loose association with the 

rhythm and the melody without being too specific.  Eventually the listener will associate 

any approximation of this melody or rhythm with the plague.   
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Excerpt 6: Plague Theme #2 

 

Peter Evans, in his article �Synopsis: the story, the music not excluded,� discusses 

this theme in the context of other themes used in the opera.  He sees the four notes of the 

plague theme as containing the basic intervals for most of the other themes: �In this one 

figure, containing within a major third a minor third (a recurrent Britten symbol of the 

�canker�) and both tone and semitone steps, are the seeds of innumerable later 
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developments� (77).  Excerpt seven, reproduced below from Evans�s article, illustrates 

his point regarding the connection between the plague theme with other themes from the 

opera.    

 
 

Excerpt 7: Peter Evans� Diagram of Plague Theme 

 

 It is not merely the tones that evoke this theme.  Later in the first act, Britten 

begins to associate low pitches with danger, decadence, and the undiagnosed problem in 

Venice.  Before Aschenbach is totally in the thrall of Dionysus, he realizes that Venice is 

too dangerous for him.  He is not sure what the problem is, but he realizes that he must 

leave.  As he prepares to leave, the hotel manager (a Dionysus/death figure) says to him, 

�We shall be sorry to lose you, but of course if the Signore has reasons then he must go� 

(103).  Ominous sounding sustained low notes in the strings punctuate these last words. 

These low notes emphasize the danger in the �reasons� he must go.  A similar example 

occurs at the end of the first act when Aschenbach finally acknowledges his feelings 

toward Tadzio.  The last words of the act are, �I love you� (159).  These words are 
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mostly unaccompanied, except for two very low pitches in the horn and double bass.  

Again, these low pitches emphasize the doom that awaits Aschenbach.       

It is in the second act that Britten brings the low tessitura and the plague theme 

together.  In this way, the danger of Venice can be implied by melody, tessitura, 

instrument (tuba) or even by the rhythm of consecutive half notes (the rhythm of the 

original �Marvels unfold!� melody).  An excellent example of this is at rehearsal 196.  In 

this scene Aschenbach is getting a haircut from the barber � another Dionysus/death 

figure.  Aschenbach is making veiled inquiries in an effort to determine the health risk in 

Venice.  He remarks that he hears less German being spoken, implying that there are 

fewer Germans in Venice than usual.  The barber responds that Germans are always very 

careful, then changes the subject.  But note the addition of the tuba at rehearsal 196 (see 

Excerpt 8).  It plays only two pitches.  They are not the first interval of the plague theme 

(a major second), but they are half notes and are played in the lower range of the 

orchestration.  This is enough of a �whiff� of the plague theme to let the listener know the 

real topic of conversation. 

 
 

Excerpt 8: Plague Theme #3 

 

About thirty measures later in the same scene, the barber asks if Aschenbach fears the 

sickness.  At this point tessitura and melody come together when the tuba plays the same 

pitches as the original �Marvels unfold!� melody one measure after rehearsal 198.  (See 

Excerpt 9.)   
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Excerpt 9: Plague Theme #4 

 

Another example of the many guises of the plague theme occurs when the 

strolling musicians entertain at the hotel.  Aschenbach takes the leader of the musicians 

aside and questions him regarding the health of Venice.  In Excerpt 10 the sequential 

statements of the theme are not in the low range and they are not half notes, but the 

pitches are there and so are the disastrous implications. 
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Excerpt 10: Plague Theme #5 
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 The plague theme reaches its denouement in the scene with the travel agent who 

explicitly describes the encroaching cholera to Aschenbach.  It is somewhat surprising 

that the travel agent is not a Dionysus/death figure.  Although he is the one who finally 

tells Aschenbach the truth regarding the plague, in neither the novella nor the opera is the 

he related by the usual means to the Dionysus/death figures.  He does not have any of the 

characteristics Mann gives these figures in the novella and he is not played by the singer 

who portrays these figures in the opera.  Mann makes the travel agent a foil for the 

Dionysus/death figures.  Where they are described as foreigners, generally from the 

south, the travel agent is from the England.  Mann describes him as a �wool clad Briton, 

still young, his hair parted in the middle and eyes set close together, possessed of that 

steady, trustworthy bearing that stands out as so foreign and so remarkable among the 

roguishly nimble southerners� (53).  The travel agent is not described in the opera.  When 

Aschenbach asks him about the plague the travel agent first tries to cover up the problem, 

but when Aschenbach asks him for the truth the man then describes the path of the 

plague.  The travel agent�s speech is accompanied by the plague theme.  In fact the 

accompanying melody is nearly an exact duplication of the melody sung by the Traveller 

who introduced the plague theme in the first scene of the opera.  (See Excerpt 11, p. 29) 

 These examples of the plague theme highlight Britten�s masterful handling of 

leitmotifs in this opera.  He carefully builds broad melodic associations with people 

andideas throughout the opera.  The flexibility with which he can invoke the leitmotifs 

allows for great subtlety in their use and creates a palpable sense of depth in this opera.  It 

is not just with the plague theme that this skill occurs; every major theme undergoes 

transformations that illuminate the health or the decadence of the related person or idea. 

 

 Death theme 

Another important function of a leitmotif in this opera is to connect the Dionysus/death 

figures in their various guises.  In a transcript of a conversation broadcast on the 

Metropolitan Opera Radio Network, Steuart Bedford calls this the �death� theme because 

it is sung by all of these figures.  The death theme is characterized by a descending 

melody with a leap at the end of most phrases.  As is typical with these themes, Britten is 

very lax with exact intervals.  Often the leap is less than an octave but occasionally other 

it is more.  This inconsistency gives Britten the freedom to merely hint at the theme 

without actually stating it.  Britten prepares the listener for this melody by subtly 

introducing it in the tympani at rehearsal 13.  This is the moment in the opera when 

Aschenbach first spies the Traveller.  As with the plague theme, Britten foreshadows this 

melody before we are able to make any associations with it. The Traveller is the first of 

the Dionysus/death figures to sing this melody.  He sings it to the words, �No boundaries 

hold you, go travel to the south.�  (See Excerpt 12, p. 30) 
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   Excerpt 11: Plague Theme #6
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Excerpt 12: Death Theme: Traveller 

 

Excerpt 13 on page 31 is the rendition of this melody sung by the Elderly Fop.  Excerpt 

14 is the melody sung by the Old Gondolier. 

 It is easily seen that this melody links each of these characters.  Like the 

other leitmotifs discussed there is much flexibility in this melody from character to 

character.  What remains constant is the basic shape of the melody, the descending line 

with a leap at the end.  There are numerous other examples of this �death� theme 

interspersed throughout the work with the final instance coming at the end of the opera.  

Aschenbach sees the luggage of Tadzio and his family in the lobby of the hotel and 

realizes that they are about to leave.  The Hotel Manager speaks to Aschenbach in words 

that have ironic undertones: �Yes, Signor Aschenbach, the season comes to an end, our 

work is nearly done.  No doubt the Signore will be leaving us soon� (259-260).  This 

exchange immediately precedes Aschenbach�s death on the beach.  As seen in Excerpt 15 

below, this last sentence quoted is sung to the �death� motif.  In fact, the directions in the 

score, �Rhythmic (as in Scene 1)� at rehearsal 319 are an indication of the connection to 

the original �death� theme.  Keep in mind that the Traveller sings the melodic line in 

scene 1; in this scene it is the hotel manager. 
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Excerpt 13: Death Theme: Elderly Fop 



 

 32

   Excerpt 14: Death Theme: Gondolier 

 
   Excerpt 15: Death Theme: Hotel Manager 
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 Serenissima theme 

 

It should be pointed out again that all of the elements discussed thus far have their 

origins in the opening scene of the opera.  It is in the first moments of the second scene 

that another permutation of the �Marvels unfold� or �plague� theme appears; this is the 

�Serenissima� motif.  Serenissima is an appellation often associated with Venice, 

connoting �the most serene,� �the noblest,� or �the most illustrious.�  This theme adds 

one more element to Britten�s palette of ways to utilize and evoke a theme, and that is by 

harmonic implications.  As seen in Excerpt 16 below, the tune is sung by a chorus of 

youths in three-part harmony.   

 
 

Excerpt 16: Serenissima Theme #1  

 

Britten uses the harmony associated with this tune to evoke thoughts of the 

noblest, the most illustrious, the most serene Venice, which surely becomes ironic as the 

opera progresses.  This theme becomes the foundation of a barcarole that recurs 

throughout the opera.  The barcarole is interesting because of the complexity of feelings 

it arouses.  Its first appearance is what one usually associates with a barcarole: something 

like a rocking water lullaby.  But Britten puts this in a shifting meter between 5/4, 4/4, 

and 6/4, which adds a kind of loping quality to the melody.  While this is pleasant enough 

and is probably intended as a realistic depiction of a boat ride, it is slightly unsettling, 

even in its first appearance. (See Excerpt 17.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 34

 

 

 
Excerpt 17: Serenissima Theme #2 

 

 

This barcarole returns whenever Aschenbach travels by gondola.  It is a theme 

that undergoes transformation to reflect Aschenbach�s mental and emotional condition.  It 

becomes a sonic portrayal of his state of mind, which is another way that Britten is able 

to bring the inner dialogue of Mann�s novella to the stage.  Excerpt 18 is an example of 

how the barcarole has changed by the end of the opera.  Aschenbach has just received his 

�makeover� by the barber and he takes the gondola from the hotel to Venice proper.  The 

tempo of Excerpt 10 is quarter note equals 56.  In Excerpt 18, the tempo is half note 

equals 80, considerably more than twice as fast as the original tempo.  Aschenbach�s state 

of frenzy is reflected in the tempo, the rhythm, and the orchestration of this selection. 

Excerpt 18 also makes it easy to see the connection between the barcarole theme and the 

Serenissima theme.  The right hand of the piano part at rehearsal 299 is a transposition of 

the harmony of the Serenissima theme in Excerpt 16. 
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Excerpt 18: Serenissima Theme #3 

 

 Tadzio�s theme 

 

 All of the themes discussed so far have been derived in one way or another from 

the �Marvels unfold�/plague theme.  Peter Evans remarks that this music �is clearly 

among Britten�s most economical in texture . . .  it is this unremitting concentration upon 

certain fundamental note-shapes which gives to the opera that sense of mounting 

obsession which so faithfully mirrors the original story� (76).  The theme associated with 

Tadzio, however, is completely different from anything that has come before in the opera.  

In his article �An introduction in the shape of a memoir,� Donald Mitchell (who was 

Britten�s friend and publisher) recalls a conversation he had with Britten regarding 

Tadzio�s theme: 

 

Here, Britten told me, he had brought his composition sketch to the point of 

Tadzio�s first entry without, it seems, any clear idea of what the boy�s musical 
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profile � his distinguishing theme � was to be.  He put down his pen (or pencil, 

rather) and did not resume work on the opera until the next day.  As soon as he 

recommenced composing, the theme came to him.  . . .   What was surprising, and 

at the same time a tribute to the methodology of the composer�s unconscious, was 

the character and special properties of the theme itself, which, to quote Britten�s 

own words, �used up the notes that had been left unused the night before� (3).  

 

This description perfectly fits the necessary alterity of Tadzio and his music; it must have 

this quality of �otherness.�  It is especially surprising and appropriate that the melody 

should turn out to be pentatonic in nature.  This gives his theme an exotic sound, and is a 

perfect corollary for the myth of Dionysus as recounted by Euripides in The Bacchae. 

According to the myth, Dionysus travels to Thebes from the East, bringing a trail of 

devastation in his wake.  That Dionysus comes from the East was an aspect that did not 

escape Mann�s attention.  This detail of the myth intertwined perfectly with Mann�s 

research regarding the plague.  In his working notes for Death in Venice, he gives a 

detailed account of the origin and the path of the plague that ravages Venice (Working 

Notes, 83-87).  The path begins in the East and wends its way to Italy, and like Dionysus, 

it leaves devastation in its wake.   

The other important aspect is that the Tadzio theme is often played on the 

vibraphone.  This connection associates the sound of the vibraphone with Tadzio in the 

listener�s mind (see Excerpt 19).  From here on in the opera Tadzio can be evoked by an 

exotic sounding scale or by an exotic sounding instrument.  Britten is able to use this with 

subtlety.  When Tadzio is physically present the vibraphone is as well.  The vibraphone 

might play or hint at a pentatonic melody, but sometimes merely a note or chord on the 

vibraphone evokes his presence.  The appearance of his melody when played by other 

instruments can denote any number of things.  It is often used to show that Aschenbach is 

thinking of Tadzio, or it might indicate the influence that Tadzio wields over the mis-en-

scène, in the sense that Tadzio is the center of attention not just for Aschenbach, but for 

everyone connected to the drama.    

 
Excerpt 19: Tadzio�s Theme 
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 The �View� theme 

 

 The �view� theme is a lush, post-romantic theme that personifies the beauty of 

Venice.  This theme really stands out, especially in its first appearance at rehearsal 

number 59 (see Excerpt 20).  Its tonality and legato dreaminess give it an echo of 

Impressionism.    

 
Excerpt 20: View Theme #1 

 

Mitchell recounts that the theme in Excerpt 20, the �view� theme, came to Britten very 

early in the compositional process.  �This particular theme, Britten said, came to him as it 

were quite out of the blue and virtually in its entirety, and he hastily jotted it down (�on 

the back of an envelope�) when he was travelling through France with the Pipers in 

January 1971� (3).  Britten also remarked to Mitchell that it was unusual for an idea that 

comes so early and so completely in the process to be used in the final composition.  The 

view theme was a notable exception to this rule.  In the course of the opera Britten uses 

this theme to portray the ambiguity of Venice.  Venice is beautiful, but it is crumbling 

into the sea.  Venice is beautiful, but it is being ravaged by the plague.  Venice is 

beautiful, but not far beneath the surface is death and decay.  The view theme reflects this 

ambiguity.  The lushness of its initial entrance is totally absent later in the opera.  When 

the view theme returns just after rehearsal number 288 (see Excerpt 21), it, like 

Aschenbach, is totally debilitated.  The lushness and grandeur are replaced with 

dissonance.  
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Excerpt 21: View Theme #2 

 

A connection could be made between the health/decay of Venice and the health/decay of 

Aschenbach�s art.  Like Venice, his art is beautiful on the surface, but the surface is a thin 

veneer that conceals decadence.  As Aschenbach watches Tadzio express his hatred of the 

Russian family, the protagonist comments, �There is a dark side even to perfection� (82).  

Little does Aschenbach know how much his words apply to himself. 

 Although Britten doesn�t make much of this, Mann portrays Tadzio as an echo of 

Venice.  While Tadzio is beautiful on the surface, Aschenbach notes that not all is well. 

In the novella Aschenbach notices that Tadzio�s teeth look pale and brittle, which he 

interprets as a possible sign of illness.  Aschenbach muses, �He is very sensitive, he is 

sickly . . . He will probably not live long� (29).  Tadzio is the human embodiment of 

Venice, beautiful on the surface, but just below there is decay.  Tadzio is likewise the 

personification of Aschenbach in the latter�s quest for artistic purification with his 

irrevocable deterioration to chaos.  

 

 The �Name� theme 

 

 The theme that is associated with Tadzio�s name plays an important part in the 

opera.  Early in the opera (and the novella) Aschenbach does not know what this 

beautiful young boy�s name is.  He hears people call to the boy, but Aschenbach cannot 
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figure out what they are calling him.  At first what he hears sounds like �Adziù.�  The 

name is transformed by Britten into a two-note motif with the pitches a major sixth apart.  

It is interesting to note that this two-note motif appears earlier in the opera, before any 

association with Tadzio�s name has been made.  This is similar to the way Britten 

introduced the �plague� theme.  He plants these melodies into the listener�s ear and then 

creates the context. The name itself does not appear with the melody until rehearsal 

figure 91 (see Excerpt 22).  Half of the women�s chorus is singing �Ad-ziu�, and the 

other half is singing �Ah-oo.�   

 
 

Excerpt 22: Name Theme 

 

One might be tempted to discount this proliferation of names to a simple false hearing of 

the boy�s name, but I contend that the significance goes beyond that.  Even after 

Aschenbach discovers the boy�s name this �Ah-oo� reappears � and it reappears at two 

critical moments of the opera.  The first is when Aschenbach dreams of the confrontation 

between Apollo and Dionysus at rehearsal 280.  After Dionysus is triumphant over 
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Apollo the chorus chants a polyphonic �Aa-oo� in four-part harmony.  After six measures 

of polyphony the singing merges into twenty measures of homophony on this chant.  The 

second time the name appears is during Aschenbach�s death scene at rehearsal 324.  This 

time it is back to the two forms, �Ah-oo� and �Ad-ziu.�  The indications in the score 

emphasize Tadzio�s role as a god-like figure.  As the chorus sings �Ah-oo� and �Ad-ziu� 

the score directions read, �At a clear beckon from Tadzio, Aschenbach slumps in his 

chair� (263-264).  This marks the death of Aschenbach and Tadzio�s role is etched 

clearly with Mercury as the summoner of souls. 

This profusion of names is somewhat problematic.  The formal name is Thaddeus; 

Tadzio and Tadziu are diminutives.  A comparison could be made between the formal 

name Richard and the diminutives Richie, Rick, Dick. The reason for the emphasis on 

�Aa-oo� is still unclear.   It is possible that �Aa-oo� evokes the essence of Dionysus.  

Perhaps it is supposed to be an archetypal name of the god, and Tadzio is the current 

manifestation of the eternal.  The same thing happens in the novella; Mann continues to 

use the appellation �Aa-oo.�  In the opera, the cries of the gondoliers seem to stem from 

this cry as well.  The cries are spelled Aou� and are pronounced �Aa-oo.�  They generally 

encompass a rising interval of a minor third.  The �Aa-oo� sounds are also a rising 

interval, generally a perfect fifth or a major sixth.  The predominant effect is that the 

sound of Aa-oo, whether it be Tadzio�s name (in the form Tadziu), the call of the 

gondoliers, or the generic Aa-oo creates a call that echoes through the opera.  Britten 

seems to use that sound as a way of indicating the constant presence of Dionysus in 

Venice. 

   

 Yearning Theme 

 

A theme that has not been discussed yet is what Peter Evans calls the �yearning� 

theme (81).  This theme appears after the Games of Apollo when Aschenbach tries to 

speak to Tadzio but is unable to bring himself to do it.  The accompanying lyrics are, �So 

longing passes back and forth between life and the mind� (157-158).  The lyrics, full of 

implication, could be seen as a summary of the Aschenbach�s recently sung hymn of 

ecstasy: �When thought becomes feeling . . . When the mind bows low before beauty . . . 

When genius leaves contemplation for one moment of reality . . .� (153-155).  We see 

Aschenbach torn between the realms of Apollo and Dionysus: �So longing passes back 

and forth between life and the mind� captures his dilemma perfectly.  The idea of putting 

�the mind� in opposition to �life� underscores the sterility of Aschenbach�s reliance on 

rationality.   

In Act II the �yearning� theme becomes a passacaglia (a continuously repeating 

melody) that reflects Aschenbach�s obsession with Tadzio.  In his frenzy Aschenbach 

stalks Tadzio throughout Venice: �And now I cannot let them out of my sight, daily I 

watch and wander� (179).  The �yearning� passacaglia is interrupted whenever the family 

comes upon a new scene.  When they stop at a café the passacaglia is replaced by the 

music of the little band playing in the café, but as soon as they leave the passacaglia 

begins again.  The music is interrupted by the Kyrie when they enter St. Mark�s Cathedral 

for church, but begins again when they leave church.  Up to this point Aschenbach has 

maintained a certain level of decorum; he has been concerned that someone might notice 

his interest in the boy.  But now he has no thought of being discreet: �. . . I am past all 
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fear, blind to danger, drunken, powerless, sunk in the bliss of madness� (192).  All of this 

is accompanied by the obsessive passacaglia of the �yearning� theme. 

 

 

Secondary Themes 

 

The secondary themes are melodies that identify characters.  They alert the 

listener to the coming and going of the actors on stage.  They do occasionally reflect 

something about the state of mind of the character, but generally they merely identify 

them.  Aschenbach�s theme is the most important of these.  This is his identity aria where 

he boasts of his accomplishments: �I Aschenbach, famous as a master writer, successful, 

honoured, self-discipline my strength . . .� (3).  There are times when other characters in 

the opera address him and they will paraphrase this theme.  This theme does reflect 

Aschenbach�s mental state when at the end of the opera he cannot even sing his identity 

aria.   

The other secondary theme that goes beyond merely identifying a character is 

Apollo�s theme.  If the �Aa-oo� name theme indicates the presence of Dionysus in the 

opera, Apollo�s theme heralds his presence in the opera.  This theme is another example 

of how Britten uses elements besides melody to evoke a person or concept.  The part of 

Apollo is sung by a counter-tenor, distinguishing its character.  A counter-tenor is a very 

high male voice.  The male singer is actually singing in the range of a female voice.  The 

use of the counter-tenor, like the use of dancers, is another stroke of genius by Britten.  

The ethereal quality of the voice is a form of word painting; it evokes the other-worldly, 

refined, detached, quality associated with Apollo.  The voice, like the god, is not earth-

bound.  The voice is not associated with passions, emotions, or human toil, but with the 

rational, objective world of the god of reason and light.  A certain amount of 

verisimilitude is created when Britten bases Apollo�s melody on an ancient hymn to 

Apollo.  The melody is based on the First Delphic Hymn, an ancient Greek melody 

dating from the second century B.C.E.  In his article, �The Venice sketchbook,� Colin 

Matthews describes the contents of the sketchbook Britten used while composing Death 

in Venice.  One excerpt provided by Matthews is a page where Britten had notated this 

hymn to Apollo (63). 

The other secondary themes Britten employs are: hotel manager�s theme, Lady 

with the pearls theme, Strawberry seller�s theme, and the Children at play theme.  All of 

these themes are an audio cue for the listener to know who is on stage.  They act as more 

traditional leitmotifs.  The two that are the most important are the Lady with the pearls 

(Tadzio�s mother) and the hotel manager�s theme.  It may seem odd that the hotel 

manager should have another theme.  Being a Dionysus/death figure he has the �death� 

theme to sing but his role as ring leader in Aschenbach�s descent gives him an expanded 

role.  The other death figures make brief appearances then disappear but the hotel 

manager is a presence throughout Aschenbach�s stay in Venice. 

The primary and secondary themes discussed in this section have a role in 

portraying Aschenbach�s inner world.  Each theme, especially the primary themes, is a 

mirror held up to Aschenbach�s psyche to reflect his turmoil.  It is through these themes 

that the devastation of a life out of balance is revealed to us. It is through the use of 

themes that Britten is able to achieve what Mann achieved with inner dialogue.  The 



 

 42

differences between the novella and opera are many; yet they express the same point of 

view.  Each of them goes beyond the fate of a single human being to explore the balance 

between thought and feeling, between structure and chaos, between the realms of Apollo 

and Dionysus; the subject matter is the human condition.  

 

 

Comparison of the Novella and the Opera 

 

The use of dancers and percussion 

Britten�s use of dancers to portray Tadzio and his family is certainly different than 

the novella and it is also quite unusual for an opera.  This use of dancers is a good 

example of Britten taking a very different approach but achieving the same ends as 

Mann.  Both men wanted to stress the lack of communication between Aschenbach and 

Tadzio and his family.  For Mann it was simple; he merely gave them no dialogue.  

Britten�s depiction was far more problematic.  The use of dancers was a stroke of genius 

that allowed Tadzio and his family to be an expressive force on stage while reinforcing 

the distance and the lack of communication between them and Aschenbach.  Along with 

this use of dancers is the fact that Britten accompanies much of the activity of the dancers 

with gamelan-like instrumentation.  Besides timpani, the score calls for five 

percussionists playing a battery of percussion instruments: 

2 side drums, 2 tenor drums, 2 bass drums (1 large), 3 tomtoms, 3 Chinese 

drums, small drum, tuned drum, pair cymbals, 2 suspended cymbals, pair 

small cymbals, tambourine, wood blocks, triangle, 2 whips (large and 

small), 2 tuned gongs, 2 tamtams (large and small), wind-machine, bells, 

bell-tree, crotales, vibraphone, 2 glockenspiels, 2 xylophones (1 small) 

marimba 

 

In this way, the dancers are separated from Aschenbach by their music as well as their 

use of movement to express themselves.  This was not Britten�s first foray into gamelan 

music; his ballet The Prince of the Pagodas of 1957 utilized gamelan-like 

instrumentation.  Throughout Death in Venice the percussion fulfills a number of roles 

but it always expresses a sense of otherness.  In the opera the percussion first enters in 

accompaniment to the Traveller�s words in the first scene.  The Traveller sings: �Marvels 

unfold!  A wilderness, swoll�n with fearful growth, monstrous and thick  . . .  See! in the 

knotted bamboo grove (O terror and delight) a sudden predatory gleam, the crouching 

tiger�s eyes.  Marvels unfold!  Marvels unfold!  Marvels unfold� (9-12)!  All of this is 

accompanied by a variety of percussion instruments which create the exotic atmosphere 

necessary to reflect the text.  Tadzio himself is often evoked by the mere sound of the 

vibraphone, and the percussion will be used to represent Tadzio and his playmates on the 

beach.  Although the percussion instruments do play along with the other instruments of 

the orchestra, there are many times in the opera where the accompaniment is strictly 

percussion.  The use of percussion, like the dancers, emphasizes the distance between 

Aschenbach and his surroundings. 
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Narrative voice 

 

An important aspect of the novella that does not translate to the opera is the 

narrative voice used by Mann.  At the beginning of the novella, Mann employs an 

omniscient narrator who allows the reader to become privy to the inner thoughts of the 

protagonist.  Typically an omniscient narrator is an objective voice that reveals the 

motivation and perspective of the protagonist.  In Death in Venice the narrator begins in 

that manner but as the story progresses the narrator becomes more and more subjective.  

Dorrit Cohn in her article �The Second Author of Death in Venice� describes this 

phenomenon succinctly: �the relationship of the narrator to his protagonist . . . may be 

described as one of increasing distance.  In the early phases of the story it is essentially 

sympathetic, respectful, even reverent; in the later phases a deepening rift develops, 

building an increasingly ironic narratorial stance� (180).  Cohn sites a number of 

examples but the clearest examples are the way in which the narrator refers to 

Aschenbach.  In the beginning the references are descriptive: �the traveler,� or �the 

waiting one.�  As the distance increases, the references are more judgmental: Aschenbach 

becomes �the crazed one,� or �the besotted.� 

This narratorial distance becomes a technique that Mann experiments with in his 

later fiction.  His narrators appear to be omniscient, or at the very least believe they are, 

but it becomes obvious to the reader that they are not omniscient. In Doctor Faustus, the 

narrator Serenus Zeitblom is the childhood friend of the protagonist Adrian Leverkuhn.  

Zeitblom believes that he understands the motivation of the protagonist but it becomes 

increasingly clear to the reader that Zeitblom lacks the insight necessary to understand 

the mind of Leverkuhn.  This creates a bifurcation of perspective that forces the reader to 

become an active participant in the ambiguity and irony.  In Death in Venice this 

bifurcation demands that the reader juggle Aschenbach�s perspective, the narrator�s 

perspective, and perhaps most important of all, Thomas Mann�s perspective.  The 

ultimate irony in Death in Venice is that the narrator is the Apollonian perspective that 

has brought about Aschenbach�s problems.  This irony is not lost on Cohn.  She remarks, 

�This narrator is for discipline, dignity, decorum, achievement and sobriety, against 

disorder, intoxication, passion and passivity.  In short, he volubly upholds within the 

story a heavily rationalistic and moralistic cultural code . . .� (181).  The reader looking 

for answers in a work like this will likely be frustrated.  There are no easy answers in 

Death in Venice. 

I have found no mention that Britten or his librettist were concerned about this 

issue in the opera.  What Britten did do was develop a different approach to 

Aschenbach�s recitatives.  �Britten had originally thought that Aschenbach�s �narrative� 

reflections should have been spoken.  It was only after hearing Peter Pears sing the 

pitched but rhythmically free line in Schutz�s Passions on a number of occasions close 

together, that he realized how apt this kind of narration could be for Aschenbach� 

(Carnegy, 172).  This approach to Aschenbach�s recitatives gives them an improvisatory 

aspect.  These recitatives are really soliloquies; they are Aschenbach�s thoughts revealed 

to the audience.  To illustrate this point Britten has Aschenbach write in his journal as he 

sings these lines; the audience hears what Aschenbach is writing.  One way of 

interpreting this is that the audience becomes the omniscient narrator.  We, as the 

audience, are privy to the protagonist�s innermost thoughts; we interpret the meaning of 
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his words.  There is a layer of irony missing that is present in the novella but we receive 

the words of Aschenbach without the intervention of a narrator.        

 

The Use of Irony 

 

 One of the main elements in the novella is the use of irony.  In the first paragraph 

the narrator describes the efforts of the protagonist: �He had been overstrained by the 

difficult and dangerous morning�s work, which just now required particular discretion, 

caution, penetration and precision of will . . .� (3).  The reader has just been introduced to 

Gustav Aschenbach and is told that on his fiftieth birthday Aschenbach was officially 

recognized as von Aschenbach.  The reader is then informed of the �difficult and 

dangerous morning�s work� of the protagonist.  The reader must wonder; �What 

dangerous work does this brave man do?  Is he a munitions expert?  Perhaps a diplomat 

locked in serious political negotiations?�  No, he is a writer.   Mann�s irony is often 

misunderstood, possibly because it is easy to believe that Mann is serious when he writes 

about the difficult and dangerous work of writing.  Critics who missed the irony of Death 

in Venice accused Mann of a heightened opinion of his writing.  In a letter to Paul 

Amman dated 10 September 1915 Mann remarks, �But one thing I do know is that I have 

been misunderstood almost from the very beginning . . . The embarrassing thing was that 

the �hieratic atmosphere� [of Death in Venice] was interpreted as a personal claim, when 

it was nothing more than mimicry� (Excerpts from Letters, 95).  I believe that Mann had 

a reasonable sense of the importance of his work.  He appreciated the irony that although 

his work was very serious and seemingly life threatening to him, it was not truly 

�dangerous� work.  In a later letter to Joseph Ponton, Mann continues this theme: �. . . 

The style of my novella is somewhat parodic.  It is a question of a sort of mimicry that I 

love and unintentionally exercise.  I once tried to define the style by saying that it was a 

secret adaptation of the personal to the factual� (Excerpts from Letters, 96).  

 This subtle irony does not show up in the opera.  The listener must accept the 

seriousness of the protagonist�s struggle with the written word.  Mann�s type of irony is 

unique to his style.  In fact, the term irony does not quite describe this �mimicry� that 

Mann uses.   For Mann, this mimicry is a type of quicksand that causes the reader to 

question the stability of the ground beneath their feet.  The technique is directly related to 

Mann�s use of ambiguity.  The reader is rarely able to determine Mann�s point of view 

with a reasonable degree of certainty.  Even the perspective of the narrator is difficult to 

determine as voice and tone continually shift throughout the narrative.  It is impossible to 

translate this subtlety to the opera.  It is a dimension of the story that resides only in the 

novella.   

 There are, however, brief moments of irony in the opera.  The best example is the 

music that represents Aschenbach�s public persona.  The bravado that accompanies the 

text, �I Aschenbach, famous as a master writer, successful, honoured, self-discipline my 

strength, routine the order of my days, imagination servant of my will� (3-4) is undercut 

by the hint of dissonance in the harmony, even in this opening scene.  Near the end of the 

opera when Aschenbach has fallen from his pedestal he cannot even manage to repeat his 

mantra: �O Aschenbach . . . Famous as a master . . . Self-discipline . . .  your strength . . . 

All folly, all pretence.� (249-250, ellipses are not cuts, but are a part of the libretto).  Like 

his inability to repeat his mantra, the orchestral accompaniment here falters and is weak 
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and very dissonant.  The irony is palpable in this scene, but it is of a different variety than 

the irony that Mann employs.        

 

The Traveller 

 

 Aschenbach�s encounter with the Traveller in the opera is very similar to the 

novella but it exemplifies the accommodations that must be made in translating the 

novella to an opera.  In the novella the presence of the Traveller evokes a vision of a 

tropical landscape.   In the opera, since we do not have access to the inner workings of 

Aschenbach�s mind, the Traveller describes the vision that Aschenbach is having.  It is 

quite effective.  The two characters sing a duet, yet at this point Aschenbach has 

forgotten about the Traveller.  At this point in the opera the Traveller acts as narrator.  He 

reveals Aschenbach�s inner thoughts.  The opera effectively conveys the complexity of 

the recently awakened impulses but it does this in its own unique way.  In both iterations 

Aschenbach is awakened from his reverie only to discover that the Traveller has 

disappeared. 

 

Divergence Between the Opera and the Novella: Part I 

 

 At this point the novella and the opera diverge.  In chapter two the novella 

discusses the works that make up Aschenbach�s oeuvre.   It also lays out the Apollonian 

and Dionysian characteristics he acquired from his parents.  From his father he received 

the gifts of Apollo: �Fortunately for him discipline was his heritage at birth from his 

paternal side� (8).   His mother bestowed the gifts of Dionysus on him: �. . . more 

impetuous and sensuous blood had entered the family line in the previous generation 

through the writer�s mother, the daughter of a Bohemian music director� (7).  The opera 

does not pay as much attention to the conflicting heritage Aschenbach received from his 

parents. 

 The opera eliminates any discussion of Aschenbach�s oeuvre and jumps directly 

to the boat�s departure for Venice.  The young men and the elderly fop are there and 

Aschenbach does respond in horror when he realizes the elderly fop is not young.  Britten 

is also able to include some nice foreshadowing here.  The young men and the elderly fop 

sing a song about Venice which Aschenbach will reprise when he dons the garb and 

makeup of the elderly fop toward the end of the story.  Britten places more emphasis on 

the interaction of the young men and the elderly fop.  He adds some young girls who 

come to see the young men and the elderly fop off.  They have a bantering relationship.  

That scene also establishes that the elderly fop, according to the girls, is a troublemaker.  

Britten probably emphasizes this because there is some action that can be dramatized and 

there are not many opportunities for movement and action in this opera.  Also, Britten is 

establishing the elderly fop as a continuation of the Traveller.  Britten needs to emphasize 

the connection between the elderly fop and the Traveller because this is the first time in 

the opera that the audience is confronted with Britten�s innovative concept of having all 

the Dionysus/death figures portrayed by the same actor.  The role of the elderly fop is so 

small in the novella that if Britten had not expanded it the audience might not be able to 

make the connection between the Traveller and the elderly fop.  The listeners must 

realize that these are important characters and that it is significant that they are played by 
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the same actor.  This is one way that Britten establishes that much of Aschenbach�s 

destiny is out of his control, that the fates conspire against him.  It should be noted that 

the gondolier will soon be appearing.  He is the third of the Dionysus/death characters 

played by the same person.   

 Britten�s connection of these three characters is not really a deviation from the 

novella.  Mann connects these characters in their physical description.  They are all 

described as having one or more of the following characteristics: an enlarged Adam�s 

apple, red hair, snub nose, broad-brimmed hat, of foreign origin.  But Mann never 

suggests that these characters are the same person.  Britten does deviate from the novella 

in that he connects two characters from the novella with Dionysus/death that Mann does 

not.  The first one is the hotel manager.  This is a brilliant stroke by Britten.  It makes one 

wonder what Mann would have thought about it.  In the novella the hotel manager is an 

obsequious sycophant.  He maintains some aspects of that in the opera but has a very 

ominous presence as well.  In the opera he almost comes off as the ring leader of 

Aschenbach�s demise.  The second character is the hotel barber.  He also is obsequious 

and seems fairly harmless until one considers that he is the one responsible for 

Aschenbach�s transformation into the elderly fop.  It works very well for Britten to 

connect these two characters with the other Dionysus/death figures.      

 At this point the novella details a change in Aschenbach�s prose: �A kind of 

official, educative element began in time to appear in Aschenbach�s productions� (11).  

Later in the paragraph his work is described as moving toward, �the polished and 

traditional, the conservative and formal, even formulaic� (12).  The above quoted passage 

has an air of Mann�s use of irony about it.  The description of Aschenbach�s work sounds 

quite prosaic: �the polished and traditional, the conventional and formal . . .�  All of those 

words are positive descriptors until the addition of the last words to describe his style: 

�even formulaic.�   Here we get the sense of damning with faint praise.   Mann continues 

on this trajectory: �About this time it came to pass that the educational authorities began 

using selected passages from his works in their prescribed textbooks� (12).  What Mann 

is describing here is Aschenbach�s renunciation of the Dionysian and his embracing of 

the Apollonian.  For Mann, I believe this passage expresses the possible pitfalls of 

becoming a part of the canon of literary culture; it is an additional albatross around the 

neck of the writer.  This is where Aschenbach�s writing becomes �dangerous� work.  He 

feels that he is writing for posterity and everything must be perfect.  He has taken up the 

yoke of civilization and it is an onerous task.   

 The opera makes a reference to Aschenbach�s official acceptance but it does not 

include any inference to a fossilization of Aschenbach�s style.  In the libretto Myfanwy 

Piper focuses more on delineating the change from the Dionysian characteristics of 

Aschenbach�s youth to the Apollonian characteristics of his successful, mature style.  

Aschenbach sings, �Yes, I turned away from the paradox and daring of my youth, 

renounced bohemianism and sympathy with the outcast soul to concentrate on simplicity, 

beauty, form � upon these all my art is built� (61).  This is an example of how the opera 

is unable to explore every nuance of the novella.  Britten and Piper realized that they had 

to be judicious in their portrayal of themes from the novella.   Besides being able to 

reinforce the change in Aschenbach from his Dionysian youth to his Apollonian maturity, 

this scene also helps to establish the characteristics associated with these Greek gods.  

Britten and Piper make very good use of their resources.    
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 A substantial example of a difference between the novella and the opera is 

Aschenbach initial destination.  The novella has Aschenbach make a preliminary stop on 

an Adriatic island.  After a week or so there he realizes that he wants to go somewhere 

else.  �[H]e was troubled by a pressure within him pushing in a direction he could not 

quite grasp; he studied ship schedules, he sought about for something; and suddenly the 

surprising but obvious destination came to him� (13).  Aschenbach realizes that Venice is 

his true destination.  In the opera Britten and Piper skip this original destination and send 

Aschenbach directly to Venice.  In her writings Piper remarks that they considered the 

episode but felt that it did not add anything essential and they were concerned about a 

further delay in getting to the story proper.  In a letter to Piper Britten laments, �In order 

to look at what I had done from a distance � I played it all through, and made the 

alarming discovery that as far as the arrival of the hotel guests, the duration is at least 45 

minutes � before Tadzio, the False Departure, any of the Ballets� (Mitchell, 12)!  The 

value of having Aschenbach make a preliminary stop as Mann does is that the reader is 

given a stronger sense of a man driven toward his destiny, the idea of �a pressure within 

him pushing in a direction he could not grasp� (13).  But Britten and Piper make up for 

this in a number of ways, the most important ones being the portrayal of all 

manifestations of the Dionysus/death figure by one singer and the use of leitmotif-like 

themes to evoke thoughts, people and ideas.  

 

Britten�s Emphasis on Apollo and Dionysus 

 

 Another difference between the novella and the opera is that Britten emphasizes 

the conflict between Apollo and Dionysus.  For the first part of the opera Apollo is the 

god who rules Aschenbach.  When Aschenbach is confronted by the various 

manifestations of Dionysus (the Traveller, the gondolier, etc.) they create some havoc, 

but they appear to be no serious threat to the domination of Aschenbach by Apollo.  

However, the conflict between Apollo and Dionysus is quite complex and recalls 

Nietzsche�s description of seeing Apollo as the god of dreams and Dionysus as the god of 

intoxication.  Both gods induce an altered state of reality into their subjects.  Both gods 

engender passion in their disciples.  Britten does a remarkable job of conveying the 

subtlety of this competition for the soul of Aschenbach.  In many ways Britten creates a 

twentieth century morality tale.  Rather than a Renaissance tale like Faust in which God 

and Satan vie for the soul of a human being and it is clear which side is good and which 

side is evil, Mann has constructed a tale in which both sides are good and both sides are 

evil.  This is implicit in Mann, but Britten in subtle ways strengthens this theme. 

 When Aschenbach gives in to the desire to travel that has been instilled by the 

Traveller, he sings, �So be it!  I will pursue this freedom and offer up my days to the sun 

and the south.  My ordered soul shall be refreshed at last� (17-18).  This is a remarkable 

line by Piper.  In this line she has conflated Apollo and Dionysus, and has Aschenbach 

unknowingly offering himself up to both of the gods.  Aschenbach sings, �I will . . . offer 

up my days to the sun . . .�  Obviously the sun is a reference to Apollo.  Then when 

Aschenbach continues the line, �I will . . . offer up my days to the sun and the south,� the 

south is related to Dionysus.  The south for Mann is always a symbol of emotion and 

passion and is therefore related to Dionysus.  Here, early in the opera, we have the 

conflict between Apollo and Dionysus well established.  It must be noted that Britten�s 
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Aschenbach is still looking toward Apollo for rejuvenation; he is unaware that he is also 

under the spell of Dionysus.   

 After Aschenbach has been in Venice for a short while he contemplates leaving.  

He notes that the wind is from the west and there is a stagnant smell from the lagoon.  He 

mentions that he has had to leave Venice before when such conditions arose.  I believe 

the detail of the wind being from the west is another reference to Apollo, if only by 

default.  We know that Dionysus and the plague come from the east.  We will see a point 

when the wind shifts from the west and comes from the east.  There is also the cultural 

association of the west with the Occident which would be associated with the rationality 

of Apollo versus the mysticism of the east which would be associated with Dionysus.  It 

is also interesting to note that the wind from the west is stagnant.  This is not the wind 

that Aschenbach needs for rejuvenation.  He needs a breeze from a new direction.  

 Aschenbach does not leave at this time.  He gazes at the horizon and decides that 

he needs to stay in Venice by the sea.  In some respects the failure to leave at this time is 

the first Apollonian failure.  His Apollonian instinct is that he is in danger and he should 

leave Venice.  That the sea makes Aschenbach stay can be attributed to the Dionysian 

influence.  In fact right after Aschenbach decides to stay he sings, �Ah, how peaceful to 

contemplate the sea � immeasurable, unorganized, void.  I long to find rest in perfection, 

and is not this a form of perfection� (81)?  The idea of finding perfection in the void is 

heresy to the Apollonian view point.  Here we see Aschenbach trying to make the 

Dionysian impulse fit into an Apollonian framework.  

 When Aschenbach first sees Tadzio he remarks, �. . . a beautiful young creature, 

the boy.  Surely the soul of Greece Lies (sic) in that bright perfection A golden look A 

timeless air, Mortal child with more than mortal grace� (72-73 score).  The idea of a 

�bright perfection� and a �golden look� conflates Tadzio with Apollo.  This rational 

depiction of his attraction to Tadzio continues as Aschenbach sings: �As one who strives 

to create beauty, to liberate from the marble mass of language the slender forms of an art, 

I might have created him.  Perhaps that is why I feel a father�s pleasure, a father�s 

warmth in the contemplation of him� (91-92).  This is of course an Apollonian attraction 

that Aschenbach feels for the boy.  

 Although it seems that Aschenbach has decided to stay in Venice, he once again 

questions whether it is healthy for him to stay.  As he walks through the streets of Venice 

proper he is constantly accosted by peddlers and beggars.  The sirocco and stench of 

Venice oppress him as well.  He finally proclaims, �Enough, I must leave, I must go 

away.  Back to the mountains and the fresh mountain air� (100-101).  The reference is 

clear; to retreat to the mountains is to leave �all breathing human passion�
13

 far below.  

This, again, is an Apollonian attempt to escape Dionysus. 

 This time Aschenbach is resolved to leave Venice.  But as he prepares to leave, he 

is again having doubts about leaving Venice.  The hotel manager (a manifestation of 

Dionysus) prophetically sings, �No doubt the Signore will return to us in his own good 

time� (103).  As Aschenbach reaches the train station the porter informs him that his bags 

are on the train to Como, which is not Aschenbach�s destination.  This mix up gives him 

the opportunity to rescind his decision to leave once again.  As Aschenbach returns to the 

hotel the manager informs him, �And now the Signore will find the wind is blowing from 

the healthier quarter, the wind blows sweetly from the east� (112).   
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 Earlier I made the point that although Mann does not include the hotel manager as 

a Dionysus/death figure, Britten seems to make him the ringleader.  Several examples can 

substantiate that claim.  The hotel manager seems to know that Aschenbach will be 

returning when he sings, �No doubt the Signore will return to us in his own good time.� 

From this we might presume that he has something to do with Aschenbach�s errant 

luggage.  When Aschenbach returns the hotel manager announces that �the wind is 

blowing from the healthier quarter, the wind blows sweetly from the east.�  It is 

significant that he remarks �the wind is blowing from the healthier quarter. . .� (italics 

mine).  If the hotel manager had merely remarked that the wind had changed directions, 

or even that the wind was now from the east that would have been expected.  The fact 

that he calls the east the healthier quarter signals a connection with Dionysus.  Near the 

end of the opera we will see that the hotel manager is the one who tells Aschenbach that 

his time is nearly at an end, a double entendre on the end of Aschenbach�s stay at the 

hotel and the end of his life.  Britten and Piper do an excellent job of connecting the hotel 

manager with the other Dionysus/death figures.     

 As the hotel manager leaves, Aschenbach spies Tadzio out on the beach and 

remarks: �Ah, Tadzio, the charming Tadzio, that�s what it was, that�s what made it hard 

to leave.  So be it.  So be it.  Here I will stay, here dedicate my days to the sun, to the sun 

and Apollo himself� (115).  Here we see Aschenbach conflating Tadzio with Apollo, but 

what Aschenbach and Apollo are unaware of is that Tadzio is a minion of Dionysus.  

Tadzio is the manifestation of Dionysus that is able to penetrate Aschenbach�s armor of 

rationality.  Both Aschenbach and Apollo are unaware of this breach until it is too late.  

At this point the conflict between Apollo and Dionysus is somewhat reminiscent of the 

Dido and Aeneas episode from Virgil�s The Aeneid, where Juno and Venus vie for 

Aeneas� destiny and Dido is the pawn used by both sides.  Being English Britten was 

very familiar with Purcell and his opera Dido and Aeneas.  He had created and conducted 

his own realization of Dido and Aeneas for performance with the English Opera Group in 

1951 (Carpenter, 295).  At this point in Britten�s opera, Tadzio, like Dido, is being used 

by both gods.  As we will see, Britten�s emphasis on Apollo and Dionysus continues 

throughout the opera.   

 

The Games of Apollo 

 

 Britten�s emphasis on the gods is best illustrated by what follows in the opera.  

Britten creates the Games of Apollo to illustrate the power that Apollo has over 

Aschenbach.  This section of the opera is the first serious deviation from the novella by 

Britten and his librettist Myfanwy Piper.  As Aschenbach watches Tadzio on the beach he 

fantasizes that Tadzio is partaking in the Games of Apollo � or is this Apollo creating 

visions in Aschenbach�s mind, the way the Traveller/Dionysus did by the cemetery?  This 

scene includes the initial appearance of Apollo in the opera; he does not appear as a 

named character in the novella.  The first words Apollo sings are: �He who loves beauty 

Worships me.  Mine is the spell That binds his day� (119 score).  At this point in the 

opera Tadzio is conflated with Apollo as the chorus responds to Apollo, �No boy, but 

Phoebus of the golden hair Driving his horse through the azure sky� (120).  The stage 

directions note that when this line is sung Tadzio �drives� a group of boys on to the 
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beach.  This certainly connects Tadzio with Phoebus who drives his horses and the sun 

across the skies.   

 But Britten does something very curious here, perhaps in the way of a subtext.  

After the words of Apollo mentioned above, �He who loves beauty Worships me.  Mine 

is the spell That binds his day� (119) Britten has the chorus begin their lines with an 

emphasized and elongated �No.�  The rest of the line goes on to affirm the connection 

with Apollo: �No boy, but Phoebus of the golden hair Driving his horse through the azure 

sky� (120), but the resounding �No� could be seen as a rebuttal of Apollo�s phrase, 

�Mine is the spell That binds his day.�  As this analysis continues we will see that there 

are several other instances that might be construed in the manner of a subtext to the stated 

theme.   

 There follows an episode in which Tadzio sustains a slight injury.  He is 

compared to Hyacinthus, the young boy who is beloved by Apollo and Zephyr.  In a fit of 

jealousy Zephyr (the god of the west wind) causes a discus to hit and kill Hyacinthus.  

The lyrics foreshadow the fate of Aschenbach, �Come, see where Hyacinthus plays 

Basking in Apollo�s rays, Careless sun that gilds his love With beauty that will fatal 

prove� (125-127, italics mine).  As so often in this story, there is no simplistic 

interpretation of this passage.  Although Tadzio is being compared to Hyacynthus, it is 

easily seen that it is Aschenbach who is beloved by both gods.  Beauty will not prove 

fatal to Tadzio, but it will to Aschenbach.  Immediately after the Hyacinthus episode 

Apollo sings, �Love that beauty causes Is frenzy god-inspired Nearer to the gods Than 

sanity� (130-131).  This also highlights the problem with any simplistic description of the 

gods.  Typically Dionysus is associated with frenzy, but here we have an Apollonian 

frenzy that borders on insanity. 

 Mann takes this one step further in the novella.  In the recreation of the Phaedrus 

dialogue of Plato the narrator who relates the conversation between Socrates and 

Phaedrus remarks, �And then he [Socrates] said the subtlest thing of all, crafty wooer that 

he was: he said that the lover was more divine than the beloved, because the god was in 

the former and not in the latter . . .� (38).  This again points to Aschenbach the lover as 

the beloved of the gods. 

 In the opera, after a brief paean to beauty as described in the Phaedrus dialogue of 

Plato, the games of Apollo begin in earnest.  The games are a pentathlon in which it 

should be no surprise that Tadzio is the victor.   This victory of Tadzio is really the 

beginning of the end for Aschenbach.   As the imaginary crowds celebrate Tadzio�s 

victory Aschenbach sings, �The boy, Tadzio shall inspire me.  His pure lines shall form 

my style.  The power of beauty sets me free� (151-152).  Aschenbach�s aria continues 

with words that unbeknownst to him herald his change from Apollonian artist to 

Dionysian artist.  (The ellipses in the following quotation do not indicate a cut, but are a 

part of the libretto.) 

  When thought becomes feeling, feeling thought . . . 

  When the mind bows low before beauty . . . 

  When nature perceives the ecstatic moment . . . 

  When genius leaves contemplation for one moment of reality . . . 

  Then Eros is in the word� (153-155). 
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Aschenbach plans to come up and speak to Tadzio, to congratulate him on his great 

victory, but finds that he can not speak.  This inability to speak to the boy causes 

Aschenbach to remark, �this is frenzy, absurd, the heat of the sun must have made me ill� 

(157).  Aschenbach does not realize that this frenzy is no longer associated with Apollo, 

but is the frenzy of Dionysus.  Britten hints at this change by introducing the plague 

theme when Aschenbach sings, �The heat of the sun must have made me ill� (157).  

 Immediately after that line Aschenbach sings, �So longing passes back and forth 

between life and the mind� (158).  This is the first appearance of the �longing� theme.  At 

this point in the opera Britten has three themes intertwining: the plague theme, the 

longing theme, and the Lady of the Pearls theme.  Her theme is included because the 

stage directions state �Tadzio�s mother comes back with her family to collect him� (158).  

Her presence in the mis-en-scene is always announced with her theme.  The three themes 

continue until Aschenbach and Tadzio come face-to-face.  At that point there is a hush in 

the orchestra; the strings hold pianissimo chords and the glockenspiel
14

 enters.  Why at 

this point does Britten use the glockenspiel to indicate the presence of Tadzio?  All other 

times Tadzio�s presence has been announced by either his theme or by the vibraphone, 

yet here, in the most important meeting of the opera, Britten uses the glockenspiel.  

Perhaps it is because the glockenspiel has a higher pitch than the vibraphone.  It has a 

more ethereal sound which would relate it to Apollo the counter tenor.  There is also the 

fact that it is often in the shape of a lyre, the instrument associated with Apollo.  While all 

this is true, why has Britten not used the glockenspiel as the instrument to herald the 

presence of Tadzio?  I believe that Britten wants to call attention to the meeting of these 

two.  This is the only time they meet face-to-face.  I posit that this is when Aschenbach�s 

mind stops beating and his heart begins beating, where Aschenbach moves from being 

under the spell of Apollo to being under the spell of Dionysus.  The glockenspiel heralds 

that change. 

 It is not just the use of the glockenspiel that makes this encounter stand out.  

When the glockenspiel enters it plays a three note motif.  Aschenbach responds to the 

motif with the words, �Ah! don�t smile like that!� (158) sung to the same pitches as the 

motif.  The glockenspiel then plays the motif in retrograde and Aschenbach responds in 

retrograde pitches with the words �No one should be smiled at like that� (158).  The lover 

and the beloved are singing the same tune.   

 What happens next is the perfect denouement of the first act of the opera.  The 

orchestra plays a short, sputtering interlude somewhat reminiscent of the beginning of the 

opera.  A cry from Aschenbach brings silence to the orchestra as he sings, �I � love you� 

(159).  I interpret the short, sputtering interlude of the orchestra as the beginning of the 

beating of Aschenbach�s heart.  This is the perfect parallel to the opening of the opera 

when a sputtering orchestration accompanies Aschenbach�s first words, �My mind beats 

on, my mind beats on, and no words come� (1).  In the course of the first act Aschenbach 

has gone from a beating mind to a beating heart.  At this point it is hard to substantiate 

this claim, but as the second act begins Aschenbach will acknowledge his beating heart.  

It will take him a while longer to discover that the power over him has shifted from 

Apollo to Dionysus. 
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Act Two 

 

 One of the devices that Britten employs to compensate for the pervasive interior 

dialogue of the novella is a soliloquy-like recitative.  It is supposed to be Aschenbach 

writing in his journal but as he writes he verbalizes his thoughts.  After a brief overture 

Act two begins with one of these recitatives, a long one that summarizes Aschenbach�s 

mental state.  By turns he berates and then accepts the fact that as a great writer he can 

find no better words to describe his feelings for Tadzio than �I love you.�  He then 

comments on his recent experience of using the beauty of Tadzio as an inspiration for a 

piece he was writing.  Although the piece was excellent, Aschenbach comments, �But 

when I was done I felt degraded � as if I had taken part in an orgy� (162, score).  He goes 

on to recount his failed effort to address Tadzio.  He remarks that he planned to �hail the 

boy� and put their relationship �on to a natural footing.�  But when the time came he was 

unable to speak: �I couldn�t, couldn�t do it.  My beating heart and trembling limbs 

refused to obey my will� (162-163, italics mine).  All of this (except the reference to �my 

beating heart�) occurs at one point or another in the novella, but considering that there 

has just been an intermission in the opera, this is an excellent time and way to recap the 

plot of the opera.   

 Of course the most important part of this recapitulation in the opera is 

Aschenbach�s acknowledgment that his �beating heart and trembling limbs� refuse to 

obey his will.  This establishes the change in Aschenbach from the first act when his 

mind was beating instead of his heart and the imagination was servant to his will.  From 

here on Aschenbach relinquishes all control of his actions. 

 Much of act two follows the novella.  We have Aschenbach visiting the barber 

who casually mentions the disease.  When Aschenbach inquires about the disease, the 

barber ignores his question and changes the subject, but the plague theme returns in the 

tuba.  Aschenbach begins to detect a medicinal scent in the city and he checks the 

newspapers.  One part of him realizes that there is a severe problem in Venice.  In the 

novella the narrator remarks, �This heinous secret belonging to the city fused and became 

one  with his own innermost secret, which he was likewise intent on keeping� (45).  

Piper�s libretto sums this up nicely: �The city�s secret, growing stronger everyday, like 

the secret in my own heart� (178).  

 Although early on Aschenbach recognizes and acknowledges the presence of the 

plague, he continues to search for validation.  Aschenbach experiences a sort of split 

personality.  Perhaps it is the dual possession of the gods.  The Dionysian side accepts the 

plague and even hopes to use it to its advantage.  In the opera, twice Aschenbach sings, 

�What if all were dead and only we two left alive� (228, 249)?  The Dionysian side seeks 

the abyss.  It longs for chaos.  But the Apollonian side of him continues to ask people and 

to probe.  His Apollonian side seeks facts and information.  Aschenbach only totally 

accepts the reality of the plague when the clerk at the travel agency spells it out and tells 

him, �Sir, take my advice.  The blockade cannot be far off.  Rather than put it off till 

tomorrow, you would do well to leave today� (223).  Aschenbach�s quest for the truth is 

finally successful.  At the same time he discovers the truth he also discovers the value of 

the truth � it is worthless to him. 
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Divergence from the Novella: Part II 

 

 The other major divergence that takes place in the opera is a scene in Act Two 

that parallels The Games of Apollo in Act One.  Act Two, scene 13 is The Dream, which 

is the confrontation between Apollo and Dionysus.  This is the only appearance of 

Dionysus as himself in the opera.  In the dream both gods try to get Aschenbach to accept 

their beliefs.  Apollo sings, �Reject the abyss . . . Love reason, beauty, form� (230).  

Dionysus counters this with �Do not turn away from life . . . Do not refuse the mysteries . 

. . He who denies the god, denies his nature� (230-231).  As Dionysus gains the upper 

hand, Apollo sings in a distantly fading voice while retreating from the stage, �I go, I go 

now, I go, I go now, I go � I go� (232).  At this point Aschenbach joins the Dionysian 

revelers in their orgy, at the end of which he proclaims, �It is true, it is all true.  I can fall 

no further.  O the taste of knowledge, of knowledge.  Let the gods do what they will with 

me� (237). 

 This reference to �the taste of knowledge� echoes the story of Adam and Eve in 

Genesis.  Though there are many interpretations of that story, one of the more prevalent 

is that the knowledge Adam and Eve gain is an awakening of the senses, an apprehension 

of carnal knowledge.  In this dream portion of the opera the idea is that Aschenbach has 

finally renounced Apollo and has joined the Dionysian revelers.  Although there is no 

stage direction indicating that Tadzio is present, in versions I have seen Tadzio is an 

important part of the scene.  The idea is that in some way the relationship between 

Aschenbach and Tadzio has been consummated. 

 The primary way the scene in the opera differs from the novella is that Apollo and 

Dionysus are named characters in the opera.  They openly vie for Aschenbach�s soul with 

Dionysus as the victor.  In the novella neither god is named but both are implied.  In his 

dream Aschenbach hears all sorts of sounds but underneath it all is the sound of a 

beckoning flute.  Why a flute?  The ancient instrument associated with Dionysus is the 

aulos.  Mann�s indication of a flute is probably related to the erroneous belief that the 

aulos was a flute-like instrument.  Certainly in the early twentieth century when Mann 

was writing this story, the aulos was thought to be a flute-like instrument.  Today we 

know that the aulos was a double reed instrument, an ancestor of our oboe.
15

  In the 

novella Mann describes the enticement that Aschenbach feels from the beckoning flute: 

 

Was it not also beckoning him, the resisting dreamer, with shameless 

persistence to the festival, to its excesses, and to its ultimate sacrifice?  

Great was his loathing, great his fear, sincere his resolve to defend his own 

against the foreign invader, the enemy of self-controlled and dignified 

intellect.  But the noise and the howling, multiplied by the echoing 

mountainsides, grew, gained the upper hand, swelled to a madness that 

swept everything along with it . . . he was overcome by a numbing lust, 

and his soul longed to join in the reeling dance of the god� (57).   

  

Mann does not name the gods but he is able to evoke their attributes.  Apollo is clearly 

identified as Aschenbach�s original god: �. . . sincere his resolve to defend his own 

against the foreign invader, the enemy of self-controlled and dignified intellect.�  But 

Apollo is vanquished in the end and Aschenbach pays homage to a new liege.   Mann and 
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Britten have different approaches to the depiction of this dream but in essence they are 

the same. 

 From this point on the opera follows the novella quite closely.  Aschenbach 

throws all caution to the wind and stalks Tadzio throughout Venice, even into St. Mark�s 

Cathedral.  Aschenbach visits the barber and becomes the thing he detested most, the 

elderly fop.  In some ways Britten is able to strengthen this transformation to the elderly 

fop in ways that Mann could not.  Most importantly, Britten has Aschenbach reprise the 

song of the elderly fop from the beginning of the opera which prophetically ended with 

the words, �All hail to my beauty, my beauty, �the pretty little darling don�t you know�� 

(34; 245-246).  Hearing Aschenbach sing this song is heart-wrenching.  Perhaps it is the 

power of music.  Hearing Aschenbach sing this song is far more terrifying than hearing 

him recite the same words.  

 Musically, the end of the opera is very powerful, but in an understated way.  

Rather than having a thunderous grand finale, Britten has a very quiet, profoundly 

moving ending.  There is a nice crescendo as Tadzio and Jaschiu wrestle on the beach, 

which culminates with Aschenbach�s attempt to rise and help Tadzio.  But Tadzio is 

humiliated by Jaschiu.  As Aschenbach collapses in his chair he calls out Tadzio�s name 

and dies.  There is a very quiet orchestral epilogue to accompany the death of 

Aschenbach.  The epilogue is an intermingling of Tadzio�s theme and the melody that 

Aschenbach sang at the end of the Games of Apollo to the words: 

 

  When thought becomes feeling, feeling thought . . . 

  When the mind bows low before beauty . . . 

  When nature perceives the ecstatic moment . . . 

  When genius leaves contemplation for one moment of reality . . . 

  Then Eros is in the word� (153-155). 

 

This ending recalls the ending of Wagner�s Tristan and Isolde, when in the Liebestod 

their themes are united.  Although this is a very moving ending, it is not without 

ambiguity.  The two themes that intermingle do not fit together very well.  They do not 

really complement each other; there is no hand and glove type relationship to these 

themes.  They start together and end on the same note, but they have different tonalities.  

Although there is a fair amount of dissonance in the opera, there are also a number of 

truly gorgeous melodies; the �view� theme is the best example.  We also know that 

Britten can intertwine melodies successfully.  The scene discussed above where Britten 

combines the longing theme, the lady of the pearls theme, and the plague theme is proof 

of that.  Surely if Britten wanted the ending to represent some apotheosis of Aschenbach 

he would have composed different music.  I believe Britten is saying that this is the death 

of a man who fought a valiant fight but there is no redemption.  Perhaps the point is that 

there is no need for redemption.     

 There are many opinions about the ending of Death in Venice.  Some believe that 

Aschenbach is redeemed in the end and ascends into Elysium with the spirit of Tadzio.  

That ending seems overly romantic to me.  I believe that Aschenbach has suffered at the 

hands of Dionysus for attempting to avoid the �gifts� of Dionysus.  Some of those gifts 

are the pleasure and pain, the thrilling highs and the despairing lows of being in love.  

Most people experience those �gifts� in moderate amounts and spread them over many 
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years.  Aschenbach, in his efforts to avoid tumult of any kind, is forced to experience 

them in one powerful episode.  At the same time, I do not see this as a depressing end.  I 

believe Aschenbach goes to his death in a manner he has chosen and in a manner he 

would choose again.  Aschenbach was a very tired man.  He was ready to escape this 

�veil of tears.�  His experience with Tadzio was an appropriate finish for his life.  If one 

had to describe the end of the opera � both the music and the sentiment � the best word 

would be bittersweet.  

 Death in Venice is a twentieth century morality tale.   The story is definitely a 

cautionary tale for Mann himself, and for that matter, Britten too.  Both of these men 

were very Apollonian in their approach to their art.  It is obvious that Mann identified 

with Aschenbach; the only question is to what degree.  In this tale as in nearly everything 

he wrote it is problematic to separate fact from fiction.  In a letter to Joseph Ponten dated 

6 June 1919, Mann elaborates on the style of Death in Venice: �I once tried to define the 

style by saying that it was a secret adaptation of the personal to the factual� (Letters, 96).  

Even trying to discern the meaning of this quotation lands the reader into a Mannian 

maze, but the basic intention is clear: that we experience life and then we interpret the 

experience of life.  Mann realizes the dangers of living the life of the mind.  He uses his 

irony to tease himself about the dangerous work of writing.  Later in Death in Venice he 

compares writing to warfare: �He too had done his service, he too had practiced a strict 

discipline; he too had been a soldier and a man of war, like many of them.  For art was a 

war . . .� (47).   In Death in Venice Mann projects a future for himself that he would like 

to avoid.  Mann wants to find the balance between thought and feeling.  Mann had been 

experiencing a slump in his writing.  He was having a difficult time surpassing 

Buddenbrooks, his freshman effort.  Death in Venice was the work that opened Mann to a 

deeper understanding of what it means to be human and allowed him to write the great 

works that followed.   

 Britten�s experience was similar to Mann�s.  Early on Britten became aware of the 

inherent dangers of intellect vs. emotion.  W. H. Auden was instrumental in raising 

Britten�s awareness of this potential problem.  In a letter to Britten from January 1942 

(some thirty years before Britten composes Death in Venice), Auden writes, �Goodness 

and [Beauty] are the results of a perfect balance between Order and Chaos, Bohemianism 

and Bourgeois Convention.  Bohemian chaos alone ends in a mad jumble of beautiful 

scraps; Bourgeois convention alone in large unfeeling corpses� (Mitchell, 22).  In a letter 

to his brother-in-law in March of that year, Britten echoes this sentiment: �. . . I have 

come to an identical point-of-view (re discipline and obedience) � but in art, as you 

know, the bias is to the other direction, that of anarchy and romantic �freedom�.  A 

carefully chosen discipline is the only possible course� (Mitchell, 22).  

 Both of these men gravitated toward the intellect, but both realized the necessity 

of finding the balance between thought and feeling, between order and chaos.  Surely that 

is what Britten meant when he remarked, �Death in Venice is everything that Peter 

[Pears, his longtime companion] and I have stood for� (Mitchell, 207. n. 15).                       
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THREE 

 

Death in Venice by Luchino Visconti 
 �I have always had a strong interest in German culture, literature and music.  After 

Goethe, I love Thomas Mann.  In one way or another, all my films are dipped in  

Mann . . . and German music, Mahler and Wagner� (Servadio, 46). 

 

 

Brief biographical sketch 
 

 Luchino Visconti was born in 1906 into an aristocratic and very wealthy family.  

Although best known today as a film director he was equally successful as director of 

theater and opera.  His most famous opera protégé was the soprano Maria Callas, one of 

the most important singers of the twentieth century.  His films were often based on works 

of literature.  His first film, Obsession (1942) was based on the novel The Postman 

Always Rings Twice by James Cain.  Some other examples of his films based on literature 

are: The Leopard (1963), by Lampedusa, The Stranger (1967) by Camus, and Death in 

Venice (1971) by Mann.  Although Visconti made three more films after Death in Venice, 

none of them was nearly as successful.  Visconti died in 1976. 

 

 

Death in Venice: the film 

 

The �translation� of literature to the screen is an endeavor fraught with peril.  Far 

more than with a musical interpretation, when literature is translated to film a different 

set of expectations is encountered.  There are many who believe that a film should 

portray the work of literature as faithfully as possible.  In this approach, the director 

attempts to �channel� the author�s intent into film.  The director sublimates her or his will 

to the perspective of the author.  This works best in the translation of a novel where the 

action, characters, and the drama is more explicit.  A good example of this is Robert 

Ludlum�s The Bourne Identity, directed by Doug Liman.  An obvious problem with this 

approach is that there can be multiple readings or interpretations of a novel.  In addition, 

a novel with little dialogue and a complicated plot that delves into the psychology of the 

characters, like Death in Venice, is far more difficult to translate to the screen.   Most 

obviously though, the idea of being faithful to a novel implies that there is only one 

reading of the novel, and surely that is not true.  As we read a book, see a film, or listen 

to music, we are entering into a dialogue with the work of art.  The work of art is being 

interpreted through the lens of our experience.  We notice and pay particular attention to 

the elements that resonate within our experience. 

The musical iteration of Death in Venice is clearly a translation to a different 

medium and the listener would not expect the music to mimic the novella.  Why is film 

not given similar latitude?  This may sound like a naïve question, but behind it is an 

assumption that there can be differing degrees of congruity between novel and film.
16

  

With a director like Luchino Visconti, an auteur like Luchino Visconti, one should expect 

to see a film that is informed from Visconti�s particular point of view.  While many have 

derided Visconti�s film (Vincent Canby and Roger Ebert among others), I contend that 
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Visconti�s version is brilliantly and audaciously conceived.  He is not merely attempting 

to transfer the novella to film, but he is concerned with translating the essence of a very 

complicated story into a new medium.  It should not be surprising that Visconti alters, 

omits, and invents details for his interpretation of Death in Venice.
17

  An awareness of 

Visconti�s previous work in opera and the stage is crucial in understanding his approach 

to Death in Venice. 

While Luchino Visconti is best known today as a director of film, in the past he 

was equally well known as a director of opera and of stage plays.   His early years 

revolved around the theater.  His aristocratic and very wealthy family had a theater in 

their home where the family would put on productions.  His mother and father would 

stage dramas, and so would the children.  Luchino was especially attracted to the theater 

and was usually the director of the children�s plays, which were often adaptations of 

Shakespeare.  In fact Visconti�s first true success as a professional was as the director of 

a play by Jean Cocteau, Les Parents Terrible (The Dreadful Parents).  The play opened in 

January of 1945 and was �an enormous success� (Servadio, 106).  The public loved it and 

the production made a very handsome profit.  According to Gaia Servadio, a biographer 

of Visconti, it was �[t]he extreme realism of the direction and of the scenery� that caught 

the attention of the public (106).  Visconti�s approach was totally new, and critics weren�t 

sure what to make of it, but they acknowledged the importance of his new direction.  

Eventually, Visconti would be considered the �father� of neorealism.  His auspicious 

debut on stage gave him the confidence to rely on his intuition and to take chances as a 

director.  Visconti continued to produce plays throughout his life.  His efforts ran the 

gamut from Shakespeare and Chekov to Arthur Miller, Tennessee Williams, and the last 

play he produced shortly before his death, Old Times by Harold Pinter. 

His role as a director of opera was equally stellar.  Again his family influenced his 

love of opera.  When he was a child, his family held the controlling interest in what is 

probably the most important opera house in the world, La Scala in Milan Italy.  

Visconti�s debut as a director of opera was in 1954 at La Scala with La Vestale, an opera 

by Spontini.  The production featured Visconti�s protégé, Maria Callas, one of the most 

important sopranos of the twentieth century.  A year later he staged Verdi�s La Traviata 

at La Scala with Maria Callas.  This was the first of three productions of La Traviata that 

Visconti produced, each set in a very different time period and style.  For his last 

production of Traviata in 1967, Visconti staged the opera to resemble the black and white 

art work of Aubrey Beardsley.   This gives some indication of how extraordinarily 

creative Visconti was willing to be in his staging of opera.  

The point of this digression is that there are different conventions and 

expectations for each art form. When one thinks of opera and theater, it is not unusual to 

change locations and even time periods.  The director�s most important task is to convey 

the essence of the work in the most meaningful way possible.  In his film of Death in 

Venice Visconti chooses to make Aschenbach a composer instead of a writer � certainly 

not a change that does violence to Mann�s approach � especially considering that Mann 

has intentionally given Aschenbach Gustav Mahler�s first name and physical description.  

Considering Visconti�s work in opera and theater, these types of changes are quite 

appropriate, but it seems that in the translation of a novel to film there is a very low 

tolerance for change. 
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Like the differences between the opera and the novella, the differences between 

the film and the novella are striking.  Where Britten takes a more Apollonian approach in 

his iteration, Visconti takes a more Dionysian approach.  Visconti is more subjective and 

freer in his interpretation of the novella.  In his film Visconti never alludes to Apollo and 

Dionysus in any overt fashion; in this respect he is more oblique than even Mann.  

Visconti finds his own unique way to incorporate the influence of these two gods.  

Visconti ignores the early portion of the novella with the stranger at the cemetery 

and there is no discussion of Aschenbach�s malaise.  The film opens with Aschenbach on 

the deck of a boat bound for Venice.  The viewer knows nothing about this man at this 

point, but is immediately immersed into Aschenbach�s frame of mind.  We stare at the 

screen, and we stare at the screen, and we get a camera pan of the water and the horizon.  

Visconti�s long languorous takes, incredibly long by today�s attention deficit need for a 

blitzkrieg of cuts, were long even by 1971 standards.  Although it seems contradictory, 

Visconti lures us into Aschenbach�s psyche by the lack of dialogue in this opening 

sequence.  Aschenbach is completely enervated.  He stares off into space and one can 

imagine, and almost feel, that his mind is blank. 

We get another clue in the opening sequence that Visconti has his own agenda in 

this film.  As the boat approaches Venice we see that the name of the boat is Esmeralda.  

This is the name of a character (and a butterfly) from Mann�s later work, Doctor Faustus.  

This makes it obvious that Visconti is going to be drawing from a number of sources and 

inspirations in his iteration of Death in Venice.   

 

The Use of Music in the Film 

 

The challenge for Visconti with presenting this story in a new medium as for 

Britten in his opera of Death in Venice, is how to deal with the lack of dialogue.  Britten 

makes Tadzio and his family dancers.  He also gives Aschenbach a notebook and allows 

him to verbalize the words he is writing.  Visconti utilizes flashbacks (with an added 

character) and, more importantly, uses the soundtrack to convey Aschenbach�s inner 

thoughts.  The flashback scenes give Visconti an opportunity to verbalize some of the 

conflicts inherent in the novella, but are in my opinion the weakest part of the film.  

However, Visconti�s choice and use of music is nothing short of brilliant and goes 

beyond the power of words to describe the opposing forces in the film.   

In fact, Visconti�s use of music in this film is an excellent example of the original 

intention and meaning of melodrama. The first person to use the term melodrama was the 

eighteenth century French philosophe, Jean Jacques Rousseau.  Mélo-drame is a term he 

used to describe his production of Pygmalion in 1762 (Groves Encyclopedia).  Pygmalion 

was Rousseau�s attempt to find an alternative method of using music in a dramatic 

production.  �In this mélo-drame, music expressive of the emotions of a situation is 

played, the actor meanwhile filling in with appropriate pantomime; when the music 

ceases, the actor begins to speak, putting into words what has previously been conveyed 

by airs and gestures� (Rahill, 122).   Ultimately, Rousseau�s new approach to drama was 

unsuccessful, but the impulse that inspired him did not go away.  Dramatists continued to 

experiment with new ways of combining music and drama, and it was inevitable that the 

cinema would also be influenced by this desire.   
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Mahler, Symphony No. 5, Fourth Movement, Adagietto  

In the novella the narrator sets the tone for the reader�s perception of Aschenbach.  

In the film it is the music that sets the tone for the viewer�s perception of Aschenbach.  

Reflecting the impact of true melodrama the music of the film is what gives this iteration 

all the power of the novella.  Because of his extensive knowledge of music, Visconti was 

always very careful in the choice of music for his films; Death in Venice is the best 

example of Visconti�s genius in combining music and film. 

The Adagietto movement from Mahler�s Symphony No. 5 permeates nearly every 

aspect of Visconti�s Death in Venice.  Rarely has music played such an important role in 

a film.  The lush beauty and bittersweet nature of this music allows it to comment in a 

variety of ways on the action taking place on the screen.  The version of the Adagietto 

used in the film is over eleven minutes long and extensive portions of it are used four 

times in the film.  Surprisingly, there is virtually no dialogue during the long stretches 

while the music is played.  This strongly recalls the original concept of melodrama 

where, �music expressive of the emotions of a situation is played, the actor meanwhile 

filling in with appropriate pantomime . . .� (Groves).   

 

Portrayal of Apollo and Dionysus in Mahler�s Adagietto 

 

I would also contend that for Visconti, the Adagietto symbolizes the conflation of 

Apollo and Dionysus. This music is quite extraordinary.  Mahler is considered a post-

romantic composer.  His music is full of extreme contrasts of all kinds, contrasts in 

volume, timbre, and tempo among others. The orchestra he employed was huge, with 

multiples of every imaginable instrument.  Mahler is known for his colorful orchestration, 

that is, his art of combining and layering instruments to come up with new sounds.  In the 

Adagietto, however, he uses only string instruments.  Mahler�s Adagietto is central to this 

film, and, in some respects, is some of the most Apollonian music that emerged from the 

Dionysian Post Romantic Period.  This movement from Symphony No. 5 is scored for 

string orchestra and harp, a very Apollonian approach and sound, especially when you 

consider that the lyre, a harp-like string instrument, is the instrument associated with 

Apollo.  Where are the brilliant brass instruments, the booming drums, and the piercing 

woodwinds typical of the turbulent and passionate music of this period?  There are none 

here, merely strings.  While the instrumentation is Apollonian, the melody is not; it is the 

melody that invokes the Dionysian principle.  The combination of the two is so rich and 

perplexing that Mahler�s Adagietto has been interpreted both as a dirge (that is, a funeral 

song) and as a love song.  Leonard Bernstein performed the Adagietto for the funeral 

service of Robert F. Kennedy, and the same music was performed at Bernstein�s funeral 

service when he died.  But there is evidence that Mahler wrote this music as his 

declaration of love to Alma Schindler who would become his wife.  What can account for 

this variety of interpretation?  I believe it is the conflation of Apollonian and Dionysian 

elements in the music that allows this music to comment on nearly any situation.  The 

bittersweet nature of Mahler�s Adagietto makes it ideal to express complex and 

conflicting emotions.  Mahler certainly realized the ability of music to convey complex 

emotions.  In a letter to a friend he remarked, �I know that as long as I can express an 

experience in words I should never try to put it into music� (Carr, 48).  The use of 
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Mahler�s music is especially appropriate given the fact that Mann intentionally gave his 

protagonist Mahler�s first name and physical description.  Visconti takes this connection 

a step further when he makes Aschenbach a famous composer.  

Recalling the Mahler quotation about his impetus to write music: �I know that as 

long as I can express an experience in words I should never try to put it into music,� it is 

easy to see how music can impact drama.   Caryl Flinn in the article �Music and the 

melodramatic past of new German cinema,� remarks, �The melos of melodrama, then, 

picks up where something else leaves off,  . . .  a certain shifting of registers is necessary 

to get past the conventional linguistic constraints, and music (however deceptively) often 

yields that impression of bypassing or even of preceding language.�  Certainly, this is 

Visconti�s intent in using Mahler�s Adagietto in Death in Venice.  For Visconti music is 

the way to reconcile the Apollonian with the Dionysian, a feat that Aschenbach is never 

able to accomplish. 

This interpretation of Mahler�s music is supported by Nietzsche in The Birth of 

Tragedy out of the Spirit of Music: �The music of Apollo was Doric architecture 

transmuted into sounds, but only into suggestive sounds such as those of the cithara.
18

  

Care was taken to ensure that the one element held to be non-Apolline was excluded, the 

very element of which Dionysiac music consisted � the overwhelming power of sound, 

the unified flow of melody and the utterly incomparable world of harmony� (20).   

Mahler�s Adagietto is the perfect blending of these two archetypes.  The stringed 

instruments reflect the restraint, balance, and edifying influence of Apollo.  The heart-

rending melody reflects the outpouring of pure emotion, emotion that could be associated 

with great joy and great sorrow, all of this emphasizing the subjective nature of Dionysus. 

The ambiguity of this music is Visconti�s vehicle for giving voice to the ineffable. 

 

An Analysis of the Adagietto, and its use in Visconti�s Death in Venice 

 

An examination of the scenes that use the Adagietto yields a number of interesting 

observations.  In order to appreciate Visconti�s use of the music, it is first helpful to be 

able to differentiate the contrasting sections of the Adagietto.  In analyzing the structure 

of the Adagietto one could loosely describe it as an A A B C A B structure in which each 

letter indicates a melodic section.  One might think of virtually any popular song that has 

a verse and a refrain (or chorus).  Typically, the verse has lyrics that change every time 

the melody is repeated.  The words of the refrain typically remain the same each time it is 

repeated.  A typical structure for a popular song would be A A B, A A B, A A B, etc., 

where the verse is indicated by the letter A, and the refrain is indicated by the letter B.  

The Mahler Adagietto is more complicated than a popular song, but it can still be 

analyzed in a similar fashion.  The composition begins with the A A B section of a 

popular song, but it then adds a new section of music (C).  This is then followed by an A 

and a B section.  Notice that the C section occurs only one time.  The C section is the 

most dramatic portion of the Adagietto, and Visconti seems to key his editing around this 

section of the melody.  There are four scenes in Death in Venice where the orchestral 

version of the Adagietto is used as non-diegetic music (that is, the source of the music is 

not a part of the on-screen world.)  The Adagietto is used one other time but is played on 

the piano by Alfred, a character in the film, and is therefore diegetic.  Recalling the 
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concept of melodrama, it is striking to notice that Visconti virtually choreographs 

Aschenbach�s movements to the music.   

The Adagietto is used first in the opening sequence of the film.  As the film opens 

we hear the music and see the credits presented on a black screen.  When the credits 

finish the screen begins to lighten; it appears to be sunrise.  In an establishing shot (a shot 

that establishes location) we eventually make out a ship on the water.  As the establishing 

shot progresses, we see a man seated on the deck of the ship.  As the camera moves in we 

see he is well dressed and holding a book.  The camera continues in closer until the 

Adagietto reaches the C section of the composition.  At this point the man in the chair 

attempts to read his book but shakes his head and puts down the book, seemingly in 

synch with the music.  We see that the man is very weary, yet agitated, and the music 

reflects his mood perfectly.  The music of the C section contains moments that might be 

described as introspective; the music is wistful and meditative.  During these portions, 

there is a close-up of the man in the chair as he gazes off with a thoughtful expression on 

his face.  This opening sequence ends abruptly before the music completely finishes the 

C section.    

The second scene that uses the Adagietto occurs when Aschenbach, the man in the 

chair, attempts to leave Venice after having been there only a short while.  The music 

begins as Aschenbach is leaving the dining room and meets Tadzio at the doorway.  As 

Tadzio continues into the dining room, Aschenbach says to himself, �Farewell Tadzio, it 

was all too brief.  May God bless you.�  We then see Aschenbach in the boat heading to 

the train station looking extremely morose.  From reading the novella, we know that 

Aschenbach is experiencing palpable grief at leaving Venice and is wishing that he could 

now stay.  Visconti gives us no dialogue to convey this feeling, but the A section of the 

Adagietto combined with a close up of Aschenbach�s face conveys his emotional state 

very effectively.  It should be emphasized that this is not a fleeting close up with a 

snippet of music, but a scene that alternates from a close up to a medium close up of 

Aschenbach and lasts for ninety seconds with no dialogue, all accompanied by the A 

section of the Adagietto.  In his films Visconti seems to have a fascination with mirrors.  

While there is no mirror in this scene Aschenbach is seated near a glass partition.  The 

camera angle allows us to see both Aschenbach and his reflection.  This reflection along 

with the A section of the music heightens the portrayal of his sadness.   

The Adagietto is temporarily interrupted when Aschenbach reaches the train 

station and discovers that his baggage has been sent to the wrong destination.  As he tells 

the attendant that he will not leave Venice without his baggage, the music begins again in 

the B section of the composition.  As the music continues we see Aschenbach in the boat 

headed back to Venice.  The sun comes out, Aschenbach stands in the boat, and the C 

section begins.  The music emphasizes the elation that Aschenbach is feeling.  This is the 

exact opposite reaction that the C section evoked the first time it was heard.  There, the 

music expressed the weary agitation; here it expresses the elation of Aschenbach.   

As the music returns to the A section, it triggers a flashback to Aschenbach, his 

wife, and their young daughter in the mountains.  As Aschenbach and his daughter frolic 

in the grass, his wife looks around and remarks, �Darling, I think there�s a storm coming 

up .�  After a pause she adds, �a big, black cloud over the mountain.�  This is spoken just 

as the recapitulation of the A section has been completed, and the scene and the music 

end.  From here there is a jump cut (a change of scene without transition) to Tadzio 
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running on the beach; surely, Visconti is creating a connection between the coming storm 

and Tadzio. 

The third time the music is heard it is evening and Aschenbach finds himself near 

Tadzio�s room.  He shakes his head knowing that he should not be there, but he continues 

on and pauses at the door.  He begins crying which triggers a match cut (a change of 

scene in which one element links the two scenes) to a flashback where he is crying at the 

funeral procession of his daughter years earlier.  This scene like the scene mentioned 

above does not occur in the novella.  It is purely an invention of Visconti�s and it is taken 

from the life of Mahler.  The Adagietto begins as the coffin is being placed on the 

carriage.  Both sequences are scenes of tremendous emotional upheaval, but their 

impulses are very different. 

The burial scene is quite short and there is a jump cut to Aschenbach in a barber�s 

chair.  The barber is suggesting, actually physically manipulating Aschenbach, to have 

his hair dyed.  The B section begins as the barber begins to put makeup on Aschenbach.  

As the B section comes to its climax, the barber is finished.  He puts a rose in 

Aschenbach�s buttonhole and says, �And now the signore can fall in love as soon as he 

pleases.�  This is Aschenbach�s transformation into the �old fop� from the beginning of 

the film.  Aschenbach�s transformation here is closely related to Pentheus� transformation 

in The Bacchae by Euripides.  Morford and Lenardon in Classical Mythology briefly 

discuss the transformation of Pentheus: �The dressing of Pentheus in the garb of the 

Bacchae suggests the ceremonial decking out of the sacrificial victim.  By the ritual of 

donning his costume, Pentheus falls under the spell and the power of the god, eventually 

to be offered up to him� (216).   This perfectly describes the situation of Aschenbach.  

Once he has undergone the final degradation of becoming the old fop, it is only a short 

while before he becomes a human sacrifice to Dionysus.  

The scene now cuts to Aschenbach in Venice proper.  There are small fires 

burning either in an attempt to clear the city of refuse or more likely, in an attempt to 

�purify� the air.  Reflected in the canal we see Tadzio and his family crossing over a 

bridge as Aschenbach has his head down in an attempt to avoid detection.  The family 

heads off down another canal, but as the C section begins Tadzio glances back and sees 

Aschenbach.  The music reflects Aschenbach�s horror at being discovered and his elation 

that Tadzio has not exposed him as a stalker.  There are several instances in this sequence 

where Tadzio falls back from the rest of the group and looks for Aschenbach, actually 

allowing him to see which direction they are heading.  One time the governess has to 

come back to get Tadzio, and as she does she looks down the corridor just as Aschenbach 

is coming around the corner.  This is his complete humiliation.  She knows that he is 

following them.  As the C section comes to a close Aschenbach has lost track of them.  

He begins to cry and continues walking.  With the return to the A section he sees them 

coming out of a shop, and again Tadzio looks for Aschenbach.  Although pleased at 

finding them once again, Aschenbach is suddenly too debilitated to follow.  He wrenches 

his tie and shirt collar loose to help him to breathe, and as the final B section begins he 

collapses in the middle of the piazza.  As the Adagietto builds to a close Aschenbach 

begins laughing/crying hysterically.  The music nearly gets to the end of the piece, but 

Visconti doesn�t let the chord resolve.  An explanation is in order here � without being 

too technical, music generally resolves to the tonic chord of the composition.  This chord 

makes the music sound finished.  Without it, a piece of music sounds incomplete.  In the 



 

 63

Adagietto, the final chord develops very slowly.  One might think of slowly focusing a 

camera; bit by bit the scene comes into focus.  This is what Mahler has done at the end of 

the Adagietto.  Rather than sounding the final chord all at once, it comes into focus note 

by note. Visconti cuts the scene just before the final notes of the chord are sounded.   

Instead of allowing the music and the scene to finish Visconti inserts a jump cut 

to a flashback of the composer Aschenbach conducting an orchestra in the last note of a 

piece of music.  This cut is quite disturbing.  Not only is the disruption of the scene and 

music disconcerting, but Visconti purposely creates a dissonance between the two scenes. 

Mahler�s Adagietto ends on an F major chord.  In the flashback it would have been easy 

to have Aschenbach�s orchestra play an F major chord and, in a sense, that would have 

resolved the Adagietto.  Instead Visconti has the orchestra play an E flat chord which 

sounds totally wrong and deepens the pathos and the vertiginous effect of Aschenbach�s 

descent.  Visconti had several options to allow the music to resolve to its final chord but 

he wants no resolution.  The version of the Adagietto used in the film is over eleven 

minutes long.
19

  Visconti allows the entire composition to be played in this sequence 

except for the last ten seconds.  It is an extraordinary effect. 

The fourth and final time the Adagietto is played is near the end of the film.  

Venice is nearly deserted, and Tadzio�s family is preparing to leave Venice.  While the 

rest of the family prepares for departure, Tadzio and his friend Jaschiu are at the beach.  

Aschenbach sits watching the two boys play.  With no adult supervision their play turns 

rough and they wrestle.  Aschenbach attempts to get up but falls back into his chair.  

Tadzio seems to best Jaschiu, then gets up and walks away.  At this point the Adagietto 

begins for the last time.  As Tadzio walks away Jaschiu gets up, grabs Tadzio from 

behind, and throws him down, holding his face in the sand.  Eventually he releases 

Tadzio who walks off toward the sea.  As the A sections play Tadzio pauses at the shore, 

then continues walking into the sea.  As the B section begins, Tadzio pauses, puts his 

hand on his hip (a gesture Visconti uses as a leitmotif throughout the film), and looks 

back over his shoulder, apparently toward Aschenbach.  Tadzio then turns back, and 

points to the horizon.  As the B section builds to its climax Aschenbach attempts once 

again to rise from his chair to follow Tadzio, but slumps back into his chair having lost 

consciousness.  As the C section begins the cabana boy notices that Aschenbach has 

passed out and he rushes to his aid.   A woman on the beach comes toward the 

commotion, but realizing that the man is probably dead she turns around and stops the 

children from coming any closer.  The film ends with Aschenbach being carried from the 

beach.  The credits begin to roll and the screen fades to black.  Even in this final instance 

the Adagietto does not play to completion.  When the credits are finished the music fades 

out well before the composition has finished. 

In these four instances where the Adagietto is used, Visconti has used the same 

music to conjure many conflicting emotions.  The music truly acts as the narrator, 

commenting on the actions. 

 

Mahler, Symphony No. 3, Fourth Movement  

 

 While no other piece of music plays as prominent a role in the film as Mahler�s 

Adagietto, other pieces are also very important.  The fourth movement of this six 

movement symphony utilizes a text from Thus Spoke Zarathustra by Friedrich Nietzsche.  
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As the music begins, Tadzio is at the beach and has been wrestling with other children.  

When he sees his mother he brings her the sea shells he has found on the beach.  The 

governess wipes some of the sand and water off him and wraps him in a white towel with 

an orange and blue border.  It is not by accident that the towel is wrapped in a toga-like 

fashion.  This is Visconti�s nod toward the depiction of Tadzio in the novella as 

resembling a Greek statue: �It was a face reminiscent of Greek statues from the noblest 

period of antiquity; it combined perfection of form with a unique personal charm . . .� 

(21).  Aschenbach watches the interaction of the family, then gets up and goes back to his 

table where he begins to work.  This corresponds to the novella where Aschenbach is 

inspired by Tadzio to write.  In the novella, Aschenbach feels degraded after he uses 

Tadzio for inspiration � the same thing happens in the opera � but we get no sense of that 

in the film.  As Aschenbach is writing, Tadzio comes into the frame in his toga/towel, 

and looks back at Aschenbach. (See Image 1) 

 

 

Image 1: Tadzio and Aschenbach 

 

The music continues, but the scene changes and time has passed.  Aschenbach is in his 

room; he opens the shutters and it is dark outside.  Aschenbach is in his robe and looks 

disheveled.  Perhaps this is supposed to reflect the degraded feeling of the novella. 

 At first, one might think it is night, but in the next scene we see the sun just above 

the horizon.  There is a section in the novella where the protagonist mentions getting up 

early so that he can get to the beach to see Tadzio.  The next scene shows Aschenbach 

walking to the beach.  Ahead of him are several boys talking, one of whom is Tadzio.  

Tadzio is in an orange bathing suit.  In the novella, this is where Aschenbach tries to talk 

to Tadzio, but loses his nerve.  In the novella they never make eye contact, but here they 

do several times.  The result is still the same; Aschenbach is unable to speak and must go 

behind the cabanas to regain his composure.   At this point, the music fades out and there 

is a jump cut to the lobby of the hotel where we hear Beethoven�s Für Elise being played. 
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 An examination of the poem by Nietzsche that Mahler sets to music in the fourth 

movement from Symphony No. 3 is very revealing.  Before continuing, it must be noted 

that the poem is in German and it is sung in German.  One wonders how much of this 

Visconti thinks the viewer will comprehend.  It seems clear that Visconti is unconcerned 

about the viewer�s ability to follow all the layers of the film.  Visconti makes no 

concessions to the viewer.  The translation of the first stanza of the poem reads:  

 

  Oh, man, give heed! 

  What does the midnight say? 

  I slept! 

  From a deep dream I have waked. 

  The world is deep, 

  And deeper than the day had thought! 

 

In the film, Aschenbach, like midnight, has slept and is now awake.  Perhaps this is his 

realization that he is out of his element here.  Perhaps he realizes that the deepness of his 

descent is deeper than his rational mind can comprehend.  The film emphasizes the 

conflict between day and night, where day is equated with Apollo, and night with 

Dionysus.   The Apollonian Aschenbach has discovered that �The world is deep, / And 

deeper than the day had thought!�  Early in the novella, when the protagonist acquiesces 

to the sudden urge to travel, the narrator remarks: �And so what he needed was a respite, 

a kind of spur-of-the-moment existence, a way to waste some time, foreign air and an 

infusion of new blood, to make the summer bearable and productive.  Travel it would be 

then � it was all right with him.  Not too far, though, not quite all the way to the tigers� 

(6).  This excerpt exemplifies the Apollonian Aschenbach�s belief that he understands 

how deep the world is and that he can control how deeply he will descend into it.  There 

are veiled references to Dionysus in this excerpt.  Phrases like the �foreign air and 

infusion of new blood� evoke the Dionysian impulse, but the most striking reference is 

the image of �not quite all the way to the tigers.�  In mythological depiction and stories, 

Dionysus� entourage is often led by tigers.  The intention is clear.  Aschenbach wants a 

bit of a foreign influence to loosen the Apollonian death grip, but, in his Apollonian way, 

he thinks he can control the depth of his descent.     

 In the film, this is where Mahler�s music is cut, but the rest of Nietzsche�s poem 

that Mahler used also seems to comment on Aschenbach�s dilemma.  The lyrics for the 

rest of the composition continue: 

 

  Deep is its pain! 

  Joy deeper still than the heartbreak! 

  Pain speaks: Vanish! 

  But all joy seeks eternity 

  Seeks deep, deep eternity 

 

This is prophetic, given the end of the film.  At the piazza where Aschenbach collapses 

crying/laughing, we see the conflation of pain and joy.  At the very end, when Tadzio 

points to the horizon as Aschenbach breathes his last, we are given the impression that 

Tadzio is leading Aschenbach into eternity, and that is certainly what happens in the 
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novella, where Tadzio is described as �the pale and charming psychagogue� (63).  The 

god Hermes is the psychagogue, that is, the leader of the souls to the underworld.  The 

film perfectly reflects this last scene of the novella: �It seemed to him, though, as if the 

pale and charming psychagogue out there were smiling at him, beckoning to him; as if, 

lifting his hand from his hip, he were pointing outwards, hovering before him in an 

immensity full of promise.  And, as so often before, he arose to follow him� (63).  Here, 

Aschenbach is seeking, and finds, �deep eternity.� 

 

Beethoven: Für Elise 

 

A more recognizable piece of music used on the soundtrack is Für Elise, by 

Beethoven.  We first hear the music as Tadzio plucks it out at the piano.  He is obviously 

not much of a piano player.  As Aschenbach enters the lobby, Tadzio is seated at the 

piano and we hear not the beginning of the piece but the middle of the piece.  

Aschenbach stops to listen and then the hotel manager comes into the lobby.  Aschenbach 

takes this opportunity to ask the manager about the rumors of an epidemic in Venice.  For 

much of this exchange the music continues in the background but it eventually breaks off 

in the middle of a phrase.  The two men continue their discussion but as the hotel 

manager walks away Für Elise begins again in the middle of a phrase.  Aschenbach 

walks toward the piano moving his fingers as if he were playing the piano.  When he 

reaches the stage, we see that there is no piano player there but the music continues.  

Aschenbach sits on the front of the stage and suddenly there is a flashback to a brothel.  

Für Elise continues in the flashback without missing a note but it is in a different key, 

which creates a jarring transition.  The jarring nature of the music is reflected in the mis-

en-scene of the brothel where the camera angle makes the large mirror look like it is 

crooked.   The wallpaper is dreadfully busy and there are a couple of the �employees� 

seated in this waiting room.  It turns out that it is Aschenbach�s �lady of the evening� 

playing Für Elise on the piano.  She continues playing as he approaches and he pauses to 

listen.  She plays rather well and even plays a portion of the less familiar section of the 

composition that is rarely heard on soundtracks.  With Aschenbach now in the room she 

is about to play the final chord of the piece but she stops abruptly and kicks the door shut 

with her foot.  Once again we have Visconti stopping the music right before it is ready to 

finish.  Virtually every piece of music in the film is cut short in one way or another, but 

the two most striking examples are the Adagietto and Für Elise.  Both are dramatically 

cut off right before the end of the composition.  Here, I believe Visconti is using the 

music to emphasize Aschenbach�s failure to communicate with the world around him.  

No words pass between Aschenbach and Esmeralda.  When the scene ends we know 

something unsatisfactory has happened but we do not know what.  After he leaves money 

for her on the night stand Esmeralda grabs Aschenbach�s hand in a plea to stay but he 

pulls away from her and walks out the door.  Both of them are obviously distraught.  One 

surmises that Esmeralda wanted to discuss something with Aschenbach but he is 

unwilling or unable to enter into a conversation.  Stopping the music before it is finished 

creates a similar situation.  The listener is engaged by the music but when the music is 

not allowed to finish the listener is rebuffed, communication has failed.    

After kicking the door shut, Esmeralda removes her jacket and approaches 

Aschenbach.  Rather than kissing him, she rubs the inside of her forearm across his 
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cheek.  Several things here are disconcerting.  First, Esmeralda looks quite a lot like his 

wife.  Image 2 is a picture of Aschenbach�s wife. 

 
 

Image 2: Aschenbach�s Wife 

 

Image 3 is a picture of Esmeralda. 

 

 

 
 

Image 3: Esmeralda 
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Note that they have the same hairdo, an outfit that emphasizes the long neck, and have 

similar style of earrings. 

Another disconcerting resemblance is between Esmeralda and the picture of 

Aschenbach�s daughter he keeps on his bureau.  When Aschenbach is about to leave the 

brothel Esmeralda tries to get him to stay awhile but he pulls away and walks out the 

door.  The image of a dejected Esmeralda sitting on her bed bears a striking resemblance 

to his daughter�s pose in the picture of her.  Image 4 is the picture of Aschenbach�s 

daughter.   

 

 
 

Image 4 Aschenbach�s Daughter 

 

Image 5 (page 69) is the picture of Esmeralda.  Both girls are dressed in white lacy 

outfits, their hair is similar, and both are pouting.  These uncanny resemblances in 

conjunction with the jarring music and mis-en-scene make this a very unsettling scene. 

 If the abrupt ending of the music is interpreted as symbolic of Aschenbach�s 

inability to communicate then the conflation of Esmeralda with Aschenbach�s wife and 

daughter takes on deeper significance.  Visconti is implying that Aschenbach�s failure to 

communicate with Esmeralda is not a singular incident; this is the pattern of this man�s 

life.     

 Beyond that, this scene with Esmeralda is another example of Visconti�s homage 

to Thomas Mann.  The sequence of events is borrowed from Mann�s Doctor Faustus.  

The prostitute playing the piano is Esmeralda, who infects Adrian Leverkühn, the 

musician protagonist of that work.
20

   

 



 

 69

 
 

Image 5: Esmeralda 

 

Visconti is bringing together a number of strands at this point in the film.  The 

ship that brought Aschenbach to Venice in the film was named Esmeralda.  The ship is 

the literal vehicle of Aschenbach�s infection, just as the prostitute Esmeralda infects 

Leverkühn (and, we presume, Aschenbach).  The composition Für Elise connects Tadzio 

with Esmeralda.  The scene begins with Tadzio at the piano.  As the scene progresses 

Tadzio is replaced by Esmeralda at the piano, both of them are playing Für Elise.    

Finally, immediately after the flashback with Esmeralda is the crucial scene when Tadzio 

smiles at Aschenbach.  This is the fatal infection of Aschenbach and his only response is 

�I love you!� 

This is virtuosic film making.  Visconti has powerfully intermingled characters 

and themes from Death in Venice and Doctor Faustus into a whole that is greater than its 

parts.  This sequence is an excellent example of Visconti�s ability to weave layer upon 

layer of meaning and symbolism into his iteration of Death in Venice.   

 

Mussorgsky: Lullaby 

 

 This composition by the Russian composer Modest Mussorgsky is given a variety 

of titles in articles about the film.  On the soundtrack it is listed as Ninna nanna.  In some 

articles it is referred to as Nenia.  Nenia is a generic term for any song that is a dirge, or 

funereal song.  In my research on the film, I have not found the lyrics listed anywhere. 

After searching the repertoire of Mussorgsky, I did find the song and a translation of the 

lyrics.  The title of the composition is Lullaby, which is quite misleading, but the irony is, 

I believe, intentional.  The lyrics, like the song, are chilling: 

  Hush, hush-a-bye, my little grandchild, 

  Sleep in slumber deep, little peasant�s son 

  Hush, hush-a-bye; our forefathers never saw such a misfortune, 
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  But misfortune has come, disaster upon disaster, 

  A load of grief and floggings, 

  And blows and beatings. 

  Hush, hush-a-bye, my little grandchild, 

  Sleep in slumber deep, little peasant�s son. 

  We shall overcome our misfortune by hard work, 

  And conquer these evil, unacceptable, endless, eternal, 

  Cruel sufferings, these sufferings, Hey! 

  Hush, hush-a-bye, sleep until we conquer our misfortune, 

  Until we conquer our misfortune and the woe passes. 

  Until God forgives, until the Tsar feels shame. 

  Hush, hush, hush-a-bye! 

  Your small white body lies there in the cradle, 

  Your soul flies in the heavens, 

  Your quiet slumber is guarded by God himself. 

  By your side stand bright angels, 

  Bright angels! (Christoff). 

 

In the film, an elderly woman sings this song in Russian as she sits on the beach.  She 

sings without accompaniment and creates a palpable sense of impending doom � even 

when you do not know what the words are.  This is the day that Tadzio and his family are 

leaving Venice; the beach is nearly deserted.  The song creates the perfect ambiance for 

the end of the film and the lyrics include such elements as a reflection on one�s 

forefathers.  In both the novella and the opera, Aschenbach realizes that his forbearers 

would never have found themselves in this predicament.  Visconti never articulates this 

theme, but it is here in the music.  This is another instance where Visconti uses the music 

as narrator to reveal the inner dialogue. 

 

         Hush, hush-a-bye, my little grandchild, 

  Sleep in slumber deep, little peasant�s son 

  Hush, hush-a-bye; our forefathers never saw such a misfortune, 

  But misfortune has come, disaster upon disaster, 

 

But more striking is the last verse of the song: 

 

  Hush, hush, hush-a-bye! 

  Your small white body lies there in the cradle, 

  Your soul flies in the heavens, 

  Your quiet slumber is guarded by God himself. 

  By your side stand bright angels, 

  Bright angels! 

 

This perfectly describes the scene of Aschenbach, in his white suit, slumped in his chair, 

as Tadzio points the way to eternity.  This music, like the other selections, is interrupted 

before it is completed. 
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Street Singers� songs: 

 

 There are two instances of diegetic music in the film where the music itself is less 

significant than the atmosphere it creates.  The music of the street singers is one example. 

This music fulfills a different role than the rest of the music in the film.  First of all, it is 

the only music specifically referred to in the novella.  Second, the singer who leads the 

group is really the important character.  In the novella and in the opera he is tied to the 

Dionysus/death persona.  Visconti gives him the red hair and sinister look of the 

Dionysus/death figures, but he does not emphasize the connections among these 

characters the way that Mann and Britten do.  While Visconti does not emphasize the 

connections among these characters, he does make the singer incredibly disturbing.  (See 

picture) 

 

 
 

Image 6: Strolling Players 

 

The singer�s actions, his demeanor, his looks are all off-putting.  The �Laughing Song,� 

that he so menacingly sings, powerfully expresses the irony of the situation.  The 

audience is laughing at the antics of the singer, and the singer is laughing at the antics of 

the audience � the antics of the audience being that they are sitting around laughing while 

death is nearly upon them.   

 

 

Lobby music: 

The lobby music consists primarily of excerpts from The Merry Widow by Franz 

Lehar.  This operetta was written in 1905 and was very popular throughout Europe.  The 

music would be quite appropriate for a cosmopolitan hotel like the Hôtel Des Bains.  
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There seems to be little significance to this music other than creating the ambiance of a 

pleasant hotel, although it could possibly relate to Tadzio�s mother.  None of the 

iterations of Death in Venice tells us much about Tadzio�s mother.  It is possible that she 

is a widow, but her marital status is never addressed.  It does strike one that Aschenbach 

should be more interested in Tadzio�s mother; she is attractive and seemingly available.  

But, of course, Aschenbach is not even thinking about human relationships at this time.  

His initial interest in Tadzio, in both the novella and the opera, is a father�s interest, a 

creator�s interest.  That is not communicated in the film, but it is not excluded either.   

  

 

Issues of Mis-en-Scene: 

 

 Tadzio and Aschenbach dress alike 

 

 In the novella the narrator remarks that Tadzio seems to take his cues from 

Aschenbach.  The narrator is referring to the way Tadzio, like Aschenbach, does not join 

in the mirth of the street singers.  It is not hard to imagine Visconti taking this reference a 

step further to have the man and boy dress alike.  This is a subtle nuance and is probably 

not consciously noticed by many viewers.  I have found no reference to this in the 

literature I have reviewed.  It is difficult to determine the implications of these two 

dressing alike.  Is Visconti implying that Aschenbach and Tadzio are somehow on the 

same wavelength, that they unconsciously dress alike?  Or is this meant to create a 

subconscious connection between these two for the viewer?  

 At 1:20, before the �I love you� scene.  Both characters are in a dark outfit 

wearing a white hat with a dark band.  (See Image 7) 

 

 
 

Image 7: Aschenbach and Tadzio Dress Alike #1 

 



 

 73

This is the scene where Tadzio smiles at Aschenbach.  In Image 7 we see the exchange 

from Tadzio�s point of view.  This enables us to see Aschenbach making eye contact with 

him.  The next shot (a shot-reverse shot) is Aschenbach�s point of view and we see the 

smile that fatally wounds Aschenbach.  This encounter is also an example of an �eye-line 

match,� where extended eye contact is portrayed on screen.  An eye-line match is one of 

the standard ways that films indicate love between two characters.  It is right after this 

scene that Aschenbach confesses his love for Tadzio.    

 At 1:22 they both have a white hat, dark sport coat, and white pants.  This is the 

scene where Aschenbach follows Tadzio to church and through the canals of Venice.  

There is not a good shot where the two are in the same frame, but it is obvious that they 

are dressed alike.  At 1:27, when the street singers are performing both characters have 

on dark formal attire.  (See Image 8) 

 

 
 

Image 8: Aschenbach and Tadzio Dress Alike #2 

 

Aschenbach is in a tuxedo and Tadzio is in a fancy sailor suit.  The similarity between 

them goes beyond dress in this scene.  This is the scene from the novella where it is noted 

that Tadzio seems to take his cues from Aschenbach: �It was as if the boy were regulating 

his behavior and attitude according to that of the man, as if the general mood of gaiety 

had no power over the boy so long as the man kept apart from it� (52).  Both of them 

appear to be formal in their actions as well as their dress.  Image 8 is also an example of 

Tadzio with his hand on his hip, a pose that grows more meaningful as the film 

progresses.  

 At 1:41 during Aschenbach�s fantasy of warning Tadzio�s family about the 

plague, he has on a white suit with a dark tie.  Tadzio has on a white sailor suit with a 

dark tie of sorts.  (See Image 9) 
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Image 9: Aschenbach and Tadzio Dress Alike #3 

 

This shot should remove any doubt that the similarity of dress is coincidental.  The fact 

that this is Aschenbach�s fantasy scene emphasizes his role in this phenomenon.  If they 

were dressed differently we might presume that Tadzio was the impetus for the similarity 

of dress.  It could, of course, be Dionysus who is affecting both parties equally.  This is 

the only scene in the film and the novella where there is any contact between the two.   In 

the film Aschenbach approaches the table where the family is having tea and says, 

�Madame, will you permit an entire stranger to serve you with a word of advice and 

warning?�  The fact that he calls himself an �entire stranger� is ironic.  Even more so are 

the words that Myfanwy Piper chooses for this scene in the opera: ��Madame,� I will say, 

�allow a perfect stranger to give you a warning�� (225).  Aschenbach is hardly a stranger 

and he certainly is not perfect.  After Aschenbach delivers his warning he imagines that 

he could �lay his hand in farewell on the head of that instrument of a scornful deity . . .� 

(Mann, 55). 

 A change occurs just after Aschenbach has his �makeover:� at 1:47 they are now 

dressed as opposites.   Image 10 (p. 75) shows that after his transformation to the elderly 

fop, Aschenbach and Tadzio no longer dress alike.  Tadzio is in dark clothing and 

Aschenbach is at the other end of the alley wearing white.  Image 10 also shows Tadzio 

waiting for Aschenbach to come into view so that Aschenbach will know which way the 

family is heading.  
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Image 10: Aschenbach and Tadzio Dress Differently 

 

 This scene is reminiscent of the scene in Euripides The Bacchae, when Dionysus 

has convinced Pentheus to don the garb of the maenads.  Dionysus cajoles Pentheus into 

the transformation and then leads him into the countryside where he will be able to view 

the rites of these women.  Dionysus even suggests that Pentheus climb a tree where he 

will be able to see better.  Dionysus then alerts the maenads to the presence of Pentheus 

and they kill him.   

 In the film Visconti seems to be indicating that Tadzio�s role is changing.  Up to 

this point Tadzio as an instrument of Dionysus has been seducing Aschenbach.  After 

Aschenbach�s �makeover� he is totally in the throes of Dionysus and Dionysus begins to 

show his true colors.  Dionysus is transformed from seducer to the �scornful deity� that 

he is.  Aschenbach is being lured to the sacrifice.  

 

 Contradictions in mis-en-scene: 

 There are several instances in the film where a character says one thing but the 

image on the screen contradicts the statement.  Twice in the film the hotel manager 

assures Aschenbach that the Hôtel des Bains is a very quiet hotel, and then children begin 

running and shouting in the background (15:00 and 15:33).  The point Visconti is 

making, I believe, is not that the manager is lying, but that he believes something that 

simply is not true.  Another example occurs at 33:41.  Aschenbach is recalling a 

conversation with Alfred.  As Aschenbach argues that beauty is a product of labor as 

opposed to a force of nature the camera focuses on Tadzio.  Tadzio is the perfect example 

of beauty as a product of nature but Aschenbach seems oblivious to the contradiction 

between his statement and his vision.  A similar example happens at 34:48.  Aschenbach 

is standing in the doorway of his mountain retreat and remarks that beauty only distracts 

and degrades us.  He turns around and glances at the beautiful alpine landscape but again 

fails to see the irony of his statement.  Here Visconti is showing the viewer that 
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Aschenbach is a man who is out of touch with his senses.  As with the example of the 

hotel manager, Aschenbach believes things that the world around him constantly 

contradicts.  A fantasy world like that is destined to crumble.  

 

Leitmotifs in film: 

 Visconti makes extensive use of leitmotifs in his film.  As with the examples of 

Tadzio and Aschenbach dressing alike, the leitmotifs are a subtle yet important means to 

express the presence of Dionysus.  The color orange is a good example of a leitmotif that 

Visconti employs.  This is slightly different than the leitmotif that Mann uses in the 

novella.  Mann uses red to connect the Dionysus/death figures.  The first example from 

the film is a shot of the elderly fop.  His hair, lipstick, and rouged cheeks, are closer to 

orange than red.  (8:55) (See Image 11) 

 

 
 

Image 11: Elderly Fop 

 

The orange color makes him even more unsettling than in the novella and Visconti 

captures every nuance of this disturbing character.  Visconti�s attention to detail is 

obvious not just in the appearance and the clothing of this man, but also in the man�s 

actions.  In the novella Mann makes note of how the elderly fop runs �the tip of his 

tongue around the corners of his mouth in an obscenly suggestive manner� (16).  The 

elderly fop in the film brings the character from the novella to life. 

 In the following pictures the color orange is dramatically enhanced by its 

surroundings.  Most often the colors surrounding the orange item are subdued earth tones.  

This background allows the color orange to jump from the screen.  As Aschenbach walks 

to the hotel (12:53) he passes a fruit stand with oranges (See Image 12).   
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    Image 12: Oranges 

 

 

 

When Aschenbach enters the hotel orange is emphasized in the lobby.  Several of the 

ornate lamp shades are orange and several of the ladies� hats have orange highlights.  

There is also a breakfast scene at 41:00, where many people are drinking an orange drink.  

It does not look like orange juice, it looks more like Tang.  The color of the orange drink 

dominates the setting.  

 The scene of the foiled departure at the train station is one of the best examples of 

Visconti�s use of orange.  The guards who process back and forth have bright orange 

fezzes and orange seams on their garments (See Image 13). 
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Image 13: Guards at the Station 

 

Notice that they are the only element in the shot that has any color.  Orange seems to be 

associated with several things in the film.  Primarily I believe it indicates the presence or 

influence of Dionysus.  One could hypothesize that the guards in the scene are there to 

ensure that Aschenbach will not leave Venice, that he does not escape his fate.  They 

have no interaction with Aschenbach but they are in nearly every scene with him in the 

train station.    

 There is a flashback scene with his wife and young daughter in the mountains.  

His wife is warning him about the coming storm.  She is wearing a bright orange blouse 

that again dominates the mis-en-scene.  (See Image 14, p. 79).  Immediately after she 

warns of a coming storm there is a jump cut to Tadzio running toward the camera.  The 

use of orange in this instance could be seen a warning.   

 At 1:07, when Tadzio brings his mother the shells he has found there are oranges 

in the background of most of this scene.  The towel that the governess dries him off with 

is white with an orange border.  This is the towel that will become his toga.  At 1:08 the 

governess gives him an orange and tells him to eat it.  A tracking shot brings the camera 

to a medium close-up of Tadzio as he throws the orange up in the air several times.  

There is a definite emphasis on the orange in this shot and Visconti also keeps other 

oranges in the background.  (See Image 15, p. 79) 
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Image 14: Aschenbach�s Wife 

 

 

 

 
 

Image 15: Tadzio with Orange 

 

 This scene is one of the few times that Visconti is overt in drawing the viewer�s 

attention to one of his leitmotifs.  Generally he places items in the mis-en-scene and 

leaves it up to the viewer to notice them.  In this scene, however, he moves the camera in 
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as Tadzio is throwing the orange in the air, drawing attention to the activity.  At this point 

either something new should happen � someone might come up and grab the orange out 

of the air � or we are meant to pay closer attention to what is taking place on screen.  If 

the color orange is related to the presence of Dionysus, this scene brings together the 

symbol and the embodiment of Dionysus.      

 

 Issues of the passage of time 

 

The passage of time is a leitmotif used by Visconti.  As Aschenbach is having 

breakfast on the morning of the foiled departure the waiter comes to tell him that the 

motor launch is waiting: �Time presses,� he remarks.  Aschenbach becomes angry and 

replies, �time does not press.�  This is another example of a contradiction in the mis-en-

scene; the truth is that time is pressing and it has been since the beginning of 

Aschenbach�s adventure.  Visconti makes this obvious in many ways.  The most obvious 

is the scene with the hourglass.  Although there is a very brief mention of an hourglass in 

Death in Venice the conversation in the film is actually taken from Doctor Faustus.  (See 

Image 16) 

 

Image 16: Hourglass 

 

Philip Reed, in his article �Aschenbach becomes Mahler: Thomas Mann as film� 

makes note of one of the most stunning echoes of this scene.  It occurs when Aschenbach 

has followed Tadzio to St. Mark�s.  He stands in front of a balustrade that is made up of 

hourglass shaped rungs.  (See Image 17) 
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Image 17: Aschenbach and Balustrade 

 

There are numerous other examples of time pressing.  Aschenbach looks at his 

pocket watch at least four separate times in the film and there is a clock in the mis-en-

scene in at least three scenes.  Every time Aschenbach is in St. Mark�s Square the bells 

are ringing and there is another hourglass motif in the office of the travel agent (See 

Image 18).   

 

 
 

Image 18: Hourglass Motif 
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All of these examples are very discreet and natural in the film.  Visconti does not draw 

attention to time passing in any unusual way but he effectively creates the atmosphere of 

time pressing.    

  

 Tadzio with hand on hip   
 

 I believe that this leitmotif of Tadzio with his hand on his hip aligns him with 

Mercury, the Summoner of the Souls.  Image 19 below is an etching of Mercury.  I have 

been unable to trace the source of the image, but the resemblance to the stance that 

Tadzio takes at the end of the film is unmistakable.   

 

   
 

Image 19: Mercury 

 

 Early in the film Tadzio consciously avoids putting his hand on his hip.  He is 

shown walking with his hands conspicuously clasped behind his back.  At 1:11 

Aschenbach is on the boardwalk and Tadzio is talking to some friends up ahead.  He very 

deliberately has his hand on his hip in this scene.  Tadzio�s friends leave, and 

Aschenbach has the opportunity to talk with Tadzio.  This is the scene in the novella 

when Aschenbach plans to speak to Tadzio in order to establish a more traditional 

relationship with him.  In the novella Tadzio is unaware that Aschenbach is approaching.  
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In the film Tadzio is practically seducing Aschenbach.  There are poles supporting the 

canopy over the boardwalk.  Tadzio slowly swings around them enticing Aschenbach.  

Visconti changes this scene considerably from the novella where Tadzio does not know 

that Aschenbach is approaching.
21

  In the film Aschenbach these two come face-to-face 

each time Tadzio swings around a pole.  The question is, does this scene reflect reality or 

just Aschenbach�s perception of reality?  Visconti frequently creates some ambiguity 

regarding the literal action and timing of scenes.   

 Once Tadzio begins assuming the pose of hand on hip it becomes a frequent 

image in the film.  When the strolling singers perform Tadzio has his hand on his hip.  As 

the film progresses a ritual surrounds his hand on hip gesture.  A good example is at 1:48. 

Tadzio gets into position, pauses briefly, and slowly puts his hand on his hip.  (See Image 

20)  This picture also emphasizes the posters warning the people of Venice of a health 

hazard, a hazard that Tadzio is summoning Aschenbach toward. 

 

  

 

 
 

Image 20: Tadzio with Hand on Hip 

 

 Black and white  
 

 The uses of black and white as a leitmotif are a representation of Apollo and 

Dionysus.  This reflects the simplistic notion of Apollo and Dionysus as opposites.  

Visconti recognizes the complexity of the relationship and does not separate black from 

white but generally brings them together.  An early example is when the ship pulls in at 

the beginning of the film.  The smoke from the ship is black but when the whistle blows 

the smoke (steam) is white against the black of the smoke stack. (See Image 21, p. 84) 
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Image 21: Black and White Smoke 

 

 One might argue that this image is a natural occurrence.  Even so, in films by 

directors like Visconti nothing happens by chance.  In the beginning of this scene he 

deliberately draws our attention to the smoke stack.  The viewer notices that the smoke is 

very black.  As the shot continues the whistle blows and we see the white steam mix with 

the black smoke.  This does not occur in a fleeting glimpse; Visconti makes sure that we 

notice the scene.  Visconti does not help us draw conclusions here and he does not over 

emphasize the connection.  Many viewers would not pay particular attention to this 

scene.  Visconti seems content to plant these images in the viewer�s subconscious.   

 Another example is the health inspector�s boat.  As the boat approaches we notice 

that it is black with a white circle bisected by a black cross.  (See Image 22, p. 85)  Two 

of the men on the boat are in black and one man is in white.  Again, there is possibly 

nothing unusual here, but it happens moments after the smokestack episode.  The 

leitmotif of black and white continues throughout the film. The Dionysus/death figure of 

the gondolier is in black and white, and in the novella and opera Aschenbach remarks that 

the gondolas are black and coffin-like.  Visconti ignores the remark about the gondolas 

from the novella but his Aschenbach has a huge black suitcase in the film that is very 

reminiscent of a coffin.  Visconti seems to be implying that Aschenbach is well prepared; 

he is bringing everything he will need to Venice.   
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Image 22: Health Inspector�s Boat 

 

 

Visconti borrows from the life of Mahler:  
 

Besides providing the primary music for the film, there are several other 

connections with Mahler in the film.  As mentioned earlier, Mann did give Aschenbach 

Gustav Mahler�s first name and physical description.  Mann had met Mahler and had 

been very impressed with him.  Richard Winston in his biography of Mann comments, 

�He knew Mahler personally . . . and had been forcibly impressed at his first meeting 

with the composer by Mahler�s appearance and manner: Here was someone who had the 

genuine aura of a �great man�� (267).  Ronald Hayman in his biography of Mann takes 

this meeting a bit farther.  He mentions that after their meeting Mann sent Mahler a copy 

of his novel Royal Highness with a note �acclaiming him [Mahler] as the man �in whom, 

as I believe I recognise, the most serious and holy artistic will of our era is incarnate�� 

(246).  Both biographers note that Mahler was a guest of the Pringsheim�s (Mann�s in-

laws) whenever he was in Munich.  The occasion of this meeting was the premiere of 

Mahler�s Eighth Symphony which took place in Munich.   

Mann does not use more of Mahler than his name and physical description but 

Visconti incorporates several aspects of Mahler�s life into the story line.  This is revealed 

most in the flashback sequences in the film which are strictly Visconti�s invention; they 

do not occur in the novella.  In these flashback scenes Aschenbach is shown in discussion 

with a younger colleague.  Several commentators see this as the stormy, but supportive 

relationship that Mahler had with another musician, Arnold Schoenberg (Reed, 180-181).  

Visconti denied this, saying that Alfred (the supposed Schoenberg character) was merely 

Aschenbach�s alter ego (Bacon, 163).  I believe there is some truth to both positions.  

Alfred does partially fulfill the role of Schoenberg, a younger colleague who both 

admired and challenged Mahler.  Schoenberg, Webern, and Berg were active supporters 
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of Mahler and his music and saw him as their �natural spiritual leader� (Haylock, 66).  

After Mahler�s death Schoenberg described him as a �martyr� and a �saint� (Floros, 12).  

By the same token Mahler was a supporter of Schoenberg, Webern, and Berg � the so-

called second Viennese school.  As Julian Haylock remarks, �Mahler did not always see 

eye-to-eye with their music, but passionately stood up for what they were trying to 

achieve . . .� (66).  

In other ways the Alfred character does seem like Aschenbach�s alter-ego.  Seeing 

him as such makes more sense of the scenes where Alfred mercilessly torments 

Aschenbach.  The last flash back is the best example of this.  Aschenbach has just 

finished conducting one of his compositions and pandemonium breaks out in the concert 

hall.  Aschenbach is obviously shaken as he stumbles off stage to the dressing room.  As 

Alfred and Aschenbach�s wife join him in the dressing room Alfred berates Aschenbach 

in a way that seems more like an interior dialogue than an actual conversation.  This is 

another case where the viewer cannot be sure that Aschenbach�s reality that is portrayed 

on screen reflects the actual reality of the situation.          

As mentioned earlier, Visconti has Aschenbach composing his music in the 

mountains like Mahler and he has given him Mahler�s weak heart as well.  In Snakes and 

Ladders Dirk Bogarde discusses the plans for a prosthetic nose that was meant to make 

him look more like Mahler.  After much effort the nose would never stay on and it had to 

be abandoned (309-311).  One final way that Visconti uses Mahler as a model is in the 

recreation of Mahler�s idiosyncratic walk.  Critics often mention the doddering walk of 

Aschenbach and attribute to poor health.  Michael Chanan in his article �Mahler in 

Venice?� attributes Aschenbach�s odd gait to a club foot (1).  I have found no other 

mention of Mahler having a club foot in any of the research I have done.   Visconti�s 

conflation of Aschenbach and Mahler adds one more layer of complexity to an already 

complex tale. 

   

Visconti�s inclusion of Apollo and Dionysus: 

 

Mann uses veiled references to Apollo and Dionysus in the novella, and Britten 

makes them characters in the opera but Visconti seemingly ignores them � or does he?  

Visconti�s version of Death in Venice is far more opaque than either the novella or opera.  

In The Birth of Tragedy Nietzsche complains about Socrates and Euripides, how they feel 

they must explain everything.  Nietzsche describes this as �aesthetic Socratism� (62), and 

remarks that the chief law of aesthetic Socratism �is more or less: �to be beautiful 

everything must first be intelligible�� (62).  For Nietzsche, this emphasis on visibility and 

intelligibility emasculates drama.  Visconti seems to agree; he rarely feels the need to 

explain things.  In contrast, traditional Hollywood film often ruins the possibility of 

subtle connections between plot and mis-en-scene by feeling the need to make it obvious 

and intelligible to all.  Visconti weaves layer upon layer in this film and is unconcerned 

about the viewer�s ability to discern the dense fabric of the narrative.   

While Visconti never mentions or even alludes to Apollo and Dionysus, he does 

include the essence of the conflict between these two archetypes.  The most interesting 

and inventive depiction of Apollo and Dionysus in the film occurs during the beach 

scenes.  I contend that Visconti uses strawberries as a symbol for Dionysus and a 

photographer�s camera on a tripod for Apollo.  Why strawberries for Dionysus?  
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Strawberries are known as the �passion fruit� because they are red and shaped like a 

heart.  In German they are called erdbeeren, that is earth berries.  This connects them 

with the physical experience of life.  Also, it is strongly hinted in the novella that 

Aschenbach contracts cholera from eating strawberries.  

Associating the camera with Apollo might be more of a stretch, but the objectivity 

that a camera records can be associated with Apollo.  It records what it sees, it observes 

rather than interprets.  This particular camera is on a tripod and the tripod is associated 

with Apollo.  In ancient Greece the tripod was a bowl supported by three metal legs.  

(See Image 23)  The tripod was used for the offerings to Apollo and is associated with his 

worship.  Apollo is often depicted seated on the tripod (see Image 24) as is the Pythia (the 

priestess of Apollo.  (See Image 25)    

 

 

 

 
 

Image 23: Tripod 
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Image 24: Apollo on Tripod 

 

 
Image 25: Priestess of Apollo on Tripod 
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 The inclusion of a camera in the film is not totally the invention of Visconti.  Near 

the end of the novella Mann uses one sentence to describe an abandoned camera on the 

beach: �A camera with no photographer to operate it stood on its tripod at the edge of the 

sea, a black cloth that covered it fluttering with a snapping noise in a wind that now blew 

colder� (61).  Visconti takes this single reference to a camera in the novella and creates a 

vehicle to brilliantly express the conflict between Apollo and Dionysus. 

In most of the beach scenes except the final one, Visconti has included a 

juxtaposition of strawberries and the camera somewhere in the mis-en-scene.  As the first 

beach scene opens we see a low angle shot of Aschenbach on a walkway (41:26).  We see 

his shoulders and head and the awning above.  We do not even know where he is 

heading, but in the distance we hear someone calling �strawberries, fresh strawberries.�  

As he walks on, the camera rises and tilts down until the angle becomes more centered 

and we see the beach.  At the end of the walkway, quite a distance away, is a camera on a 

tripod.  It is difficult to spot but it is there.  The scene then cuts to a man selling 

strawberries as Aschenbach is getting settled in his cabana.  The next scene is of Tadzio 

walking on the beach.  He walks directly behind the camera as the man is taking a 

photograph.  Note also that his hands are conspicuously clasped behind his back.  He has 

not begun his hand on hip leitmotif yet.  (See Image  26) 

 

 

 
 

Image 26: Tadzio and Camera 

 

After some scenes of the people on the beach the focus returns to Aschenbach at 

his cabana where he is eating strawberries with obvious relish.  As he looks out at the 

people, in possibly a point-of-view shot, we see and hear the strawberry seller hawking 

his wares.  An elderly gentleman says, �Oh no, Dorothy!  It�s very dangerous in this hot 

weather.  You shouldn�t eat any fruit like that.  No, only cooked vegetables.�  As the 

strawberry seller walks on he passes directly in front of the camera.  (See Image 27)   
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Image 27: Strawberry Seller and Camera 

 

After more scenes of the beach, we hear voices calling for Tadzio.  His mother, 

sisters, and governess have come down to the beach.  As he runs to see them, the 

strawberry seller comes to the family.  Tadzio begs his mother to let him have some but 

she refuses.  He grabs one anyway and the governess chases him round and around the 

strawberry seller.  Tadzio runs away and the governess falls as she tries to catch him but 

it is all in good fun.  Even his mother seems to enjoy the incorrigible Tadzio.  As the 

scene plays out to much laughter, the camera man walks by right in front of them 

carrying his camera and shaking his head at the shenanigans.  All of the scenes described 

above happen in one nine-minute sequence. 

The final time we see a return to the camera on a tripod is at the end of the film.  

In the scene there is no strawberry seller and the camera is left abandoned on the beach.  

Tadzio and Jaschiu fight right in front of the camera (See Image 28).   
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Image 28: Tadzio and Jaschiu Wrestle 

 

Later, as Tadzio walks out into the surf, the abandoned camera is prominent in the mis- 

en-scene.  (See Image 29)  

 

 
 

 

Image 29: Tadzio and Camera 
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My interpretation of this is that Tadzio has become Dionysus at this point and 

Apollo, in the guise of the camera man, has abandoned the playing field.  

There is one other time that a camera appears in the film.  When Aschenbach is at 

the travel bureau he asks the manager about the sickness in Venice.  As the man rises 

from his desk, there is an incidental shot of a light fixture that has the hourglass form.  

There is also picture right behind the man�s head.  The picture is of a camera on a tripod.  

(See Image 30)   

 

 

  
 

Image 30: Camera and Hourglass Motif 

 

In Image 30 we have the hourglass shape in the light fixture and the camera image in the 

wall hanging.  Why is the camera conflated with the hourglass?  Why is there not a 

picture of strawberries on the wall instead of a camera?  Because time is running out for 

Apollo not Dionysus.   
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Comparison of the Novella and Film 
 

 

The Use of Irony 

 

 Mann�s use of irony has been discussed in some detail in the section of this work 

that compares the novella to the opera.  Much like the opera the film cannot really convey 

Mann�s brand of irony.  In fact the film seems less interested in irony than either the 

novella or the opera.  This is not a criticism but a reflection on Visconti�s attitude toward 

his subject.  Early in the opera there is Aschenbach�s identity aria: �I Aschenbach, 

famous as a master writer, self-discipline my strength . . .� (3).  The aria is accompanied 

by a fanfare in the brass that mostly agrees with his self-assessment but there is harmonic 

dissonance within the accompaniment.  As the fanfare returns at different times in the 

opera the dissonance and the bravado of the fanfare have changed creating an ironic 

distance between the words and the music.  The film does not seem to address irony in 

any substantial fashion and this certainly is not because Visconti did not recognize 

Mann�s use of irony.  

 Visconti probably knew Death in Venice better than anyone except Mann.  The 

novella possessed him early on in his life to the point that he had a special pocket-size 

edition printed for him so he could carry it with him wherever he went (Servadio, 56).  

Dirk Bogarde, who plays Aschenbach in the film, was also very familiar with the novella 

and had worked with Visconti in his 1969 film The Damned.  The relationship between 

Dirk Bogarde and Visconti was seemingly telepathic.  Bogarde�s account of the filming 

of Death in Venice is astounding:   

 My relationship with Visconti was extraordinary.  We were fused 

together in a world of total silence.  We seldom spoke, and never ever 

about the film.  We sat a little apart from each other, admitting each 

other�s need for privacy, but never much more than a metre away.  

Incredibly we had no need of speech together.  We worked as one person.  

I knew, instinctively, when he was ready, he knew when I was.  We 

worked very much on sign language; a raising of eyebrows from him 

signified that all was set when I was.  Should I shake my head, then he 

would sit again, and light another cigarette until such time as I felt myself 

in condition, and then I would touch his arm and walk towards the lights.  

We hardly ever shot two takes of anything . . . (312). 

 

 Commenting on his early discussions with Visconti regarding Death in Venice, 

Bogarde recalls, �We never, at any time, discussed how I should attempt to play von 

Aschenbach; there were no discussions at all about motivation or interpretation . . . Once, 

just before our departure from Rome, I requested him to give me just half an hour to 

discuss the role.  He grudgingly agreed and . . . asked me how many times I had read the 

book.  When I told him at least thirty, he advised another thirty and that was that; nothing 

more was ever said� (313).  Visconti�s iteration of Death in Venice ignores the Mannian 

irony and is very idiosyncratic, but not out of ignorance of the text; certainly Visconti 

was an authority on the novella. 
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Divergence from the Novella: Part I 
 

 Like Britten, Visconti skips the initial vacation stop that Aschenbach makes 

before arriving in Venice.  But Visconti skips more than that; he begins the film with 

Aschenbach on the boat to Venice.  This means, most importantly, that there is no 

Traveller/Dionysus figure to create the sudden urge to travel in Aschenbach.  The 

elimination of the Traveller/Dionysus figure sets the pattern for the rest of the film.  

Visconti basically ignores the Dionysus/death characters from the novella.  Certain ones 

do appear, and they are strange, but they do not seem to have any supernatural influence 

on Aschenbach.   The gondolier does indeed hijack Aschenbach on his way to Venice, 

but he is the only one of these figures who has a direct impact on Aschenbach.  The 

strolling singer is in the film � and he is very disturbing � but he does not arouse the same 

feeling as the figure in the novella.  These are odd characters, but the film seems to 

portray their impact the way that Aschenbach perceives them.  He notices them, they 

have a momentary impact on him, but he never makes a connection between them.  

 As the film opens, we see a man seated in a deck chair on a boat.  He is holding a 

book, but it is obvious that he is totally enervated.  Other than that we know nothing 

about the man.  We do not know who he is, where he is going, or why he is exhausted.  

As the scene languidly unfolds, the viewer familiar with Mann�s oeuvre receives a shock.  

As the boat approaches the dock the name of the vessel comes into view.  The name of 

the boat is the Esmeralda, which is the name of the prostitute and the butterfly from 

Doctor Faustus.  This is the first of many borrowings that Visconti will make from that 

novel.   

 Perhaps the most infamous divergence Visconti makes in his film of Death in 

Venice is the transformation of Aschenbach from writer to musician.  Although this 

change has been the focus of much attention, in actuality, it changes none of the 

underlying themes of the novella.  This change is one of the first things one hears about 

Visconti�s film.  But when do we discover that Aschenbach is a musician?  The first time 

we see him in the film he is holding a book.  When he arrives at the hotel he is addressed 

as Professor von Aschenbach.  During the first flashback there are references to his work.  

All of this, if we know the novella, should make us think of him as a writer.  If Mahler 

were traveling, it is unlikely that he would be addressed as Professor Mahler.  More 

likely he would be Maestro Mahler.  That appellation would be more appropriate for a 

musician.  If Visconti had wanted us to immediately know that this man was a musician, 

he could have shown him holding an orchestral score instead of a book in the opening 

scene.  So in some ways, Visconti is hiding the transformation from us, either to surprise 

us or to show us that it really does not change anything.  It is not until nearly forty 

minutes into the film that we find out he is a musician.  It is difficult to imagine what it 

would have been like to have seen the film without the foreknowledge that Aschenbach 

had been transformed into a musician.  If one did not know the novella it would not 

matter.  If one did know the novella, you are nearly a third of the way through the film 

before you discover the transformation.   
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Flashbacks with the Alfred character 

 

 There are several flashbacks in the film of Aschenbach with his friend Alfred.  

The character Alfred and these interludes are strictly the invention of Visconti and Nicola 

Badalucco (Visconti�s collaborator on the screenplay).  Some critics have interpreted the 

relationship between Alfred and Aschenbach as the stormy but supportive relationship 

Mahler had with Arnold Schoenberg.  In his biography of Visconti, Henry Bacon states 

that �Schönberg and Mahler used to have endless debates about the nature of art and 

music, often ending in furious quarrels.  Their mutual respect, however, always ensured 

reconciliation� (163).  Bacon also states that Visconti denied the connection between 

Alfred and Schoenberg.  Visconti maintained that Alfred should be seen as Aschenbach�s 

alter ego (163).  However one chooses to view these episodes they are problematic.  

 The first flashback begins as Aschenbach is just getting settled in his room in the 

Hôtel des Bains.  He goes to the window and looks out at the beach.  As he stands there 

he rubs his head in a way that indicates lethargy and illness.  There is a jump cut from 

this scene to Aschenbach apparently passed out on a couch.  A doctor examines him and 

tells Alfred that Aschenbach will be okay, but that �he has no reason to be proud of his 

heart.�  This quotation about his heart is taken from Alma Mahler Werfel�s memoirs 

regarding an incident with her husband (34).  Either Visconti or Badalucco must have 

been very familiar with Mahler�s biographical information.  The doctor recommends a 

long period of complete rest.  We must presume that Aschenbach�s trip to Venice is in 

compliance with the doctor�s wishes. 

 There is a jump cut in this flashback to Alfred playing the piano (playing a piano 

transcription of the Adagietto movement from Symphony No. 5) and Aschenbach sitting 

on the couch.  As Alfred plays, Aschenbach has a monologue about an hourglass that is 

sitting on a table.  Where the first part of this flashback was borrowed from the life of 

Mahler, this second part, the monologue regarding time, is borrowed from Mann�s 

Doctor Faustus (243).  Mann does briefly mention an hourglass in Death in Venice, but 

this particular monologue is a paraphrase from Doctor Faustus.  In the novel, the 

discussion about time takes place between the protagonist Adrian Leverkuhn and 

Mephistopheles.  �. . . there will be time, abundant, immeasurable time� remarks 

Mephistopheles.  �Time is what is real, the best we give, and our gift is the hour-glass � 

indeed �tis subtly narrow, that bottle neck through which the red sand runs, so hairlike its 

trickle that the eye beholds no diminishment in the upper chamber, and only at the very 

end does it appear to go fast and fast be gone.  But that is yet so distant, what with the 

narrowness, that it deserves nor mention nor thought.  Simply that the hour-glass has 

been turned, that the sand has begun to run . . .� (243).  In Doctor Faustus, this discussion 

is meant to assuage any concerns that Leverkuhn might have about the consequences 

related to the agreement he is entering into with Mephistopheles.  The consequences are 

so far in the future that they deserve �nor mention nor thought.�   

 In Visconti�s iteration of Death in Venice, the time to pay the piper is nigh.  In the 

film, Aschenbach remarks, �I remember we once had one of those (pointing to the 

hourglass) in my father�s house.  The aperture through which the sand runs is so tiny that 

first it seems as if the level in the upper glass never changes.  To our eyes it appears the 

sand runs out only at the end, and until it does, it�s not worth thinking about.  Till the last 

moment, when there�s no more time, when there�s no more time left to think about it.�  In 
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this instance, the protagonist is at a point in his life where he sees the sand fast running 

out, and that fact deserves both mention and thought.  The function of this flashback is to 

let the viewer know that the protagonist is ill (�no reason to be proud of his heart�) and 

that time is running out (hourglass monologue).  We will see that Visconti continually 

emphasizes the passage of time in his film. 

 The second interlude begins as a verbal flashback.  Aschenbach is sitting in the 

hotel dining room having dinner when he begins to recall a conversation he had with 

Alfred:   

  Alfred: Beauty.  You mean your spiritual conception of beauty. 

 

  Aschenbach: But do you deny the ability of the artist to create from the  

   spirit? 

 

  Alfred: Yes, Gustav that is precisely what I deny. 

 

  Aschenbach: So then, according to you, our labor as artists is �  

 

  Alfred: Labor, exactly!  Do you really believe in beauty as the product of  

   labor? 

 

  Aschenbach: Yes, yes I do.  (As Aschenbach says this, the camera cuts to  

   a medium close up of Tadzio, making Alfred�s following   

   comment seemingly apply to Tadzio.)    

 

  Alfred: That�s how beauty is born.  Like that.  Spontaneously.  In utter  

   disregard for your labor and mine.  It pre-exists our presumption as 

   artists. 

 

At this point, there is a break in the verbal flashback.  Aschenbach evidently finishes 

eating, and we see him walking outside the hotel smoking a cigarette.  The verbal 

flashback starts again, but shortly it becomes a visual flashback as well.  The discussion 

returns to ideas related to the Phaedrus dialogue of Plato.      

  Aschenbach: Reality only distracts and degrades us . . . The creation of  

   beauty and purity is a spiritual act.  

 

  Alfred: No Gustav no!  Beauty belongs to the senses, only to the   

   senses. 

 

  Aschenbach: You cannot reach the spirit through the senses.  You cannot.  

   It�s only by complete domination of the senses that you can ever  

   achieve wisdom, truth, and human dignity. 

 

At this point Visconti has succinctly captured the argument as Mann outlined it in Death 

in Venice.   Aschenbach�s last comment is especially important.  Here we see the extent 

of his offence against Dionysus: �It�s only by complete domination of the senses that you 

can ever achieve wisdom, truth, and human dignity.�  In other words, Dionysus must be 
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completely dominated by Apollo if you want to achieve wisdom, truth, and human 

dignity.  If there is any irony in Visconti�s film, this is it.  In fact, near the end of the film 

when Aschenbach has fallen as far as he can, these words come back to haunt him, much 

like Aschenbach�s identity aria from the opera comes back to haunt him in the end.  

 Unfortunately, Visconti does not stop here.  He has Alfred respond with an 

argument out of Doctor Faustus where genius is seen as a �divine affliction.�  Alfred 

finishes with the statement, �Evil is a necessity.  It is the food of genius.�  In my opinion 

this is a mistake.  The themes of Death in Venice are complex enough without trying to 

add an even more complex idea, one that Mann takes well over 500 pages to present and 

explore.  Adding to the wrong feeling of this direction, as soon as Alfred speaks the lines: 

�Evil is a necessity.  It is the food of genius,� there is a knock at the door and a servant 

brings in tea and snacks.  Neither Aschenbach nor Alfred see anything remarkable in this, 

but what was Visconti thinking and what is the viewer supposed to think?  Perhaps 

Visconti is saying that both of these guys have their head in the clouds.  

 The flashback actually continues and adds even more themes.  Aschenbach, in his 

best Apollonian/Enlightenment guise, comments that art is the best educator and that the 

artist must be exemplary and must not be ambiguous.  Alfred of course disagrees and 

remarks that music is the most ambiguous of all the arts.  To prove his point he begins to 

play a piano transcription of the last movement from Mahler�s Symphony No. 4.  Alfred 

comments, �It�s yours!  It�s all your music!�  It is at this point that the viewer discovers 

that Aschenbach is a musician.  It is odd, however, that they chose to play that selection, 

as it seems to lack ambiguity.   

 The third flashback continues the theme of the necessity of contamination for true 

art.  It is best summed up in the words of Alfred.  After Aschenbach claims to be 

contaminated Alfred counters: �If only you were!  To be in debt to one�s own senses for a 

condition which is irredeemably corrupt and sick.  What joy for an artist!  Think what a 

dry and arid thing good health is.  Especially if it�s of the soul no less than the body.�  

Mark Burns, the actor who portrays Alfred, does a good job delivering these lines, but the 

whole concept is far too complex to distill into a brief exchange.  It just ends up sounding 

pompous and silly.  

 The last interlude with Alfred is near the end of the film.  It is quite perplexing.  

As Aschenbach collapses in the piazza in hysterical laughter and tears, there is a jump cut 

to him conducting an orchestra in the performance of one of his compositions.  When the 

piece is over the crowd seems to go wild.  Some love the music and others hate it.  

Aschenbach is visibly drained and stumbles off the stage into the dressing room where he 

is joined by his wife and Alfred who had attended the concert.  His wife is very 

concerned for him, but as Alfred enters he yells, �You cheat!  You magnificent swindler!  

Pure beauty.  Absolute severity.  Purity of form!  Perfection!  The abstraction of the 

senses!  It�s all gone.  Nothing remains. Nothing!  Your music is stillborn and you are 

unmasked� (Ch 25 1:56).  The scene continues for a while with more comments and 

maniacal laughter from Alfred.  As Aschenbach screams, �No!  No!�  He suddenly 

awakens in his bed.  A verbal flashback of a sort continues: �Wisdom.  Truth.  Human 

dignity.  All finished.  Now there is no reason that you cannot go to your grave with your 

music.  You have achieved perfect balance.  The man and the artist are one.  They have 

touched bottom together.�  Aschenbach sits up in bed, turns on the light, and looks at his 

watch.  The flashback continues: �You never possessed chastity.  Chastity is the gift of 
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purity, not the painful result of old age, and you are old Gustav.  And in all the world 

there is no impurity so impure as old age.�  There is a jump cut from Aschenbach in bed 

hearing these words about the impurity of old age to a close up of a beautifully 

suntanned, wind blowing in his hair, god-like, Tadzio.  There is no dialogue.  

 Again, Visconti has packed a plethora of ideas into this interlude.  What are we to 

make of this?  The initial purpose seems to be to say that Aschenbach�s music has no 

soul; that it is all perfection, but no feeling: �Pure beauty.  Absolute severity.  Purity of 

form!  Perfection!  The abstraction of the senses!  It�s all gone.  Nothing remains. 

Nothing!  Your music is stillborn and you are unmasked.�  What is odd is that 

chronologically, this flashback scene seems to be a prequel to the first flashback in the 

film with Alfred, where Aschenbach has collapsed on the couch.  In that scene Alfred is 

very solicitous and concerned about Aschenbach�s well being.  If we follow the flow of 

the scenes, the last flashback in the film precedes the first flashback in the film.  

Chronologically then, in the last flashback of the film we have Aschenbach conducting a 

performance, a near riot in the theater, and Alfred mercilessly taunting Aschenbach in the 

dressing room.  The first flashback in the film is in the same room, but the doctor is 

taking Aschenbach�s pulse after which Alfred is the doting concerned friend.  This is the 

illness, the exhaustion that prompts Aschenbach to take a vacation in Venice. 

 These flashbacks create a jumble.  In general I feel that the Alfred interludes are 

the weakest part of the film.  Had Visconti stayed with the Phaedrus ideas the interludes 

may have worked well; the first couple help elucidate those Platonic themes.  But from 

then on they become a jumble of ideas that overwhelm and distract the viewer.  Bogarde 

voices a similar opinion: �The only thing that Visconti added was the bit with Schönberg, 

(sic) the artistic discussion.  I only saw the film once, but I thought it would have been 

better off without it, it was a waste of time.  Just take that out and it would be perfect� 

(Guilbert, 144).      

   

Other Flashbacks 

 

 There are two flashbacks that include Aschenbach�s wife.  These are primarily to 

connect Aschenbach with Mahler.  The first flashback comes just after Aschenbach 

returns to Venice after the foiled departure.  As he is getting re-established in his hotel 

room he goes to the window and sees Tadzio on the beach.  In the novella and in the 

opera, it is at this point that Aschenbach realizes that the reason he did not want to leave 

Venice was Tadzio.  Visconti does not have Aschenbach verbalize this in any way, but it 

is apparent from his demeanor.  Aschenbach then goes down to the beach looking very 

happy and content with life.  As Mahler�s Adagietto is playing on the soundtrack, 

Aschenbach sits contentedly on the beach and the flashback begins with Aschenbach, his 

wife, and his daughter frolicking in a mountain meadow.  This scene establishes the 

domestic tranquility of his life and especially his bond with his daughter.  (Marisa 

Berenson who plays Aschenbach�s wife bears a striking resemblance to Alma Mahler.)  

The locale of the scene is a mountain retreat, which is the setting where Mahler spent his 

summers composing.  As Aschenbach and his daughter play his wife looks around and 

notes that there is a storm coming.  She remarks that she sees, �a big black cloud over the 

mountain.�  At that point the music stops and there is a jump cut to Tadzio.  This is 

another of several instances where Visconti juxtaposes the dialogue of a scene with an 
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unrelated image that provides a different perspective on the dialogue just uttered.  Here, 

Aschenbach�s wife comments on an approaching storm and Visconti cuts to Tadzio 

running toward the camera.  For Aschenbach, Tadzio is the approaching storm.   

 This flashback sets the stage for the second flashback with Aschenbach�s wife.  

The scene is much different; rather than a scene of domestic tranquility, this is a 

flashback of their daughter�s funeral procession.  The Mahler�s actually had two 

daughters, but they did lose their eldest daughter, Maria Anna to illness before her fifth 

birthday.  The cause of death was a combination of scarlet fever and diphtheria (Carr, 

152). 

 In the film, this flashback comes just after the clerk at the travel agency tells 

Aschenbach the truth about the plague.  As Aschenbach is sitting there listening, there is, 

as we later discover, a fantasy scene where Aschenbach warns Tadzio�s mother to take 

her family and leave Venice.  At the conclusion of the scene with Tadzio�s mother we 

find Aschenbach still seated with the travel clerk, so we know that was a fantasy.  The 

next scene is of Aschenbach in the hallway of the hotel by Tadzio�s door.  He is crying 

and obviously realizes that he should not be there.  He shakes his head and starts to turn 

around but eventually succumbs to his emotions.  He places his head on Tadzio�s door 

and sobs.  Visconti uses the sobs as a match cut to the flashback of the funeral.  It is a 

powerful juxtaposition of sorrow.  One is an honest and healthy sorrow for the death of a 

child; the other, a decadent sorrow for a forbidden love. 

 The funeral scene is a very short flashback and is in the middle of a powerful 

sequence in the film.  The viewer is taken from the travel agent�s warning, to 

Aschenbach�s fantasy warning, to Aschenbach outside Tadzio�s door, to the funeral 

procession of his daughter.  The sequence ends with Aschenbach in the barber�s chair � 

about to receive his fatal makeover.  This entire sequence occurs in about three minutes 

of film.  This is Visconti at his very best.   

 There is one other flashback in the film.  It is the scene at the brothel with 

Esmeralda.  This scene is connected once again with Mann�s Doctor Faustus, and is 

therefore related to the concept of contamination.  A brief synopsis of Doctor Faustus 

will help to understand the connections that Visconti is making in Death in Venice.  

Adrian Leverkuhn, the protagonist of Doctor Faustus is a musician.  From that fact it is 

easy to appreciate Visconti�s conflation of Mahler, Leverkuhn, and Aschenbach the 

musician.  In the course of Doctor Faustus, Leverkuhn discovers that the only way to 

become a truly great musician and to compose truly great music is to sell his soul to the 

devil.  Rather than having Leverkuhn sign a document in blood, the method of 

consummating this agreement is through sex with Esmeralda, a prostitute that Leverkuhn 

encounters.  The syphilis he contracts from her is the agent of contamination that the 

devil uses to pass on genius to him.  Familiarity with this novel would help the viewer to 

untangle some of the interludes with Alfred, but even with that, the episodes are a bit 

arcane. 

 Still, the flashback of Esmeralda in Death in Venice is problematic.  There is the 

issue of her playing Für Elise, and stopping before the last chord, but also, one gets the 

impression that Aschenbach has been impotent with her.  There is a lot of ambiguity in 

the scene.  In the beginning, Esmeralda takes off her jacket and caresses Aschenbach�s 

face with her forearm � a scene directly borrowed from Doctor Faustus.  There is then a 

jump cut to Esmeralda lying down and looking somewhat despondent.  As she turns her 



 

 100

head, the camera pulls back and we realize that we are seeing a reflection in a mirror, and 

she is now looking up at Aschenbach with a look that is mid way between a smile and 

tears.  He walks up and places money on the table beside her.  She grabs hold of his hand, 

but he pulls it away from her and walks out the door, leaving her looking very dejected.  

He pauses as he leaves the brothel with his head in his hands then leaves without closing 

the door.  Esmeralda gets up from the sofa and we once again hear the opening strains of 

Für Elise.  What has taken place here?  Neither of them seem satisfied in any way with 

the encounter.  If he were impotent would he have contracted syphilis?  How would that 

fit in with Doctor Faustus?  There is no clear interpretation of this scene.  As discussed 

earlier, Visconti has connected Esmeralda with Aschenbach�s daughter through the 

photograph of his daughter and Esmeralda�s pose on the bed.  He has also connected 

Esmeralda with Tadzio in that the flashback begins with Tadzio playing Für Elise and is 

continued through a match cut with Esmeralda playing the same piece.  If we step back 

for a moment, the connection between Esmeralda and Tadzio is quite apparent.  In 

Doctor Faustus Esmeralda infects Leverkuhn; in Death in Venice Tadzio infects 

Aschenbach.  The difficulty arises when we try to place Esmeralda and Tadzio in the 

same story infecting the same person.   

 Immediately following the flashback with Esmeralda is the scene where Tadzio 

smiles at Aschenbach and Aschenbach�s realization and admission that he is in love with 

Tadzio.  I made the point in the discussion of the opera that Tadzio�s smile is the fatal 

wounding of Aschenbach.  It is not much of a stretch to see Tadzio�s smile as the 

contamination of Aschenbach in the film.  Right after Tadzio smiles at him, Aschenbach 

grabs his abdomen as if he has been wounded.  He sits at the first available bench and 

gasps, �You must never smile like that.  You must never smile like that at anyone.  (After 

a long pause the camera zooms in on Aschenbach�s face.)  I love you.�  Visconti�s 

juxtaposition of the Esmeralda flashback and Tadzio�s smile definitely lends credence to 

the analysis of Tadzio�s smile as the agent of contamination.  It would be reasonable to 

presume that Visconti saw the Esmeralda flashback as the glue that bonded the discussion 

of the need for contamination in the Alfred interludes with the infection of Aschenbach 

by Tadzio�s smile.                     

 

Aschenbach as Mahler 

 

 Visconti�s conflation of Aschenbach, Mahler, and Mahler�s music is quite 

powerful.  This is another example where Visconti takes the hint of an idea from Mann 

and then lets it evolve into an important issue in the film.  As discussed earlier, Mann did 

give Aschenbach Mahler�s physical appearance and first name, but that was the extent of 

it.  Visconti turns Aschenbach into a Mahler-esque protagonist and Mahler�s music 

dominates the sound track, but does this mean Visconti sees Aschenbach as Mahler?  I 

don�t believe so.  Like Mann in the novella, Visconti weaves layer upon layer of meaning 

and inference into his film.  Mann�s description of his writing style as �a secret 

adaptation of the personal to the factual� (Letters, 96) is also a good description of 

Visconti�s approach in this film.  Recalling the connection that Visconti makes between 

Esmeralda and Tadzio discussed above, one could argue that intellectually it makes no 

sense.  On the other hand, emotionally it makes perfect sense.  If we logically try to 

untangle the mixed references between Doctor Faustus and Death in Venice, we get lost 
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in a maze of incomprehensibility.  But if we allow our emotions to speak, if we look at 

this with peripheral vision, we intuitively sense the connection.  Visconti�s appropriation 

of Mahler and his music is similar to the Esmeralda/Tadzio connection; it makes little 

sense intellectually, but perfect sense emotionally.     

 One of the first issues that critics often point out is that the description of 

Aschenbach�s music in the film is the antithesis of Mahler�s music.  The Alfred character 

describes Aschenbach�s music as being devoid of feeling and overly intellectual.  Those 

are descriptors that cannot be associated with Mahler�s music.  If we presume that 

Aschenbach is Mahler and that we are hearing Aschenbach�s music on the soundtrack, 

then there is a problem.  If, however, we keep in mind that Mahler�s music is nearly 

always non-diegetic, it becomes less of an issue.  The most memorable time in the film 

that we actually hear Aschenbach�s music is when we hear the last chord of the piece he 

is conducting near the end of the film.  We get no sense of his music from this excerpt, 

and there is no logical connection with Mahler.  If this were the only time we hear 

Aschenbach�s music in the film there would be no reason to connect music from the 

soundtrack to the diegetic music, but we do hear his music one other time.  In one of the 

Alfred flashbacks, there is a discussion of ambiguity in music.  Alfred plays a series of 

ambiguous chords and makes the point that the chords can be interpreted in a variety of 

ways.  After playing these chords he begins playing a piece of music; the music is the 

beginning of the fourth movement of Mahler�s fourth symphony.  Alfred cries, �It�s 

yours, it�s all your music!�  Here Visconti has connected Mahler�s music with 

Aschenbach.  I would still maintain that there is no overt intention on Visconti�s part to 

connect the non-diegetic music to Aschenbach.  Like the Esmeralda/Tadzio connection, 

the Mahler/Aschenbach connection works as long as it is not over intellectualized. 

 While this may seem like an arbitrary position on my part, there is precedent in 

the novella itself.  Aschenbach is given Mahler�s features.  Was Mann hinting that 

Mahler�s music was sterile and devoid of feeling?  No, Mann was very familiar with 

Mahler�s music and greatly admired the man himself.  So why give this troubled 

protagonist the features of a man the author admired?  There is no simplistic answer.  

Another example from the novella is Aschenbach�s writing style.  I�ve already 

substantiated Mann�s disappointment that critics connected the �hieratic� style of 

Aschenbach�s writing with Mann�s opinion of his own writing.  But Mann does create 

ambiguity on the subject when he attributes works to Aschenbach that are works that 

Mann himself has worked on.  The logical mind cannot make sense of this ambiguity; the 

emotions have no problem with it. 

 Visconti�s intertwining of Aschenbach, Mahler, and Mahler�s music enables the 

film maker to probe below the surface of the rational.  Instances like these cause the 

intellect to realize its limitations and to allow other modes of determining meaning to 

operate.  This is what happens when Apollo and Dionysus collaborate.  Mann and Britten 

approach Death in Venice from an Apollonian perspective.  They are guided first by the 

intellect and struggle to include the emotions.  Visconti is just the opposite.  He 

approaches Death in Venice from the emotions and must struggle to include the intellect.  

The common ground is that all three men realize and acknowledge the importance of 

integrating Apollo and Dionysus into their creative work.  
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Visconti�s Focus on Mis-En-Scene  
 

 From the very beginning of the film when we see that the name of the boat is 

Esmeralda we realize that Visconti is freely adapting certain details of the novella.  What 

is harder to notice is that he is paying very close attention to other details of the novella.  

One of Visconti�s strengths as a director is his attention to mis-en-scene.  He was famous 

for his attention to setting, costume and décor.  It then should not be surprising that he 

would focus on the setting of a novel.  Where many people would focus on the 

protagonist and the action of a novel Visconti has his eye on the setting and the detail of 

the novel.  In the opening scene of the film Visconti has reproduced details from the 

novella that few readers would have even noticed.  There is a sentence in the novella 

about �the arrival of the launch belonging to the health service� (16).  This is depicted in 

the film.  And while the passengers wait to be cleared for debarking Mann writes, �The 

young people from Pola had come up on deck, apparently yielding to a patriotic attraction 

to the military trumpet calls resounding across the water from the public garden.  Full of 

excitement and Asti, they shouted cheers at the bersaglieri conducting drills over there� 

(16).  This scene is also depicted in the film.   

 There are numerous other examples where Visconti has captured the details of 

Mann�s novella.  Aschenbach�s first sight of Tadzio is a one of the best examples.  Most 

directors filming a scene from a work of literature would capture the action of a scene 

like this, but would not pay such close attention to the setting of a scene in such detail.  

Here is Mann�s description of Aschenbach�s first sight of Tadzio in the novella: �The 

observer saw him in half profile, with one foot in its black patent leather advanced, one 

elbow resting on the arm of his basket-chair, the cheek nestled into the closed hand in a 

pose of easy grace . . .� (Lowe-Porter, 26).  In the film, Aschenbach is sitting in a chair in 

the lobby of the Grand Hôtel des Bains.  As he surveys the multitude of people gathered 

the camera captures his point-of-view perspective.  The camera eventually comes to rest 

on a young boy seated in a chair with his elbow propped on the arm of his chair and his 

cheek resting on his closed hand.  The picture below is Aschenbach�s first glimpse of 

Tadzio in the film.  (See Image 31, p. 103) 

 Taking note of Visconti�s attention to the setting of the novella provides the 

careful reader and viewer a degree of insight into Visconti�s perspective on a project.  I 

believe he saw and read with a different focus than most people.  Most of us are eager to 

discover what happens next in a novel or film.  Visconti seems to be equally interested in 

where things happen next and in what context they happen next as he is in the details of 

what happens next.  The version of Death in Venice that Visconti portrays in his film is a 

much nuanced version but it is a version that reflects a carefully considered, deep 

understanding of the novella. 
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Image 31: Tadzio in Half Profile 
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FOUR 

 

Conclusion 
 

�. . . the style of my novella is somewhat parodic.  It is a question of a sort of mimicry 

that I love and unintentionally exercise.  I once tried to define the style by saying it was a 

secret adaptation of the personal to the factual� (96). 

     

 

 In the above quotation Mann attempts to describe his style of writing.  Like much 

of his writing it conceals as much as it reveals.  What can he mean by �the secret 

adaptation of the personal to the factual?�  Mann is specifically referring to Death in 

Venice in this quotation.  What makes this remark so difficult to unravel is that in Death 

in Venice the personal is the factual, at least on the surface level.  It is well known that 

the details of the story actually happened to Mann.  What can the secret adaptation of the 

personal to the factual be then?  I believe Mann was implying that it is the interpretation 

of the events that has meaning for him.  It is the contrived context of the events that has 

meaning for him.  Mann takes the actual events and manipulates them by adding context 

and interpretation.  As an example consider the foiled departure.  In despair and failing 

health Aschenbach decides to leave Venice.  On his way to the train station he feels 

intense regret at his decision to leave but he cannot turn back.  When Aschenbach arrives 

at the station he discovers that his luggage has been sent to the wrong destination.  This 

gives him the opportunity to rescind his decision to leave and he immediately returns to 

Venice.  We know that something like this did happen to Mann.  It was actually his 

brother Heinrich�s luggage that was sent to the wrong destination, but Thomas Mann 

manipulates this factual event to fit his personal needs in the story.  He creates the 

context that gives this event new meaning, a meaning that resonates with the intentions of 

the author � �the secret adaptation of the personal to the factual.�  I believe this quotation 

can be interpreted and understood within the framework of Apollo and Dionysus.  The 

Apollonian would be the events as they took place, the objective facts of the situation.  

The Dionysian would be the context and meaning applied to the events, the subjective 

interpretation of the situation.  In this quotation Mann exemplifies the integration of 

Apollo and Dionysus.  

 As perplexing as this quotation is, I believe it can be applied to both Britten and 

Visconti.  �The secret adaptation of the personal to the factual� takes on a different 

meaning for them.  For them the factual is the story Death in Venice.  The personal aspect 

relates to the way they interpret the story.  What facets of the novella attracted their 

attention?  Which facet is the brightest?  I mentioned in the Introduction of this document 

that more than most works Death in Venice reveals as much about the commentator as 

the commentator reveals about Death in Venice.  I believe Britten reveals his true 

Apollonian nature in the opera.  He and Mann � and Aschenbach, for that matter � are 

very rational beings who have a tendency to repress or ignore their emotions.  

Aschenbach is too far gone to realize the problem with this.  As Aschenbach sits on the 

beach admiring Tadzio the narrator comments, �His thoughts roamed playfully: he was 

far too arrogant to be fearful of mere emotions� (40).  But Mann and Britten understand 

the pitfalls of perfection.  There is an appropriate line in the opera.  When Aschenbach 
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witnesses Tadzio�s hatred toward the Russian family Aschenbach realizes that Tadzio is 

not perfect.  Aschenbach sings, �There is a dark side, even to perfection� (82).  As usual 

the obtuse Aschenbach does not see how the statement applies to him.  Both Mann and 

Britten did, however, realize that there was a dark side to perfection, to that sole reliance 

on logic, balance, restraint.  They both were looking for a way to integrate the gifts of 

Dionysus into their lives.  I believe Mann pays homage to Dionysus through the writing 

Death in Venice.  Mann was experiencing a form of writer�s block before his work on 

Death in Venice.  He had started several projects but was having trouble finishing them.  

The process of writing the novella allowed Mann to accept and honor all the impulses he 

felt.  He seems to address this issue in his essay �On Myself:� �It is really a question of 

vitality whether or not one clears a critical hurdle . . .  whether one is capable of 

loosening up what has become tight, what has really taken on form, and keeping his 

productivity alive, of letting new content flow into it . . .� (Extracts from Essays, 111).  

The writing of Death in Venice allowed Mann to loosen what had become tight. 

 Mann was in his thirties when he wrote Death in Venice; Britten was sixty when 

his opera was first performed.  For Mann, the novella was looking to the future.  For 

Britten it was more of a summation of the past.  Britten once remarked to Donald 

Mitchell (Britten�s friend and publisher) that �Death in Venice is everything that Peter 

and I have stood for� (Mitchell, p. 207 n. 15).  Mitchell makes an uncharacteristically 

obtuse comment regarding this quotation: �I have often wondered since whether in saying 

that he was not just referring to the opera�s frank avowal of his own Tadzio-oriented 

homosexuality but also to the obligatory consequential constraints, the absence of which . 

. . was ultimately Aschenbach�s undoing� (207, n.15).  I believe Mitchell is thinking far 

too literally here; he is focusing on the particular and missing the larger context.  Britten 

is not merely addressing the pitfalls of sexual attraction; his vision, like Thomas Mann�s, 

is far grander than that.  What Britten is saying is that we all must find the balance 

between Apollo and Dionysus, between order and chaos, between bohemianism and 

bourgeois convention.  That is the message he wants to communicate when he says that 

�Death in Venice is everything that Peter and I have stood for.� To find that balance is the 

only way to live healthy, vibrant, and productive lives. 

 �The secret adaptation of the personal to the factual� is different for Visconti.  

Visconti is less predictable than Mann and Britten.  Where Mann and Britten are 

Apollonian, Visconti is Dionysian.  Where Mann and Britten are overt in their symbolism 

and use of leitmotifs, Visconti is covert.  Visconti is making this film first and foremost 

for himself.  If someone else understands and appreciates the film that is fine; if not, that 

is fine too.  Much of the criticism of the film I have read seems to come from critics who 

are unfamiliar with the novella.  One could contend that you should not need to know the 

novella to appreciate the film, but in this instance, I believe it is necessary.  In his 

iteration Visconti does not merely want to �translate� the novella to film.  He wants to 

interpret the novella.  He wants to communicate what the novella means to him.  Gaia 

Servadio relates an interaction that Visconti had with Warner Brothers regarding The 

Damned.  Visconti wanted the title to be The Twilight of the Gods, the title of the last 

opera of Wagner�s Ring cycle.  Servadio remarks that Visconti �hated the title [The 

Damned] the distributors [Warner Brothers] imposed.  He thought that this film was 

European, as his culture was, and when told that a farmer in Iowa might never have heard 

of the Götterdämmerung, he said that it did not matter� (194).  I believe this is Visconti�s 
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philosophy in Death in Venice as well.  He feels none of the �aesthetic Socratism,� the 

idea that Nietzsche associates with Socrates that �to be beautiful everything must first be 

intelligible� (62).     

 Visconti does include autobiographical details in the film.  One of Visconti�s 

�secret adaptations� is that he made Tadzio�s mother a recreation of his own mother.  

Silvana Mangano, the actress who portrays Tadzio�s mother realized this and felt the 

weight of having such a role.  As a child Luchino Visconti and his family had stayed at 

the Hôtel des Bains.   In fact they were there just a year after Mann�s experience that led 

to Death in Venice (Servadio, 126-127).  Visconti�s iteration of Death in Venice is 

partially a recreation of his childhood memories.  

 

Comparison of a Scene from the Novella, Opera, and Film 

 

 For this section I have chosen to compare a scene that appears in all three 

iterations.  Toward the end of the novella a group of strolling players comes to the hotel 

to entertain the guests.  The scene has an odd, dream-like quality to it.  Each iteration 

approaches the scene from a slightly different perspective and each iteration uses the 

scene for different purposes.  What is most important is that regardless of how different 

each version is there is a certain congruency in the effect of the scene in each iteration.     

 

The Strolling Players� Songs: Novella 
 In the novella, the strolling players come to the hotel to entertain the guests.  It is 

obvious that while their entertainment is welcome, they do not really fit in with the 

clientele of the hotel.  Mann describes them as �low-life virtuosos� (49), and the hotel 

employees keep a close watch on them.  Mann keeps the description of the music very 

general.  He mentions that �interspersed among the instrumental numbers were vocals in 

which the younger of the women blended her sharp, quavering voice with the sweet 

falsetto of the tenor in a love duet full of yearning� (49).  Mann mentions that the guitar 

player (the leader of the players) sings a popular song to his own accompaniment.  Rather 

than discussing the music, this gives Mann the opportunity to describe the leader of the 

players and to connect him with the Dionysus/death figures.   The leader has a �roll of red 

hair,� a �snub-nosed face� a �strikingly large Adam�s apple� and �two defiant, imperious, 

even wild-looking furrows that stood between his reddish eyebrows� (50).  These are all 

distinguishing characteristic that Mann attaches to these Dionysus/death figures.  Besides 

the physical description of the leader, Mann also describes his character; he was �half 

pimp, half actor, brutal and daring, dangerous and entertaining� (50).  At the end of this 

song the leader comes around to collect money for his performance.  It is at this time that 

Aschenbach questions him about the disinfecting of Venice, which the leader dismisses 

as mere precautions.   

 The strolling players return for one more song; a song �in an incomprehensible 

dialect embellished with a laughing refrain� (52).  Again we do not get much of a 

description of the music.  What we do discover is that the leader is good at pretending to 

laugh.  His laughter is contagious and soon most of the people are laughing with him.  He 

laughs hilariously as he points to the audience and they laugh right back at him.  As 

mentioned earlier, his laughter is predicated on the fact that he knows that there is a 

plague in Venice and here are these wealthy people sitting there enjoying themselves 
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when they should be leaving Venice.  They think he is a buffoon and they are laughing at 

him.  When the song is over the strolling players leave, but as the leader is leaving he 

turns back to the audience and sticks his tongue out at the guests.  The entire episode has 

an odd, sinister quality to it.  

 The episode of the strolling singers does not add anything new to the story of 

Death in Venice.  It does introduce the last of the Dionysus/death figures, and it does give 

Aschenbach the opportunity to question one more person about the illness in Venice, but 

it does not significantly add to our perception of the protagonist or the situation in 

Venice.  The singer, as a Dionysus/death figure does not influence Aschenbach the way 

that the other figures have.  His lies regarding the plague do reinforce what Aschenbach 

has heard from others, but his lies are no different than any of the other characters.  This 

episode does create a dream-like atmosphere, somehow out of the ordinary.  Also, Mann 

uses it to connect Aschenbach and Tadzio.  Neither of them participates in the festive 

mood.   The episode is one more slightly out of the ordinary scene that Aschenbach 

experiences.  These episodes have a feeling of magical realism to them.  Regarding the 

events with the elderly fop and the gondolier, the narrator comments, �Though they did 

not appear contrary to reason . . . the paradox was that they were nonetheless 

fundamentally and essentially odd. . . � (21). 

 

The Strolling Players� Songs: Opera 

 In Britten uses the songs of the strolling players to find a unique way to comment 

on the text.  Similar to the novella Britten includes three songs in the opera.  The first 

song is a duet between a boy and a girl.  The lyrics are serious, but the melody and the 

musical setting are lighthearted.  This creates a type of irony that Mann would appreciate.  

The couple is bemoaning their dependence on one another and they acknowledge that 

their relationship does not bring out the best in either of them: 

  Together:   . . .Better by far if we had met and parted 

 

  Girl:  I knew the Creed, but now I can�t get started 

 

  Boy:  Can�t say the Gloria nor Ave Maria 

 

  Together: How shall I save my soul, l�anima mia 

    Dearest my life is guided by your beauty  

    Just as the North star guides the storm-tossed sailor 

 

  Boy:  For you forgotten honour, work, and duty 

 

  Together: L�anima mia, how shall I save my soul (199-201)? 

 

The song describes Aschenbach�s predicament succinctly.  It would have been better if he 

had met Tadzio and then parted.  Aschenbach�s life is guided by Tadzio�s beauty, (and as 

mentioned earlier, the �longing� theme accompanies this line of the song).  Aschenbach 

has forgotten honor, work, and duty for Tadzio.  There is no evidence that Aschenbach 

perceives any of the irony of the lyrics.  He is too concerned with his beloved to really 

listen to the music.  The last line of the song is especially pertinent: �How shall I save my 
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soul?�  Aschenbach is too caught up in a Dionysian frenzy to realize the danger to his 

soul, but the listener cannot help but hear the entire song as a warning to the besotted 

protagonist. 

 The ending of the first song leads into the beginning of the second song which 

features the leader of the players.  In the novella Mann connects the leader of the players 

with the Dionysus/death figures.  Britten, following the lead of Mann, has the singer who 

has portrayed all the other Dionysus/death figures portray the leader.   

 The leader�s song also deals with love and is lighthearted in nature.  The gist of 

the song is that the singer has been told to stay away from blondes by his grandmother, to 

stay away from brunettes by his mother, and to stay away from redheads by his father.  

The refrain is, �So I shall never be able to marry � Evviva la libertà� (203).  The last 

phrase means �hooray for freedom.�  Here we have more irony; in truth the man has no 

freedom except freedom from women, which he possibly does not want.  The song can be 

interpreted in several ways.  One is that he can chase women forever and never settle 

down.  This is almost a justification for never entering into a serious relationship with a 

woman.  Something like; �Yes I would like to marry you, but my grandmother told me to 

stay away from blondes.�  Another interpretation of the song is that he needs to avoid all 

women all the time.  If that is the case, how will he ever find a wife?  Although he has 

not been told by anyone to stay away from all women, one by one his options have been 

eliminated.  This song also reflects Aschenbach�s predicament.  He is attracted to 

someone whom his �parents� (society) tell him that he may not have a relationship with, 

and he certainly has no freedom.  It is at the end of this song that Aschenbach questions 

the leader of the players about the sickness in Venice.      

 This particular song caused Britten some legal trouble.  He thought he was setting 

the text to a traditional folk tune but soon discovered that the tune was still under 

copyright protection (Strode, 38).  Britten was unable to come to a suitable agreement for 

the rights to the melody so he was forced to rewrite the song using a melody that was in 

the public domain.  While that was a setback for Britten as far as time constraints go, he 

was able to overcome the difficulty with as little distraction as possible.  

 The final song is the laughing song.  It is a wheezing dream-like song that has a 

laughing refrain to it that ends with the words, �How ridiculous you are!�  The laughing 

in this is very rhythmic which takes away from the spontaneity, or the uncontrolled 

aspect of the song as described in the novella.  Britten�s song has nice interaction 

between the leader of the players and the audience, and the refrain of �How ridiculous 

you are!� works well to capture the double meaning of the song, but the song is too 

calculated.  It does not capture that hilarity that Mann describes, where the raucous 

laughter of the leader is infectious and makes people laugh even when they do not know 

what they are laughing about.   

   

The Strolling Players� Songs: Film 

 Visconti�s portrayal of the strolling players is extraordinary.  The man who plays 

the leader of the players captures the mix of characteristics that Mann attributes to him: 

�half pimp, half actor, brutal and daring, dangerous and entertaining� (50).  Visconti does 

not spend much time making a connection among these Dionysus/death characters but his 

portrayal of these characters, and especially of this singer, is remarkable.  The singer 

manages to be obsequious and sinister at the same time.  As in the novella and opera, the 
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players perform three songs.  The first two are entertaining and sound like traditional folk 

melodies.  The third is the laughing song.  This song is quite menacing in the film and so 

is the leader of the players.  We sense his civility as a thin veneer over his true nature, 

much the way Dionysus is portrayed in The Bacchae.  The singer�s laughter is so realistic 

that it is infectious.  Mann describes the laughter in the novella: �It spread among the 

listeners so that even on the terrace an unfounded mirth set in, feeding on nothing but 

itself� (51).  The singer on film captures Mann�s description perfectly. 

 A comparison of the three versions of this scene illustrates how each iteration has 

different strengths.  Each approaches the scene from a slightly different perspective yet 

the outcome is really the same.  The film may make a stronger impression than the other 

two, but I believe that is due to the fact that we are primarily a visual culture and Visconti 

does an excellent job of bringing the scene to life.           

 

Concluding Thoughts on the Novella 

 So much has been written about Death in Venice that I feel incapable of adding 

anything to the discourse beyond avowing that it is a masterwork.  In the Preface to 

Stories of Three Decades, Mann comments on the �inexhaustible allusiveness� of the 

novella.  I believe that the allusiveness of the novella is what keeps the story fresh, that 

and the archetypal theme of the story, the conflict between reason and emotion.  Rather 

than commenting further on the novella, I would prefer to turn to an early work of 

Mann�s and what I perceive to be a connection with Death in Venice.   

 I am surprised that more is not made regarding the connection between one of 

Mann�s earliest short stories, �Fallen,� and Death in Venice.  �Fallen� first appeared in 

English in 1997 in an anthology titled Six Early Stories, translated by Peter Constantine 

and edited with an introduction by Burton Pike.  Pike�s introduction is quite insightful but 

he does not mention the similarities between �Fallen� and Death in Venice.  Translator 

Peter Constantine adds a note to the text regarding Mann�s virtuosic use of language and 

tone even in these early stories, but he does not mention a connection between the two 

works. 

 �Fallen� was Mann�s first short story, and was published in 1894 in the magazine 

Die Gesellschaft.  Mann never included the story in any of his collected works and 

described the work as �crashingly immature, although possibly not unmelodious� 

(Winston, 56).  Mann�s description of the work as �not unmelodious,� reflects his 

musical approach to his craft even in his earliest works.  One certainly recognizes his 

early use of leitmotif in this story.  The work does have its immature aspects.  It is a story 

within in a story.  Four friends get together for dinner and have a discussion about 

women.  Laube, who is a champion of women�s rights
22

, bemoans the fact that if a 

woman has an affair she is considered a �fallen� woman.  The man, on the other hand, 

�remains as much of a gentleman as before, and is even considered quite dashing . . .� 

(33).  This outburst by Laube provokes one of the other men, Dr. Seltin to tell a story.  

The story within a story is a rather clichéd approach to story telling, but the young 

Thomas Mann is able to keep it interesting.   

 Dr. Seltin is telling the story of a young medical student who falls in love with an 

actress.  From a start like this it does not take much imagination on the reader�s part to 

wonder whether the doctor might be telling an autobiographical story.  What is 

fascinating is that early in the story there are descriptions that might cause one to think 
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about Aschenbach: �High up in his chest, where his neck began, he felt a soft, tepid, 

flowing pain that often tried to well up into his eyes.  But as he was too ashamed to cry, 

he merely cried in words onto the patient sheets of paper� (36).  This passage establishes 

the protagonist as a person who has difficulty dealing with his emotions.  In this instance 

he uses writing to express the emotions he is too frightened to feel.   

 The protagonist also seems to anticipate Aschenbach in the way that although he 

is deeply and profoundly in love, he really has no concept of a physical response to love.  

Both men are somewhat asexual in that they do not seem to equate longing for the 

beloved with sexuality in any way.  In �Fallen,� the protagonist writes love poems about 

his beloved.  But the narrator points out, �. . . immediately after acknowledging his love 

he was ashamed of himself.
23

  It was such a pitiful, submissive devotion, in which he 

only wanted to quietly kiss her little foot . . . or her hand . . . Of her mouth he did not 

even dare think� (37).  For Aschenbach, the only physical contact that is mentioned in the 

novella comes when Aschenbach fantasizes about telling Tadzio�s mother about the 

plague.  He imagines telling the woman about the plague after which he could, � lay his 

hand in farewell on the head of that same instrument of a scornful deity, turn away, and 

flee this swamp� (55).  Of course Aschenbach never does warn Tadzio�s mother, and so 

he never has the opportunity to lay his hand on Tadzio�s head.  In both cases, this 

overwhelming longing is completely detached from physical expression.   

 In �Fallen� it is the young student�s friend Rölling who goads him into action.  

Rölling is always pushing the young man to act on his feelings of love.  First Rölling 

makes him send flowers to the beloved.  The young man does so, but receives no reply 

from the young lady, so Rölling tells him he must visit her.  Even at this point, it is 

possible to see Rölling as a prototype for the Traveller/Gondolier/Musician character of 

Death in Venice.  Rölling does not merely suggest a course of action, he practically 

demands it.  When the protagonist says that he does not think he could pay an 

unannounced visit to his beloved, Rölling angrily responds, ��Then you�re a lost cause!  . 

. .  You�ll have to see how you�re going to get over this on your own�� (40).  

 The young man does eventually visit the young lady.  She enjoys his company 

and he becomes a frequent visitor.  It is Rölling once again who pushes the young man to 

take the next step.  In fact, the narrator compares Rölling to Mephistopheles.   The young 

man is suffering once again.  The description of the weather sounds as if it came directly 

out of Death in Venice: �. . . the day�s relentless, cruel heat gave way by evening to a dull 

and oppressive sultriness, made only heavier by a weak breeze� (49).  Rölling has 

encouraged the young man to take this relationship a step farther.  As the young man 

walks in a stupor, wondering what is he yearning for, �The answer came from Rölling, 

that more benevolent and less witty Mephistopheles: 

  �So that the divine Inspiration � 

  I may not say how � be consummated . . .� (49). 

 

 After their love is consummated, Rölling again stirs things up by anticipating the 

next step: �Tell me,� he asked, �will Irma be playing the little housewife?  I�m sure she�ll 

look charming in a bonnet!  Can I play friend of the family� (56-57).  The protagonist is, 

however, in love, and in a response that will be echoed again in Death in Venice, he 

ponders, �For the rest, his life was over, over and done.  All that was left was this on 

thing � the thing for which books only knew the paltry term �love�� (57).  The sentiment 
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that the term �love� is too trite to describe the feeling is echoed in Death in Venice: 

�Leaning  back with his arms hanging at his sides, overpowered and shivering 

uncontrollably, he whispered the eternal formula of longing � impossible under these 

conditions, absurd, reviled, ridiculous, and yet holy and venerable even under these 

conditions � �I love you� (43-44)!  H. T. Lowe-Porter, in her translations, is even closer 

to the description in �Fallen.�  Rather than describing �I love you� as �the eternal formula 

of longing,� Lowe-Porter translates it as �the hackneyed phrase of love and longing. . .� 

(51).  It is obvious that Myfanwy Piper, in her libretto for Death in Venice, was using the 

Lowe-Porter translation.  She has Aschenbach remark, �So, it has come to this.  I can find 

no better description of my state than the hackneyed words �I love you�� (161). 

 The young man�s bliss is cut short when he shows up unexpectedly at his 

beloved�s apartment and finds an elderly gentleman there.  It takes the young man quite a 

while to figure it out, but eventually realizes that his beloved has been caught in an act of 

prostitution.  Although prostitution has little to do with Death in Venice, the explanation 

for her actions is directly related to Death in Venice.  At the end of the story it is 

explained as, �If a woman is swayed by love today, then tomorrow she�s swayed by 

money� (70).  It is not difficult to see how that relates to the interpretation Mann has of 

the Phaedrus Dialogue of Plato where there is a path from beauty to wisdom, but since 

beauty involves the senses humans will inevitably be lead from beauty to passion and to 

the abyss.  

 Also notable in �Fallen� is Mann�s use of a leitmotif of sorts.  A lilac bush and the 

scent of lilac permeate the story.  His use of the imagery is heavy handed at this early 

stage of development, but it can definitely be seen as a beginning of Mann�s use of this 

technique.  Mann also uses the word fallen as a leitmotif of sorts.  The word is used in the 

story in several different ways.  At one point the word is used to describe a woman who 

has an affair as a �fallen� woman.  The word is used in other ways in the story.  It is 

mentioned that �evening had fallen� (51), and later that �The world around him had 

fallen away . . .� (57).  In the intervening 18 years between �Fallen� and Death in Venice 

Mann would hone his technique, but even at the age of 19 his prodigious talent was 

apparent.            

 

Concluding Thoughts on the Opera 

The basic thesis of this dissertation has been that all three creators of Death in 

Venice believed that there must be a balance between the rational and the emotional 

impulses.  That Benjamin Britten interpreted the novella in this manner is unquestionable.  

Britten goes a step beyond Mann on this issue by making Apollo and Dionysus named 

characters in his opera.  Britten seems to focus on the similarities between the gods as 

opposed to the more standard way of viewing them as opposites.  The way Britten places 

Aschenbach under the spell of Apollo in the first act and then Dionysus in the second act 

is a fascinating study of the porous line that separates the two gods.  For Britten, Death in 

Venice is a twentieth century morality tale.  It warns us that in this age of science and 

technology it will be ever more possible to embrace the intellect and marginalize the 

emotions.  This is the modern day equivalent of selling one�s soul to the devil.  

Britten�s depiction of Death in Venice is a distillation of the ideas of Mann.  Of 

course it is impossible for an opera to retain everything from a work of literature but 

Britten loses none of the essence.  It is like the law of the conservation of matter; nothing 



 

 112

is lost when water is converted to steam.  The form may change, but no matter is lost.  It 

is the same between these two versions of Death in Venice; the form has changed, but no 

content has been lost. 

  

Concluding Thoughts on the Film 
Visconti�s version is the most challenging of the three iterations and requires 

more �cultural literacy� than either of the other versions.  Even with the added character 

of Alfred and his conversations with Aschenbach, Visconti�s version is the most silent of 

all the iterations.  While there is virtually no dialogue in the novella, the narrator keeps us 

well informed of what Aschenbach is thinking.  In the opera, Aschenbach�s motivation is 

carefully explained through the periodic monologues that he delivers.  Visconti is the 

most daring of the three.  He is willing to allow his images and the music to tell the story.  

The ability of the music to tell the story has already been discussed but Visconti is also 

willing to rely on images.  A good example of this is when Tadzio and Jaschiu are 

walking on the beach.  As Aschenbach is watching them, Jaschiu leans over and kisses 

Tadzio on the cheek.  The camera then returns to Aschenbach who reacts to the kiss with 

something like embarrassment.  What does the viewer make of Aschenbach�s reaction to 

the kiss?  In the novella the narrator remarks that Aschenbach was tempted to �shake his 

finger� at Jaschiu and warn him of the dangers of falling in love with such a beauty (27-

28).  But I believe that what we see on the screen is actually the description from the 

novella of Aschenbach�s response to seeing Tadzio express his hatred of the Russians:  

�A sort of delicacy or fright, something like a mixture of respect and shame, caused 

Aschenbach to turn away as if he had not seen anything; for it is repugnant to a chance 

witness, if he is a serious person, to make use of his observations, even to himself� (26).  

This perfectly describes Aschenbach�s response to the kiss in the film.  Visconti never 

explains or describes Aschenbach�s reaction to the kiss.  Visconti is content to show 

Aschenbach�s response and let the viewer draw his or her own conclusions.    

In many ways Visconti�s iteration of Death in Venice is the most tragic.  He 

emphasizes the pathos of the story more than either Mann or Britten.  Visconti is by far 

the most Dionysian of the three.  Mann and Britten are both Apollonian and they keep 

their distance from Aschenbach.  Visconti is not afraid to stand side-by-side Aschenbach.  

I believe Visconti�s iteration is the most tragic because he perceives Aschenbach as 

heroic.  Aschenbach is a man who is willing to die for beauty�s sake; Visconti admires 

that.    

 In Death in Venice Visconti has done the near impossible.  He has found a way to 

make his film as complex as one of the most complex works of literature.  When one 

thinks of films made from literature, one usually thinks of films that have been stripped 

of their subtlety.  Films typically simplify the plot structure of a novel and try to figure 

out how to get the basic story line across in a two hour movie.  Visconti did just the 

opposite.  As deep as I can dig about this film Visconti is always deeper.  Hitchcock is 

often thought of as the master of detail in film but in Death in Venice Visconti is his 

equal. 
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Summary and Final Recommendations 
 Following Nietzsche�s model of using the Greek gods Apollo and Dionysus to 

represent the rational and emotional components of human nature, this dissertation has 

explored the iterations of Thomas Mann�s Death in Venice.  In Chapter One I discussed 

the influence of Nietzsche�s The Birth of Tragedy on Death in Venice.  Two other literary 

influences are noted as well, The Bacchae by Euripides and Phaedrus by Plato.  The 

influence of The Birth of Tragedy is on the philosophical underpinning of Death in 

Venice.  The Bacchae and Phaedrus have a more direct influence on the plot.  This 

chapter provided the framework for my interpretation of the novella.   

 Chapters Two and Three explored the opera and the film in relation to the novella.  

These chapters discussed the technical elements used to �translate� the story into a new 

medium and also discussed the interpretation of the novella in these iterations.   

 Chapter Four analyzes a scene that is used in all three iterations and discusses the 

strengths and weaknesses of the different media in conveying a scene.  Following this are 

concluding thoughts on the novella, opera, and film.      

 

Recommendation for Further Study: Opera 

In concluding the study of the opera there is one final aspect that I have sensed in 

the work but have been unable to verify.  Britten, like Aschenbach (and Thomas Mann), 

tended toward the Apollonian.  His compositions reflect an emphasis more on the 

intellect than on intuition.  This is not to say they are merely cerebral works; that is not 

the case at all, but his works do reflect the careful planning of an ordered mind.  Aside 

from the elements already discussed regarding Britten�s use of compositional techniques 

in this opera, there is, I believe, another aspect that reflects Britten�s Apollonian point of 

view.  In the Performance and Production Notes to the opera Britten stresses the 

importance of not making cuts to the opera.  Concerning Aschenbach�s recitatives Britten 

comments: �It is further emphasized that these Recitatives form an integral part of the 

composer�s conception of the opera, and their length and location have been precisely 

calculated in relation to the pace and development of the drama.�  A few paragraphs later 

he addresses the same issue: �For the same reason, it is emphasized that the beach games, 

etc., of the children . . . throughout the opera are of crucial dramatic significance, the 

placing and duration of which have been very carefully calculated in relation to the 

proportions of the work as a whole.�  All of this leads me to believe that Britten possibly 

utilized a classical element of proportion such as the Golden Mean in composing this 

opera.  The Golden Mean is a proportional relationship that is found in nature.  A good 

example is the arrangement of nodules on a pinecone.  Each successive row increases or 

decreases in a numerical proportion of approximately 5 to 8.  This pleasing relationship 

was recognized by the ancient Greeks, and has been used in architecture, painting, and 

even music ever since.
24

  That Britten would apply some sort of proportional relationship 

is certainly within the realm of possibility considering the subject matter and the tight 

construction of this opera.  As of yet I have been unable to discover what that relationship 

is, but at the very least the language that Britten uses emphasizes the careful planning and 

proportions utilized in this opera.  I believe further study in this area could yield an 

important new perspective on this masterwork. 
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Recommendation for Further Study: Film 

 One aspect of Visconti�s film that could bear further scrutiny is his use of parallel 

scenes.  Earlier I discussed one of these scenes, the picture of Aschenbach�s daughter 

compared with Esmeralda sitting on the bed, but there are several others.  One example is 

when Aschenbach is at the train station during the foiled departure.  As Aschenbach sits 

waiting to return to the hotel a sick, old man collapses against the wall.  Later in the film 

Aschenbach collapses in a similar way in the piazza.  Another example is when 

Aschenbach sits at the beach and is inspired by Tadzio.  He watches Tadzio walk to the 

shore.  This is virtually the same as the last scene of the film when the dying Aschenbach 

is seated watching Tadzio walk out into the surf.  I am unsure of the significance and 

interpretation of these parallel scenes.  I presume there are more of them in the film and 

that Visconti has a reason for having them.  This is an area that could uncover a facet of 

the film that to my knowledge has not been explored. 

 

Final Words 

The Greeks, the fountainhead of Western civilization, realized that human beings 

are buffeted between their thoughts and their emotions.  They enshrined this struggle by 

including Apollo and Dionysus in their pantheon of gods.  The Greeks honored both 

impulses and realized that great art is born of the interaction of these gods.  Western 

civilization has moved between these two gods since the time of the Ancient Greeks.  For 

example, the Apollonian focus of The Enlightenment in the eighteenth century was 

followed by the Dionysian focus of the Romantic Period in the nineteenth century.  

Thomas Mann realized that even in the modern world we find ourselves at the mercy of 

these gods.  Most people find some balance between the two gods, but in Death in Venice 

Aschenbach has sought perfection in his devotion to Apollo.  Aschenbach is a man out of 

balance, and Mann�s story details his fall.  

 According to Nietzsche even Socrates eventually acknowledged the need for 

balance in his life. When Socrates was in jail awaiting his death he told his friends of 

having dreams in which he was instructed: �Socrates, make music!�  Before his death, 

Socrates did compose some music.  Nietzsche finds some irony in Socrates turning to 

music.  Nietzsche comments, �This voice of the Socratic dream vision is the only 

indication that he ever gave any consideration to the limitations of logic.  He was obliged 

to ask: �Is that which is unintelligible to me necessarily unintelligent?  Might there be a 

realm of wisdom from which the logician is excluded?  Might art even be a necessary 

correlative and supplement to science (71)?  

Thomas Mann certainly heard the voice of the Socratic dream vision.  He knew he 

must integrate both impulses into his life, he knew that he must �make music.�  Death in 

Venice is the testament of this awareness.  Likewise, Benjamin Britten and Luchino 

Visconti also heard the voice that instructed Socrates to make music.  Both men knew the 

necessity of integrating Apollo and Dionysus in their lives.  The iterations of Death in 

Venice remind us that no matter what our brain tells us, the shortest distance between two 

points is not always a straight line.  As human beings it is our struggle to find a balance 

between these gods.  Death in Venice is a story that can be interpreted in many ways.  It 

has so many facets that its �inexhaustible allusiveness . . . might well dazzle the eyes of 
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its creator himself as it took shape� (Stories of Three Decades, viii).  But no matter what 

facet attracts the reader, the true topic of Death in Venice is the human condition. 
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Notes 

 

 
1 �La Caduta degli Dei� is Italian for The Twilight of the Gods.  This is Visconti�s title for the film, a title 

he borrows from Wagner.  Warner Brothers refused to let the film be called The Twilight of the Gods.  

They insisted on The Damned.  

 
2 This is made abundantly clear in Luchino Visconti�s film Death in Venice, where Aschenbach is turned 

into a composer � in fact, a thinly veiled depiction of Gustav Mahler. 

 
3 There are competing myths regarding the origin � and direction � of Dionysus.  Euripides accepts the 

myth of Dionysus as a Greek god returning from the East, and so do Nietzsche and Mann. 

 
4
 It is informative to compare this statement with the description of Aschenbach as a clenched fist in Death 

in Venice (see p. 8 in the Norton Critical Edition). 

 
5 Word painting is a musical technique where the instrumental sounds reflect the words of the composition.  
For example, if the lyrics describe climbing a mountain, the melody would ascend as well.  If the lyrics 

describe a flowing brook, the melody might undulate. 

 
6 All note indications follow A.S.A. pitch notation (middle C = C4). 

   
7 Retrograde indicates that a melody is played backwards, that is, starting with the last note and ending with 

the first note.  Inversion indicates a mirror image of the melody, that is, when the original melody ascends, 

the inversion descends etc.  

 
8 A ritornello is a section of music that recurs like a refrain in the composition. 

 
9 This deserves some explanation.  A canon is what we think of as a �round� like �Row, Row, Row, Your 

Boat.�  We have one melody that begins and is answered by the same melody starting a few beats later.  An 

ostinato is a single melody that keeps repeating itself.  At this point in the opera Britten uses an ostinato 

that is set in a �round.�  

 
10 A whole tone scale uses pitches that are one whole step apart.  Due to this construction there are only two 

whole tone scales.  Therefore, when Britten uses both whole tone scales in this passage (I have called them 

�complementary� whole tone scales) he has used all twelve pitches of Western music. 

     
11 A tremolo is a fast and continuing alternation between two pitches. 

 
12 Two words that might be unfamiliar are timbre and tessitura.  Timbre is the unique sound of an 
instrument.  Britten connects Tadzio with the sound of the vibraphone.  Tessitura is the highness or lowness 

of pitch.  Britten connects the plague with any extremely low pitches, most often in the tuba. 

 
13 John Keats, �Ode on a Grecian Urn� 

 
14 A glockenspiel is a bell-like instrument, and is sometimes referred to as �bells.�  It is pitched higher than 

a vibraphone, and is often in the shape of a lyre. 

 
15 Having the aulos associated with Dionysus and the lyre associated with Apollo may seem abstract to us 

today, but we too have instruments associated with Dionysian and Apollonian aspects of our life.  The 

electric guitar or saxophone is often associated with �popular� music that makes us want to dance.  The 
violin or the harp is often associated with �classical� music � music that edifies the listener.  The contrast 

between these two poles of music is well illustrated in the depiction of the contest between Marsyas and 

Apollo from Ancient Greece.   
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16 How many complaints does one hear about Alfred Hitchcock�s treatment of Robert Bloch�s novel 

Psycho?  Of course, the issue is, the translation of a great work of art to a new medium has a greater chance 

of offending its audience.  Jonathon Carr in his biography of Mahler addresses this issue regarding 

Mahler�s use of the poetry of Friedrich Rückert (1788-1866): �Why Rückert?  Although he was a sensitive 

and prolific poet he was not a truly great one, but in this case that was part of his attraction.  Mahler once 

told a friend it seemed to him profane for composers to set perfect poems to music �as if a sculptor 

chiselled a statue from marble and a painter came along and coloured it.�  What he [Mahler] found in 

Rückert . . . was mood and subject matter to stir his imagination� (Carr, 128).  One could argue that 

Visconti was wrong to choose such a great work of literature to manipulate, but Mahler didn�t always 

follow his own advice either: he later used the poetry of Goethe (the end of Faust) in his Eighth Symphony.  

 
17 Regarding his translation of Lampedusa�s The Leopard to the screen Visconti remarked, �My film is not 

and could not be a transcription into images of the novel.   . . .  Even while maintaining a great fidelity to 

the novel which has inspired it . . . a film must have its own expressive originality.  And not only from the 

visual side� (Marcus, Filmmaking by the Book, p. 45). 

 
18 The cithara is a sophisticated type of lyre.  It generally has more strings and a more elaborate 

construction. 

 
19 The version on the soundtrack is only nine and a half minutes long.  There must have been several 

versions recorded.   

 
20 To add another level of borrowing, Caroline Picart, in Thomas Mann and Friedrich Nietzsche points out 

that Mann borrows this scene from an episode in the life of Friedrich Nietzsche.   

 
21 This is a scene from the film that is often criticized.  It does appear that Tadzio is being overly 

provocative in the scene.  In response to this criticism I contend that it is difficult to separate the reality of 

the film from Aschenbach�s perception of reality in the film.  This happens at other times, for instance 

when Aschenbach and Tadzio meet as Aschenbach is leaving the dining room for the train station.  Time 

seems to stop as they pass in the doorway.  Surely in reality that did not occur anywhere but in 

Aschenbach�s perception of the encounter. 

     
22 It is surprising to note how often Mann anticipates social issues of the later twentieth century.  Besides 

this interest in women�s rights, in Royal Highness he addresses environmental concerns and the possible 
impact on climate.  

 
23 This should also remind the reader of Aschenbach�s reaction after using Tadzio as inspiration for his 

writing: �. . . he felt exhausted, even unhinged, as if his conscience were indicting him after a debauch� 

(39).   

 
24 For a more detailed account see Roy Howat�s book, Debussy in proportion: A musical analysis. 

Cambridge: Cambridge Press, 1983. 
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