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‘What could art and virtue mean to him now, when he might reap the 

advantages of chaos?’ Style in Death in Venice: Mann, Visconti, Britten 

 

Jonathan Rees 

 

An appreciation of the intricacies of style is fundamental to a modernist reading of 

Death in Venice in its iterations as novella (1911), film (1971) and opera (1973). Yet, 

it is problematic to assume that the styles adopted by Thomas Mann, Luchino 

Visconti and Benjamin Britten are intrinsically modernist. Indeed, critics including 

Ernst Grabovszki, Hans Rudolf Vaget and Gary Schmidgall have all commented on 

the conservative approach of these artists.1 Furthermore, the very idea of a modernist 

style is often anachronistic. As Michael Bell outlines ‘a central paradox of 

Modernism [is that] the most sophisticated achievement of the present is a return to, 

or a new appreciation of, the archaic.’2 Coupled with these initial difficulties is that 

the three texts originate from different parts of Europe, at different ends of the 

twentieth-century. As a result, there are logistical and temporal challenges involved 

in identifying an overarching modernist style that is discernible in them. And of 

course, there are the mediums in which the texts appear to consider also. 

Nonetheless, a more nuanced understanding of modernist style, which may alleviate 

some of these tensions, can be accomplished. As Malcolm Bradbury and James 

                                                
1 See Ernst Grabovszki, ‘Literary Movements of the 1890s: Impressionism, Symbolism, and fin-de-
siecle Austria’, in German Literature of the Nineteenth Century, 1832-1899, ed. Clayton Koelb and 
Eric Downing (Rochester, NY and Suffolk: Camden House, 2005), pp. 139-154 (p. 144). Grabovski 
comments upon Mann’s traditionalist use of the novella; Hans Rudolf Vaget, ‘Film and Literature: 
The Case of Death in Venice: Luchino Visconti and Thomas Mann’, The German Quarterly, 53.2 
(1980), 159-175 (p. 161). Vaget explains that Visconti and his cameraman Pasquale de Santis adopt 
an essentially conservative approach to filmmaking. Gary Schmidgall, Literature as Opera (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1977), p. 345. Schmidgall comments on Britten’s approach to 
adapting Mann’s text. Schmidgall’s understanding equates Britten’s fidelity with conservatism. 
2 Michael Bell, ‘The Metaphysics of Modernism’, in The Cambridge Companion to Modernism, ed. 
Michael Levenson (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp. 9-32 (p. 20).  
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McFarlane note in their seminal text on European literature, ‘Modernism is less a 

style than a search for a style in a highly individualistic sense; and indeed the style of 

one work is no guarantee for the next.’3 Bradbury and McFarlane’s astute 

observation is an acknowledgement of the plurality of the movement. Far from 

essentialist, their understanding encourages multifarious interpretations of what 

might constitute a modernist style, literary or otherwise. It is from such a standpoint 

that this study will begin.  

  Drawing upon elements of the dense academic corpus surrounding these 

texts, this study will bring some cohesion to the analysis of style that has preceded it 

and ground it in a modernist enquiry. As such, the argument is twofold: Visconti and 

Britten use stylistic techniques specific to their mediums to reappropriate Mann’s use 

of free indirect discourse. For Visconti it is the use of the zoom lens to invade the 

subjectivity of his protagonist. Similarly, Britten uses a stylistic technique developed 

by Arnold Schoenberg, known variously as dodecaphony, twelve-tone serialism and 

twelve-note composition. Adopting these stylistic techniques allows Mann, Visconti 

and Britten to address a central modernist concern, the representation of the chaos 

afflicting the subjectivity of an individual. Marshall Berman describes this affliction 

neatly:  

To be modern is to find ourselves in an environment that promises us 
adventure, power, joy, growth, transformation of ourselves and the 
world – and, at the same time, that threatens to destroy everything we 
have, everything we know, everything we are.4 

 
As a result of his lust for the young boy Tadzio, Gustav von Aschenbach, the 

protagonist of Death in Venice, experiences the antithetical threat and bliss that 

                                                
3 Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlane, ‘The Name and Nature of Modernism’, in Modernism: A 
Guide to European Literature 1890-1930, ed. Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlane (London and 
New York: Penguin Books, 1991), pp. 19-56 (p. 29).  
4 Marshall Berman, All that is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience of Modernity (London and New 
York: Verso 1983), p. 15. 
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Berman identifies. This has profound effects upon his subjectivity and as will be 

demonstrated, the stylistic strategies adopted by Mann, Visconti and Britten enables 

an understanding of this process.  

 

Mann: Chaos and Subjectivity 

In the introduction to his translation of Death in Venice (1912), David Luke 

identifies Mann’s search for a modern typology when he suggests that the absence of 

significant literary output between the completion of Tonio Kröger (1903) and the 

composition of Death in Venice (1911/12), marks a ‘number of important beginnings 

and reorientations’ in the author’s career. ‘[His] reflections were now being 

influenced by […] new ideas about art current in the generation that was following 

him.’5 It is important to note the retrospective nature of Luke’s claim, because, as 

David Horton explains, contemporary accounts were less accommodating of Mann’s 

style.   

[Many] complained that his diction was dry, lifeless and excessively 
embellished […] his language […] overburdened, excessively 
mannered, […] and full of redundancy. 6 
 

Horton outlines a tension that one must be aware of when making assumptions about 

the reception of stylistic developments during the early twentieth-century. 

Nonetheless, he recognises Luke’s retrospective viewpoint explaining that ‘[t]he 

density and intricacy of Mann’s style is now typically seen as […] modernist.’ 

(Horton, p. 47) T. J. Reed outlines the motivation behind Mann’s experimentation 

with stylistic conventions when he notes that for the moderns, Mann included, 

                                                
5 David Luke, ‘Introduction’, in Thomas Mann, Death in Venice and Other Stories, trans. David Luke 
(London: Vintage, 1998), viii-lii (xxxiii). 
6 David Horton, ‘Linguistic Structure, Stylistic Value, and Translation Strategy: Introducing Thomas 
Mann’s Aschenbach in English’, Translation and Literature, 19.1 (2010), 42-71 (p. 46). All further 
references are to this source and will appear parenthetically in the body of the essay.   
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‘realism [had] reached its limits’.7 Now, Death in Venice, is arguably a realist 

novella, yet what Reed is suggesting is that Mann wanted to develop a new way of 

representing reality in all its nuance, perhaps something akin to what Virginia Woolf 

refers to as ‘a luminous halo, a semi-transparent envelope surrounding us from the 

beginning of consciousness to the end.’8 Mann found a stylistic device that could 

achieve this level of representation in the form of free indirect discourse. 

 Before turning to Mann’s text to analyse his use of free indirect discourse it is 

necessary to gain a clear understanding of the term. As Gérard Genette explains, ‘in 

free indirect speech […] the character speaks through the voice of the narrator, and 

the two instances are then merged.9 The stress that Genette places upon the process 

of merging is crucial to the effect that Mann seeks to create through his use of this 

narrative style. Placing the words of the character in the narrative voice without tags 

like he said/thought creates ambiguity over the origin of the utterance. The stylistic 

device therefore allows a subtle interplay that encourages readers to question 

whether a statement is subjective or objective. Consequently, the complexities of 

human consciousness are recreated in prose. Taken in this way, free indirect 

discourse can be understood as a distinctly modernist stylistic technique. Yet, as Roy 

Pascal explains, it is a narrative style that predates the 1890 to 1930 period 

commonly associated with modernist literature. Pascal highlights this through case 

studies of works by George Eliot, Jane Austen and Charles Dickens, as well as 

Goethe, who was a powerful influence on Mann. From the outset of Pascal’s study 

though, is the idea that free indirect discourse was mastered by authors of the 

                                                
7 T.J. Reed, Death in Venice: Making and Unmaking a Master (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1994), 
p. 11. All further references are to this source and will appear parenthetically in the body of the essay. 
8 Virginia Woolf, ‘Modern Fiction’, in Modernism: An Anthology, ed. Lawrence Rainey (Oxford: 
Blackwell Publishing, 2005), pp. 897-901 (p. 899). 
9 Gérard Genette, Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method, trans. Jane E. Lewin (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1983), p. 174. 
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modernist canon.10 This is reflected in the desire for literary modernism to move 

‘away from the discursive, descriptive, authorial novel of event and action towards 

the modern dramatic or scenic, psychological type.’ (Pascal, The Dual Voice, pp. 15-

16)  

In the final chapter of Mann’s novella, after Aschenbach has discovered that 

Venice is infected with cholera and his consciousness has simultaneously acquiesced 

to the desire it has battled against for the story’s duration, an archetypally Dionysian 

scene is offered:  

The image of the stricken and disordered city, hovering wildly before 
his mind’s eye, inflamed him, with hopes that were beyond 
comprehension, beyond reason and full of monstrous sweetness. […] 
What could art and virtue mean to him now, when he might reap the 
advantages of chaos? 11  
 

Aschenbach’s psychological decline from virtuousness to debauchery is emphatically 

expressed through the use of free indirect discourse. His subjective experience has 

merged with that of the narrator’s objective informative viewpoint. The duality this 

affords mimics the disorder afflicting his consciousness. Yet, with decline comes the 

possibility of chaos, its destructive potential to reveal ‘hope beyond comprehension’ 

and existence ‘beyond reason’. This potential is expressed through Aschenbach’s 

decision to withhold the truth about Venice from Tadzio’s family. Now that Venice 

has been stripped of social order, his infatuation for Tadzio may be acted upon. As 

Reed explains ‘[w]e are seemingly located in modern reality and modern realism, but 

we are near the edge of such certainties as they offer.’ (Reed, Master, p. 31) It is at 

the margins of existence that Aschenbach now dwells and through Mann’s use of 

free indirect discourse the psychological manifestations of this domain are expressed.  
                                                
10 Roy Pascal, The Dual Voice: Free indirect speech and its functioning in the nineteenth-century 
European novel (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1977), vii-ix. All further references are to 
this source and will appear parenthetically in the body of the essay. 
11 Thomas Mann, Death in Venice and Other Stories, trans. David Luke (London: Vintage, 1998), p. 
259. All further references are to this source and will appear parenthetically in the body of the essay. 



 6 

As highlighted in this extract taken from the end of the novella, it is the threat 

of chaos afflicting Aschenbach’s subjectivity that is the particularly modernist 

motivation behind Mann’s use of free indirect discourse. And indeed this is inherent 

to Mann’s style early in the novella: 

There were profound reasons for his attachment to the sea: he loved it 
[…] because of a forbidden longing deep within him that ran quite 
contrary to his life’s task and was for that very reason seductive, a 
longing for the unarticulated and immeasurable, for eternity, for 
nothingness. (Mann, Death in Venice, p. 224) 

 
This passage follows shortly after Aschenbach’s first sight of Tadzio. As such, it is 

no coincidence that Mann chooses to articulate Aschenbach’s internal longing 

through his ‘attachment to the sea’. But, it is the use of free indirect discourse that 

once again provides a level of nuance. Through Mann’s use of the stylistic technique 

Aschenbach’s libidinal urges are communicated in a veiled, yet sensuous manner. 

Aschenbach’s subjectivity is afflicted by something that he cannot articulate and so 

the objective report provided by the narrator suggests the potential of something 

unnerving to the reader: Aschenbach’s homosexual and paedophilic urges for 

Tadzio. As Ben Hutchinson notes, ‘[i]n place of erotic action, we are given stylistic 

passion […] erotic tension is sublimated into stylistic pleasure: the aesthetic becomes 

the erotic.’12 Hutchinson’s evaluation outlines the way in which Mann’s use of free 

indirect discourse is a method of conveying Aschenbach’s unwillingness to recognise 

the erotic urges he holds for Tadzio. 

 Steven Marcus explains that it was in order to convey ‘unnerving 

circumstances’ such as those above, that Mann ‘develop[ed] a complex narrational 

                                                
12 Ben Hutchinson, ‘Modernism and the Erotics of Style’, in Modernist Eroticisms: European 
Literature after Sexology, ed. Anna Katharina Schaffner and Shane Weller (Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2012), pp. 213-231 (p. 220). 
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voice or series of voices’.13 Understood in this way Mann’s use of free indirect 

discourse becomes a way of conveying Aschenbach’s denial of the complex urges 

held in his mind. This denial begins to unravel later in the novella when 

Aschenbach’s consciousness is entirely consumed by thoughts of Tadzio: 

So it was that in his state of distraction he could no longer think of 
anything or want anything except this ceaseless pursuit of the object 
that so inflamed him: nothing but to follow him, to dream of him 
when he was not there, and after the fashion of lovers to address 
tender words to his mere shadow. (Mann, Death in Venice, p. 248) 

 
At a linguistic level this extract is overwhelmingly predatory. Tadzio is 

reduced to existence only as the object of Aschenbach’s desire, something to 

be possessed in a materialistic sense. What adds a level of intricacy though is 

the seemingly antithetical ending, whereby the predatory pursuit is softened 

to a lover’s address. As such the content mimics the stylistic mode. The 

interplay between two viewpoints is intrinsic to Aschenbach’s interior 

reflections and highlights the chaos afflicting his state of mind. In this extract 

the impression is heightened through Mann’s use of free indirect discourse, 

which merges the subjective experience of Aschenbach with the omniscience 

of the narrative voice. In doing so, a typically modern representation of 

individual experience is conveyed. 

 

Visconti’s Moderni-Zoom 

Much of the criticism surrounding Visconti’s adaptation of Mann’s text is concerned 

with issues of fidelity. Critics including Michael Wilson, Irving Singer, Martin 

Halliwell, and most vehemently Geoffrey Nowell-Smith and T. J. Reed bemoan the 

difficulties that Mann’s text presents to a cinematic adaptation. The inability of what 
                                                
13 Steven Marcus, ‘Modern Mann’, (1997). Available at 
http://www.nytimes.com/books/97/09/21/reviews/970921.21marcust.html [accessed on 21 April 
2014].  
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is predominantly a visual medium, film, to capture the psychological nuances of 

Mann’s text is their fundamental contention. Yet, harbouring such prejudices means 

that some fail to recognise key stylistic techniques characteristic of the filmic 

medium, that enable more nuanced readings of Visconti’s text, and arguably enhance 

our reading of Mann’s novella. As Vaget suggests:  

[film criticism] should not bring to bear the artistic achievement of 
one work on the critical judgement of the other, but rather compare 
them in their own rights and take into account the different 
requirements of the medium […] as well as the different historical and 
cultural contexts in which the two works are embedded.14 
 

Vaget’s model acknowledges the fundamental differences that will inevitably exist 

between two texts created in different mediums and over half a century apart. 

Nonetheless, Vaget sees it as the critic’s role to look beyond such reductive readings. 

Adopting Vaget’s model this study will continue in similar vein, assessing the way in 

which Visconti’s use of style can be considered modernist through the way in which 

it visualises Mann’s use of free indirect discourse.  

It is not enough to state that Visconti’s stylistic techniques are conservative, 

as identified earlier. Nor, indeed, is it anything less than a truism to describe his as a 

visual style. In an interview during the production of Death in Venice, Dirk Bogarde 

comes close to articulating what Bradbury and McFarlane described above as ‘style 

in a highly individualistic sense’. He explains that: 

one of the big problems about Visconti is that the script is not 
important to him beyond the fact that it is an outline on which to 
superimpose his images. And even when he is reading, he reads 
everything. He reads the newspapers, he reads Thomas Mann, he 
reads every book you can think of from Goethe to anything, but he 
still doesn’t care about words.15  
 

                                                
14 Hans Rudolf Vaget, ‘Film and Literature: The Case of Death in Venice: Luchino Visconti and 
Thomas Mann’, The German Quarterly, 53.2 (1980), 159-175 (p. 163).  
15 ‘Visconti’s Venice’, from Death in Venice, dir. Luchino Visconti (Warner Brothers, 1971). Bogarde 
was the actor who played the role of Aschenbach in the film. 
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What Bogarde describes as a problem is perhaps not that at all, only Visconti’s 

stylistic approach to literary adaptation. Visconti understands that words are for his 

medium surplus to requirements, the characteristics of another medium. Instead, he 

adopts a stylistic technique native to film, the zoom, to visualise the effects Mann 

creates through free indirect discourse. In doing so, he at least attempts to answer 

Virginia Woolf’s question, ‘[i]s there, we ask, some secret language which we feel 

and see, but never speak, and, if so, could this be made visible to the eye?’16 

Henry Bacon claims that ‘Pasqualino de Santi’s pan-and-zoom style of 

shooting is at its most elaborate and expressive’ during the ‘scene in the lounge 

before the first meal after Aschenbach has arrived’.17 It is during this scene that 

Aschenbach first sees Tadzio and coincidentally it is the first time that the zoom lens 

is used in the pervasive way in which Mann uses free indirect discourse. As Fig. 1 

(See Appendix) demonstrates, Aschenbach is framed in a medium close-up, 

establishing that his gaze upon someone. A cut then takes in the object of his gaze, 

Tadzio, in another medium close-up (Fig. 2). In doing so, Visconti establishes a 

point-of-view shot in which the camera becomes Aschenbach’s interior, subjective 

viewpoint. And this is the case until the camera begins to zoom out taking in a mid 

and wide shot of Tadzio before eventually revealing Aschenbach in the foreground 

(Fig. 3-4). The camera now portrays an objective viewpoint of the scenario that has 

been witnessed until now from within Aschenbach’s consciousness. In doing so, 

Visconti manufactures an ambiguity that will continue throughout the film over 

Aschenbach’s subjective gaze and an objective narrational viewpoint. The final shot 

of the sequence (Fig. 5) returns to a medium close up of Aschenbach and it is plain to 
                                                
16 Virginia Woolf, ‘The Cinema’, (1926). Available at 
http://www.woolfonline.com/timepasses/?q=essays/cinema/full [accessed on 30 April 2014].  
17 Henry Bacon, Visconti: Explorations of Beauty and Decay Cambridge and New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998), p. 68. All further references are to this edition and will appear parenthetically 
in the body of the essay.  
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see that the boy has had a profound effect on him. Bacon questions the nature of this 

effect, ‘[i]n the first instance, his interest in the boy may well be purely aesthetic, but 

fundamentally it is nevertheless desire aestheticized.’ (Bacon, Beauty and Decay, p. 

158-159) Understood in this way, this sequence demonstrates how Visconti has 

started to problematise the representation of Aschenbach’s consciousness through a 

visualisation of Mann’s use of free indirect discourse. 

The following example demonstrates how Visconti’s use of ‘rhythmic 

zooming shots […] establish an ebb and tide that invests us with a moving image of 

affective consciousness.’18 In Fig. 6 Aschenbach is shown leaving the Hotel des 

Baines on an evening walk when he encounters Tadzio and his family. Here Visconti 

utilises a dolly zoom, whereby the camera tracks forward while simultaneously 

zooming away from the family. From an objective narrational viewpoint, this 

stylistic technique creates a mildly vertiginous effect that mimics Aschenbach’s 

reaction to encountering the family head to head (Fig. 7). This effect is compounded 

when Visconti cuts to an over the shoulder shot in which Tadzio smiles at 

Aschenbach (Fig. 8). The boy’s flirtatious action has a profound effect on 

Aschenbach and as a result he seeks refuge on a nearby seat (Fig. 9). It is at this point 

that Visconti uses the zoom function to invade Aschenbach’s subjectivity with an 

extreme close-up (Fig. 10). The movement from objective to subjective viewpoint in 

this scene is striking because of the way in which Visconti involves the viewer in 

Aschenbach’s experience. As such, the magnitude of Aschenbach’s longing for 

Tadzio is witnessed from the interplay of two viewpoints, internal and external, 

subjective and objective. 

                                                
18 Irving Singer, ‘Death in Venice: Visconti and Mann’, Modern Language Notes, 91.6 (1976), 1348-
1359 (p. 1350). 
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Towards the end of the film Aschenbach pursues Tadzio through the Venice 

alleyways. The sequence marks Visconti’s most predatory use of the zoom, but also 

his most complex rendering of Aschenbach’s subjectivity, mimicking Mann’s use of 

free indirect discourse in the extract analysed above. Des O’Rawe notes the way in 

which: 

cinema […] has offered a more modernist vision of Venice [where the 
city] ceases to exist in any denotative sense, becoming instead a state 
of mind: not so much a place as a cinematic palimpsest of desire, 
decay and death. 19 

 
The Venice that O’Rawe describes is manifest in the pursuit sequence where the air 

is thick with smoke from the fires at every street corner, where disinfectant covers 

every wall and scraps of rotting food litter the alleyways. This is Visconti’s ‘stricken 

and disordered city’ and the symbolic representation of Aschenbach’s state of mind. 

But it is once again Visconti’s use of the zoom that enables the greater understanding 

of Aschenbach’s consciousness. The sequence begins from a subjective viewpoint 

with a long shot of Tadzio in a deserted alleyway, before zooming into a medium 

close-up (Fig. 11-12). Then after a brief moment of pursuit, the desperate 

Aschenbach loses his object of desire, only for him to re-emerge in a deserted 

courtyard by which time the viewpoint has switched to objective (Fig. 13). Finally, 

the camera zooms into a close-up of Tadzio’s face (Fig. 14). The switch from 

subjective to objective viewpoint during this sequence exacerbates Aschenbach’s 

desperation. But, unlike Mann’s novella, it does not represent Aschenbach as a threat 

to Tadzio. Instead, it is the desire that he holds that destroys Aschenbach. The zoom 

therefore enables an insight into the chaos of Aschenbach’s subjectivity without the 

‘advantages’ that for Mann’s protagonist remained possible.  

                                                
19 Des O’Rawe, ‘Venice in Film: The Postcard and the Palimpsest’, Literature/Film Quarterly, 33.3 
(2005), 224-232 (p. 225).  
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Operatic modernism: Britten’s use of dodecaphony  

As Linda Hutcheon observes, ‘an adapter coming to a story with the idea of adapting 

it for a film would be attracted to different aspects of it than an opera librettist would 

be.’20 For Britten and the librettist, Myfanwy Piper, this was certainly the case. As 

Schmidgall notes, unlike Visconti, the opera is testament to ‘Britten’s respect for and 

invariably gifted response to the written word. [Therefore,] Britten’s intention was to 

[…] make the music a form of accompaniment and comment upon the words.’ 21 The 

intricacy of the operatic medium and its ability to express both linguistically and 

musically was central to Britten and Piper’s approach. Rather than replace Mann’s 

textual material with the characteristics of the medium as Visconti did, Britten and 

Piper had the opportunity to reappropriate Mann’s prose and express it through the 

interplay between language and music. As Lucy Y. Liu notes, the medium allowed 

them to explore the ‘double natures and ambiguities [of Mann’s text], which can be 

traced from both a narrative-symbolic and musical perspective.’22 Britten and Piper 

achieve this in a number of ways, creating what John Evans refers to as a ‘rich 

tapestry of musical languages’ through the use of tonal clarity and ambivalence and 

textures and techniques derived from Balinese gamelan and Japanese Noh play.23 

Lacking the scope to explore all these methods and their individual nuances, this 

study will focus primarily on the way in which Britten utilises dodecaphony to 

reproduce, and arguably enhance Mann’s use of free indirect discourse. 

                                                
20 Linda Hutcheon, A Theory of Adaptation (New York and London: Routledge, 2006), p. 19. 
21 Gary Schmidgall, Literature as Opera (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977), p. 345. 
22 Lucy Y. Liu, ‘Duality and Ambiguity in Britten’s Death in Venice’, Nota Bene: Canadian 
Undergraduate Journal of Musicology, 2.1 (2009), 25-39 (p. 25). 
23 John Evans, ‘Twelve-note Structures and Tonal Polarity’, in Benjamin Britten: Death in Venice, ed. 
Donald Mitchell (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), pp. 99-114 (p. 99). All further 
references are to this edition and will appear parenthetically in the body of the essay. 
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 It is necessary to convey an understanding of the terminology used to 

describe Britten’s style of composition before turning to the opera to analyse its 

effects. It has already been stated that critics use the terms dodecaphony, twelve-tone 

system and twelve-note composition interchangeably. As for the origins of the style, 

Arnold Schoenberg has been credited with its inception, and it is he who provides the 

most comprehensive definition of its use: 

the method consists primarily of the constant and exclusive use of a 
set of twelve different tones. This means, of course, that no tone is 
repeated within the series and that it uses all twelve tones of the 
chromatic scale, though in a different order.24  
 

The impact of such a compositional style is that the key is deliberately obscured, 

allowing ‘[a]ll twelve notes […] equal rights.’25 From this definition it is possible to 

think of dodecaphony as a distinctly modernist stylistic approach, one that 

acknowledges the complexities of representation and enables freedom of musical 

expression without the limitations of traditionalism. But caution is advised, because 

as Daniel Albright notes the method is based upon rules, and is therefore an ‘orderly 

disestablishment of the tonic’.26 Moreover, for Arthur Honegger the dodecaphonists 

are ‘convicts who, having broken their chains, voluntarily attach two-hundred-pound 

balls to their feet in order to run faster’.27 Nevertheless, it could be argued that the 

paradoxical nature of this stylistic approach is in fact its modernist aspect. Thomas 

Mann certainly used it to this effect in Doctor Faustus when his protagonist, 

                                                
24 Arnold Schoenberg, Extract from ‘Composition with Twelve Tones: [fiat lux]’, trans. and ed. Leo 
Black, in Modernism and Music: An Anthology of Sources, ed. Daniel Albright (Chicago and London: 
The University of Chicago Press, 2004), pp. 194-202 (p. 198). 
25 Anton Webern, Extract from ‘The Path to Twelve-Note Composition’, in Modernism and Music: 
An Anthology of Sources, ed. Daniel Albright (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 
2004), pp. 202-213 (p. 209). 
26 Daniel Albright, Commentary to ‘New Discipline: The Twelve-Tone Method’, in Modernism and 
Music: An Anthology of Sources, ed. Daniel Albright (Chicago and London: The University of 
Chicago Press, 2004), pp. 193-223 (p. 193). Emphasis is my own. All further references are to this 
edition and will appear parenthetically in the body of the essay. 
27 Arthur Honegger, Extract from Je Suis Compositeur, trans. Sam Morgenstern, in Modernism and 
Music: An Anthology of Sources, ed. Daniel Albright (Chicago and London: The University of 
Chicago Press, 2004), p. 222.  



 14 

composer Adrian Leverkühn, is shown to use the twelve-tone system. As Albright 

notes, ‘Mann used twelve-tone music as a metaphor for all that was wrong in 

Modernism – its strange equivocation between objectivity and subjectivity, […] 

between order and chaos.’ (Albright, ‘New Discipline’, p. 215) What follows will 

suggest that Britten uses dodecaphony in Death in Venice to similar effect. 

Tracing the modernistic aspects of Britten’s work through the idea of operatic 

stream of consciousness, Steven R. Cerf notes that: 

At the conclusion of the first act, applause is actively discouraged by 
the absence of curtain calls. […] Death in Venice demands our hushed 
silence for the sanctity of the individual, of selfhood […] It is 
precisely the relentless focusing […] on Aschenbach, that makes the 
opera so modernistic.28 

 
Cerf identifies Britten’s opera as modernist through its representation of the 

individual. Yet, Cerf fails to recognise Britten’s use of dodecaphony as a stylistic 

interpretation of this representation. At the very start of the opera, Aschenbach sings 

‘My mind beats on, my mind beats on and no words come’ to an unnerving twelve-

note theme that builds to a crescendo.29 The recursive element of the dialogue 

directly contrasts with the disorder of the musical arrangement. The effect of this 

disparity is that a sense of Aschenbach’s desire to remain in control is conveyed 

despite the effect that his inability to write is having upon his consciousness. 

Nevertheless, the inversion of the twelve-note theme that immediately follows 

‘taxing, tiring, unyielding, unproductive’ (MacGibbon, Death in Venice, 2014) 

submits to the disorder of the musical language, signified by the seemingly random 

asyndetic listing. In this way, the dodecaphonic style that Britten utilises in the 

                                                
28 Steven R. Cerf, ‘Benjamin Britten’s Death in Venice: Operatic Stream of Consciousness’, The 
Bucknell Review, 31.1 (1988), 124-138 (p. 124). 
29 Britten: Death in Venice, dir. Ross MacGibbon (Opus Arte, 2014). All further references are to this 
source and will appear parenthetically in the body of the essay. 
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opening sequence of Death in Venice enables, in a typically modernist sense, an 

understanding of Aschenbach’s conflicting interior self.  

As in Mann’s text, the opera conveys the way in which Aschenbach’s desire 

for Tadzio amplifies the chaos that afflicts his state of mind. For both Mann and 

Visconti, this is achieved in part by Aschenbach’s gaze. But for an opera, such 

incidental action might easily be lost in performance. To avoid such discrepancies, 

Shersten Johnson explains that ‘Britten, […] underscores the importance of 

Aschenbach’s gaze in the Mann story, and captures those visual cues musically.’30 

The musical interpretation of Aschenbach’s gaze is Britten’s way of objectifying 

Tadzio, who is already isolated by the fact that he plays a non-speaking, non-singing 

balletic dancer. Johnson notes that, in doing so, Britten ‘removes Tadzio from the 

foreground musical discourse of the opera and places him in a special, objectified 

sound world.’ (Johnson, ‘Musical Syllables’, p. 599) The ‘sound world’ that Johnson 

highlights is the gamelan idiom31 that becomes Tadzio’s motif and the means by 

which Britten emphasises Aschenbach’s gaze musically. What is most interesting 

about the gamelan motif though is its twelve-note derivation. As Evans explains, ‘[i]t 

is drawn from the chromatic texture that supports Aschenbach’s line.’ For Evans it 

follows that Tadzio’s motif would be musically linked to the twelve-note system 

because ‘he is the subject of all [Aschenbach’s] most personal thoughts, whether 

expressed in the context of a fully drawn scene or an intimate soliloquy.’ (Evans, 

‘Twelve-note Structures’, p. 111) Drawing a similar means of musical expression 

between Aschenbach and Tadzio allows Britten to enact the subjective viewpoint of 

his protagonist. In doing so, it is not only the pervasive gaze that is communicated 

                                                
30 Shersten Johnson, ‘Britten’s Musical Syllables’, Music & Letters, 86.4 (2005), 592-622 (p. 610). 
All further references are to this edition and will appear parenthetically in the body of the essay. 
31 An Indonesian musical heritage based primarily around percussion. See 
http://www.balibeyond.com/gamelan.html for more information. 
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musically, but also the overwhelming desire that Aschenbach holds (internally) for 

Tadzio: a desire that has the potential to fragment Aschenbach and will ultimately 

destroy him. 

In his introduction to Benjamin Britten: Death in Venice,32 eminent Britten 

scholar, Donald Mitchell, refers to the ‘conspicuous’ nature of the twelve-note 

technique throughout the opera.33 Mitchell’s remark suggests that Britten 

purposefully sought to draw attention to the use of dodecaphony in Death in Venice. 

In doing so, Britten creates a motif that is synonymous with the internal landscape of 

Aschenbach’s subjectivity. As Evans explains, ‘twelve-note textures […] abound in 

the piano accompaniments to the interior monologue recitatives.’ Britten’s motive 

for this was to link ‘these recitatives with the musical language of the opening 

monologue’. (Evans, ‘Twelve-note Structures’, p. 109-110) In one such recitative 

that occurs soon after Aschenbach discovers that Venice is infected with cholera, he 

sings, ‘It is true. It is all true. I can fall no further. Oh the taste, the taste of 

knowledge. Of knowledge. Let the gods do as they will with me.’ (MacGibbon, 

Death in Venice, 2014) Similarly to the interior monologue that begins the opera, 

Aschenbach’s lines are recursive. At first this would seem to be incongruous to the 

unsettling twelve-note textures that are interspersed with these lines, and like the 

start of the opera suggest Aschenbach’s battle to contain the chaos afflicting his 

subjectivity. Yet, Aschenbach’s lines have almost entirely lost their syntactical and 

grammatical structure. As such, Britten uses the twelve-note system to describe the 

deterioration of Aschenbach. The external utterance of words and the internal 

musical language means that his demise is witnessed through the interplay of two 
                                                
32 A seminal work that brings together criticism and first-hand accounts from those involved in the 
creation of Britten’s opera, including his librettist Myfanwy Piper, his musical assistant Rosamund 
Strode, and stage director Colin Graham, as well as many others. 
33 Donald Mitchell, ‘An Introduction in the Shape of a Memoir’, in Benjamin Britten: Death in Venice 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), pp. 1-25 (p. 23). 
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viewpoints. As such, the technique reappropriates Mann’s use of free indirect 

discourse in a method specific to the operatic medium.  

 

Conclusion 

Through the comparative analysis of Mann’s use of free indirect discourse, 

Visconti’s use of the zoom lens and Britten’s use of dodecaphony, it has been 

suggested that a central modernistic concern is addressed in Death in Venice. To 

varying degrees, each stylistic device enables the representation of the complexities 

of the protagonist’s subjectivity. As such, the texts explore the chaos afflicting 

Aschenbach’s psyche through marginalisation, the interplay of two viewpoints, 

invasion and disorder. In doing so, the assumption that modernism as a movement is 

exclusive to the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century is problematised. 

Instead, Visconti’s and Britten’s texts are examples of a far broader reading of the 

movement temporally, artistically and, as has been demonstrated, stylistically. In 

Charles Baudelaire’s seminal work, ‘The Painter of Modern Life’ he explains that 

modernity is ‘the ephemeral, the fugitive, the contingent, the half of art whose other 

half is the eternal and the immutable.’34 This study goes some way to disprove 

Baudelaire’s claim. Rather than being ephemeral, modernism, in its stylistic iteration 

at least, is multifarious and recurring; a movement as fragmentary and complex as 

the crisis of culture that it seeks to describe. 

 

Word Count: 5,620 (including notes)

                                                
34 Charles Baudelaire, Extract from ‘The Painter of Modern Life’, trans. Jonathan Mayne, in The 
Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism, ed. Vincent B. Leitch, William E. Cain et al., 2nd edn. 
(New York and London: W. W. Norton & Company, 2010), pp. 680-690 (p.684).  
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Appendix: 

All stills have been taken from Death in Venice, dir. Lunchino Visconti (Warner 

Brothers, 1971) 

Fig. 1) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 2) 

 

 

 

 

Appendix C) 

 

 

Fig. 3) 

 

 



 19 

Fig. 3) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4) 

 

 

Appendix E) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 5) 

 

 



 20 

Fig. 5) 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 6) 

 

Fig. 6) 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 7) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 21 
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