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Venice as a Domain of Devils and
Witches: A Reading of Senso and
Death in Venice
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ABSTRACT

1 have taken up Camillo Boito’s novella, Senso (1883), and its
motion picuture version, Sexnso, (1953) by Luchino Visconti, and also
taken up Thomas Mann’s novella, Der Tod in Venedig (1912), and its
motion picture version, Death in Venice (1971), by the same Italian
director. My purpose has been to show that there is an interesting
representation of Venice common to these works: Venice as a domain
of devils and witches.

In the Boito’s novella, Senso, the narrator, a countess, is presented
as a femme fatale, that is, a kind of witch who goes on tempting and
ruining a man she chooses as her victim. After comprehending this
essential quality of the heroine, we can see that the countess in the
Visconti film, though not so obvious as in the novella, is also depicted
as a femme fatale, who tempts and ruins a young and handsome
Austrian lieutenant.

An interesting fact about Senso the novella, in which an
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important portion of the story takes place in Venice, is that this city
of the Adriatic brings out the full potential of the countess as a
Temptress by working on her senses. This magical city itself helps
her to develop into a full-fledged enchantress.

Both Mann’s novella, Der Tod in Venedig, and Death in Venice, a
Visconti film, can be regarded as a story which describes a
protagonist who is drawn into Venice and ruined there by devils,
finally dying in Venice the hell. The tempters appear at important
stages in the narrative: in a cemetery in Munich (only in the novella),
on a dilapidated vessel which carries the hero to Venice, and on a
gondola which carries him to Lido, where he is destined to die. The
greatest Tempter, however, is the beautiful boy who enchants him
and draws him into hell.

The Venice represented in the novella and its film version is a
place where devils give full play to their power. Moreover, the city’s
backstreets, where cholera is rampant, look very much like a hell, and
the city attracts and responds to the corrupted spirit of the
protagonist with its own corruption. In a word, Venice itself is a place

working with an evil spirit.
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