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			Thomas Mann

			German novelist and essayist

			
					Born in Lübeck (German Empire) in 1875.

					Died in Zürich in 1955.

					Literary awards:	Nobel Prize in Literature, 1929

	Goethe Prize, 1949




					Notable honours:	Member of the American Academy of Arts and Letters (elected in 1950)

	Member of the Academy of Arts, Berlin




					Notable works:	Buddenbrooks (1901), novel

	The Magic Mountain (1924), novel

	Joseph and his Brothers (1933-1943), four-part novel

	Doctor Faustus (1947), novel




			

			Paul Thomas Mann was born on 6 June 1875 in Lübeck, a city in the newly created German Empire. His father was a wealthy German merchant and his mother was Brazilian with German, Portuguese and Indian ancestry. Although he was never a particularly brilliant student, he was always drawn to writing and devoured the works of German philosophers, which had a major impact on his later work. During his teenage years, Mann realised that he was attracted to other boys, and his struggles with his homosexuality are reflected in his work. At university, he took classes on literature, mythology, economics, art and history, and in 1895 he travelled to Italy for the first time with his older brother Heinrich. During his time there, he wrote his first novel, Buddenbrooks, which earned him recognition in the European literary world. Before long, he achieved worldwide fame and rose to become one of the most significant figures of 20th-century literature.

			In 1905, Mann married Katia Pringsheim, the daughter of a Jewish mathematician, with whom he went on to have six children. Although it is not evident in his writing, his personal life was marked by tragedy: two of his sisters and two of his children (the novelist Klaus and the musician Michael) committed suicide. Meanwhile, two of his children, Erika and Klaus, followed more closely in his footsteps than the others: in addition to embarking on literary careers like their father, they were also both gay. This was a source of personal heartache for them: Erika had an unhappy and short-lived marriage to the gay actor Gustaf Gründgens (1899-1963), while Klaus became engaged to his childhood friend Pamela Wedekind before breaking it off.

			Mann published a series of successful novels in the early 20th century, and was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1929. However, with the rise of Nazism and Adolf Hitler (leader of the Nazi Party and German Chancellor, 1889-1945), whom Mann openly criticised, he was forced to emigrate to Switzerland and then the USA, where he taught at Princeton University. However, he found himself facing a different kind of persecution in the USA during the McCarthy era, which led him to return to Switzerland in the late 1940s. He died near Zürich in 1955.

			Mann is widely recognised as one of the greatest German-language writers of all time, and his writing and thought had a major impact on 20th-century European literature. His vast body of work spans a range of genres, including theatre, short stories, novels and autobiographical writings. He was also an early supporter of gay rights, as he openly supported individuals’ right to make their own decisions about their private life.

		


		
			Death in Venice

			A story of obsession, illness and decline

			
					Genre: psychological novella

					Reference edition: Mann, T. (2001) Death in Venice & A Man and His Dog/Der Tod in Venedig & Herr und Hund. Trans. Applebaum, S. Mineola: Dover Publications, Inc.

					1st edition: 1912

					Themes: travel, death, youth, old age

			

			The novella Death in Venice was published in 1912. It tells the story of Gustav von Aschenbach, a renowned German writer in his early 50s who is struggling with writer’s block, but who finds a new lease of life in Venice before developing an obsession with a strikingly beautiful Polish boy called Tadzio. Although the writer never speaks to or touches the young boy, he is consumed by a passion that eventually leads to his ruin, against the backdrop of a cholera epidemic that has spread to Venice from the East. Although it is only a short text, Death in Venice is one of Mann’s most acclaimed works and has inspired a range of adaptations, including a film, a ballet and an opera.

			The novella’s homoeroticism has sparked heated debate, with some critics arguing that the work glorifies pederasty. However, this is far from the only possible interpretation of this complex, nuanced text.

			Did you know?

			Death in Venice was inspired by a real trip to the city that Mann took with his wife. The hotel that the couple stayed in features in the novella, and it seems that Mann also saw and was attracted to a young Polish boy. However, he did not dare to follow him around the city, as Aschenbach does in the book.

		




		
			Summary

			Aschenbach escapes to Venice

			The protagonist of Death in Venice is Gustav von Aschenbach, a widower and acclaimed author in his early 50s who has recently been granted the aristocratic particle “von” in recognition of his artistic achievements. He is very reserved, demonstrates exceptional discipline and dedication to his craft, and leads a spartan existence. At the start of the novella, he is walking around the outskirts of a cemetery when he catches sight of a strange red-haired man who aggressively stares back at him. He is torn between curiosity and shame, but ultimately decides to keep his distance from the man. He is seized by an urge to travel, and has a vision that he is entering a dreamlike swamp, where the wilderness teems with lush, exotic vegetation but seems to be filled with hidden dangers. Shortly after this, he decides to take a holiday.

			After initially travelling to Pula on the coast of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Aschenbach realises that he was meant to go to Venice instead and stay at the Grand Hôtel des Bains on the island of Lido. On the boat on the way to the island, he sees a group of energetic young people and an elderly man who is wearing a wig, false teeth, heavy make-up and youthful clothing in a vain attempt to fit in with them. The old man ends up getting blind drunk and making a fool of himself, and Aschenbach is appalled by his behaviour and by his immature need to cling to his lost youth. When he arrives in the city, the writer has an unpleasant encounter with an unlicensed gondolier with red hair and a skeletal face. Aschenbach is perturbed by the reckless way he steers around the canals, but the man refuses to go back to the gondola landing. In the end, Aschenbach gives in and lets the gondolier carry on.

			Aschenbach sees Tadzio for the first time

			After checking in at the hotel and reflecting on his strange experiences up to that point, Aschenbach goes down to dinner, where his attention is captured by a Polish family. One of them is a strikingly beautiful boy who looks to be around 14 years old. He is dressed like a sailor, and resembles the statues of ancient Greece. By contrast, the boy’s older sisters are so severely dressed that they look like nuns. Aschenbach discovers that the boy’s name is Tadzio during a trip to the beach, and although he soon becomes obsessed with him, he convinces himself that his interest is purely artistic and aesthetic.

			The hot, humid climate soon begins to affect the aging writer’s health, so he decides to leave Venice earlier than planned and head somewhere more pleasant. The city’s fetid waters seem to be warning him that he will be in danger if he stays there. However, on the morning he is supposed to leave, he sees Tadzio again and is overcome by feelings of guilt and regret. When he gets to the train station, he realises that his trunk has been sent to the wrong place. He pretends to be angry about the mistake, but deep down he is thrilled that he has an excuse to stay in the city with Tadzio. He decides to stay in Venice until he gets his luggage back and returns to his hotel. He is so enamoured with the boy that he then decides not to leave after all.

			Obsession and illness

			Over the course of the following weeks, Aschenbach’s interest in Tadzio reaches obsessive proportions: he watches him constantly and even follows him around Venice. He tries to convince himself that he keeps running into the boy by chance, but in truth he is scouring the city’s streets for him and his sisters, to such an extent that they are becoming suspicious of his intentions. One night, Tadzio flashes a broad smile at the writer, who describes it as “the smile of Narcissus bending over his reflection in the water” (p. 93). Aschenbach is disturbed by the encounter and rushes out of the hotel into a deserted garden, where he finally admits to himself that his interest in Tadzio is not merely artistic, but that he is in love with him.

			Aschenbach travels from the Lido into Venice, where he sees signs warning about an unspecified illness and telling people not to eat mussels or oysters. He then becomes aware of a strong, unfamiliar smell permeating the streets of Venice, and realises that it is disinfectant. However, the authorities and the city’s residents seem to be in denial about the seriousness of the problem and the tourists continue wandering around admiring its beauty, oblivious to the danger around them.

			To begin with, Aschenbach refuses to acknowledge the danger posed by the illness because he likes to think that it is somehow linked to his passion for Tadzio. At around this time, he sees a third red-haired, coarse-looking man, who is part of a group of street musicians who have come to perform for the guests at the hotel. Aschenbach listens to their songs, which are so bawdy that they would have disgusted him in his former life in Germany, while surreptitiously watching Tadzio. At one point, the boy glances over at him, which gives him hope that the attraction could be mutual. When the musician comes closer to him, he realises that the man is giving off the same putrid smell that he has been noticing all over the city.

			Decline and destruction

			Aschenbach tries to push Tadzio out of his mind, and resolves to find out the truth about the health notices that have been posted all over the city. After multiple people tell him that the scirocco (a kind of hot, oppressive wind which occurs in North Africa and Southern Europe) is the only thing to worry about, he talks to a British travel agent who admits that a cholera epidemic has spread to Venice from the East and that his life will be in danger if he decides to stay there. The writer then finds himself facing a moral dilemma: if he warns Tadzio’s mother that it is dangerous to stay in Venice, he will have acted ethically and helped the object of his admiration, but the family will leave the city and he will not be able to see the boy again. He decides to keep the truth to himself and stay in the city, where he can watch Tadzio.

			After spending most of his life focused on reason and intellectual matters, Aschenbach turns his attentions to his aging body and face. In an attempt to make himself more physically attractive, he goes to the hotel barber, who persuades him to dye his hair back to its natural black and wear make-up to look younger. Without realising it, Aschenbach has started behaving like the old man on the boat to Venice, whom he had found so repulsive and ridiculous. Having changed his appearance, the writer starts following Tadzio around Venice in the oppressive, uncomfortable heat. When he eventually loses him in the labyrinthine streets, he is so exhausted and thirsty that he devours some overripe strawberries without thinking and goes to a square to rest. He reflects on the Platonic ideal of beauty and recalls the philosophical dialogue the Phaedo, in an episode which shows just how far he has fallen since he first set eyes on Tadzio’s fragile beauty.

			A few days later, Aschenbach, who is feeling sick and weak, goes down to the hotel lobby, where he finds out that the Polish family are planning on leaving after lunch. He heads to the beach and sits in the same deckchair that he has been watching the boy from since he arrived. Today, Tadzio is not accompanied by his mother, governess or sisters, but is playing by the sea with the friends he has made in the course of his stay. These include a boy called Jaschu, who has grown inseparable from Tadzio. The two boys get into a fight, and Jaschu soon overpowers Tadzio and holds him under the water. When Tadzio gets free, he wades through the water and stands looking out to sea, before turning around and seeing his admirer, who is watching him again. Aschenbach has the impression that Tadzio is encouraging him to follow him, but when he tries to get up he ends up falling over the side of his chair. This is where his dead body is discovered a few minutes later. The rest of the world mourns the loss of the respected author, but they are completely unaware of the mental turmoil that plagued his final days before his unexpected passing.

			From page to screen

			 In 1971, Death in Venice was adapted into a film directed by the acclaimed Italian director Luchino Visconti (1906-1976). It was one of Visconti’s last films, and is widely considered to be among his masterpieces. The film, which was nominated for the Academy Award for Best Costume Design, sparked renewed interest in the novella and in Mann’s work in general. It starred Dirk Bogarde as Aschenbach and the 17-year-old Björn Andrésen as Tadzio.
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