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It is not necessary for an author to live in a particular locale 

to render his or her settings authentic, but Donna Leon’s 

vivid recreation of Venice for her Commissario Guido Brunetti 

novels would seem to owe something to her intimate 

knowledge of the city. 

DONNA LEON 

& 

COMMISSARIO 

BRUNETTI’S VENICE 

As much as the beleaguered Brunetti himself, Venice is a powerful 

protagonist in Leon’s elegantly constructed tales. An American expatriate, 

she has lived in the city since the 1980s, and this has given her a superb 

knowledge of La Serenissima – one of the names by which Venice is known, 

literally meaning ‘the most serene’. Leon is unbeatable at conjuring up the 

atmosphere of this unique city, which has been evoked with assurance by 

other chroniclers from artists Canaletto (1697–1768) and J. M. W. Turner 

(1775–1851) to ﬁlm director Nicolas Roeg (b. 1928). 

Reading a Donna Leon novel is almost as good as a trip to her adopted 

city, although her view of the dark sides of Italy (multiple levels of 

corruption and double-dealing) strays quite some way from the tourist trail, 

and may be one of the reasons she has not sanctioned Italian translations of 

her work. 

From La Fenice to San Polo 

Opera is a theme close to Donna Leon’s heart: she is a friend of the great 

Italian soprano Cecilia Bartoli (b. 1966), and is involved in many important 

classical concerts. e opera house of La Fenice is immensely celebrated 

in Venice, not just for the musical glories that have taken place within its 
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walls. Famously, the opera house burned down and was later restored to its 

exquisite former appearance – and it is here that we ﬁrst encounter Guido 

Brunetti in a Donna Leon novel. In 

Death at La Fenice 

(1992), Brunetti is 

reminded of many aspects of Venice’s glorious past. e area surrounding 

the opera house, the Campo San Fantin, is the location of one of the city’s 

most illustrious restaurants, Antico Martini, a famous venue for classical 

studies, the Ateneo Veneto, and the site of a Renaissance church, Chiesa di 

San Fantin. In this book, Brunetti considers the marked contrast between the 

glory of bygone days and its more shopworn present. 

Donna Leon 

Donna Leon will not sanction 

translation of her books into Italian. 

Leon has a passionate interest 

in 

serious music (notably the operas of 

Handel). She organizes numerous 

classical concerts in her adoptive 

country and sings and tours in a 

baroque 

choir herself. 

Leon’s books sell best 

in Germany. 

Leon has lived and taught English 

literature 

in Switzerland, Iran, China, 

Italy and Saudi Arabia. 
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In 

Death at La Fenice 

we learn also that the Commissario’s apartment 

is in the San Polo region, near the less-visited Santa Croce district. e 

eastern area of San Polo was once the historical centre of Venice, and the 

area still has a liveliness granted to it by the Rialto stalls, which are not too 

far away. e bells of the church of San Polo are a familiar noise to Guido 

Brunetti, and the area is repeatedly described as having a great appeal for 

him. He and his family have an exquisite view from their apartment, which 

is a constant source of joy to him; he is able to see the Dolomite mountain 

range from the kitchen. e slower pace of life at home – not to mention his 

wife Paola’s cooking – oﬀers a respite from the rigours of his job. Another 

striking vista is presented to the detective when he walks down Calle 

Traghetto della Madonnetta to gaze at the Grand Canal. 

Brunetti muses about the ﬂexibility of the bylaws that aﬀect this patch – his 

own home is surrounded by areas full of rundown buildings as well as the 

splendidly maintained historical sites. In 

Death at La Fenice 

he worries that he 

doesn’t legally own his ﬂat. He is right to worry, as some years later (in 

Friends 

in High Places

, 2000) he ﬁnds himself the target of a government initiative to 

control and bring into line all of Venice’s illegal buildings – including the one he is 

identiﬁed as living in. 

Exploring the city 

Excellent novels such as 

Death in a Strange Country 

(1993) and 

e 

Anonymous Venetian 

(1994) followed Leon’s debut Brunetti novel. 

e rail and road causeway of the Ponte della Libertà is the area in 

which Brunetti is nearly killed in the latter work (a young policewoman, in 

fact, pays with her life) and it is also where a body is found on a train in 

A 

Venetian Reckoning 

(1995). 

A Noble Radiance 

(1997) is a distinctive entry in the series. Notable 

sources of pleasure for Brunetti are the boat trips that he is able to take from 

his apartment, during which he muses on the problems and pleasures of 

living in Venice – along with the challenges of whatever case he is working 

on. Arriving home from the Questura (the police headquarters), a walk 

Cooking the books 

Food is a vital part of Brunetti’s world and the markets 

and food of Venice feature largely in the books. In re- 

sponse to popular demand – and her own awareness of 

the importance of gastronomy in Italian culture – Donna 

Leon has authorized and contributed background culin- 

ary stories to a cook book by Roberta Pianaro based on 

the recipes used by the Commissario’s wife, Paola 

(A Taste of Venice, 2010). One of the highlights is a 

unique and mouth-watering recipe for risotto. 
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e famous cemetery of San Michel 

© Lia Choi (unsplash.com) 

down a secluded alley to his home from the canal oﬅen prompts him to 

think about the history of Venice, as in 

Death in a Strange Country

, where he 

reminds himself not to grow oblivious to the beauty of his city with its great 

Gothic and Neoclassical ediﬁces the Doge’s Palace in Piazza San Marco and 

the Palazzo Grassi in Campo San Samuele, among others. 

Having featured in 

Death at La Fenice

, the famous cemetery of San Michele 

reappears in 

Death in a Strange Country

. is is where the detective’s father 

is buried (as we learn in the ﬁrst book) and it is also the site of some of the 

autopsies of the series. Brunetti’s colleague, the pathologist Ettore Rizzardi, 

appears frequently in the series, usually in collusion with the detective 

against the intransigence of the authorities. In 

Death in a Strange Country

, 

Brunetti takes a boat to San Michele in order to view a body. e island itself 

is the site of the grave of the composer Igor Stravinsky (1882–1971), along 

with the tombs of generations of Venetians, and Leon’s descriptions of the 

cemetery have a peculiar poignancy. In this book, Brunetti also pays a visit to 

the Ospedale Civile in Campo Santi Giovanni e Paolo, famous for both the 

hospital and its pathology and autopsy facility. 

‘THE MERE USE OF ONE’S EYES IN 

VENICE IS HAPPINESS ENOUGH, AND 

GENEROUS OBSERVERS FIND IT HARD 

TO KEEP AN ACCOUNT OF THEIR 

PROFITS IN THIS LINE’ 

– 

HENRY JAMES 

‘VENICE: AN EARLY IMPRESSION’ (1872) 
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GUIDE TO BRUNETTI ON 

SCREEN 

The Brunetti novels have been slow to transfer to cinema. This is perhaps 

surprising, given their dramatic themes and exquisitely picturesque set- 

tings, but part of the reason may be the refusal of American-born Donna 

Leon to authorize Italian-language editions of her work. This has naturally 

restricted her appeal in her adopted country and hence the likelihood of 

ﬁnding local ﬁnancial backing for a movie or TV series. Asked to justify her 

decision, Leon explains: ‘I do not want to live where I am famous … I don’t 

like being approached by people in a deferential way’. 

In ﬁlm 

German series starring Joachim Król as 

Commissario Brunetti: 

Venezianische Scharade 

(2000) 

Vendetta 

(2000) 

Nobiltà 

(2002) 

In Sachen Signora Brunetti 

(2002) 
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